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1

From the moment globalization emerged as an issue of public debate,  
civil society actors have been searching for transnational forms of collective 
organization with growing enthusiasm. A traditional approach, based on 
vertical and hierarchical representation structures, was displaced by the 
ideal of network organization, which guided the practice of “globally connected 
yet locally rooted social movements” ( Jur is, 2008: 14), envisioning the 
emergence of a “global polit ics of localized actors” (Sassen, 2004: 662):  
a “rooted cosmopolitanism” of activists whose “most interesting characteristic 
is how they connect the local and the global” (Tarrow, 2005: 2). Thus,  
the distinctive mark of the new contemporary internationalisms was the con-
ception of a deep-rooted transnationalism inspired by networked organization.

Unions were not immune to these inclinations but incorporated them 
with some particularities. By and large, studies on new internationalisms 
relegated labour movements to a lesser status, since they were usually per-
ceived as incompatible with the logic of networks (Castells, 1999: 424). In the 
early 2000s, while the internationalization of social movements had spurred 
extensive academic research, “international unionism continues to attract 
little interest outside labour activist circles” ( Josselin, 2001: 169). Gradually, 
however, this situation was challenged by scholars who saw the emergence 
of a “new labour internationalism” as an important component of union 
renewal processes in the context of globalization, a thesis that has sparked 
important controversies (Brookes & McCallum, 2017).

This article approaches this topic in the light of recent theoretical 
trends and practical developments. The starting hypothesis is that trade 
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unionism requires specific treatment since its structures were built with 
the historical sedimentation of legally protected and institutionally recognized 
prerogatives in different spheres, most notably by national labour rights, 
but also on an international scale. Despite the recent developments in this 
field, what is conventionally called ‘global unionism’ is the direct descendant 
of the ‘official’ or ‘institutional’ international unionism established more 
than a century ago. As Peter Evans noted, the global trade union movement 
art iculates a complex set of local, nat ional, and internat ional powers, 
requiring the creative combination of hierarchical structures and networks 
(Evans, 2010).

In this article, we explore the ‘invention’ of the global union as a sui 
generis entity that, unlike national unions under usual circumstances,  
cannot rely on state guarantees to exercise its prerogatives. We argue that 
global unions have resorted to the principles of deep-rooted transnationalism 
and networked organization to mitigate the limitations of this situation.  
An important conclusion of the research, however, is that these principles 
were not always a goal in themselves. Rather, they represent the strategic 
adaptation of global unionism to a contested and shifting terrain, which led 
to introducing innovations that challenge traditional organizational logics 
while being closely associated with previously established structures of 
union representation.

Specifically, we investigate the development of global union policy on 
transnational corporations (TNCs) within IndustriALL Global Union – the larger 
global union dedicated to manufacturing sectors – and its predecessors in the 
chemical and metal industries (the ICEM and the IMF2, respectively). In this,  
a sociological approach focused on the elements of conflict that underlie the 
‘social dialogue’ discourses adopted by global unions proved to be fruitful, 
allowing us to identify, in the primary sources, the ways in which the ultimately 
antagonistic nature of the relationship between unions and companies influenced 
the development of global unionism, whose powers currently navigate,  
to a great extent, the contested terrain created by union pressure on corporate 
governance procedures untouched by state supervision.

From this perspective, we analysed semi-structured interviews  
conducted with 52 interlocutors between 2014 and 2020. A first set of interviews 
covered promoters of global unionism as a broad union strategy to deal with 
TNCs. This batch included 4 advisors and 19 union officials (25 interviewees 
in total) distr ibuted as follows: 11 Industr iALL, ICEM or IMF off icials;  
5 officials in other international unions; 3 in foreign union organizations; 
6 in union centrals and metal or chemical workers’ confederations in Brazil. 
The second group, formed by 27 interviewees, included workers, workplace 
representatives, and local union officials who participated in union networks 
promoted by IndustriALL in specific companies. Additionally, we analysed 
relevant documents, such as congressional resolutions, bulletins, pamphlets, 
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and other items for external dissemination, as well as internal records pro-
vided by various union organizations, such as meeting minutes, activity 
reports and communications. Union activities were also observed, from major 
Industr iALL congresses to smaller events, such as network meetings to 
address specific issues.

After briefly contextualizing the history of sectoral or industrial union 
bodies at the international level, in the first part of the article we analyse 
how these organizations found in the role of TNCs’ counterparts a path to 
reframe the relevance of their prerogatives. Based on the qualitative analysis 
of the material, focusing on the evidence on the global unionism promoters’ 
concerns, we seek to characterize two main elements: the arguments that 
supported the conception of the global union as a project for transforming 
international unionism, on the one hand, and the resistance to this proposal, 
on the other. In the second part of the article, we rely on data about IndustriALL’s 
activities and research evidence on the Brazilian case to assess how the global 
unionism model described by the research planted its roots.

THE “OLD” AND THE “NEW” TRADE UNION INTERNATIONALISM

When considering the theory produced on global unionism in recent years, 
the nature of the phenomenon is not always agreed upon. A first batch of 
scholarly research contrasted a diplomatic and bureaucratic internationalism 
with the network approach of engaged militants (Webster et al., 2008), whereas 
a second approach prioritized the investigation of new forms of transnational 
labour regulation through the lens of Industrial Relations (Papadakis, 2011). 
Nevertheless, the convergence regarding the practical experiences associated 
with new labour internationalism was remarkable. Notably, organizations 
that until recently had operated in relative obscurity were deemed central: 
the industrial or sectoral internationals, union bodies responsible for repre-
senting specific industries or professions at the international level, known 
today as Global Union Federations (GUFs). As McCallum (2013: 5) highlighted, 
the search for concrete examples of labour internationalism in recent decades 
was hampered, among other reasons, by them not emerging from where it 
was conventionally expected; indeed, he says, “nearly all instances of labor 
transnationalism emerge from within individual GUFs.”

