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Abstract 
 
 Within the broad debates about neoliberalism, neoliberal globalization and the declining 
power of unions in the Global North, there has been renewed interest in the possibilities of 
international and transnational labour solidarity, coordination and action. Drawing from 
Rebecca Johns’ (1998) distinction between transformative and accommodationist forms of 
international labour solidarity I argue that we need to critically assess how these practices 
challenge or reinforce global divisions of labour born of the historical development of 
capitalism.  
 To this end, this study provides an analysis of the dialectical relationship between the 
dominant practices of labour internationalism that emerged within the organized labour 
movement in Canada during the Cold War. I examine both the challenges to and possibilities 
for building transformative forms of international labour solidarity today. Challenges include 
the philosophies of social partnership, racism, white supremacy and nationalism that informed 
the labour imperialism and accommodationist solidarities of the institutionalized 
internationalism in this period. I argue that the brand of social democratic anti-communism 
that characterized this institutionalized labour internationalism was shaped by the wars of 
position over worker justice happening on the national level and internationally between 
unions, but also by ideas of race and nation. I outline the lessons from these practices by 
focusing on four cases: Kenya, Southeast Asia, The Caribbean and Palestine. Finally, I assess 
the grassroots labour solidarity that re-emerged inside the labour movement with the rise of 
the New Left. I argue that the model of international solidarity they built, called worker-to-
worker, arose from the goals and strategies of class struggle unionism and constitutes an 
example of transformative solidarity that can inform discussions about organizing 
international soldiarity today.  
 Rooted in anti-racist Marxist feminist theory, my historical sociological analysis draws 
from both archival research and interviews with union leaders, activists and staff. I make 
sense of the solidarities that determined these practices by exploring the terrain of class 
consciousness in which they were formed. Situating my analysis within the social and 
political contours of class formation in Canada and internationally, I pay particular attention 
to how these practices of labour internationalism intersect with issues of race, gender, nation 
and class struggle, and how racialized and gendered class formation in Canada has influenced 
ideas of worker justice and responses to imperialism, colonialism and national borders. 
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Introduction 

  Situating the Problematics of Labour Internationalism 

All efforts . . . aiming at the economical emancipation of the working classes . . . have hitherto failed 
from the want of solidarity between manifold divisions of labor in each country, and from the 

absence of a fraternal bond of union between the working classes of different countries. 
–Karl Marx 

Address and Provisional Rules of the Working Men’s International Association  
(quoted in Howard 1995, 366) 

 
 

Solidarity Divided (Fletcher and Gapasin 2008), Blood Brothers: The Division and Decline of Britain’s 

Trade Unions (Grant 1992) and Unions in Crisis: The Future of Organized Labor in America (Schiavone 

2007) are just some of the many titles about the decline of trade unions and workers’ power 

published over the last thirty years. These texts, particularly those about the crisis of unions in the 

Global North, have been so abundant that they could form their own sub-genre across several 

disciplines. These texts speak to the processes and effects of neo-liberal era union busting, spiking 

unemployment, the rising global reserve army of labour as well as declining strikes, working class 

political action and unionization rates. 

The weakening of unions and workers’ power in the Global North has also been symbolized 

by processes like deindustrialization, such as in cities like Detroit, once strong centres of worker 

resistance and industrial union organizing now abandoned by capital. Today, Detroit is a place of 

high levels of unemployment affected by massive outward migration, urban decay, gutted public 

infrastructure and services as well as widespread poverty. As such, cities like Detroit epitomize the 

neo-liberal offensive and the effects of the demise of once powerful unions.  

Studies addressing the phenomenon of union decline in the Global North have assessed key 

battles, analysed the processes and effects of the neo-liberal offensive on specific sets of workers, 

regions or unions, and assessed the various strategies of unions to combat union busting, 
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deindustrialization, capital mobility, and privatization. The assessments and proposals to confront 

this decline are quite varied – from reviving more militant class-struggle based organizing 

approaches to economic nationalist schemes to a range of innovative community union strategies.  

