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Global isat ion and t rade union internat ional ism

Introduction

Nora Räthzel

Historical legacies 

Trade union internationalism marks the birth of the labour movement. 
In the 19th century, labour internationalism mainly involved skilled 
male workers in the increasing number of factories of the emerging age 
of industrialisation. It was often connected to other international move-
ments, like pacifist and anti-slavery movements (for a short and concise 
historical overview of labour and union internationalism see Waterman 
and Timms 2005). As the term “internationalism” already indicates, 
this is a form of organisation based on membership within nation-states 
and, therefore, it is always in danger of being overcome by nationalist 
sentiments and interests. 

However, union internationalism has continued through the wars 
of the 20th century in the form of international unions, the former 
International Free Trade Union Confederation (during the Cold War, 
the Western part of the International Trade Union movement) and the 
World Federation of Trade Unions (during the Cold War, the Eastern 
part of the International Trade Union Movement), which merged in 2006 
to form the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC,  http://
www.ituc-csi.org). The Federations have their international organisa-
tion in the Global Union Federations (GUF, http://www.global-unions.
org). Despite this relatively stable, institutionalised internationalism, the 
practical forms of trade union internationalism deteriorated considerably 
before and during the first and second World Wars, when some unions 
resolved to nationalisms and the international movements split along the 
West/East divide.  Another divide that continues to haunt trade union 
internationalism is the one between the global North and the global South. 

Globalisation and the North-South divide 

In the past, North/South trade union internationalism has mainly 
been a one way relationship, in which trade unions of the global North 
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have helped those in the global South in various ways: financially, by 
supporting the building of unions; educationally, by sending Northern 
members to support Southern unionists in issues of organising and setting 
up a trade union organisation; politically, through supporting Southern 
struggles and by intervening directly  when unionists have been incar-
cerated or harassed in any way by governments and/or companies. While 
these forms of internationalism were, and still are, vital for unions in the 
South, they are deficient in a number of ways:

a) they do not enable trade unions in the South to have an equal say 
in the affairs of international unions;

b) there is little communication between the international trade union 
organisations and the national unions, let alone unionists on the 
shop floor level, due to its institutionalised form; and 

c) the means of communication and organising – though making 
use of some IT features such as homepages and mail lists – do 
not respond to the possibilities of networking used by other social 
movements (see Waterman 2001). 

With globalisation and the advance of globalising Transnational Corpo-
rations (TNCs), the needs of as well as the conditions for trade union 
internationalism are changing (Bieler et al 2008). Given the degree to 
which TNCs have been gaining power and have been able to integrate 
their production process at a global level, the need for unions to form 
global links capable of challenging TNCs is obvious. However, globalisa-
tion affects all workers but in different ways. In a “race to the bottom” 
(Chan and Ross 2003), TNCs move to the South, where environmental 
regulations are weaker, working conditions poorer, and wage rates lower. 
One could argue that this might strengthen trade union internationa-
lism. Being employed by the same TNC in different countries provides 
an organisational setting for cross country forms of solidarity, since 
unions now have a “common enemy.” However, while workers of the 
same TNC in different countries sometimes do support each other, we 
have also found that due to different political and economic conditions 
in each country, it is often difficult for unions to even communicate, let 
alone create links of solidarity, across countries (Mulinari and Räthzel 
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2009). This is, of course, as much true for contacts between countries 
of the global South as between countries of the global North.  Relations 
between trade unions in the North and trade unions in the South become 
especially strained, since the “race to the bottom”  sets workers in the 
North and workers in the South in competition against each other. As 
one trade unionist we interviewed in South Africa1 put it: “the unions 
in the North are only interested in defending their jobs.” One of the 
strategies international unions suggest against this kind of competition 
is to improve the working conditions and salaries worldwide, to create a 
“level playing field,” thus making the relocation of industries less attrac-
tive. However, with huge global differences in terms of living conditions 
and costs of living, such changes seem to lie very far in the future when 
it comes to salaries.

A level playing field seems at first sight more likely to be achieved in 
environmental regulations. Climate change is a global issue, impossible 
to solve without the inclusion of all countries, though in different ways 
(Räthzel, Uzzell in press). Looking closer, though, it becomes obvious 
that, again, the dividing interests between workers of the global South 
and the global North are numerous. To begin with, the main polluters 
have been the countries of the North; therefore southern countries, as 
well as unions, claim that industrialised countries have a greater respon-
sibility to combat climate change. They ask for financial support to 
upgrade their emerging industries so as to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Technological transfer is needed, and the price of patents has to 
be lowered considerably or patents transferred for free to countries in the 
South. Northern governments and unions must abstain from imposing 
regulations that hinder Southern countries to export their goods into 
the North, using the argument that they have been produced under less 
strict environmental regulations. Concerning environmental degradation 
more generally, Southern unions do not want their countries to be the 
recipients of Northern waste. 