International trade unionism as we know it dates back to the transition 
between the 19th and 20th centuries, when two varieties of union interna-
tionals were conceived. In 1901, the International Federation of Trade Unions 
(IFTU) was founded3, the first of what would be a long lineage of ‘umbrella’ 
federations which, divided among ideological lines for most of the last cen-
tury, would regain a certain level of political unity in the 1990s, in a process 
that led to the creation of the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) 
in 20064. From the beginning, international bodies responsible for specific 
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workers’ categories were also created (Stevis, 2020). Originally known as 
International Trade Secretar iats (ITSs), they were the GUFs precursors. 
Until 1914, about 30 organizations of this type emerged, such as the interna-
tional associations of miners (1890), metalworkers (1893) and textile workers 
(1894) (Windmuller, 1991: 1).

In general, trade secretariats were seen as subordinate appendages, 
bodies whose relevance was constrained by the ‘mundane’ concerns of spe-
cif ic groups. In the 1920s, for example, Lorwin (1929: 99) considered that 
“the work of the Secretariats was narrow in scope and modest in results,” 
whereas a report for the US government concluded that the resolutions of 
the metalworkers’ international was devoid of “general interest” since they 
were limited to discussing “purely trade-union tactics and methods, which 
include the prevention of the importation of strike breakers, travel benefits, 
maintenance of a defense fund, and exchange of union data” (U.S. Department 
of Labor, 1920: 77).

The kind of union strategy discussed in this article was first glimpsed 
in the second half of the century, when the emergence of multinational 
companies opened a new area of activity for trade secretariats. Since the 
1960s, ‘world company councils’ started to appear, union bodies designed 
to coordinate collective bargaining within the same company across multiple 
countries (Levinson, 1972). These councils were established in dozens of 
multinationals, notably in the chemical and metal industries5, but they fell 
short of the expectations of their creators who, guided by an “evolutionary 
optimism,” would have seen in the collective bargaining internationalization 
an inevitable consequence of the production internationalization, a prediction 
that was never fully realized (Ramsay, 1999).

Nevertheless, as heirs of this experience, ITSs were well positioned 
to respond to what emerged as a central trade union concern in the context 
of globalization – the intensification of the production transnationalisation 
propelled by transnational corporations (TNCs). In this context, the sectoral 
internationals sought to strengthen their structures, accelerating the historical 
trend of reducing the number of organizations accompanied by expanding 
the representation basis of individual internationals (Bourque & Hennebert, 
2011). Today, the largest GUFs each cover broad sectors of economic activity, 
such as public services, pr ivate services and manufacturing. In 2002,  
the name ‘trade secretar iats’ was abandoned in favour of ‘Global Union 
Federations’ and, more recently, some GUFs started using the designation 
‘global union’6.

IndustriALL Global Union is a typical example of this process. Able to 
trace its origins to organizations founded more than a century ago, it adopted 
its current form in 2012 and claims to speak on behalf of over 50 million 
workers in 140 countries, distributed throughout multiple branches of industrial 
manufacturing. It resulted from a merger between three important GUFs: 
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ICEM, linked to the chemical, energy, and mining sectors; IMF, the traditional 
international association of metalworkers; and IGWTLF, then dedicated to 
workers in the textile and clothing industries7.

GLOBAL AGREEMENTS AND DEEP-ROOTED TRANSNATIONALISM

Much like other GUFs, IndustriALL presented itself as a counterweight to 
large TNCs, a central element of the identity sought by the new global unions. 
Accordingly, the organizations that would form IndustriALL proposed the 
creation of a “powerful counterpart to transnational corporations” (IMF et al., 
2011). In its first resolutions, the new international decided that the merging 
federations would “combine their strengths and best traditions to create 
a global organization capable of challenging the power of multinational 
companies and negotiating with them on a global level” (IndustriALL, 2012a). 
Indeed, regarding the interest sparked by global unionism, Global Framework 
Agreements (GFAs) signed between GUFs and TNCs would achieve an unde-
niably prominent position.

Although global agreements can be compared to collective bargaining, 
analysts have highlighted the particularities of these instruments, which are 
subordinated to a sphere of private governance8 surrounded by uncertainties. 
The most common interpretation defines GFAs as a “union response to the 
social responsibility movement of corporations” (Hennebert, 2017: 117) or,  
in stricter terms, as a direct evolution of ‘codes of conduct’, charters of principles 
published by large companies in response to international campaigns protes-
ting labour, social, and environmental violations. What separates agreements 
from codes is that the former result from negotiation processes in which unions 
are recognized as legitimate signatory parties. Nevertheless, GFAs share 
important features with unilateral codes: they celebrate general principles 
(a ‘framework’) that, in most cases, have indeterminate temporal validity; 
are voluntary, that is, companies are not under an obligation to participate 
or to maintain this participation; finally, they are not directly enforceable, 
that is, they lack state guarantees for compliance with their provisions.

That global trade unionism privileged this sphere has frustrated 
certain expectations, not least due to GFAs being vulnerable to the criticism 
that they reinforce the privatization of international labour law (Thomas, 
2011). Faced with this suspicion, much of the research on the subject has 
focused on searching for concrete evidence of the practical use of GFAs, 
which generally suggests conclusions that are difficult to generalize (Krause, 
2018). In this article, we present an alternative and complementary perspective. 
We argue that, notwithstanding the obvious relevance of evaluating the 
normative effectiveness of GFAs, a unilateral focus on this dimension may 
lose sight of the role played by codes of conduct in legitimizing the role to 
which the GUFs aspire.
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An important aspect is that codes of conduct implied the unprece-
dented recognition by powerful companies that their operations could be 
subjected to global rules. Presenting themselves as the workers’ voice in 
the definition of these rules, GUFs emerged as candidates to embody a global 
union mandate that was previously absent. From the perspective of sectoral 
internationals that were traditionally relegated to a secondary role, the signing 
of global agreements was a momentous milestone that signalled the feasi-
bility of this ambition. Thus, even when assuming apparently innocuous 
forms, GFAs boost the consolidation of global unionism in a broader sense. 
However, with formal recognition alone, global unions are still grasping at 
straws. Aware of the limitations that had hindered previous experiences, 
the GUFs proposed a profound reconsideration of the nature of international 
unionism and, thus, found in deep-rooted transnationalism a path to re-signify 
their sectoral vocation and defend the need for a new type of organization – 
the global union.

