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A new idea that blossoms in Britain is not a British idea except for the time that it
takes for it to be printed. Once launched into space by the press, thisidea, if it
expresses some universal truth, can also be instantaneously transformed into an
internationalist idea.

(José CarlosMariéategui 1923-4/1986)

Abstract

This review article covers five recent books and two websites concerned with
international labour struggles and/or labour internationalism. It cnsiders these in the
light not of classical or contemporary labour theory or ideologies but in that of the
global justice and solidarity movement and a new orientation toward global social
emancipation. There has clearly been a revival of such labour studies and resources
in the UK recently, but this has not necessarily itself been inspired by the new
movement. Whilst, however, there might have been no anti-globalisation leap in such
studies there has been at least some kind of anti-globalisation creep. Moreover, even
the more traditionally inspired international labour studies or resources make
contributions or provide challenges to a more consistent emancipatory orientation.
Whilst the precise nature of such a new orientation is not spelled out, it is argued that
this requires autonomous places or internet spaces for its further development. Whilst
such new ideas from the UK are not ‘instantaneously transformed’ into
internationalist ideas they nonetheless contribute toward the construction of a new
kind of labour internationalism.



| nternational Labour Studies(UK)in the Light of
Social Justice and Solidarity (d obally)

Tony Filch (ed), Trades Unions and Globalisation. London: Smith Inditute. 86 pp.
ISBN 1-905370-14-8. Sheila Cohen, Ramparts of Resistance: Why Workers Lost
Their Power and How to Get it Back. London: Pluto. 2006, 248 pp. ISBN 13-978-0-
7453-1529-4 (pb). Munck, Ronado. 2006. Globalisation and Contestation: The Great
Counter-Movement. London: Routledge. 176 pp. ISBN-10 0415376564; Angda Hae
and Jane Wills (eds). Threads of Labour: Garment Industry Supply Chains from the
Workers' Perspective Oxford: Blackwell. 2005, 288 pp. ISBN-10: 1405126388. Paull
Mason, Live Working or Die Fighting: How the Working Class Went Global. London:
Harvill Secker. 304  pp. ISBN 978-0-436-20615-3. NewUnionism
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I ntroduction: two cheers

Two chear's for the newest internationa labour studies and resources from the
UK.

Britons might here wish to express scepticism of the intelect where the
Peruvian Gramsci, expressed optimiam of the will. And to ask what ‘universdism’
might humanly and effectivdly mean in our post-modern and post-postmodern times.
But Little Britain, curioudy, has had some kind of initigting role in the production of
internationa labour studies and resources — and not only on the ‘emancipatory I€ft’,
which iswhere like to place mysdif.t

Having been involved with the ‘New Internationa Labour Studies (NILS) in
the 1970s-80s, and published the Newsletter of International Labour Sudies (dso
NILS) through the 1980s, | was aso a rductant witness to their decline as the twin
tsunamis of globdisation and neo-liberdism druck unions and labour Sudies
worldwide. None of the mgor labour movement traditions of the previous period,
Communist, Socid-Democratic or Populisg (Radica-Nationdist), had in any way
prepared unions for this With such temporary exceptions as Poland, South Africa,
South Korea and Brazil, the forward march of labour was not so much hated as
reversed.

The decline of internationd labour studies was marked in the UK at that time
by the falure of a planned Zed Press series to take off from a promisng dart, aswell
as by the collgpse of the monthly International Labour Reports based in the UK’s de-

1| am hereinspired by a particular argument of Boaventura de Sousa Santos (Santos 2006:35-64),
someone little known outside the L usophone world, despite having six or seven booksin English on
Amazon when last checked! He, coming from post-imperial Portugal, is pondering the question of his
capacity or right to speak on emancipation universally. He seemsto think that he/we can, providing we
think of emancipations as plural. Although no onein either the Global North, South (or exEast) is
likely to be anxious about the British hegemonising global discussion on the emancipation(s) of |abour,
itisinthisspirit that | write.



indugridisng North. Many ectivig international labour specidists migrated, one of
them literdly, to what he expected to remain the socia-democratic idand paradise of
New Zedand. Other activiss abandoned ther little lifeboats to return to the trade
union Titanic, playing here the role of organisers, advisors, or fredance consultants,
often quite impressvely.? British projects of the 1968 revolution, such as the
Coventry Workshop (combining labour, community and internationdist activities)
aso went into decline. Clearly there remained exceptions, but these were smdl voices
aying in a politicd and academic wilderness® Other socidists, ill committed to
international socid protest, moved in the direction of the ‘new socid movements in
gengd or feminism in paticular. Or they began reconsdering the internationd labour
movement as a potentiad part of some kind of new globa process. | was one of these
Brits, though an expatriate one. So was Ronddo Munck, an ‘inpatriate of the British
Ides, my one-time collaborator and occasiona interlocutor.* Let us not overstate the
depths of the decline, nor the extent of the recovery. Let me smply note my pleasure
a what has been coming to my attention, in padded envelopes over the North Sea or
down the virtud pipeline to my computer screen”®

Ore find introductory point. The notion of ‘internationa labour studies could
include international studies of production, of work and workers, but | have taken it to
mean international dudies of labour as a community, culture or class, as a movement,
in tems of sdf-organisation, of protest againgt their condition and demand for
something mor e or something other .

2 One would be CeliaMather, aformer editor of International Labour Reports (ILR), who has played
thisrole both for traditional trade unions and for the new labour networks. See, for example, her
excellent workbook for women workersin the global clothing industry (Mather 2004). Others would be
the two founders of ILR, Dave Spooner and Stuart Howard. The first became aleading figure in the
International Federation of Worker Education Associations, the second in the International
Transportworkers Federation.

3 One of these has to be the quarterly International Union Rights, currently, I think, the only
autonomous international labour solidarity magazine in the world. In both style and appearance the
UK-based magazine is reminiscent of International Labour Reports. But the origins of IUR lienot in
the shopfloor internationalism of the 1970s-80s but in the sclerotic World Federation of Trade Unions
(see below). Asthe WFTU followed the downward path of its Communist-bloc sponsors, its labour
rights network — coordinated in the UK by Tom Sibley - broke away and gave birth to this magazine
and associated activities. It ismy impression that ILR has been becoming simultaneously more open,
more relevant and more radical, whilst showing little if any relationshipto the new global justice and
solidarity movement. It has abroad |eft Editorial Board. It deserves closer attention.

*| draw here, and elsewhere in this review, on an autobiography underway aswell as earlier reviews
(Waterman 1998, 20044, b, ¢). Compare Munck (2002, 2003).

® In case anyone should consider | disregard the newest international labour studies/resources from the
non-UK, I list anumber of such: Global Labor Strategies, Kloosterboer 2007, Prol-Position, The Big
Sdll-Out, International Association of Labour History Institutions 2007, Asia Monitor Resource Centre,
No Border Network, New Labor Forum, Streetnet International. To these | think one should add studies
of national-immigrant relations, or ‘internationalism in one country’, most advanced probably in the
USA. An example would be Ness 2005. For details, check Bibliography and Resources below.

® Thisiswhy I do not here consider the undoubtedly pioneering work of Ursula Huws (2003), which is
certainly both aware of and relevant to understanding the new global world of work. The book of Huws
on the ‘cybertariat’ does occasionally touch on consciousness and protest, but what it is primarily
concerned with is the complex nature and implications of anew kind of labour - primarily carried out

by women. It is, of course, essential reading for (would be) organisers.



Anti-Globalisation Creep

TU&G, as | will cdl the Tony Filch book, has the kind of literd name, and
dad yet glossy appearance, one might expect of an establishment production. The
establishment it represents, is that of ‘socid partnership — i.e. a capitdist partnership
between corporatiFons, the state and the unions. It bears these marks aso in the
contributed texts. But what drikes me is the extent to which it is dso marked by the
kind of language that NILS (the school) and NILS (the newdetter) were taking 20 or
more years ago. Let us not exaggerate here ether. In so far as new notes are struck by
certain contributors, they represent some kind of anti-globdisation creep or infection
and hardly chdlenge the naiond or internationa socid partnership frame that shapes
the collection

In keeping with traditiona unionism and labour gudies TU&G dmply
assumes a ndiond frame of reference, with its two nonrUK chapters being — by
chance or choice - by holders of the nationa passport. Contributions are thus made by
two New Labour members of parliament/government, three top officias of nationd
trade unions, the Generd Secretary of the European Trade Union Confederation
(ETUC), and one academic writing on China.

