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From Marx to Piketty, the tension between labor and capital
features prominently in political economy. In contemporary
politics, this tension is an important driver of populist move-
ments and anti-globalization sentiment. With this in mind,
Adam Dean’s From Conflict to Coalition is a timely contri-
bution on coalitional politics surrounding international trade.
The book’s central question asks: under what circumstances
will workers share the same trade policy preferences as their
employers? In addressing this question, Dean proclaims that
the answer has “the potential to reshape the way we think
about economic history, as well as the political economy of
contemporary globalization” (2). Bold, indeed.

The book argues that labor’s trade policy preferences de-
pend on a previously omitted factor: the presence of “profit-
sharing institutions.” These institutions refer to “a set of rules
that govern wage negotiations and create a credible link be-
tween an increase in profits and an increase in workers’
wages” (2). Building on neoclassical models that dominate the
political economy of trade literature—but relaxing the as-
sumption of full employment—Dean introduces the concept
of profit-sharing institutions as a critical factor in whether
increased employer profits from international trade accrue
to workers. With this move, Dean generates the book’s key
predictions that when profit-sharing institutions are in place,
workers are more likely to agree with their employers con-
cerning international trade policy. And when profit-sharing
institutions are absent, worker and employer policy prefer-
ences are less likely to align.

This hypothesis is evaluated with a multimethod approach
that includes qualitative case studies and statistical analysis
(a concise third chapter carefully articulates and justifies the
book’s research design). Using in-depth archival research,
the case studies explore labor relations and trade politics in the
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United States from 1877 to 1945, Britain during the repeal
of the Corn Laws in the 1840s, and Argentina during the
development of import-substitution industrialization in the
1940s. Each historical episode demonstrates that workers fre-
quently disagreed with their employers stance toward trade,
due to insufficient profit-sharing institutions. The existence
of such discord over trade policy challenges conventional
scholarship that workers and their employers jointly sup-
ported trade policies (e.g., tariffs) that benefited their indus-
tries of employment. In particular, the rich analysis of his-
torical documents from the United States and Great Britain
offers refreshing new accounts during critical junctures in
each country’s trade policy and the subsequent evolution of
the international economy during the nineteenth century.

Dean supplements the qualitative evidence with two quan-
titative analyses. The first uses an original data set on Amer-
ican labor union density and Senate votes in the 1940s. The
analysis demonstrates that US senators were more likely to
support free trade when lobbied by a cross-class coalition of
capital and labor in favor of free trade. The second analysis
fast forwards to contemporary times and broadens the em-
pirical scope. It employs data from 28 manufacturing indus-
tries in 117 countries, from 1986 to 2002. The statistical anal-
ysis shows that when workers lack bargaining power they are
unable to capture a share of profits in the form ofwages.While
this analysis does not explicitly link profit-sharing institutions
and wages to trade policy outcomes, the chapter provides a
critical test of a causal mechanism: the relationship between
profit-sharing institutions and wages.

In marshaling this evidence and advancing a novel twist
to existing political economy models of trade, Dean makes a
compelling case that profit-sharing institutions matter for
trade policy. That said, his theoretical exposition tends to un-
deremphasize the agency of employers. For instance, if em-
ployers need agreement from their workers to mount a more
unified campaign to influence trade policy, it is not clear why
employers would not grant some concessions to their work-
ers. While labor bargaining power is important in extracting
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concessions, employers may independently decide to grant
some concessions in order to advance their trade policy agenda.
Turning to the quantitative analyses, the book suffers some
slippage from theory to empirics. For example, the cross-
national analysis uses various proxies that do not capture the
theory’s key parameters (e.g., labor productivity for wages,
labor rights for wage bargaining power). The operationali-
zation of profit-sharing institutions is somewhat blunt. Dean
uses a country-level measure (quality of labor rights) as a
proxy for the degree of profit-sharing institutions at the in-
dustry level. In doing so, this proxy fails to fully capture the
variation in profit-sharing institutions across different man-
ufacturing sectors. Perhaps more worrisome is the problem of
endogeneity. Dean is cognizant of this concern (179–81) but
does not adequately address it (e.g., he does not attempt to
identify a plausibly exogenous source of variation for profit-
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sharing institutions). As a consequence, one cannot conclude
whether profit-sharing institutions have a causative effect.
At most, the analysis reveals a strong statistical association.

Despite some slippage from theory to empirics, Dean’s mul-
tipronged approach demonstrates the salience of profit-sharing
institutions to better understand coalitional conflicts in soci-
ety. Contemporary political economy debates frequently as-
sume that the benefits of various economic reforms are au-
tomatically shared between employers and their workers. From
Conflict to Coalition challenges this common assumption.
In doing so, the book’s insights offer broader applications to
other areas of public policy, including foreign investment,
immigration, educational reform, and the privatization of
industry. This is worthy of future research. The book will be
of interest to scholars across a wide spectrum of subfields in
politics and economics.
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