The global union in manufacturing industries

Among the federations that would create Industr iALL, it was the ICEM  
that f irst conceived the essential components of a global union in manu-
facturing sectors. In its f irst congress, in 1995, the organization argued 
that corporate power had eroded union inf luence over important decision-
-making processes, which could no longer be supervised by governments 
or parliaments, but were conducted “behind the boardroom doors of the 
major multinational companies” (ICEM, 1996: 54). In practical terms,  
it demanded a “f irmer definition” of the responsibilities associated with 
each of the two types of international union bodies (the secretariats and 
the “umbrella” federations), arguing that “it is sometimes forgotten that 
the international industr ial federations are pr imarily organisations of  
industrial action, in fact industrial struggle, rather than political lobbyists” 
(ICEM, 1996: 55).

Thus, a pioneering formulation of the aff inity between industr ial 
vocation and deep-rooted transnationalism appears. According to ICEM, 
sectoral internationals should be concerned “with building practical links 
between workers; with actual pay and conditions; with supporting actual 
industrial disputes; with the application of occupational safety and health 
protections in individual industries and global companies” (ICEM, 1996: 60). 
This argument was fundamental for reconsidering the relevance of the 
GUFs’ sectoral attributions. Traditionally, the ‘minor’ day-to-day concerns 
of local unions had been out of the scope of a ‘diplomatic’ internationalism 
interested in more directly political and ideological issues or dedicated to 
lobbying in multilateral organizations. Through the lens of rooted transna-
tionalism, however, these prerogatives started to be seen as an alternative 
to the ‘top-down’ approach of union diplomacy, a way of building initiatives 
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“rooted in the day-to-day realities of members, and not the musings of remote 
international leaders” (Fairbrother & Hammer, 2005: 422).

In this model, deep-rooted transnationalism guides the creation of 
global union alliances that must be able to engage companies directly, which 
would justify, in turn, strengthening the GUFs as ‘union counterparts’. It was 
no accident that ICEM mentioned global agreements as an “example of what 
can be achieved” (ICEM, 1996: 58). Platzer et al. (2011: 195) noted that in this 
period “the field of company-related activity has seen a qualitative streng-
thening in the functional profile of the federation,” which they associated 
with the development of a “strategic perspective” aimed at building the 
necessary conditions to the exercise of “the genuine function of a ‘trade 
union’,” that is, “to become an actor at the global-transnational level capable 
to ‘negotiate and agree’” (Platzer et al., 2011: 191). The later use of the name 
‘global union’, therefore, was not incidental or without purpose.

This trend has been followed by other GUFs, but it has not gone 
unchallenged. The metalworkers’ international decided to support codes of 
conduct in 1997, and, according to the organization, “it was clear from the 
outset that such codes were to be negotiated and would become agreements 
between the IMF and transnational corporations” (IMF, 2006: 2). A few years 
later, however, the federation would notice that companies were reluctant to 
accept it as a signatory party, a role they preferred to grant to unions in their 
home countries. The IMF’s recommendations, consequently, were insistent on 
the federation’s role in global agreements: “IMF should be involved from the 
start;” “An IMF officer or designee must sign the IFA [International Framework 
Agreement];” the agreement “should be negotiated by IMF and management at 
global level” (IMF, 2006: 2). These determinations confirm the hypothesis that 
GFAs were important to legitimize the position of global unions. In the words 
of the general secretary of the IMF at that time, global agreements would serve 
to “create an IMF identity” (IMF, 2003: 18). Along the same lines, when asked 
about the importance of these agreements, a director of IndustriALL stated that 
“in the first place, it guarantees the recognition of unions at a global level, 
to the Global Union Federations at large” (interview, 2014).

Today, the role of the GUFs is well accepted among unions engaged in 
global unionism, which is the subject of the next section. Corporate resistance, 
however, is more persistent. The International Organization of Employers, 
which presents itself as “the global voice of business,” states it “takes no 
formal position for or against” GFAs, but warns affiliates that “this is not a 
Corporate Social Responsibility initiative” and that, even if their “legal status 
is untested,” global agreements should be treated as contracts “of a legal 
nature” (IOE, 2013). On the other hand, the organization acknowledges that 
companies, unlike trade unions, prefer to see GFAs “principally as a mechanism 
for deepening dialogue, first and foremost, and not as an industrial relations 
exercise” (IOE, 2007: 8).
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When it comes to analysing concrete labour conf licts within specific 
companies, considering both corporate strategies and the organization of 
production is necessary. Ramalho & Santos (2018: 25) highlighted the com-
plexity of the interactions between workers’ agency and the transformations 
in global production networks, proposing “a relational understanding of the 
conformation of networked corporate strategies and of a deeply stratified wor-
king class, resulting in more complex conditions of consent and resistance.” 
Juravich (2007), in turn, detailed how unions can use research to obtain 
information about corporate structures and use them strategically. This was 
an alluring prospect for global unions and ICEM proposed that building 
“overall knowledge of the company’s production, strategies, industrial rela-
tions policies and collective bargaining” would offer “a convincing demonstration 
that an industrial trade union international is not a remote bureaucracy, 
but an essential provider of data and information for concrete, day-to-day 
union work” (ICEM, 2005: 56).

The GFAs must be understood within this context. The fundamental 
thing is that union incursions into the field of “corporate governance,” across 
different scales, suggest an attempt to establish some degree of public regu-
lation over spaces that escape democratic oversight. Therefore, this always 
involves a dimension of conf lict, and Stevis (2009) was correct when he de-
fined GFAs as a “battleground” between unions and companies. This contested 
nature is precisely what allows us to reconsider the significance of the man-
date claimed by the GUFs, which cannot be reduced to a rearrangement of 
representation powers previously held by other union bodies.