The participation sounds predictable. And, indeed, it is, especidly as far as the
sdf-congratulatory politicos are concerned. So is the chapter by the Human Resource
Director of BAE Systems — the mgor British producer and exporter (to lesser breeds
without the missle) of wegpons of either mass or selective destruction. BAE employs
100,000 worldwide, of which jug 32,000 in the UK. This might explan both its
awxiety and posshility of keeping the 32,000 sisfied with something which appears
to be a model 1970s-80s partnership structure and consultation process.” The success
of this marriage of convenience is possbly suggested by the donation of one page,
within the author's 10, to the junior partners. Here top union representatives endorse
this MNC manager’s worldview (meaning both his underganding of globdisation and
his weltanschauung). BAE, however, is currently better known in the UK, the Gulf,
and the USA for press accusations of corrupt business practices, alegedly carried out
with the colluson of the British government, which then engaged in a legd cover-up.
The conaultation Structure in which the unions are involved clearly does not extend to
what BAE is producing and how it sdlls this. The junior partner in such a mariage is
likely to be a limited, complicit and often silent one®

" This would seem to be alimitation of even the most recent European analyses and proposals for
worker participation or economic democracy. See the review of the New Unionism site below, and
Kester (2007). Y et challenges to what is produced and how it is sold— as well as various other
‘managerial prerogatives’ isarising labour and social concern, as suggested, again, by the review of
Hale and Wills below.

8 However, a (presently low-profile) anti-corruption campaign of the international unionsdoes list
BAE' s dubious dealings, going back several years (http://www.agai nstcorruption.org/corruption
newssub.asp?0Organisationid=7795). A first glance at thisinformative site suggests that the unions are
supporting state or interstate initiatives rather than expressing an autonomous and assertive labour-
oriented policy. For directly critical views of BAE and itsrole in aglobalising world we therefore still
have to go beyond the unions to campaigns directly concerned with the arms trade or itsimplications
for British relations with Arabia (http://www.caat.org.uk/about/about.php, http://www.angl oarabia.
comy/).




Unfortunately, the chapter by the unionemployed Generd Secretary of the
ETUC is dmilaly maked by the subordinate-partner syndrome. The ETUC is a
confederation of national European trade unions of dl backgrounds — Socia-
Democratic, Socia-Chrigian, Communis. And the mgor point of reference in the
piece by John Monks is the European Union itHf, its competitive pogtion, its
internal market, its technologica progress and, of course, its sociad peace. Although
he refers in passng to the shock of the French (and, hey, Dutch!) ‘No’ to the
European Conditution, Monks fals to mention that, in its loydty to a Europe of its
own imagindtion, the ETUC (@nd, hey, its Dutch affiliate!) had urged workers to vote
‘Yes to thid In the suspicion that, even in Europe, there is no such thing as a free
dgeuner, one could cynicdly put the ETUC's supportitive role in regiond
globdisation down to the 10-12 million Euros it receives annudly from the EU.°
Here - as edsawhere - cyniciam is out of place. The traditiond collective-barganing/
socid-partner, union is cusomarily in search of a Big Brother under whose umbrdla
it can shelter.*®

Having read my Good News introduction, readers may be by now wondering
where it is hiding itsdf. Wdl, | fed it is possbly concealed within the Monks piece,
inofar as he criticises ‘the illusory internationdism of the Internationd Monetary
Fund and the World Bank’ (52). This is a sep forward from the traditiond
internationd union practice, which has long been one of polite dialogue with these
promoters of labour movement auto-destruction - as wel as with the World Trade
Organisation. Monks goes further:

There is an urgent need for a genuine Europe-wide debate.
Fundamental changes in our internd economic and socid policies
cannot be dictated by the congderations of the traditiond politica
economy. Recent higtory in the EU shows that trade and globaisation
questions are now of wide-ranging public concern [...] We need a
debate on the ‘new cgpitdism’ tha is emerging, driven by globd
rootless capitd. (57)

Fighting words. Unfortunately, however, his address is to a Europe of ‘rights-based
vaues (53), mordly superior to the Chinese in ther nefarious ‘offendve in Africa
(55). Not only is this Europe a mordly superior entity, it is aso one embodying will
and power. Do | hear echoes of not only Jaques Deors but of British socid-
imperidist Joseph Chamberlan?

Fortunately, this is not the best (from an emancipatory point of view) union
effort in this publication Derek Simpson is Genera Secretary of Amicus, the UK’s
largest ‘manufacturing, technical and skilled persons union, itsdf a merger of severd

® This wasfor its various dependent institutes, http:/www.google.co.uk/search?sourceid =navclient-
ff&ie=UTF-8& Is=GGGL GGGL :2006-13, GGGL :en& g=etuc+budget

19 Dated though it may be, a piece by Corinne Gobin (1997) suggests the structural/ideol ogical
problems that then beset the ETUC. 10 years later, she argues, any radicalisation remains rhetorical
(Gobhin and Mezzi 2007). Gobin is not only a persistent but also, surely, the most serious critic of the
ETUC (Gobin Pending), regrettably little known because she publishes mostly in French.



others, and currently involved in creating other mergers or partnerships with unions
nationdly and internationdly:

The plaform for cregting multinationad unions is larger domedtic trade
unions and solidarity agreements with our internationd counterparts.
Amicus and the Trangport and Generd Workers Union are beginning
this process, now creating the UK’s biggest union. We have sgned
solidarity agreements with super-unions in Europe and the American
unions, the Machinigs and the United Sted Workers. | believe it is
posshle to have a functioning, if loosdy federa , multinationd trade
union organisation within the next decade. (33).

Fortunately, again, Smpson is not smply taking cdculable sze and speculaive
reach, he aso refers to the necessty of renvigoraing the unionimage, of developing
a ‘culture of activism’, of becoming ‘embedded in locd civil society’, here referring
to a labour-community aliance in London's higoricd immigrant worker centre, the
East End, and noting how this has

Successfully  targeted people whom trade unions have found
particularly hard to reech — modly femade, ethnic minority and migrant
workers and agency gaff. (34).

Simpson further taks of wha socia-geographers might cal ‘multi-scda’  union
action agangt globa corporations, of links between workers and consumers
transnationdly, of unions recogniang the new kinds of work and workers —
paticulaly femde, young, ethnic minorities and part-timers - often to be found in
private services, retal and digribution, hospitdity and leisure. The language on
communication and on civil society coditionsis amilarly assertive:

[T]he communications advances associated with gobdisaion can
assg us. Robugt organisng drategies are being made possible and
being democratised through the use of globa technologies — fax,
email, cheap trave, blogs etc — which can be used to spread workers
experiences across the world smultaneoudy, and can be adopted as
readily by trade unions as by globa corporations [...W]e have to
deploy dl the expeatise and resources avalable to
maximise...leverage. This may depend on the building of powerful
on-going as well as ad hoc coditions with other groups, be they fath
organisations, student networks, shareholders, consumers or charities —
ether a globa, nationd or local levd, or dl levels. (38)

This is the evidence for what | have cdled anti-globdisation cregp in the
inter/national unions. Creep, rather than legp, since, for dl its assartivity, this is taking
place within traditiond union gructures and in terms of its specific benefits to such
One could dso argue that there is here some adoption of ‘ socid-movement-unionism:
speak’, in 0 far as one can here identify dements of a critical discourse about union
transformation going back 20 years (Waterman 2004b). Saying so is not to dam
some proximate victory for this discourse. But it does suggest that we might say of
the union organisations, as Gdileo, under the Inquidtion, is supposed to have
whispered about the earth, eppur si muove (and yet it moves).