A set of the proposals aimed at combatting this decline that have gained currency since the 

rise of the discourse of globalization, considers the practices of international labour solidarity and 

transnational union collaboration. This includes scholarship on global labour campaigns and 

movements as well as on organizational transformations studied in the work on global union 

mergers, designs for mega-global unions and international framework agreements (non-binding 

agreements signed by multinationals that agree to a set of basic provisions for workers). This has led 

to significant research aimed at finding new openings and sites for resistance in the global 

reorganization of production. We find this in the work on global value chains (Herod 1997, 1998, 

2000, 2001, 2003; Anner 2002; Anner, Greer, Hauptmeier, Lillie and Winchester 2006; Anner and 

Evans 2004), in the work on international labour institutions (Gagnon, Collombat and Avignon 

2006; Collombat 2011; O’Brien 2000; Hyman 2005), in scholarship on particular international 

projects and campaigns (Ghigliani 2005; Wills 1996, 1998; Bieler, Lindberg and Pillay 2008; Bieler, 

Lindberg and Sauerborn 2010), as well as in studies on models of international labour solidarity 

(Waterman 1998, 1999, 2001a; Scipes 2014a, 2014b).  

 

Toward Transformative Solidarities 

Solidarity is not an act of charity, but mutual aid between forces fighting for the same objective. 
–Samora Machel1 

(quoted in Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981, i) 
 

                                                
1 Samora Machel was a leader of Frelimo (Frente de Libertação de Moçambique, the Mozambique Liberation Front) and 
the first president of post-colonial/liberated Mozambique.  
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While there has been renewed interest in labour internationalism in the face of the declining 

power of labour in the North, international solidarity is not a new phenomenon. Exploring the way 

workers have acted in solidarity with workers outside their national borders has been a significant 

issue for activists on the broad left since the time of Marx and the establishment of the International 

Workingmen’s Association (IWA, the First International). David Featherstone discusses the actions 

of British workers that inspired the First International (2012); British workers, for example, risked 

their own livelihoods to uphold the cotton blockade aimed at ending slavery in the United States 

(Featherstone 2012, 3-7).2 These solidarity actions, Featherstone argues, were so inspiring because 

they entailed conscious action by British workers that directly went against their own economic 

interests. Drawing from this example, he proposes that solidarity is a transformative relation “that 

shapes different ways of challenging oppression and inequalities” and that produces new 

configurations of political relations that led workers to re-think the boundaries of working-class 

political practice (Featherstone 2012, 5-8). The significance of this action was tied not only to the 

risks taken by British workers in relation to their immediate material interests but also that the fact 

that this happened despite ideological barriers such as hegemonic ideas about race, gender, 

capitalism and nation. The class consciousness exemplified in this action is something that scholars 

like Richard Hyman have noted is so crucial for overcoming the various forms of sectionalism 

which have been impediments to the power and strength of workers’ movements (Hyman 1975, 60).  
                                                
2 The First International grappled with issues of oppression and their relation to revolutionary strategy. In Marx at the 
Margins (2010), Kevin Anderson explores the positions taken by Marx and the IWMA on struggles against oppression, 
which in the case of Poland and Ireland, were intertwined with national struggles. Although the debates on these 
struggles are beyond the scope of my dissertation it is important to note that issues of oppression were a critical part of 
the discussions about solidarity and revolutionary strategy. An important example of this is the issue of racism. Marx and 
the IWMA considered racial oppression both in relation to Ireland and to the United States, particularly with regards to 
slave labour. The connection between revolutionary strategy and struggles against oppression are evident in Marx’s 
analysis of slave labour. Marx, in a letter written in 1846, argued that “direct slavery is as much the pivot upon which our 
present-day industrialism turns as are machinery, credit etc. Without slavery there would be no cotton, without cotton 
there would be no modern industry . . . Slavery is therefore an economic category of paramount importance” (Marx, 28 
December 1946 quoted in Anderson 2010). Anderson goes on to argue that for Marx, turning the civil war into a 
revolutionary war for slave emancipation was critical to prevent a capitalist system “openly structured upon racial and 
ethnic lines” (Anderson quoted in Smith 2013, 134). For Marx therefore, “labour in a white skin cannot emancipate itself 
where it is branded in a black skin” (Marx 1990 quoted in Featherstone 2012, 3-4).  
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Rebecca Johns, like Featherstone, draws from the example of the cotton blockade to 

theorize the implications of international solidarity action. She argues that solidarity can be 

transformative when workers in one place act to help others without expectation of reciprocity or 

that they themselves will benefit (Johns 1998, 256; Ryland and Sadler 2008, 475). These acts of 

solidarity entail the domination of class interests “over interests that are spatially derived and 

rooted,” hence operating outside of the logic of nationalism and imperialism (Johns 1998, 256). And 

so, transformative solidarities presuppose the possibility of building class consciousness akin to that 

exhibited during the cotton blockade. 