Usually, a company is expected to carry out truly global strategies, 
but public regulations, and unions, are constrained to local or national 
jurisdictions. Unlike other movements, to which the “global” may appear as 
a diffuse phenomenon, in the case of unions facing TNCs, corporate deci-
sion centres correspond to global authorities that can be targeted directly. 
This is why deep-rooted transnationalism can articulate principles that, 
from a tradit ional perspective, would be seen as incompatible, namely, 
local union demands and international organization.

The old world company councils proposed something similar, but their 
weaknesses, and the recent transformations in the organization of production, 
made global unions seek more f luid arrangements, capable of matching 
corporations networked organization. In this regard, it is relevant that 
large companies offer not only global counterparts, but also a cartography 
for global union alliances. In essence, the idea that there is a “latent union 
strength” (ICEM, 1996: 56) embedded in the global production disposition 
qualif ies the meaning attributed to GFAs. As with universal declarations 
of rights, these agreements establish an abstract global jurisdiction, but, 
unlike them, they also demarcate specif ic constituencies – the workers 
under the authority of the same company in determinate localities, a group 
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that could, potentially, organize itself and make itself represented at the 
global level.

From this perspective, the GFAs limitations stem not from union naivety 
regarding codes of conduct or the corporate social responsibility shortcomings, 
but from the fact that their formal scope is not always accompanied by a strong 
enough organizational basis9. In the words of a Brazilian metalworkers’ union 
official, “the limit of the Framework Agreement is that it will only have life, 
effectiveness, with union action supporting it; without a union defending that, 
the company will not comply” (interview, 2014). Another interviewee, from the 
chemical sector, considered that “for the agreement to be functional, it must 
have a union network alongside it. Which should come first, the network or 
the agreement? The network. It will raise issues, demand that the agreement 
has certain features” (interview, 2014). It is no coincidence that IndustriALL 
referred to global agreements and union networks, in tandem, as its “Way 
Forward for the Future” (IndustriALL, 2012b).

UNION STRUCTURES AND NETWORK ORGANIZATION

Deep-rooted transnationalism suggested that international unionism “may be 
refigured away from vertical representation toward the coordination and 
management of a network of trade unionists stretching across the global 
economy” (Wills, 1998: 127). Such concerns are relevant to global unionists, 
but considering the position occupied by the GUFs in representation struc-
tures is important since, even when the name ‘global union’ is adopted, 
these entities cannot discard federative structures completely. After all, 
GUFs are financed by national unions that define their priorities and elect 
their officials.

Direct recruitment of workers is possible, but rare, usually limited 
to situations where union representation in not established in a territory. 
Not only would the resources available to the GUFs be insuff icient to  
support sustained efforts in this direction, but local unions would likely 
protest the usurpation of their attributions. As summarized by Garver et al. 
(2007: 239), “GUFs, which have affiliated unions rather than direct members, 
must rely on those affiliates for democratic legitimization and for organi-
zing local actions.” Global unionism, therefore, has long been operating as 
a cooperation between diversed union organizations, an approach that 
favoured adopting the idea of networked organization.

Union networks in manufacturing industries

The ICEM’s foundational propositions emphasized the need for union action 
to be “planned on an international basis right from the start” (ICEM, 1996: 
55), which could suggest a priority to the organization’s global mandate. 
In reality, however, its resolutions conveyed a more realistic compromise. 
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The international recognized that “the power of any union structure resides 
in its local branches,” criticised a “centralising view” and argued that union 
strategies should be carried out as “a series of networks” (ICEM, 1996: 56). 
Guided by its broader goals, ICEM focused on the creation of ‘company 
networks’, structures that should operate with the permanent communication 
between the international and ‘union correspondents’ in the factories of a 
single company in multiple localities. The contours of such networks were 
not precisely defined at first, but it was suggested from the beginning that 
these structures should not be limited to information exchange, that is, 
they should also support joint initiatives, enabling globally unif ied stra-
tegies to face TNCs.

In the second ICEM congress, in 1999, the organization’s leadership 
assessed the networks that had been created up to that point in a positive 
light and determined that the “exchange of strategic information links pre-
viously separate groups of workers,” which would have provided “a f irm 
basis for solidarity” (ICEM, 1999). About ten years later, the IMF had esta-
blished general recommendations that, if not to be read as a rigid model, 
illustrate what should be expected from networks in traditional manufac-
turing industries. Eager to set up alliances capable of negotiating with TNCs, 
the international highlighted the need to reach the “real decision-makers 
within the enterprises” and proposed to recognise the “political mandate” 
claimed by networks that would, therefore, speak on behalf of participating 
unions when addressing the company (IMF, 2010: 2). The compromise was 
the definition that “each union itself decides over who participates or not 
in the networks,” although it was added that, in doing so, they should 
recognize “the importance of representation and participation from the shop 
f loor” (IMF, 2010: 3). Likewise, it was agreed that unions would encourage 
the participation of representatives from the workplace, but that was followed 
by the guarantee that this would happen “according to the practices in the 
respective countries” (IMF, 2010: 4).

In essence, what this means is that local arrangements should not be 
disturbed. This decision meant networks would have to live with possible 
inconveniences, such as union officials vetoing the participation of local 
political minorities, but, on the other hand, it greatly expanded the possi-
bilities of a global unionism whose range of action would be very limited if 
it could only rely on structures directly controlled by the GUFs. Here, instead 
of taking on the mantle of a ‘proper union’ in the usual sense, the global 
union appears as a mediator or facilitator, allowing networks to take ad-
vantage of a wide array of union structures, each playing a strategic role: 
national unions lend their mandates over certain jurisdictions; the union 
in the company’s home country engages the corporation’s central management; 
workplace representatives and organization are mobilized to connect networks 
to workers in factories.
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IndustriALL reaffirmed these principles in its “Charter of Solidarity,” 
a document that regulates the aff iliated unions’ responsibilities and the 
global union’s “mandate” regarding, among other things, union networks and 
global agreements. Deep-rooted transnationalism is celebrated with the 
provision that “affiliated unions will seek to ensure that member activists 
and representatives are fully involved” (IndustriALL, 2012c), but the ambi-
guous wording to refer to the participants of this movement (member activists, 
which in the Spanish version is indicatively translated simply as sindicalistas, 
i.e. ‘unionists’) highlights the tension that permeates the exercise of a man-
date that depends on the voluntary cooperation of autonomous entities.