The sore thumb in this litle but evidently rich collection has to be the piece by
academic Jude Howdl on Chinese workers and unions. This is a baanced and
informetive atide. Unfortunatdy, in this company, it may be read as another
contribution to the New Yedlow Peril discourse presently spreading amongst unions
and workers in both North (paticulaly America) and South (including Southern
Africa). Howdl has no illusons about the present role of the All-China Federation of
Trade Unions (ACFTU), as transmission bet and shock absorber. She suggests,
however, that globdisation will provide the ACFTU with ‘opportunities to engage
with the internationd trade union movement and understand how a trade union could
effectively represent workers  (48). There is here a Eurocentrist assumption that
Northern unions provide a modd both adequate at home and appropriate for export.
The emergence of China as a mgor industrid producer and centre of the world's
working classes, raises rather more complex issues. Nationdly the question is what
forms growing labour protes in China actudly takes. Internationaly the question
aurely is how the internationa labour, and globd judice and solidarity movement
(GJ& SM) can effectively and positively relate to such struggles. ™t

Perhaps the best one can conclude of this book is that it reveds the British
trade unions with one foot 4ill firmly in a passing phase of capitdis and state
devdopment, whils one toe of the other foot explores the new world of work,
workers and globa solidarity.?

A Surfeit of Roots

Ramparts (as | will cdl the Sheilla Cohen book) fdls into two parts, the first
mogtly higtorical, the second more conceptua/srategic. It concentrates on labour
protest since 1968 in the UK and the US. This structuring means the book is bi-
nationd rather than even internationd, far less globdly focused or informed.
However, the higoricadl hdf of Ramparts provides us with a lively reminder of the
upsurge of such dtruggle in 1968-74 and the following period, of the Reagan Thatcher
counter-attack of the early-1980s, of ‘class warfare in the 1990s, and of the ups and
downs of the period marked by the Battle of Seattle (1999). The second and shorter
pat of the book congsts of three chapters: on the contradiction between the union as
inditution and as movement; on working-class consciousness, and on the future

necessary strategy.

From the beginning, Sheila Cohen argues for ‘putting workplace-based rank-
and-file organisation a the head of drategic discusson’ (1). In so far, however, as the
criss of unionism she here records (152) is one of theoretica understanding, worker
consciousness and appropriate strategy, | will concentrate on her second half.

11 For which consider http://laborstrategies.blogs.com/global_labor_strategies/2007/05/ why labor can
ahtml

12|t would be niceif one could report that European unions- or at least L eft unionistsin Europe - were
doing better. A quick search on relevant keywords suggests that these may be even more trapped within
theinstitutional parameters of their organisations or parties, even more bereft of new ideas, than their
UK counterparts. Consider the EuroL eft union network: http://www.european-left.org/positions/work
groups/trade.




Chapter 7 is concerned to digtinguish, both conceptudly and empiricdly,
between the unions as inditutions and as movements. This follows her initid
opposition between the rank-and-file and union leaderships, between the ‘intrinsc
datus of the inditution’ and the fact that ‘most examples of explosve growth and
organisation teke place outside the exising union organisation (150. Origind itdics).
Cohen’'s discusson of various theories of union leadership/bureaucracy surpasses the
binary oppositions suggested above by reference to her favoured agents of militancy,
‘workplace representatives (163). It is these who do, or have to, preserve the difficult
balance between direct shopfloor democracy on the one hand and a broader and more
effective (indudrid, nationd) perspective and organisation on the other. Cohen dso
tries to surpass bhoth the conventiond Leftist politicseconomics contradiction by
indging once agan on shopfloor militancy. This is concaved as contaning an
essentid, if implicit, cdass consciousness and transformatory potentia. (At the very
end of her book, on page 221, however, she does dlow the archaic reform versus
revolution contradiction to creep back).

Chapter 8 seems to regject the oppostion of ‘fase and ‘tru€ consciousness,
yet reformulate it by an opposition between what the working class does ‘objectively’
and how it thinks ‘subjectively’ (175. Origind itdics). In an atempt to surpass ‘fase
consciousness Rampartstaks of reformism asa‘default’ consciousness, of a

Didecticd balancing, within one consciousness, of two ‘conceptions
of the world’, one subordinate, one transformative (187. Origind
emphass).

Chapter 9 presents the conclusons. Whilgt indgsting on her own optimism, on
the potentid resting on the shopfloor, and even on the ‘inspiring vison of socid
movement unionism’ (220), Cohen feds obliged to admit that, 40 years ago, workers
in her two countries were much closer to worker's power (if not socia revolution or
transformation) than they are today.**

Now, as someone who has, like Sheila Cohen, spent a lifetime working in or
on the labour movement, who puts congderable energy into both critiquing (mostly
internationa) union leadership, and in seeking conceptud and drategic solutions to
the dilemmas she identifies, | can sympathise with her effort. | dso gppreciate the fact
that Ramparts is accessble in dyle, and that Cohen's argument has been made
avalable online, at least in pat* However, | think that whilst her emphesis on the
shopfloor, the shopfloor ectivists, and even their dliances (cross-class, internationa)
provides a necessary pat of any labour movement dterndive, it is far from being
auffident.

The problem is not only tha she is looking back to the future, but that her
language and attitudes are imprisoned within the period she celebrates. Moreover, that
period could be considered as representing the peak of national-industrial unionism,
and therefore of ‘nationd internationdism’. Even, further, when making gedtures in

13 Contrast here the contributions of Berlinguer, Ince and myself to Networked Politics (2007).

14 See www.pl utobooks.com/cgi-local /readingroom.pl and her own self-critical review,
http://uin.org.uk/content/view/170/71/)




the direction of ‘internationd socid movement unionism’, she is both short and
dismissve (as she is of dmogt dl other left theory or Strategy over the last 40 years!).
Cohen is associated with one of the more open and effective Trotskyist tendencies in
the USA, Solidarity, itsdf behind the union monthly Labour Notes, and the socidist
magazine Against the Current).’® She aso seems to have an independent position
within (againg?) this current — and to presarve a critical distance from the Trotskyist
tradition. |1 say this to establish that she is her own woman (even meking, in her sdf-
review, see Footnote 12, a criticism of her falure to ded adequatdy in her book with
ethnicity, gender and other forms of identity).

What Cohen does, however, preserve from the Marxig tradition is the
prioritisation of ‘class as explanandum; of the working class as privileged agent of
emancipation; of the union as universd/eterna organistiond form; and of the
workplace as the primary dte of human socid emancipation. Today these are Al
matters requiring a very leest discusson. What she puts together out of her
experience, reading and reinterpretation is a worldview which has to be cdled ether
‘rank-and-fileklsm’ or, more smply, ‘workerid’. Thus, even when Ramparts is
referring to mgor multi-class, popular or radica-democratic protests, such as the
Battle of Sesttle, or the ‘petty-bourgeois protest againgt petrol tax in the UK, 2000,
she cannot but indst on what she cdls, in the second case, its ‘working-class
trgectory’ (133). She holds, in other words, to a Marxist eschatology (though in the
Marxist case, of course, the Chosen are not smply the Saved but also the Saviours).

Whilg, 1 think, ‘rank-and-fildsm’ or ‘workerisn, are quite understandable
amongs rebellious workers — and for that matter amongst revolutionary thinkers and
activigts during earlier phases of capitdist development — they are hardly adequate for
those concerned with socia emancipation today. Marxigt traditiondigts such as Sheila
Cohen dt on the hons of a dlemma they have themsdves created: tha
proletarianisation is the most extreme form of human dienation, yet (or therefore) the
proletariat is the privileged agent of human emancipation. Following Thesis and
Antithess, comes, of course, Synthess. the Marxig-ex-Manifeto and/or one of
severd Latter-Day Prophets and/or The Party. In the face of repeatedly contradictory
evidence, Marxig traditiondiss take recourse to rationdisations such as ‘the labour
aristocracy’, ‘bureaucratisation’, ‘incorporation’, or, here, ‘default ideology’. But the
Marxist paradox is today sharpened rather than blunted, given 1) the smultaneous de-
and recondruction of the working classes (and the multiplicity of those whose dream
is primaily of Decent Work within it!)*® 2) the dispesd of working-class
communities, 3) the crigs of the union form (developed agangt but dso within earlier
cepitalist  development modes), 4) the rise of more sgnificant order-threstening
socid movements worldwide — whether of the left or the right. And, findly, 5) the
growing recognition tha working-class people exis dso outsde the uniortised/-able
workplace (Trott 2005), that they have other interests (as consumers, as women, as
‘precariat’, as the citizens they were not in Marx’ time, as species-beings confronted
by ecologicd metdown), and other identities (as gays, footbdl fans, Mudims, as
secular Jews, as nationds...). The notion that al such are subordinate to, or have to

15 http://www.solidarity-us.org/atc.
16 “Decent Work’ isthe slogan and campaign that presently joins, in subordinate partnership, the
international unionsto capital and state in the International Labour Organisation.




be subordinated to, a working-class consciousness, pre-defined by one or other
socidig intellectud, is a serioudy counter-productive class-reductionism.