It is this transformative potential, the way solidarity can be a site of building strength and 

capacity to resist and for challenging hegemonic ideas and social relations that serve capital,3 that 

makes solidarity such an important piece on the left. Like strikes and unions themselves, genuine 

acts of international solidarity can hit at the root of capital’s ability to perpetuate competition 

between workers. Johns notes the importance of international labour solidarity today as a strategy to 

tackle competition between workers and strengthen possibilities to successfully confront the endless 

efforts of capital to reproduce uneven development and the global division of labour.  

Featherstone likewise argues that the practice of solidarity can be transformative for the 

actors involved. This is something that Frederich Engels also considers in relation to acts of 

resistance. In The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845), Engels reflects on the vitality of 

experiences of resistance for political transformation and revolution. He discusses this in relation to 

acts of resistance like strikes, arguing that the processes of participating in these acts of resistance are 

transformative because they serve as sites of learning. Strikes, Engels argues, “are the military school 

of the working men in which they prepare themselves for the great struggle which cannot be 

avoided . . . and as schools of war the unions are unexcelled” (1845).  
                                                
3 There are numerous examples of these. They include racism, white supremacy, nationalism, and numerous other ideas 
that sustain feelings of competition between workers on an international scale.  
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Featherstone, following from this idea, contends that this practice of resistance can be part 

of a process of politicization (Featherstone 2012, 7). Andrew Howard similarly argues that acts of 

solidarity may work to promote the politicization of economic trade union struggles and catalyze 

broader levels of class solidarity and unity on the national and local planes (Howard 1995, 365). Acts 

of solidarity can do this in numerous interconnected ways. For instance, acts of solidarity often 

demand a reconceptualization of the terrain of struggle, and challenge deeply held common-sense 

ideas around race, nation, class and resistance. They can also challenge ideas of what unions do and 

how they function. It is this potential that underlies the hope and optimism about the development 

of new forms and practices of solidarity. 

 

Assessing the Terrain 

The more I tried to pin down the topic, the larger it grew. The history of U.S. labor and 
international solidarity turned out to be vast and slippery. Mostly it slipped sideways: across borders 

inside suitcases, in and out of social movements of all sorts, onto kitchen tables, into peoples’ 
imaginations, and around the corner of state repression.  

–Dana Frank (2004, 96) 
 

International labour solidarity takes place within an ideological terrain that includes vastly 

different understandings of the function and goal of unions and visions of workers’ justice. It also 

operates in a field that is gendered and racialized in terms of the social, political and economic 

differences that separate workers. For Dana Frank, besides the challenges of creating a sense of 

mutuality across very significant differences, international labour solidarity is difficult to grapple 

because it encompasses such a diverse set of actors and institutions (Frank 2004, 96).  

International labour solidarity has a long history encompassing organizing within trade 

unions as well as other working class organizations, political parties and movements. This organizing 

has taken various forms, institutionalized and not, led by political parties, by rank-and-file workers, 

and by initiatives of leaders and staff. It is gendered and racialized in terms of whose voices are 
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heard in the debates about labour internationalism and which stories are told, i.e., official histories of 

trade unions have tended to highlight the role of an overwhelmingly white and male leadership in 

both the United States and Canada while marginalizing stories of rank-and-file and movement 

solidarity organizing (Frank 2004).  

International labour solidarity and collaboration covers not only a huge range of actors and 

organizations, but also various types of activities. In a recent assessment of the field, Kim Scipes 

categorizes several key types of activities and goals. These include efforts to support workers and 

allies in their struggles to improve working conditions and wages or to improve the lives of workers 

and their families outside of the workplace, to develop legal strategies and tactics, to struggle against 

global and/or regional political-economic plans, to oppose militarism, imperialism and support 

liberation struggles and to build common struggles against multinational or transnational 

corporations.4 These activities also involve various types of practices, from direct material support to 

direct action in the workplace to supporting a particular struggle by using pressure points, creating 

sanctuaries, demanding status for refugees, fighting for political prisoners and lobbying. 