Migration is another theme that can constitute a dividing line between 
Northern and Southern unions. Workers of the South want to have 
free access to Northern labour markets in the same way that capital has 
almost unlimited access to Southern resources and labour force. This may 



198

Global isat ion and t rade union internat ional ism

conflict with protectionist practices of unions in the North, who, as was 
the case in Britain in 2009, demand jobs to be given to British workers 
first. Such movements develop now and again in Northern countries 
– and in Southern countries as well. One example is the wave of racist 
violence against migrant workers in South Africa during that same year. 
Thus, the conditions that make cooperation on a global scale necessary 
also create conflicting interests that make global solidarity more difficult.

Activities undertaken internationally by unions today are varied: they 
lead international campaigns for workers struggling for their rights in 
specific countries, especially in countries of the South; they negotiate 
international framework agreements with companies in an attempt to 
realise the “level playing field,” pressuring TNCs to guarantee workers’ 
rights and trade union rights in all countries where they are investing. 
The International Trade Union Confederation works actively to include 
workers’ interests into the negotiation process on climate change, and it 
regularly launches campaigns for “decent work,” the rights of domestic 
workers and migrant workers. Many of these campaigns are addressed at 
governments and at companies in general, but they often fail to become 
part of union activities at shop floor level. Union representatives have 
either not heard of the ITUC and international federations, or they do 
not think they represent their immediate interests. As Waterman (2001, 
p 317) has said, there is a need for a new union internationalism to be 
“favouring shop floor democracy and encouraging direct horizontal rela-avouring shop floor democracy and encouraging direct horizontal rela-
tions both between workers and between the workers and other popular/
democratic social forces.”   

   However, not only are there conflicting interests between unions all 
over the world, within as well as between Northern and Southern unions; 
there are also different political traditions, which have led to different 
trade union practices and different relationships between unions, govern-
ments and companies. Hyman (2001) divides the European movements 
into those who embrace societal transformation, that is, who  want to 
get rid of capitalism; those who believe in evolutionary change, seeking 
to create a fair and just capitalism; and those who relate only to com-
panies, reducing their work to collective bargaining, seeking fair working 
conditions. Such political differences make it difficult for unions to form 
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alliances and to cooperate in a way that does not reduce their actions to 
the lowest common denominator – if they are able to communicate at all.

As a result of diverging North-South interests and conflicting forms 
of organisation, some unions of the South have formed a specific South-
South alliance, the Southern Initiative on Globalisation and Trade Union 
Rights (SIGTUR, http://www.sigtur.com). 

New perspectives: New members, new allies 

A number of scholars believe that globalisation does not call for stronger 
unions or more successful trade union internationalism, but rather 
that trade unions have become obsolete. Castells (1997), for instance, 
maintains that labour movements “fade away” giving way to “identities 
of resistance”, based on “individualistic projects.” Hence, he argues, the 
new movements resist against what they choose as their issue of concern,  
but do not communicate, neither with the state nor with one another 
(Castells 1997, p 356). 

While some unions in the North have a decreasing membership, 
others are gaining members. In some countries and in some professional 
areas (eg, white collar jobs), union membership is rising: for example, 
19 percent in Spain’s Comisiones Obreras, and even 0.7 percent in the 
UK in total, which saw a most dramatic decrease before 2003 (Carley 
2009). In the South, the situation is very diverse. In countries like India, 
where around 83 percent of workers are employed in what the North 
calls “informal employment,” the level of unionisation is extremely low. 
The “informalisation” and “precariasation” of work – that is, working 
contracts that are not permanent, include only part-time work, and do not 
guarantee workers the rights of unionisation, pensions, unemployment 
benefits, etc – is increasing in the North as well. On this basis, there is a 
need for unions all over the world to re-think their membership condi-
tions, and to restructure their alignments.

Even though NGOs  are important movements, trade unions (despite 
their many problems with organising locally and globally of which we 
have mentioned only a few)  are  best situated to establish a counterforce 
to TNCs:
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•	 trade	unions	are	organised	locally,	nationally,	and	internationally,	
and even if the links between these levels may leave a lot to beg 
for, they do exist;

•	 trade	unions	have	more	than	one	hundred	years	of	tradition	and	
knowledge from confronting capital in the interests of workers;

•	 only	 trade	unions	organise	workers	 at	 the	workplace,	 therefore	
directly confronting capital where it is most vulnerable, in the 
production process. 

If unions are to transform these potential capabilities into real power, they 
need to transform themselves considerably. They must include new issues 
on their agendas, the environment perhaps being the most challenging 
of those. Women’s rights and gender equality are other important issues. 
While unions all over the world have campaigned for equal pay and have 
managed to achieve a new programme to protect domestic workers, 
women are still not represented equally in important union positions. 
Migrant workers are another group which – due to the contradictions 
mentioned above – has not received enough support from unions across 
the world for their rights. If unions are to gain strength and convince 
workers all over the world that they have the power to defend workers’ 
rights, they need to include informal workers into their ranks, and form 
alliances with those bodies into which these workers have organised 
themselves, such as the organisations of street vendors, self-employed 
women, small farmers, etc. Different aspects of these new challenges for 
trade unions are discussed by the authors of the articles of this section.

Note

1.  Together with David Uzzell from the University of Surrey, the author is currently 
conducting a research project on trade unions and their environmental policies on inter-
national, national, and local level. The project is funded by FAS, the Swedish Council 
for Working Life and Social Research.
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