Finally, here too global trade unionism accommodates apparently 
divergent principles. Hierarchical trade union powers established at the 
local and national levels are reasserted within the network, thus what we 
have called “deep rooting,” in this case, includes workers only indirectly. 
This approach is guided, on the one hand, by the ambition of building trans-
local connections capable of supporting a global policy to confront TNCs 
and, on the other, by the need to disarm conf licts with local unions,  
that is, by peaceful coexistence with established unions’ powers, who might 
see the emergence of global unions as a threat. In this process, global unio-
nism is both benefited and constrained by integration with pre-existing 
union structures.

GLOBAL UNIONISM IN PRACTICE

The previous sections identified the fundamental elements of a global unio-
nism project whose apparently contradictory provisions reveal their coherence 
in negotiated arrangements that made the conception of the global union 
possible in the absence of state guarantees to the exercise of a representative 
mandate. In practice, the solutions presented so far mitigate tensions, but do 
not eliminate them completely, which means that institutionalizing the global 
union is still a hesitant and contested process.

Regarding relations with TNCs, the clearest evidence of the limits of 
this compromise is that most GFAs were established in companies headquar-
tered in Europe10. In the case of IndustriALL, only 4 agreements out of 46 were 
signed by companies based outside the European Union and the United 
Kingdom (this group represents 91% of the GFAs signed by the organization). 
Aware of this bias, IndustriALL sought to boost initiatives in other regions. 
Analysis of the organization’s action plans reveals a more balanced picture 
that is closer to the regional distribution of the headquarters of large TNCs 
in the studied sectors11, with targeted companies coming from Europe (63% of 
prioritized companies, compared to 59% among large companies in relevant 
industries), the United States (17% compared to 20%) and Asia (10% to 19%). 
Also note the activity in companies of Latin American (6%) and African 
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origin (2%), which are not represented among the largest companies in the 
selected industries.

Despite these efforts, regional imbalances in global trade unionism 
also result from the historical importance of European unions within the 
GUFs, whose federative structures are vulnerable to national inf luences. 
About ICEM, Cumbers et al. (2008: 376) argued that the organization was 
not “a coherent movement as such but rather a coalition of diverse labour 
interests, differentiated on spatial, ideological and sectoral grounds.”  
This situation was detailed in the years following its foundational congress 
by an important leader in the federation, who reported that “in the 1990s, 
the attempt was to make the networks work from plant to plant, despite 
the fear, if we can put it this way, from national union organizations. That was 
always the tension, that was the real problem” (interview, 2020).

Initially, the international’s leadership used networks to defy the union 
bureaucracies’ influence more directly, which was facilitated by the influx of 
new potential allies (unions and workers in Eastern Europe and the Americas, 
for example). According to the interviewee, however, the conf lict deepened 
when ICEM explored building networks with a higher degree of autonomy, 
seeking alternative means of funding, and promoting spaces of articulation 
beyond the supervision of federative structures, a step that was deemed 
unacceptable by members that were critical of the organization’s early policies. 
After its second congress, ICEM’s proposals were moderated, which prevented 
a break with important financial supporters.

If replacing them entirely is impossible, an alternative could be demo-
cratizing federative structures. IndustriALL has set itself the goal of promoting 
greater participation by unions from the Global South and permanent offices 
have been set up in Uruguay, South Africa, Russia, India, and Singapore. 
The organization’s second congress took place in Rio de Janeiro, in 2016, 
when a Brazilian metalworker was elected to the position of General Secretary. 
The third congress was planned to take place in Cape Town (South Africa), 
but it was carried out in a virtual environment due to the COvID-19 pandemic. 
However, since the GUFs do not directly control networks, adjusting federative 
powers may not be enough to counterbalance the inf luence of unions with 
greater financial resources, which often fund global initiatives directly (Cotton 
& Gumbrell-McCormick, 2012). Without losing sight of these diff iculties, 
the study of union networks in Brazil reveals that the global unionism model 
described so far allows even apparently weak local unions to inf luence the 
practical implementation of global policies.

Deep-rooted global unionism in Brazil

In a comparative study, Galhera (2016) indicated that, contrary to what 
happened in the steel industry in Brazil, in the apparel and clothing sectors, 
deep rooting of union networks was blocked, which suggests that the model 
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discussed in this article cannot always be immediately transported to other 
sectors. In the chemical and metal industries, however, global unionism found 
fertile soil in the country. Rombaldi & Tomizaki (2017) demonstrated that, 
although this wasn’t a likely path for most union officials, metalworkers’ 
leaders from Brazil achieved prominent positions at IndustriALL; until recently 
a Brazilian metalworker occupied the prestigious office of General Secretary. 
The study by Hélio da Costa (2016), in turn, analyzed the union network at 
BASF, a giant in the chemical sector, and revealed the wealth of international 
cooperation experiences involving Brazilian leaders in the chemical industry, 
both before and after the advent of global unions.

In sum, Brazilian participation in the development of global unionism 
was not exclusively an external determination, that is, local unions benefited 
from a previous union internationalism tradition and advantages that cha-
racterise few categories of workers in the country. Nevertheless, even among 
chemical and metal workers, the relative precariousness of the average local 
union compared with the global unionism irradiation centres, especially 
during the initial development of the studied policies, is attested by the fact 
that the diffusion of union networks in Brazil was pr imarily funded by 
foreign unions interested in knowing and inf luencing the global operation 
of companies headquartered in their countries12.