Practices of labour internationalism arise from a whole range of union philosophies, from 

economistic and nationalistic to revolutionary socialist, and therefore consist of not only practices of 

solidarity but practices that undermine the struggles of other groups of workers.5 These traditions 

have operated simultaneously throughout the history of labour internationalism and have battled to 

win over workers to their vision. 

 

 

                                                
4 See Scipes 2014b. 
 
5 This terrain of competing traditions also includes forces that oppose internationalism entirely. This remains a strong 
force within many labour movements and local unions that construes their battle as limited to their relation to their 
specific employer.  
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Assessing Possibilities and Challenges  

The purpose of this dissertation is to contribute to the broader goal of assessing possibilities 

for transformative forms of international labour solidarity and coordination. Assessing these 

possibilities is a daunting task. And available critical research that tries to make sense of and evaluate 

different acts of international labour solidarity or efforts towards internationalizing the power of 

labour is limited due to the national orientation of most studies of labour.  

My contribution to this objective is to draw out lessons from the case of labour 

internationalism inside the organized labour movement in Canada. Specifically, I analyse the 

competing international practices that emerged within the Canadian labour movement during the 

Cold War. I examine the dialectical relationship between the dominant visions and practices that 

developed in this period and the battles that took place over the aims and strategies of labour 

internationalism. I make sense of the solidarities that determined these practices by exploring the 

terrain of class consciousness in which they were formed. Situating my analysis within the social and 

political contours of class formation in Canada and internationally, I argue that in order to develop a 

critical lens to practices and opportunities for international solidarity and coordination today we 

have to unpack the various ways that workers have reinforced or challenged global divisions of 

labour.  

To make sense of the competing traditions, I use Rebecca Johns’ distinction between 

transformative versus accommodationist forms of solidarity. For Johns, international labour 

solidarity can either serve to challenge the logic of capitalism and oppose the forces that deepen 

global divisions of labour, or they can serve to reinforce these divisions arising from capitalist 

development and imperialism. And so, drawing from David Featherstone, Chandra Mohanty and 

Antonio Gramsci, I see my task as firstly, to make “the project of empire visible” (Mohanty 2004, 

71) in the practices of labour internationalism, and secondly, to challenge “the so-called common-
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sense and instinctual notions that had penetrated the workers’ movement” (Annunziato 1988, 161) 

that underlie these practices. In this chapter, I begin by discussing some key features of capitalist 

development that shape global divisions of labour today and the dilemmas raised by them. I then 

consider how organized labour fits in, exploring why we have to think beyond organizational 

solutions to issues of class consciousness in order to mine new possibilities for solidarity, 

coordination and strength. Lastly, I consider how Johns’ distinction can serve as a framework to 

think through the tensions shaping the direction of labour internationalism in Canada.  

 
 
Building Solidarity Across Uneven Landscapes: Contending with the Effects of Capitalist Development 
 

Once they colonized Mexico with no compunction, today they can have NAFTA with a seeming 
consensus process. Post-colonial, imperialist relations ensure the necessary economic and politico-
military relations for this while hegemonic common sense gives it a concrete form and legitimacy. 
Meanwhile, in the metropolitan countries the white working class resents the non-white working 

class, while capital benefits as a whole from this manipulation.  
–Himani Bannerji (1995, 32)6 

 For Marx, the effects of capitalist development would “lead to common interests among 

workers of different nationalities” (Gilbert 1978, 348). However, Marx did not consider “the nature 

of these common interests or how they might be drawn upon in differing situations” (Gilbert 1978, 

348). Richard Hyman argues that solidarity can either be rooted in a sense of shared identity, often 

national, racial or religious, a sense of common interests that can be “best pursued collectively” or a 

sense of mutuality despite difference (Hyman 2011, 26). One only needs to look to the immense 

barriers to building solidarities within workplaces and locally across groups of workers and with 

common language, religious or national identities to recognize that prospects for building 

meaningful and lasting solidarities across national borders are fraught with challenges that often 

seem insurmountable. International labour solidarity not only needs to contend with all the standard 

barriers to trade union organizing along sectoral, regional and national lines but also with the 
                                                
6 NAFTA is the North American Free Trade Agreement, established in 1994.  
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immense material inequities between workers internationally stemming from the legacies of 

colonialism, slavery and ongoing imperialist strategies that are maintained through the regulation of 

the border.7 The immense international unevenness between workers arising from the historical 

development of capitalism means that people globally face radically different options for survival as 

seen in different levels of precarity and propensities to informality.8  

 The processes of dispossession resulting in ongoing but intensified proletarianization in the 

neo-liberal era has led to a new industrial labour force in many parts of the Global South under 

conditions dictated by the needs of internationalized monopolies originating in the North.9 The 

International Labour Organization (ILO)10 reports that between 1980 and 2007, the active global 

labour force within the sphere of capitalist production rose by 63%, with 73% of the world’s labour 

force located in the Global South (Foster, McChesney and Jonna 2011, 3).  