Sheila Cohen criticises (Footnote 12 again) her own failure to ded with gender
and race as well as class These are indeed, damaging absences, in 0 far as
recognition of such can qudify workerism, and suggest other Stes of druggle, or
negotiation, than the workplace aone - the neighbourhood, the media, the household,
the bed. In other words, such recognitions can broaden one's worldview. As serious,
however, is the virtud a&bsence, within her account, of internationa/ism, and the
almost total absence of what | cadl a globdised, informatised, service and financid
cepitdism Her passng references to internationd solidarity are not aways baanced,
as when she repeats a crude Trotskyist condemnation of the Liverpool dockers for
preferring international ‘globaoney’ (122) to locd solidarity. It was actudly because
of the limitations of the latter that they opted for the former — in innovaory if
ultimately unsuccessful ways!’ But her meager atention to the internationd is due
both to her disnterest in globdisation/globaoney (101-2). And to a fixation on the
shopfloor...despite the movement of so many of these shopsto floorsin Chinal

A pity, perhaps, that Cohen falls to give serious attention to ‘social movement
unionism’, a concept developed and popularised, in overlapping if disinct ways, by
both mysdf (Waterman 2004b) and Kim Moody (1997) — who, | am enchanted to
discover (viii), is her husband. The concept hovers around her argument but is never
explained, far less ether integrated into it, or, for that matter, surpassed. It is quite
posshble that this notion is ether undeveloped or smply in error. But, confronted by
the globa criss of the trade union movement, discusson around such new idess is
more likey to get us off the horns of the Marxist dilemma than endless repetition of
‘shopfloor’ or ‘rank-and-file.

Labour’s (Limited) Place in the New Global Contestation

Globalisation and Contestation (henceforth G&C) is a book that places
internationdised labour and labour internationdism  within  the new world and
discourse of globad socia protest. Ronddo Munck has long given labour a specid
place (most recently, Munck 2002, 2003) amongst a wide range of interests, including
nationdian, Lain American politics deveopment sudies, socid excusion, and
more. This book shows him, again, as a superb synthesser of rdevant theory, as
someone who uses appropriate case dudies to illustrate and communicate his
agument and who ends up with a wdl-structured and highly-readable whole. The
work, it seems to me, is likdy to become astandard textbook on the topic. It is dso
likdy to impact on activists in the globa jusice movement. An impresson of the
work may be conveyed by the chapter structure: 1. Globdisation: A New Socid,
Politicd and Culturd Matrix; 2. Contestation: Societd Resctions to the Free Market;
3. Transnationd Socid Movements. From the First Internationd to the World Socid
Forum; 4. The Anti-Globdisation Movement: From Seettle (1999) to the Future; 5.

7 For amore complex view of the matter, see Castree (2000) and Castree et. al. (2004). Noel Castree
and his colleagues have, indeed, written a pioneering work on labour and labour solidarity, which
considers workers as not only existing in particular social spaces and at particular scales, but also as
productive of such spaces. Such aview leads them to consider, in technical terms, previously
unexplored aspects of |abour internationalism. Given that thisis, again, a British work, it should have
been included in thisreview. By way of compensation, see the review by Ton Salman (2006).
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Transnational  Politicad  Fora: Actors, Issues and Prospectss 6. Locd
Transnationdisms.  Workers, Peasants and  Environmentdids, 7. Reaction and
Globdisation: Nationdists, Patriots and Jhadists, 8. The Great Counter-Movement:
Empires, Multitude and Socid Trandformation | especidly appreciated here the
chapter on the new and literdly reactionary goba movements those of us in and
around the progressve movement cusomarily forget that in the brave new world of
socid movementsit isthese that have the widest spread and greatest impact.

What we mugt focus on here, however, is the place that labour occupies within
thiswork and how this is understood.

The place is actudly quite limited, with labour and socidigt internationaism
aopearing in a couple of sub-sections in Chapter 3 and unions in one part of Chapter
6. The page on labour and socialigt internationalism both recognises and relativises
this tradition. No problem here snce over-emphass has done us no good a dl. The
chapter as a whole presents a concise and thought-provoking background to
something that many contemporary activists thought began in either 1999 (Sesttle) or,
a best, 1994 (Chigpas). But contemporary labour internationdism as a ‘local
transnationalism’? This may meke sense if ‘locd’ dso means ‘paticula’. But the
concept of a ‘working class has customarily referred to at least the state-nationd, or
colonid, parameter. And since Marx, if not Flora Tristan'® socid scientists and
socidists have recognised or argued senses in which working classes have been, could
or should be more than this.

Munck’s understanding is influenced, if not determined, by his preference for
Karl the Second to Karl the First - of the 20th century Karl Polanyi over the 19"
century Karl Marx. Now, f we can reduce Marxism to the notion of an internationd
working-class-led socidig revolution agangt capitdism, we can aso reduce the
Polanyi to the notion of a ‘double-movement’ within capitdism, in which the atempt
to subordinate the socid to the economic is confronted with socia druggle to
rempose socid control over the economic. Whilst | can gppreciate that, in the
continuing absence of an internationd proletarian revolution, it is tempting to ether
abandon or surpass Marx (preferably the latter), | would have thought that the
exhaudion of the socid evolution (the naiond Keynesanism Polanyi prefigured)
requires that one surpass Polanyi dso. So | dealy have problems with Munck's
Polanyian turn, as aso with the role of the working class in Munck's double
movement on aworld scae.

Limits to Neo-Polanyism. Munck follows Karl 11 for the following reason:

Writing jus when the long pos-[second world] war boom was
looming on the horizon, Karl Polanyi foretold a great expanson of the
free market but dso a great socid counter-movement that he saw as
‘the one comprehensive feature in the history of the age...For Polanyi,
capitdism was moving towards ‘an atempt to st up one big sdf-
regulating market'..., nothing less than a globd economy where the

18 Flora Tristan (1803-1844), a French-Peruvian woman, was the author of The Workers Union (1843),
considered by many as a precursor to the Communist Manifesto of 1848 (Lorwin 1929:23. She clearly
considered the working class as a national entity. And - as asocialist and feminist cosmopolitan - of its
interests nationally as embracing or expandable to workers everywhere.
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market ruled supreme. However, there was a counter-movement from
within society to protect itsdf from the anarchy of the market.
Powerful socid movements and inditutions would emerge in a
veritable ‘double movement' to check the actions of the market and
reingtate human interests over those of a utopian market economy. My
basc thesis is that we are not now witnessing a ‘clash of cvilizations
(Huntington) a a globa levd but, rather a clash between the free
market and society. (ix)

Munck is not an uncritical Polanyian since he declares further that

we cannot damply assume Polanyi’s rather functiond andyss of its
reponse to the market mechanisms.  Polanyi does tell us that: “The
‘chalenge is to society as a whole; the ‘response comes through
groups, sections and classes’...but tha is dill quite under-pecified in
terms of a political sociology, for aglobaised complex era. (xiii)

The problem for me, however, is tha Polanyi’s double movement ends not with a
aurpassing of capitdism through ether revolution or evolution, but a reinsation of the
economy in society and under socid control. This was surdly the vison and practice
of Labour Prime Miniger Attlee (former socid worker) and Foreign Miniser Bevin
(former union boss) in 1945. Munck, true, does bring in numerous other concepts ad
theorits to enable him to make an enthusadic case for the democratic globd
movements of the present day. However, he seemsto at least dlow for the Polanyian
vigon of a dvilized capitdiam and thus, implicitly, of a globd neo-Keynesaniam. |
would consder the latter as a possible successor regime to globa neo-liberdism. And
a tendency within the GJ&SM would consder this adso desrable. However, what |
(and another tendency in the movement, including new labour movements) are
interested in is a surpassing of not only neo-liberadliam but aso of capitdism. And one
thing we have surdy learned from the past of naiond Keynesaniam is that whilgt it
might imply a gentler, kinder capitdism, it in no way guarantees us agangt another
movement in which the economy again escgpes from society and destroys not only
the contending classes but everyone and everything! Surely we now need to seek for
or create 21% century guides to socid emancipation — as wel as to labour's role within
such a process.*°

Labour’s local and limited role in the global counter movement. There are
here, for me, severa problems. One is the limitation of labour in this work to five or
ten out of 161 pages. Another is Munck’'s use of the descriptive term
‘transnationdism’  in place of the andyticd/theoreticd/ethicd one  of
‘internationdisn’. A third is in Munck’'s consderation of contemporary |abour
internationdism.