However, since global unionism depends on the voluntary cooperation 
of local representatives, the latter preserve the capacity or, at least, the legiti-
macy to represent workers in their jurisdictions, which means that they have 
been able to negotiate the terms of their incorporation into global initiatives 
that, if considered unfair or ineffective, could simply be ignored or abandoned, 
which would close the networks’ access to relevant territories.

A German trade unionist interviewed for the research, for example, 
lamented that Brazilian allies usually send a different representative to each 
international meeting, making it difficult for the networks to operate consis-
tently (interview, 2014). From the local perspective, however, rotating repre-
sentatives is important to preserve good relations between unions, and thus 
the practice has been maintained. This situation reveals an unforeseen con-
sequence of the dependence on established union powers – local structures 
may constrain networks, sometimes controversially, but they can also protect 
global initiatives from capture by powerful national funders, which favours 
the GUFs’ mediating role.

In Brazil, the presence of formally neutral global bodies signalled that 
networks were not an exclusive policy of the Central Única dos Trabalhadores 
(CUT), the first union organization to engage with global unionism in the 
country, which facilitated the participation of unions linked to other politi-
cal factions13. In a broader sense, the GUFs’ sectoral vocation makes alliances 
possible even in the absence of strict ideological affinities, since issues con-
nected to daily union work are shared by local representatives. Moreover, 
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the GUFs offer purportedly democratic instances that can be questioned. 
During a meeting of chemical unionists in São Paulo in 2016, for example, 
a local representative cr it icized the negotiations of a global agreement, 
centralized in Europe, for ignoring local demands. At the time, the leader 
stated that, if IndustriALL did not address their concerns, the matter would 
be taken to the press. This situation shows that there are disagreements, 
but also that local unions see global unionism as a realm that should be 
claimed and contested, not ignored.

The articulation of local unions in Brazil within a network dealing with 
a chemical company headquartered in the Netherlands illustrates how these 
trends manifest themselves in practice. A Brazilian trade unionist noted that 
the initiative came from the Dutch trade union federation, “a project from the 
[unions in the] Netherlands, which wanted to know the regional particularities 
of the parent company, not only in Brazil, but also in other places” (interview, 
2018). Meetings between local representatives from different factories in Bra-
zil began to be organized in 2001. At the same time, arrangements were made 
so that local off icials could travel to the company’s global headquarters. 
The interviewee reported that, at that time, he held the position of “factory 
safety commissioner”14 and did not know the factories operated by the company 
in Brazil besides his own: “The first time, I ended up using the network. I was 
new, I didn’t know better. So, we presented the demands of [the factory in] 
São Bernardo to the global CEO” (interview, 2014). As contacts grew stronger, 
however, local priorities gave way to unified campaigns: “Knowing the realities 
and the inequality that existed [in the company] in the country, involving the 
distribution of bonuses, wages, benefits, we thought… ‘so, how can a company 
wearing the same shirt have this difference in benefits?’… We started to create 
almost a single agenda” (interview, 2018).

As in the case of similar networks, national criteria were considered 
more realistic in formulating concrete demands, but international contacts 
were essential. The interviewee valued the support of the Dutch who, according 
to him, “always helped a lot,” particularly in exerting pressure on the company’s 
central management. He highlighted that solidarity also f lowed in the oppo-
site direction. When Dutch workers were fired from the company in 2008, 
Brazilians stopped local production in protest: “We stopped for two hours at 
the units in Mauá, São Bernardo, and Recife… that had a lot of repercussions. 
What does the Netherlands have to do with Brazil here? They are workers, 
we are in solidarity with them too. They are in difficulty, but they wear the 
same shirt” (interview, 2018). In this sense, the existence of territorially sepa-
rated workers ‘wearing the same shirt’, that is, linked to the same company, 
is the direct justification for the existence of networks.

With the ICEM’s support and, later, IndustriALL, Brazilian trade unio-
nists took the initiative to expand the alliance to other countries in the region 
where the company was present: they visited Mexico in 2009; Argentina, 
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in 2012 and 2013; and Colombia, in 2016. In this process, trade unionists from 
different locations pressured the company into taking part in annual ‘social 
dialogue rounds’, bargaining tables that occurred at the national and, on some 
occasions, regional level. Note that, although the company in question has 
refused to sign a global agreement, these spaces operate with a logic that is 
very similar to the one behind GFAs. Unions frame the idea of a ‘dialogue’ in 
terms of collective bargaining and mobilize workers to demand compliance 
and the progressive institutionalization of what they perceive as negotiated 
deals, whereas the company prefers to limit these practices to an exercise of 
social responsibility and sharing of ideas. This indicates that the global union 
policy that support GFAs can produce arrangements that, despite being much 
less visible to outsiders, can be just as relevant to the practical consolidation 
of global unionism.

Finally, the contact of local unionists with global unionism opens up 
the possibility of establishing alliances beyond company-based cooperation. 
These processes are intertwined, which reinforces the suggestion that global 
unionism can inf luence union practices in a broader sense, even when its 
role is not immediately perceptible. In the words of a trade unionist who was 
part of a union network in another European company in the chemical sector:

IndustriALL holds a [company network] meeting in Denmark. Since we are there, 
we talk to these unions and propose: we want to get to know you, how the 
union works. We also want them to come to Brazil and we close an agreement. 
We have an agreement with Turkey that we signed in 2009 at an IndustriALL 
meeting – then ICEM – and it’s going very well. We went there and they came 
here several times… With the French too. Recently, the [company] got mad at us. 
As we gain agility with international information, and in the case of the [company] 
it has European origin… [if ] an accident happens here, you put it in an email and 
everyone knows about it. There the relationship is different. Here, to get to the 
industrial manager, one goes through a lot of people. There, no, they have a direct 
relationship if someone needs to make a complaint. Quite often, thanks to what 
we release to them, from there comes a message to the factory, and the factory 
[manager] gets upset. (interview, 2014)