 This has also led to increased competition between workers for fewer jobs as these processes 

of dispossession continue to intensify. According to Marx, this reserve army “weighs down the 

active army of workers . . . [as] the background against which the law of demand and supply of 

labour does its work” (Marx quoted in Foster, McChesney and Jonna 2011, 8). Marx calls this the 

absolute general law of accumulation. Capitalism operates to dispossess people of their means of 

existence (primitive accumulation), and the resulting rise of available labour power leads to further 

                                                
7 By this I mean the use of borders to maintain global divisions of labour. For most states in the North, the border is a 
mechanism that allows employers to erode conditions of work for those workers deemed undesirable, outside and 
undeserving of state regulation. See Sharma 2006a, 2006b and 2007.  
 
8 See Rodney 1972; Harvey 2006; Wallerstein 1974. 
 
9 See Harvey 2003, 2006, 2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Foster, McChesney and Jonna 2011; Glassman 2006. 
 
10 The ILO is a tripartite organization established in 1919. It has been a site for discussions over labour and industrial 
policies between states, unions and employers. As is evident in the article by Foster, McChesney and Jonna (2011), the 
ILO continues to produce important research on the global labour market. However, from the standpoint of labour 
organizations and those striving towards workers’ justice, there are many critiques of the ILO’s efficacy. These critiques 
are wide-ranging. They include critiques of the tripartite nature of the organization, the unenforceability of its 
conventions and recommendations, and the waning influence of the ILO on national policy implementation (Rodriguez 
Garcia 2008). Other critiques include the role of the ILO in supporting imperialism (Taha 2015).  
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accumulation by driving down wages and conditions for the active labour force. What we have seen 

take place since the beginning of the neo-liberal period is an acceleration of this process and 

therefore the expansion of the global reserve army of labour. Foster, McChesney and Jonna note 

that as of 2011 the global reserve army of labour stands at around 2.4 billion, compared to 1.4 billion 

in the active labour market (2011, 20).11 The rise of the global reserve army of labour, in conjunction 

with the successes of capital to remake the rules of production, has meant that workers compete 

across a landscape where the disparity of wages between the North and South are estimated at 70:1 

(translating into a ratio of 10:1 in purchasing power) (Bellamy Foster, McChesney and Jonna 2011, 

16). And so the current global division of labour shapes conditions of work in both the South and 

the North. In terms of the possibilities for solidarity, this has deepened divisions between workers 

internationally, as seen in the existence of conflicting material interests as workers fight for jobs and 

investments.  

 Aside from the actual material inequities that serve as contradictions that undermine 

prospects for international solidarity, there are also the social divisions that are part of the 

ideological terrain that sustains and supports the drive of capital to accelerate accumulation. These 

social hierarchies and their concomitant ideological landscapes arising from the history of capitalist 

development and incorporation of pre-capitalist social divisions serve as a complementary set of 

contradictions that undermine prospects for solidarity. We see this in the histories of so many labour 

struggles. For instance, Canadian labour history is replete with contradictions in building class 

solidarity, seen in efforts to exclude women from workplaces and the demands for further 

restrictions to the entry of workers of “undesirable races” (Creese 1987, 1988, 2007; Calliste 1993, 

1995; Goutor 2007a, 2007b, 2011; Sharma 2006a, 2006b, 2007). As in the case of responses to 

                                                
11 They note that the ILO estimates that 1.7 billion of the 2.4 billion in the reserve army are in the informal sector which 
the ILO argues now makes up the majority of new employment in the world (Bellamy Foster, McChesney and Jonna 
2011, 19-20). 
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immigrant workers historically, the way this rising industrial labour force and reserve army in the 

South is framed matters. Hegemonic ideas about race, gender, nation and class struggle are all part 

of the landscape in which solidarities are built or fail. As Bannerji points to when discussing the 

difference between the colonization of Mexico and processes of neo-imperialism that affect Mexico 

today, the hegemonic ideas associated with capitalist development and imperialism are themselves 

forces shaping and remaking social relations. And so we need to assess the possibilities of solidarity 

within the context of if and how workers and workers’ movements have responded to global 

divisions of labour, the processes that make these divisions and the ideas that support these 

processes.  