This third aspect is illustrated by three cases. They are 1) his modd of a loca
transnationalism, a 1998 drike by a smdl number of workers in Hint, Michigan, that
snowbdled internationdly and was effective againg the globdised Genera Motors

19 A starting point here might be Sousa Santos (2006), a substantial compilation on labour and social
emancipation, which considers contemporary non-capitalist forms of production and land-based
movements, aswell as new forms of labour internationalism.
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corporation; 2) the Liverpool dockdrike that began in 1997 and revived a flagging
dockworker internationadlism; and 3) the cregtion of a union network within the
Mercosur free-trade zone in the south of Latin America These cases ae dl
problematic. The fird cetanly demondrates worker druggle agans
transndtionaisation/globdisation but reveds no expanson of a globd solidarity
awareness or ethic. The second druggle was not supported, as Munck suggests (96),
by the internationd union dructures. The International Transportworkers Federation
was trapped in both state and union legdities, and felt threatened by a localy-initiated
dockworker internationdism (of a kind previoudy denounced by one of its leaders as
‘drike tourism’). And, findly, Munck produces no evidence to show tha the
Mercosur union structure has increased worker solidarity across the zone, rather than
riding, like its European counterpat and modd, on the coa-tals of a regiond
copitdig and date initigtive (as strongly suggested by an Argentinean supporter, Julio
Godio 2004). Fourthly, it now occurs to me, Munck actudly fails © ded with cases in
which worker — if not necessarily union — protest has linked up in one way or another
with the new socid-movement internationdlisms. This has occurred both within the
GJ&SM in gengd and within the World Socid Forum in paticular. | find this
absence odd insofar as such cases — aso invalving such ‘atypicad workers as street-
traders — would have strengthened his general case for a 21% century re-invention of a
19"-20" century internationdism?® Munck nonetheless has a didectica view of the
relationship between the loca and the globd:

To move beyond the globd/loca optic we need to foreground the
complex interplay of socid scdes in the congruction of globaization.
We cannot operate with the tacit rather smple divide between the
globa as smooth and the loca as the place where difference is
generated. Nor is it smply the case that the economy is adways globa
and culture is dtuated a the locd levd. The culturd politicad
economy of globdisation needs to congantly bear in mind both
inextricably linked eements. We dso need to foreground al the scaes
incduding the regiond, the dill extremdy rdevat and the
supranationd that is not yet globd. In terms of politicad practice, the
sane way tha globd managers may ‘download” problems to the
nationa level, so the agents of contestation may teke locd issues
‘Upwards in an imagindive ‘jumping of scdes asit were. (7?)

This is, in sum a book about globdisaion and the movement response to it tha
provokes as much asit rewards.

20 Evidence for these criticisms can hopefully be found in those of my works already cited. For a
provocative case study written in the same spirit, consider Dinerstein (2003). Interestingly, thisis about
an innovatory workers' movement in Argentina, and Dinerstein is another UK-based Argentinian. The
struggle may have been short-lived and itsinternational impact more notional than demonstrable, but of
itsradically innovatory nature there can be little doubt. Another Argentinean phenomenon that
demands attention, particularly for its particular international relations, would be the relatively young
and innovative CTA (Central de los Trabajadores Argentinos), the website of whichisitself asource
for consideration of itsinternationalism http://www.cta.org.ar/base/principal .php3.
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The Internationalism of Labour’s Others

There has in the previoudy-reviewed books, been little questioning of the
trade union form, a modd developed againgt but aso within the period of what | cdl
‘nationd, indudrid, (anti-)colonid’ capitdism. And in s0 far as there has been
mention of ‘networking’, this has been moglly in terms of reations between unions or
extendons beyond such. Neworking here leaves unchdlenged the traditiond
nationa-indudrid, pyramidd form, with its extenson upward to Brussds, Geneva or
Wherever. Along with this form has gone the ided of collective bargaining and socid
(i.e capitdid) patnership, agan extended either upwards to the internationad union
or downwards from the ‘tripartite¢ International Labour Organisation (ILO).' Yet
maty of the reviewed authors would agree that neo-liberd globdization has
profoundly — if not fundamentaly - transformed this old world of labour and just as
profoundly undermined the union form, its treditiond parameters of action and its
equdly traditional hopes or assumptions. Yet, reflecting on the massve influx of
immigrant workersin the USA, Immanuel Ness (2005:187-8) argues that

We often think of unions as militant or even radica organisations, but
in fact most ae conservaive inditutions wedded to preserving the
past. By their very nature, unions will oppose any change in a labour
market that may weeken the bargaining power of their members.
Unions ae rdaivey inflexible ingditutions that have difficulty
reacting to changes in capitd formation that dter the predictable
composition of work and thereby thresten standards established in the
past.

So the question aises of whether another mode of worker sdf-articulation
(organisdtion + expresson) is not necessary ether for the new work and workers, or
for the internationd labour movement as awhole.

Threads (as | will cdl the book of Hae and WIlls), reveds such a necessity -
a least for the new work and workers, both nationdly and internationdly. In so far,
indeed, as the book was produced by academicsorganisers within an internationd
labour network, Women Working Worldwide, it exemplifies such a new kind of
internationd labour solidarity project. Taking the estimated 40 million mogly women
workers in the globd garment indudry, it consders the globa gament industry
chan. It reports cases from both West and East Europe, from South, South-East and
East Ada, and from Mexico. With the exception of the last, the cases are al drawn
from a research project organised by the WWW network itself. The fundamenta
issues rased by the sudy are many: whether to understand the industry in ‘supply-
chan or ‘network’ terms; the relevance of union and workplace-based organising to
such a fractured industry and vulnerable workforce; the relevance of a collective
bargaining mode of labour reations the hypotheticd value of ‘Corporate Socid
Responghility’ projects to such workers, the problems of diverse ndaiond and
international  dliances between the worker-support campagns, community-based
organising, traditiond unions and consumer-based organisations, and the nature of the
action-research project itsdf:

21 For some (very rare) criticism of this quite central yet profoundly -ambiguous international |abour
hegamon, see Germanotta 20073, b.
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The book seeks to contribute to debates about the globalisation of the
econony, the operation of internationa commodity chans and new
developments in labour organisng from the perspective of the workers
involved. Drawing on internationdly coordinated but  locdly
developed action research has dlowed us to highlight locd
experiences dongsde globd trends. We have sought to embody
supply chain andyss, and bring it to life by looking at the experiences
and dtuation of some of the workers involved in the contemporary
garment industry. The action research data has dready been used by
loca organisaions that support women garment workers, informing
educationd programmes, palitica action and organising work. (15).

It is concluded that

The work of WWW can be seen as pat of a new form of industria
action which involves political dliances between workers, trade
unions, locd and regiond activists and consumer-based organisations
in the key makets and centrd locations of mgor buyers. The
dgnificance of these dliances...is demondrated by the evidence we
have provided of cases in which there have been notable
improvements in  working  conditions...and...examples of  how
internationdly co-ordinated campaigns have successfully  contributed
to the edablishment of trade union rights in a number of different
locations... And, dgnificatly in the case of workers in
Bombay/Mumbai, how their support for workers in the USA helped
those Northern workers win a trade union recognition dispute...
Although Threads of Labour is focused solely on the garment industry,
the research and action reported...can aso be seen as relevant to those
tackling the economic and socid injustices in other economic sectors,
aswdl as...the wider globa justice movement. (237-8).