These experiences demonstrate that what at first glance may appear 
as local or binational events are in fact intimately linked to the emergence 
of global unionism. The global union does not control these initiatives but 
enables a practice that is at once transnational, rooted, and multiscalar. 
Seemingly trivial local demands, such as an incidental dissatisfaction of wor-
kers in a given factory, fuel a strategy that unfolds across multiple scales: 
foreign unions’ influence over global executives is mobilized to challenge the 
despotism of local bosses; translocal contacts favour the emergence of joint 
demands and campaigns; organization in the workplace, whose greatest wea-
pon is the strike, is used to boost national and transnational campaigns. 
Finally, communication technologies allow these alliances to be mobilized 
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continuously. In the words of a metalworker unionist, “online, we exchange 
information simultaneously. It’s right by the machinery, you can hear the guy 
cutting metal sheet there” (interview, 2014). In this way, deep-rooted transna-
tionalism moves away from the kind of international trade unionism that is 
located “at the peak of a pyramidal structure several removes – and gatekeepers – 
away from any f lesh-and-blood workers” (Waterman, 2001: 315).

CONCLUSION: THE “PLACE” OF THE GLOBAL UNION

In the midst of the internationalist enthusiasm that marked the emergence 
of global unions, Richard Hyman considered that international unionism con-
tinued to be constituted by national organizations and questioned whether 
it would be an “extension of national experience, or whether in key respects 
it can be regarded as a distinctive social phenomenon.” He suggested that we 
inquire how far the ‘balance’ between international and national trade unio-
nism had been shifted; whether new forms of action were created or whether 
they would be ‘borrowed’ from national experience; if there is an ‘ideology’ 
and a ‘discourse’ that are “not necessarily rooted in national trade union 
practice” (Hyman, 2005: 138). Our results reveal that these questions could 
be turned on their heads. In the cases described in this article, in the end, 
global unionism, if sometimes begrudgingly, asserts its relevance not by its 
separation, but, on the contrary, due to its ability to closely connect with 
local unions, that is, by the local rooting of global policies.

In fact, the dichotomy between the local and the global and the attempts 
to overcome it were prominent in the theoretical debates around new labour 
internationalism. Michael Burawoy (2010), in what was the best-known critique 
of this idea, accurately identified conceptual difficulties that continue to chal-
lenge researchers, but also advanced an essentially empirical argument. 
According to him, when one looks at the concrete experiences that would link 
workers to this new internationalism, “there’s simply no there there,” an expres-
sion that, with a polysemic trick, suggests the absence of a real place occupying 
the space opened up by imagination. Essentially, struggles would still be tied 
to the local, refuting the internationalist mirage. The relevance of Burawoy’s 
broader arguments notwithstanding, the strongest counterpoints to his criti-
que emphasized the permeability between scales and levels of action, which 
would disavow a dichotomous opposition. Along these lines, Lambert (2010: 389) 
argued that Burawoy “misses the significance of a new conception of globali-
zing the local, namely, its construction through a networked linkage between 
local places across geographic space.”

When they are separated from the underlying developments that su-
pport them, such statements can sound overly abstract or even enigmatic. 
Our research, however, agrees with the conclusion that this is not an exclu-
sively theoretical issue. In fact, in the case of global unionism, the challenge 
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of devising strategies capable of crossing local, national, and global juris-
dictions is presented in a very practical manner. It shouldn’t be surprising, 
then, that the experiences presented in this article have often confused unio-
nists themselves, who are accustomed to navigating well-defined hierarchies, 
authorities, and territorial jurisdictions. What is the place of networks in 
trade union structures? In the words of an IndustriALL director, “when we 
talk about networks, they don’t fit well with our traditional union structures. 
We have local unions, regional unions, union delegates, union off ices… 
Now we are talking about another structure that is not located somewhere. 
We want to include everyone. Local people, regional people, national people…” 
(interview, 2014).

This approach poses important challenges to research on the trans-
national practices of current trade unionism. Above all, multiscalarity must 
also be an analytical sensibility. This becomes clear, for instance, when 
researchers are faced with situations in which, to defuse conf licts with 
established unions, GUFs deliberately step out of the spotlight. When this 
happens, the network and the global union seem to ‘disappear’ amid trans-
local contacts, and their policies maybe be described as mere tools at the 
disposal of established unions. As another IndustriALL leader argued,  
“the network should not compete with the traditional union. The network 
is a tool that the union has to link different factories. This is how the union 
should see the network: as the sound-car, as the website…” (interview, 2014). 
This may seem deeply underwhelming to the untrained eye, and in this 
article we have ventured to argue otherwise.

We have acknowledged, on the other hand, that the dependence on 
existing structures imposes significant constraints, a crucial point when 
it comes to the ability to reach different categories of workers, especially 
those that currently lack local representation. Thus, Cotton & Croucher 
(2009: 119) advocated abandoning the emphasis on collective bargaining, 
a policy that would prioritize established categories, but championed the 
“political decision” to dedicate greater resources to global unions, “the only 
institutions that can develop the collective experience, articulation and 
collaboration between unions in the ways demanded by globalisation.”  
van der Linden (2016) agreed with criticising strategies focused on collective 
bargaining and considered that the global unions would be better prepared 
to organize broad groups of workers, suggesting that they should bypass 
outdated local bureaucracies.

Our conclusions indicate that the importance of collective bargaining 
for global unions should not be so easily dismissed. It was precisely due to 
the GUFs assuming a role in the relationship between the “us” of the workers 
and the “them” of TNCs that deep-rooted transnationalism could emerge as 
an alternative to diplomatic federalism, and collective bargaining was fun-
damental in this regard. Nevertheless, we can concede that, having secured 
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a relatively safe domain over their prerogatives, global unions are now much 
less dependent on GFAs to legitimize their claims. Notably, coexistence with 
pre-existing union powers, initially an imposition of the circumstances, 
is increasingly perceived as a virtue. Global unions seem most promising not 
when they attempt to assert their authority over a global mandate, although 
that might be beneficial at times, but when they focus on their expertise as 
weavers of union strategies across multiple scales, becoming “intermediaries 
or facilitators in multi-scalar initiatives” (Ford & Gillan, 2015: 14).