 

Beyond the National Lens – Reframing Class Struggle Internationally 

Ramasamy notes that “most of the literature on labour and globalization posits the view that 

labour is a passive victim of global trends. While capital is seen as dynamic, mobile and aggressive, 

labour is seen as passive, reactive and immobile” (Ramasamy 2005, 7). The dominant 

conceptualization of globalization as an irreversible process invulnerable to the power of workers 

originates in part from the impact it has had on workers and unions in the North and the weakness 

of union responses to it (Ruccio 2003).  

 Some of the dominant depictions of globalization also reflect the application of a national, 

racial and gender lens to the terrain of workers’ struggle. This is visible in the way that workers in 

the South have been framed as threats to the conditions of those in the North. Alicia Schmidt 

Camacho argues that:  

 Depictions of subaltern women of color as the “nimble fingers” generating hyper-profits of  
 globalized capitalism are now a commonplace in representations of its logic of  
 commodification. The discourse of the fragmented laboring body constructs Third World  
 woman workers as uniquely equipped by biological and historical conditioning to withstand  
 the monotony and repetition of high-speed production. (Schmidt Camacho 1999, 80)  
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For Schmidt Camacho, these women, posited as the other to the Northern worker, are often 

depicted as unskilled and as having no agency in both management and development discourses 

(Schmidt Camacho 1999, 80).  

 Drawing from the work of P. Ramasamy, Carlos M. Vilas and Nederveen Pieterse, I argue 

that some of the narratives of globalization (those that generally begin with the rise of neo-liberalism 

and multinational corporations) can operate to deny and limit our analysis of possibilities for 

resistance because they limit the problem to specific innovations of global capitalism since the 1970s 

– such as the rise of multinationals and not capitalism itself. We see this in nostalgic rhetoric about 

Fordism expressed by some unions today. Lamenting the demise of the post-World War II 

compromise, what we have witnessed in many unions in the neo-liberal era is not the rise of labour 

internationalism, but rather efforts to resuscitate labour’s pact with the state and national or regional 

blocs of capital. We see this in economic nationalist strategies that work to entrench global divisions 

of labour born of the history of capitalist development. We see this trend currently visible in the rise 

of Donald Trump in the United States. This leaves unions trapped in competition for jobs and 

investments and often also consenting to various forms of subsidies to companies operating within 

the nation-state, ostensibly to save jobs. Starting with the neo-liberal period is also dangerous, as it 

occludes the imperialism of the post-World War II period.12 While many Northern workers were 

able to win significant improvements to their living and working conditions in this period due to a 

combination of class struggle, labour shortages, and the threat of revolution, this was also the period 

of the emerging US empire and the building of the infrastructure that would serve to undermine 

worker power in the North starting in the 1970s.  

                                                
12 Centring capitalism and imperialism is important to ward against romantic depictions of the early post World War II 
period. This was a time in which the architecture of the current strategies of imperialism, what we call globalization or 
neo-liberal globalization, was put in place. This was also a period when many peoples were still subject to colonial rule 
and when the American empire was rapidly expanding. 



 13 

Following from Nederveen Pieterse and Vilas I argue that imperialism is a more apt term to 

account for the current processes shaping global class formation and the divisions of labour 

following from it (Nederveen Pieterse 2004). If we take a historical and global lens, global divisions 

of labour are rooted in the historical development of capitalism and imperialism, serving to create 

and expand the reserve army to prevent rising labour costs through strategies to continually displace 

people from other means of existence. Imperialism allows us to think about the innovations of the 

current period while keeping the analysis historically grounded in a much longer history of capitalist 

development and expansion that includes the golden age for Northern unions. And so, if we are to 

take an international lens to the struggle of workers, then imperialism and its many manifestations 

historically as features of capitalist development – rather than simply globalization – must be seen in 

its entirety as a central problem for labour. 