Threads does not clam to have discovered the secret of fire, but it does have an
origind vison and it does open new doors. It is aso a professiona piece of work,
with numerous diagrams and boxes to either reved the immensdy complex dructure
of the industry (varied according to place, leve, process or product) and to illustrate
the argument. It has a chapter on the WWW network itsdf (Ch. 3), as well as a
theg)zreticdly-informed and <df-reflective chapter on the action-research process (Ch.
4).

One of the mogt important characterigtics of this book is, for me, the bridge it
provides between the shopfloor internationdism of the 1980s and the globa justice
movement of the present day. WWW was founded in Manchester in the early-1980s,
has survived and, apparently, thrived. Severa of the authors are names | recal from
that earlier period, Angela Hae (who regrettably died just before the book was
launched), Lynda Yanz, from Canada, Rohini Hensman from Bombay/Mumba. The
book does not trumpet its feminist credentias. Yet | wonder whether we do not have
to put its survivd through hard times down to the socidist- or labour-feminis

22 This book invites comparison with the pioneering one on * fashion, free trade and the rights of
garment workers' (Ross 1997). Ross, British born but US based, pioneersin drawing the connections
between production, workers, labour-organising, consumers and commodity culture internationally.
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tradition which nurtured these women. But maybe it is smply a matter of ther
individud or collective staying power.

For this reason | would like to know more about WWW. We can never Smply
ry on activiss accounts of the projects to which they may have devoted their lives
for 10 or 20 years. One quedtion that remans in my mind is the nature of internationa
solidarity when this is primarily on the North-South axis and running in a North-to-
South direction.?® Another is the relationship of WWW and its members to the
profoundly-ambiguous CSR indugtry. A third would be the aways-problematic
relationship with the funders. The fact that the book provokes such questions is
suggestive of its value to those it is about and to those who produce such?*

Threads of Labour does not necessarily provide answers to the questions |
origindly posed. The labour network is not presented as the answer to the
organisation question. Nor is internationd solidarity networking presented as the
dtenaive to inditutiondissd union internationdlisn Nor does it teke definite
postions on the various old and new forms for negotiating or establishing improved
wages or extended rights. The impresson it gives is rather, of a plurdidic
orientation. In other words, it reativises the previoudy universa forms and processes
of labour sdf-activity. And it reveds the possble activity and organisation forms
taken by some of labour's others. It thus provides a rich source of naterid for further
discussion on such matters.

The Vital Force of Working Class Cultures Across Time and Space

| fed that with Live Working, as | will cdl his book, Paul Mason has actudly
invented a new genre - one which reaches places not commonly touched in ether
recent academic labour history or accounts of contemporary labour struggles. It
should communicate that higtory and those druggles, and the rdationship between
such, to new generations of workers as wel as to those in the globa justice and
solidarity movement unaware of such.

As someone who literdly grew up, and just as literdly went to school, with
British and European labour history, who has long studied and written about historica
and contemporary labour sruggles, nationa and internationd, | fet enlightened and
inspired by this book. Much of this has to do with the genre, a quas-cinematic one,

2| was intending to also review anew book on the globalised sex industry by Laura Marfa Agustin
(2007), abrilliant writer and activist, sometimes based in the UK, but who here focuses on Spain and
Latin America. | was particularly intrigued by a chapter title, ‘ From Charity to Solidarity’. In so far as
this reproduces the purpose of her whole book, to critique the ‘ rescue industry’, it turnsout to be a
radical deconstruction of the understanding and use of ‘solidarity’ by those working with— or on—
sexworkers. In so far as Augustin questions the good intentions of top-down, or centre-periphery
solidarity, the book is asalutary warning to al involved in international labour solidarity projects. If,
however, one wants to compare the international self-organisation of garment workerswith that of
sexworkers, one might need to consider such operations asthe International Union of Sexworkers
(actually a UK union of international sexworkers) or the sexwork issue of the UK-based International
Union Rights (2005).

24 For extensive further discussion and comparison, see the excellent review article by Ferus-Comelo
(2006)
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condgting of flashbacks (or forwards) or montage, that creates above al an image of
the working class as a continuing, if irregular, presence, exising on a worldwide
dage. Such presence and spread is not offered in terms of a Smple rise nor, obvioudy,
in terms of a smple spread. What Paul Mason is both recording and urging upon us, it
seems to me, is recognition of the moments and places in which there have exiged
working-class cultures of protest that had or have messages for humanity more

generdly:

[This] history needs to be rediscovered because two sets of people
gand in dire need of knowing more about it: fird, the activits who
have flooded the dtreets in Seattle, Genoa and beyond to protest against
globdisation; second, the workers in the new factories, mines and
waterfronts crested by globdisation in the devdoping world, whose
attempts to build a labour movement are a an early stage. They need to
know...that what they are doing has been done before...Above al they
need to know that the movement was once a vitd force a
counterculture in which people lived ther lives and the the man
source of eduction for men and women condemned to live short, bleak
lives and dream of impaossible futures. (x)

Quite how Mason manages the legps in his narative between mutilated
workers in Shenzhen, China, today and the Battle of Peterloo, Manchester, 1819 is
something of an atisic mydery. | can only say that it works, without pardlels being
forced or fingers being wagged. Other chapters ded with 2) Varanas (Benares),
India now and the Lyons revolt of 1831 — both admittedly focussed on silkworkers, 3)
The casud labourers of a Lagos dum, 2005 and the Paris Commune of 1871; 4)
Oilworkers in Basra, Irag, 2006 and the invention of Mayday, Philadelphia, 1886; 5)
immigrant office cleaners in London's East End, 2004, and the Great Dock Strike of
unskilled workers in London's East End, 1889. If we eventudly reach the
globdisation of unskilled workers unionism, 1889-1912, we are later confronted by
6) ‘Wars between brothers amongs miners in Huanuni, Balivia, today and German
workers failures to condemn the war of 1914-18 and to bring about a revolution at its
end. Mogt exatic of dl is 8) Mason's 25 pages on the Bund, the socidist union of
Jewish workers, in interwar Poland. It is preceded by a sketch of the struggle in B
Alto, a giant sguatter city (on a plateau 500m above the city and the high-rises of a
literadlly downtown La Peaz). There are a haf-dozen or more such dories in this
panoramic work, often expressed in the words of the men and women activists
involved. Coincidentaly, | have been, as an internationd labour researcher, in severd
of the countries or towns vidgted by Paul Mason as a journdist. Yet my feding in
reading his accounts is less that of recognition than of admiration for his capacity to
evoke them. And to do so with sympathy but without sentimentality or paterndism.

But what on earth is it that holds this paichwork narative together? | think t
is Mason's inggence on this counter-culture of resstance, of rebdlion, of creation
from the class's own resources, and of aspirations that go beyond the socid and
humean relations of capitdism. He himsdf argues that

If there is a recurrent theme amid dl this it is control. Politicaly, the

l[abour movement has debated drategy in terms of reform versus
revolution. Precticdly, to the frudration of advocates of both
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approaches, workers have been prepared to go beyond reform but settle
for less than revolution. (xiii)

In his concluding chapter, Mason does go into interpretation, offering an explanation
for the Post-World Wat Two loss of working-class independence, and of
incorporation into two ruling-class projects, one in the West, the other in the East.
However:

It is very different now. Today the transnationd corporétion is the
primary form of economic life. In addition, globad consumer culture is
bregking down dl that was locd, insular and closed in working-class
communities. There is, for the firg time, a truly globa working class.
But it has not yet had its 1889 moment... (280)

Mason sees the leadership once offered by philanthropists, socid democrats,
anarchigs or communigts, now resing with the ‘new socid reformism’ of the anti-
globdisation movement.

For mysdf, as someone equaly concerned with labour internationalism and
the globa jugtice movement, this is a dying fal. Perhaps the author, at the end of his
marathon, ran out of puff. It is not smply that we get agesture where we need a least
a picture. It is because the gesture is to the amdiordive tendency within a movement
that also has a powerful emancipatory wing. And because Mason appears unaware of
the extent to which the labour movement is (an admittedly contradictory) part of this
movement.

Paul Mason's comparative lack of attention to the labour, socialig and
anarchigt parties and ideologies that have played such a dominant role in the higtory of
l[abour, and labour history (for better or worse) is due to his stress on the socio-
culturd rather than the party-paliticd. |1 find this focus (on a rank-and-file of flesh and
blood, not one seen through ideological spectacles) refreshing. If the old labour and
the new socid movements are to be fruitfully articulated, Paul Mason's pathbresking
book will have meade a not indgnificant contribution. It should be read, taught,
discussed. And trandated, for sarters, into Spanish, Hindi and Chinese.