The prospects of this vision are tied to the fortunes of the unions on 
which it relies. Searching for the origins of the global union, we focused on 
industries in which it emerged relatively early. The GFAs and union networks 
have spread to other sectors and, in contexts where local unions are not as 
well established, there may be more room for introducing new practices 
(McCallum, 2013). Moreover, we cannot rule out the possibility that other 
movements will challenge established structures more directly in the future. 
However, this is not the inclination of the kind of global unionism described 
in this article. The GUFs are rarely willing to do so, and would usually lack 
the resources to effectively pursue this. Global unions can provoke local unions, 
but not replace them. From an analytical point of view, this means that the 
necessary counterpart to multiscalar sensibility is a realistic assessment of 
the inherent limitations of global unionism, which should not be conceptualized 
as an autonomous force. Ultimately, understanding global unions means 
understanding trade unions, nothing else.
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NOTES

1 The authors acknowledge the work of the anonymous 
reviewers who helped to clarify the arguments of this text.

2 IMF: International Metalworkers’ Federation; ICEM:  
International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine and 
General Workers’ Unions.

3 The name was adopted in 1913.

4 In the literature about unionism in Brazil, it is known as 
the CSI (Confederação Sindical Internacional).

5 Etty & Tudyka (1974: 388, apud Olle & Schoeller, 1977: 55) 
listed 34 councils, only 4 of them outside the sectors of 
the IMF and what would later become the ICEM.

6 Strictly speaking, the name ‘global union’ is also claimed 
by other bodies. In this article, we use it as a synonym 
for Global Union Federation (GUF).

7 ITGLWF: International Textile, Garment and Leather 
Workers’ Federation.

8 “Private governance” refers to forms of corporate self-
-regulation, such as voluntary commitments and cor-
porate social responsibility policies. McCallum (2013) 
speaks of “governance struggles” to refer to union incur-
sions into this sphere.

9 This is the position of the leader responsible for signing 
the first global agreement, which occurred in the food 
sector, who criticized the association of GFAs with cor-
porate social responsibility and argued that the “original 
intention” of the policy was based on the collective bar-
gaining strategy developed by the International Trade 
Secretariats (Gallin, 2008).

10 Hadwiger (2018: 26) estimated the participation of Euro-
pean companies in the total number of GFAs in different 
sectors at more than 80%, even though the presence of 
companies from other regions jumped from 7% in 2005 to 
18% in 2016.

11 The most recent IndustriALL Action Plans in sectors for-
merly covered by ICEM and IMF, approved at global confe-
rences held between 2014 and 2019, were analyzed.  
The documents prioritized 80 companies, 4 of them with 
dual regional affiliation. The regional distribution of com-
panies is based on the report published by UNCTAD (2019) 
on the top 100 TNCs (70 of which are in selected industries).
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12 The main foreign funders of the networks in Brazil were the 
Dutch Federatie Nederlandse Vakbeweging (FNv), the German 
Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund (DGB), and the Solidarity Center, 
linked to the American Federation of Labor and Congress of 

Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO).

13 In the sectors covered by the research, unions linked 
to CUT and Força Sindical are aff iliated to IndustriALL. 
Recently, UGT also approached the international. In the 
regular activities of networks in Brazil, however, unions 
linked to other trade unions, such as CTB and Intersindical, 
are also present.

14 Cipeiro, a worker elected to the Internal Commission for 
the Prevention of Accidents (CIPA).
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O TRANSNACIONALISMO ENRAIZADO NA PRODUÇÃO E 

O ‘LUGAR’ DA UNIÃO GLOBAL

Resumo
Nos últimos anos, a tese do “novo internacionalismo 
operário” motivou importantes controvérsias. Os aconteci-
mentos concretos enfatizados por esse debate (o surgi-
mento do “sindicalismo global”) combinou novas estratégias 
e formas tradicionais de organização sindical, o que con-
fundiu os enquadramentos estabelecidos. Em busca da na-
tureza desses arranjos híbridos, exploramos o que há por 
trás da “invenção” do sindicato global como um novo tipo 
de entidades sindical, mostrando como as ideias de trans-
nacionalismo enraizado e organização em rede ofereceram 
soluções parciais para conflitos que atravessam as relações 
entre poderes corporativos e sindicais. Especificamente, 
discutimos a emergência de acordos globais e redes sindi-
cais em empresas transnacionais nas indústrias manufa-
tureiras, e sua adoção no Brasil. A conclusão é que, ainda 
que a institucionalização dos novos sindicatos globais te-
nha sido até aqui precária e contestada, ela articulou de 
forma coerente elementos aparentemente contraditórios. 
Apesar disso, diante desses compromissos hesitantes e 
fundações incertas, uma sensibilidade crítica e multiescalar 
é vital para a compreensão das práticas transnacionais dos 
sindicatos nos dias de hoje.

THE TRANSNATIONALISM ROOTED IN PRODUCTION AND 

THE ‘PLACE’ OF THE GLOBAL UNION

Abstract
In recent years, the idea of “new labor internationalism” 
has inspired controversy. The concrete developments 
emphasized by this debate (the emergence of “global 
unionism”) combined new strategies and tradit ional 
forms of union organization, confusing the established 
frameworks. In search of the nature of these hybrid arran-
gements, we explore what lies behind the “invention” of 
the global union as a new type of union organization, 
noting how the ideas of rooted transnationalism and 
network organization offered partial solutions to con-
f licts that permeate the relations between corporate 
and union powers. In particular, we discuss the emer-
gence of global agreements and union networks in 
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transnational corporations in manufacturing industries, 
and their adoption in Brazil. Our conclusion is that al-
though the institutionalization of global unions has 
been hitherto precarious and contested, it has cohe-
rently articulated seemingly contradictory principles. 
However, given these hesitant compromises and tentative 
foundations, a critical and multiscalar sensibility is vital 
to unraveling the significance of the transnational prac-
tices of trade unions today.