 

New Solidarities and Openings for Resistance 

Getting beyond a national lens to the problem of labour allows us to make connections 

between struggles as part of the overall terrain of struggle against capitalist development and 

imperialism. The current processes of imperialism, while deepening competition between workers 

for sites of investment and jobs, making it harder for people to live, and destroying lives, also creates 

the conditions for the development of new forms of solidarity. It means for instance drawing 

connections between wage workers and those in the process of being dispossessed from their land 

and means of production to become a part of the growing global reserve army of labour.  

Alicia Schmidt-Camacho argues that the current phase of neo-colonial capitalism is 

characterized by 

flexible accumulation empowered to move unhindered around the globe, to organize the 
extraction of surplus by coordinating highly differentiated modes of production and 
rigorously segmented labor markets. These characteristics have forced a reconceptualization 
of the traditional terrain of class struggle and its privileged subjects. Rather than imagine a 
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labor movement predicated on a solidarity born out of the homogenizing tendencies of 
capitalist expansion, we are compelled to consider the hyper-differentiating effects of 
globalization – the dispersal and fragmentation of sites of production and markets – as the 
ground for new forms of political action, rather than as the occasion of their foreclosure. 
(Schmidt Camacho 1999, 80)  
 

For Schmidt Camacho and Ramasamy we can re-frame the current phase of global capitalist 

development as providing openings to more radically reconfigure solidarities and as enabling new 

forms of resistance (Schmidt Camacho 1999, 80; Ramasamy 2005, 5). This is because imperialism, 

like capitalism itself, is a contradictory process. As such, it provides hope for finding new 

possibilities for resistance. There are new solidarities and strategies for resistance that have arisen to 

confront the current processes of global capitalist development. This includes the strategies of social 

movement unions in the global South (Ness 2015; Ramasamy 2005, 32),13 global coordination of 

unions and civil society organizations (CSOs) around free trade agreements, and solidarity between 

wage labourers and those struggling against dispossession14 as well as the new organizational forms 

and strategies between unions across national borders that share a single employer or coordinate 

across spaces in global production chains.  

 
 
Global Divisions of Labour: Thinking about Imperialism, Centering Global Capitalist Development 
 
 The vast material disparities between workers, the immense global reserve army of labour 

and the hegemonic ideas that operate to sustain social hierarchies are all part of the terrain that limits 

transnational coordination between unions and workers’ organizations. To make sense of the 

                                                
13 Ramasamy points to the lessons from the models of social movement unionism in countries like Brazil and South 
Africa which aims to build the capacities of workers themselves to resist capitalism and imperialism (Ramasamy 2005, 
32). This model is rooted in an older tradition of anti-capitalist trade union organizing and provides many lessons for 
how processes of imperialism can be fought. For more see Bieler, Lindberg and Sauerborn 2010; Waterman 2008; Ness 
2015. 
 
14 The broader conception of the terrain of class struggle that an international lens provides must also include 
consideration of the unemployed and the struggles of women against dispossession and around social reproduction as 
the majority of informal and subsistence workers. See Rowbotham and Linkogle 2001; Federici 2011, 2012; Mies 1998.  
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possibilities for international solidarity, we must grapple with the material conditions that serve to 

undermine solidaristic relations.15 Marx argued that capital is always reinventing itself and its tools, 

so even in moments of class compromise, the pursuit of surplus value means new strategies and a 

never-ending pursuit of new markets and resources. For Marx and Lenin, this process follows from 

the logic of capitalism itself. As Marx says in the Manifesto, 

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of 
production . . . All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable 
prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before 
they can ossify . . . The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the 
bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle 
everywhere, establish connections everywhere. (Marx quoted in Lichtenstein 219)  
 

Global divisions of labour have been shaped through the processes of imperialism but were also 

made possible by the historical legacies of pre-capitalist colonialism such as those of the feudal 

Spanish Empire and their strategies for extraction of labour power.16 Now, while Marx did not 

develop a theory of imperialism, he did note that colonialism operated to dispossess producers from 

their land and means of production (Klassen 2007, 17). V.I. Lenin, in his book on imperialism, 

argued that “capitalism has grown into a world system of colonial oppression and of the financial 

strangulation of the overwhelming majority of the people in the world by a handful of ‘advanced’ 

countries” (Lenin 1969, 10-11) and was the result of monopoly capitalism and the development of 

finance capital (Klassen 2007, 20). In that work, V.I. Lenin classically defined imperialism as:  

Capitalism at that stage of development at which the dominance of monopolies and finance 
capital is established; in which the export of capital has acquired pronounced importance; in 
which the division of the world among the international trusts has begun; in which the 
division of all territories of the globe among the biggest capitalist powers has been 
completed. (in McDonough 1995, 352) 

                                                
15 It is important to note that while these conditions present serious challenges for building solidarities, they can also lead 
to the development of more radical visions of justice that challenge the logic and legitimacy of neo-liberal strategies of 
dispossession and of capitalism itself.  
 