Mason's is a romance of labour but one without sentimentdity. Although
neither a theoreticd nor a policy-oriented work, it is certainly informed by both
sympathy and undergtanding of the uneven (if rardy combined) struggles of labouring
people. Many of the mgor movements he presents actualy fused, in varied measure,
labour and nationdism, labour and ethnicity, labour and democracy. These
movements, their known and forgotten leaders and activids, are, it is shown, never
achetypa proletarians, nor paragons of left or socidist virtue. They were and are,
however, our forebears and our compafier @< - people with whom we can in our turn
empathise, learn from and with

% Thisisa Spanish figure which has the advantages of surpassing the much-abused ‘ comrade’ and of
combining the male and female form.
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In concluding, | have to return to where | began, with this book as a new
genre. The book has its own website, which is both elegant and transparent.?® Here it
is possible to find photos, a 60-second video clip (Paul promoting his book in a
Nairobi dum, with the Internationale being played in the background!), resource lists,
and reviews. The photos and other graphics could be taken as illugtrations for a book
that regretably has none. The Ste as a whole reinforces my feding about this work as
cinemdic. And, indeed, when | met up with Paul Mason in London, May 2007, |
enquired about the posshbility of turning it into a film. | had the name of Ken Loach,
the prize-winning British sodidit film-maker,?” on the tip of my tongue when Paul
Mason said he had aready approached Loach. Actudly, it now occurs to me, it would
be a pity to wat for any such posshble film. It would seem from the webste that
aufficient resources dready exist for ahdf-hour video.

From the Page to the Screen

The cinemdic qualities of Live Working, and the audio-visud and computer
ills demondrated in its promotion, pressge a welcome and overdue hift of
internationa (ist) labour communication from the page to the screen. The activig
tendency within internationd labour dudies has long been connected with labour
education and occasiondly with the audio-visud (cinema, sound, video)?® Yet a
mariage between internationa labour studies and international labour media has been
hardly consummated. Today this seems less something to be desred as something
required: no new globa working-class culture can come into exisence without such.
Two projects, one based in Britain, the other of expatriates BritgAntipodeans, suggest
to me the way ressarch/reflection and communication/organisation may be moving
together.

Firg¢ a paenthess Whils there has clearly been an exploson in internationa
union computer use over the last 10-20 years, there seems to have set in, a this levd,
some kind of web-disllusonment or web-fatigue. The prime exemplar here has to be
the dte of the new socid-reformist Internationd Trade Union Confederation (ITUC,
founded 2006), a previoudy adeguate if conventiond Ste has been converted into
something which combines quite soulless desgn with information both limited in
extent and late in deivery.?° The various Globd Unions sites seem to be dso marking
time®® We might conclude that unions get the websites they deserve. If so, the booby-
pize goes to the (ex-?) Communis World Federation of Trade Unions®!

26 nttp://www.liveworkingordiefighting.co.uk/.

27 hitp://www.sensesof cinema.com/contents/directors/03/loach.html

28 A\ pioneer here, and a survivor where others have faded or died, is Steve Zeltzer’ s San Francisco-
based LaborTech, http://www.labortech.net/. A visit to this site and its links reveal s the extent to which
this project combines researchers, media-makers, computer specialists and internationalists. For a
recent labour-relevant video see The Big Sell-Out.

29 hitp://www.ituc-csi.org/spip.php?rubriquel& lang=en.

30 http://www.global-unions.org/. When last visited it was still carrying an item on China dated January
26, 2005. That happens to be my birthday. But, aged 71, | no longer consider my 69" birthday news.

31 hitp://www.wftucentral .org/.
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Unsuccessful attempts to go beyond its index page suggest less WFTU fatigue a the
pace demanded by a computerised globdisation, than a falure to yet enter this new
redity and madter the relevant technology. If the Web had existed in the 1960s, when
| worked for the WFTU, this is what its site would have looked like3? Findly, or
perhaps one should say firstly, none of these dtes has a feedback feature, far less
provides space for discussion, or Sgnificant access to independent research.

Once agan, readers may be wondering about the Good News. OK, the two
(more or less) British dtes | want to mention are New Unionism and Union Ideas
Network.** New Unionism appears to be based fairly close — in more senses than one -
to the Geneva, HQ of not only various internationd unions but aso the Internationd
Labour Organisation (ILO). It is, however, inditutiondly independent. Moreover, it is
a quite brilliant new webste that seems to me a possble winner of the competition
organised amnudly by LabourSart.®* It is, however, not only its aesthetics that are
innovative:

new unionism» IS work In progress

what? why? how? who? join>>

32 The WFTU aso got the history it deserved (Ganguli 2000). Rambling in style, restricted to
conferences and declarations, sycophantic in tone, it has a back-cover Congress photo, showing an
ageing, portly and exclusively male leadership paying respects not to some working-class or popular
hero but the President of an increasingly neo-liberal and globalised India.

33 hitp://www.newunionism.net/, http://uin.org.uk/.

34 http://www.labourstart.org/lwsoty/2007/results.shtml . Labour Start was the pioneer international
union website, with increasingly worldwide news coverage and regular solidarity campaigns. It also
has | ots of bells and whistles (labour radio, labour videos), and discussion of the latest technol ogies.
What it does not have, at time of writing, isregular open discussion onthe crucial international labour
issues.
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It is dso its thematic foci, which bresk radicadly with those both customary and
predictable from, for example, the ITUC sSte. The latter has:

About Us, Press Room; Campaigns, Equdity, Human and Trade
Union Rights, Economic and Socid Policy, Members Section, Globa
Unions.

New Unionism has

Forums, Younionize, Inspirations, Free Resources, Success Stories,
Lessons Learnt, Online Library, Cast a Vote, Union Work, Contact Us,
Join.

Whilgt this may seem to exemplify the difference between an inditutiond union
website ad a labour network one, New Unionism innovates aso in rdation to other
new labour dtes. It might, again, be suggested that the New Unionism concept and
aesthetic 5 more likely to apped to cdl-centre operators than to sub-contracted motor
industry workers. But, then, it is the firg rather than the second who are likely to have
computer access, and we have no evidence to suggest that the latter, or their
organisers, prefer dtes designed by, or for, Brother Apparatchik the Union Officer.
New Unionism declaresboldly that it is

a network, not an organisation. We do not have formad mestings,
goecid  task-forces, triennid  congresses, deering  committess, or
annual conferences. We do not decide on collective policies, nor do we
elect network officids. We do not run collective lobbies, nor across-
the-board campaigns. This is what trade unions are for! And tha is
why we grongly believe you should join them. They, in turn, are often
pat of globd federations and organisations which promote workers
interests at globa leve. We do not for a moment pretend to be
offering an dternative to this. On the contrary, we want to help in the
building these organisations.

This involves building input from the ground up. If you want to
network with other working people, indudtrid relaions commentators,
experienced union reps, labour communicators, and/or socid
movement activists a an internationd leve, and to work with them in
developing a community of support which reaches across borders, then
here's the place to start.

My questions about, or chdlenges to New Unionism dat here with its sdf-
confinement within the exiding parameters of the inter/nationd union inditutions.
My doubts continue with the sdf-definition of NU, which seems to be a combination
of ‘organisng draegy’ (assartive uniontbulding rather than sarvidng exising
members) and ‘partnership’ (the extenson of ‘economic democracy’ within and
under capitdism). | am not sure whether the combinaion of a possbly recent US
drategy with a certanly old European one amounts to one relevant for labour
worldwide in the era of globdisation. But, in any case each of the conditions assumes
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the inditutions, procedures and norms of Northern tradition, with questionable
rdevance to a globdised and neo-liberdised world of labour® NU adds
‘internationdlism’  to the formula, but hardly questions traditional understandings or
practices here either. However, | an more concerned tha this innovative and origind
dte demands of would-be dfiliates that they buy the package! And that they be
removed if someone (the owners?) consder their contributions inappropriate! Both
conditions seem to me in contradiction with those of networking as increasngly
understood, and of the kind of didogue increesingly practised within the globd
justice and solidarity movement.®® Given, however, the energy and origindity of the
gte, itislikely to be one worth watching... and learning from.

Paradoxicdly, it is e more uniondependent of these stes, New Union Ideas,
that seems the more open of the two. It is an initigtive, apparently, of the British
Trades Union Congress — not a body known higoricaly for its interest in new union
ideas. NUI is a much more modest innovation, in terms of both appearance and
themes. Yet, whils clearly dso oriented towards the traditiona ingtitutionaised union
movement, it seems 0 far to be open ideologicdly, and to be anyway attracting a
rather wide range of (younger?) union organisers, activists and academics. Its mgor
themes are traditiond:

Conferences, Economic/ Socid Policy; Educatiion and Skills; Employment
Law; Employment Rdations; Equdity and Diversty;
Europe/internationa; Hedth and Safety; Union Modernisaion  Fund;
Union Organising; Unions and Politics

But its current forums include Union Futures, and Union Engagement with
Academia. And contributors to NUI include, for example, Sheila Cohen (see above)
and Andres Bidler, coordinating the international Globa Working-Class Project a the
University of Nottingham >’

Conclusion: From Creep to Leap?

What would be required for me to add a third cheer to the two origindly
expressed? Well, | would clearly like to see a legp where so far there has been mostly
creep. Those of us raised within the Marxigt tradition are dways awaiting the uming
of water into seam, of quantity into qudity, of ideology into science, for the
tranformation of the working cdass ‘in itdf’ to one ‘for itsdf’, from reform to
revolution; we are always searching for the wesk link in the cgpitdis chain (or at
leest for uneven development that is adso combined) and, of course, for the find
solution to the capitaism question.

35 For asummary statement of the Organising Strategy + Partnership strategy, see Cradden and Hall-
Jones 2005. For acritique of the West European tradition of social partnership, see Wahl (2004).

36 Consider here the earlier-mentioned Networked Politics. ThisisaWiki site, meaning one designed
for collective thought. As a project, however, Networ ked Politics also has at |east a couple of print
publications. And it istaking an interest in international labour networking. In both content and
Erocedure it suggests to me amore radically-democratic model than doesNU.

" http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/politics/awcproject/. This project, which was present and active at the
World Social Forum, Nairobi, 2007, is currently producing a book.
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It seems to me, however, tha nether in international labour udies nor in
labour internationdism are we likdy to witness any such gpocdyptic transformation.
Even less than a date-nationd levd is a trandormeion within traditiond
emancipatory paradigms or long-exiging socid movementsingditutions likey to take
such dramatic form. Two passages from Raymond Williams reflecting on Gramsci
and Marx (cited Stillo 1998-9), seem here apposite:

A lived hegemony is dways a process. It is not, except andyticdly, a
sysem or a dructure. It is a redised complex of experiences,
relationships and activities, with specific and changing pressures and
limits. In practice, that is, hegemony can never be singular. Its internd
dructures are highly complex, as can readily be seen in any concrete
andyss. Moreover (and this is crucid, reminding us of the necessary
thrus of the concept), it does not just passvely exig as a form of
dominance. It has continudly to be renewed, recreated, defended, and
modified. It is dso continudly ressted, limited, atered, chalenged by
pressures not at al its own.

The key to 'revolutionary' socid change in modern societies does not
therefore depend, as Marx had predicted, on the spontaneous
awakening of critica class consciousness but upon the prior formation
of a new dliances of interests, an dternaive hegemony or ‘historica
bloc', which has aready developed a cohesive world view of its own.

The firg of these passages surdy dso rdaes to wha is hegemonic within the
inter/nationa labour movement. The second is suggestive of the task before the globa
justice and solidarity movement.

It seems to me, in any case, tha what is cruddly required for an emancipatory
movement within internationa labour studies and labour internationdism (whether in
the UK or globaly) is the creation of autonomous spaces/places where such can be
developed. In the 1980s, d a time of the growing criss and exhaugtion of the previous
such wave, | argued, unsuccessfully, the necessty of such amongst those writing
about or practising ‘shopfloor internationdism’.®® Given the development of the
globa justice movement, of the World Socid Forums, and of cyberspace today, the
possibility of such (rdaively) autonomous agoras or foci is today evidently greater

38

‘It is one thing to recognise the limitations of our own efforts. It is another to
concede to traditional unions which are themselvesin crisis and moving, in typically
contradictory fashion, in adirection we have ourselves mapped out. We need to
recognise their influence, financial resources and representativity. We should also
dialogue with them (but when will they provide us access to their publications?). But
we also need to preserve our own resources. our institutional autonomy, our political
integrity and out theoretical/ideological originality. Progressive forces within the
traditional trade unions may value these even more than we do!” (Waterman
1989:26).

Whilst, then, | was whistling against thewind, I think the argument likely to be found more acceptable
today — both outside and inside the union institutions!
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(Caruso 2007). And demondration of such autonomous initigtives can be found not
only a globd level but aso within Europe and the UK itself.>®

Let us findly reconsder universdism and internationdism Whilgt it is easy to
decongtruct or dismiss the naive Communism of Mariaegui, the desre he expressed
predated that movement and survives its demise. So here is a post-Communist
formulation, from a new (Britishbased!) forum of emancipatory ideas, that makes at
least a provocative contribution toward the renovation of those intertwined concepts:.

We need to think in terms of the dirculaion of commons, of the
interconnection and reinforcements between them. The ecologica
commons maintains the finite conditions necessary for both socid and
networked commons. A socid commons, with a tendency towards a
equitable didribution of wedth, preserves the ecologicd commons,
both by diminaing the extremes of environmentd destructiveness
linked to extremes of wedth (SUVs, incessant ar travel) and poverty
(charcod burning, deforestation for land) and by reducing dependence
on ‘trickle down’ from uncondraned economic growth. Socid
commons adso create the conditions for the network commons, by
providing the context of basic hedth, security and education within
which people can access new and old media A network commons in
turn circulates information about the condition of both ecologicd and
socid commons  (monitoring globd  environmenta  conditions,
tracking epidemics, enabling exchanges between hedth workers,
labour ectivists or disaster reief teams). Networks adso provide the
channels for planning ecologicd and socid commons — organising
them, resolving problems, consdering dternaive proposas. They act
as the faoric of the association that is the sne qua non of any of the
other commons. (Dwyer-Witheford 2007)

When the best that the hegemonic tendency within the internationd labour movement
can come up with by way of ingoiration is ‘Decent Work’, this kind of notion woud

39 For the WSF, Nairobi, 2007, see Waterman 2007. At European level, consider the already-mentioned
Networked Politics project, initiated by British socialist-feminist Hilary Wainright and based at the
Transnational Institute, Amsterdam. This has been giving specific attention to labour, as suggested by
the publication released before the Anti-G8 Protest, at aworkshop in Berlin (Networked Politics 2007).
At thislater event the suggestion was aparently made of having a meeting specifically on labour in the
UK itself. Within the UK, finally, we should note the earlier-mentioned Global Working-Class Project
at Nottingham University. Aswith other initiatives mentioned above, the understanding here of the
working class or classes allows for the un-unionised and non-unionisable. Another new UK-based
project, related to the GJ& SM, and first appearing at the G8 protest, would be the e-journal,
Turbulence http://turbulence.org.uk/turb june2007.html . Although, like Networked Poalitics, this
project is addressed to the movement more generally, | was impressed by the extent to which it
incorporates an interest in inter/national labour — not to mention historical labour concerns such asthe
Commons and the Utopian. And in what one contributor, Ben Trott, calls the ‘ directional demand’, but
I would rather think of asthe ‘ subversive demand’. The latter, inany case, would be the kind of
reasonable, realistic and incremental demand which is nonethel ess subversive of not only neo-
liberalism but also capitalism. The examples given by Trott include the guaranteed basic income grant
(subversive of the wage-labour relationship), and the free movement of labour internationally
(subversive of the national (ist) self-definition of labour movements). | would expand such to include:
subversive demands on the institutions of ‘ social partnership’, such asthe ILO; and of the
institutionalised international labour movement, by insisting that its policies be determined by |abour
on the ground globally, not by officersraised above them, in offices.
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sem to combine the necessary subversion of the ruing commonsense with the
equally necessary legp of the imagination.
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