16 This means it is important to also consider the influence of pre-capitalist forms of oppression and exploitation that 
capitalist development grew out of and how they have functioned to shape material inequalities between workers and 
between wage workers, peasants, the unemployed and informal workers within and across national contexts today.  
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For Lenin, imperialism was a new stage of capitalist development, one that was related to 

monopolization, capital exports, colonialism and war (Klassen 2007, 28).17 Lenin’s theorization was 

later criticized because his own data showed that colonies were not necessary for investment because 

the bulk of foreign direct investment in Lenin’s study happened within the capitalist economies and 

that therefore imperialism was not an inevitable feature of capitalist development (Klassen 2007, 29). 

Jerome Klassen’s characterization of imperialism is useful in laying out some core features of 

imperialism. He argues that,  

Imperialism is rooted in the uneven development of capital across the space of production 
in the world economy. The accumulation of capital takes place within the nation-state system 
and generates complex forms of rivalry, interdependence, and uneven development . . . these 
dynamics reinforce the unequal rate of growth between states, and the core-periphery 
structure to the world economy. The concentration and centralization of capital in the more 
economically-advanced states also allows firms from these countries to make foreign direct 
investments and to thereby extend their control over the worldwide circuits of capital . . . 
Imperialism, then, is the uneven development of capital within and across the nation-state 
system, the economic hierarchies through which the labour supplies and resources of some 
countries are exploited to the systematic benefit of others. (Klassen 2007, 67-8) 
 

 
 
The New Imperialism  

The Third World is trapped in a poverty cycle, not because western countries have failed to 
commit their capital overseas, but because they are continually draining massive amounts of 

capital from the South. 
–Robert Carty and Virginia Smith (1981, 11) 

 
The general drive for accumulation is part of the logic of capital and the actual competition it 

generates between workers globally is real and has been intensifying since the 1970s. There are 

several competing theories on the nature of imperialism today.18 These theories contend with the 

nature, direction and strategies of imperialism in what we call the age of globalization or neo-liberal 
                                                
17 This was also true of Nikolai Bukharin, who was a contemporary of Lenin and another important theorist of 
imperialism.  
 
18 Klassen outlines several proponents of the competing paradigms (2007). These include David Harvey (2003); Alex 
Callincos (2001); Giovanni Arrighi (2005); David McNally (1999); Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2001); Leo Panitch 
and Sam Gindin (2005, 2006a, 2006b).  
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globalization. This is a period that entails the full realization of the infrastructure laid out through 

the Marshall Plan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)19 and the Bretton Woods system 

put in place in the 1940s. The Bretton Woods institutions include the General Agreement on Tariffs 

and Trade (GATT), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. The GATT later 

developed into the World Trade Organization (WTO), and together these institutions are at the core 

of maintaining and deepening global divisions of labour, serving the interests of multinationals and 

providing the means for their expansion.20 For Ellen Meikins Wood,  

the classic theories of imperialism belong to an age when capitalism, while well advanced in 
parts of the world, was very far from a truly global economic system. Capitalist imperial 
power certainly did embrace much of the world, but it did so less by the universality of its 
economic imperatives than by the same coercive force that had always determined relations 
between colonial master and subject territories. (Harvey 2007b, 58)  
 

And so, new theories of imperialism were necessary to grapple with these changing conditions. 

Wood argued that the new imperial order begins after World War II, when the United States 

emerged as the major imperial power and built the Bretton Woods institutions (Harvey 2007b, 66).21 

For David Harvey, the new imperialism begins in the 1970s with the rise of neo-liberalism, and it 

“consolidated around the Washington Consensus of the mid-1990s” through a range of forces, 

                                                
19 The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was established as a Cold War military alliance of Western states. Its 
endurance in the decades following the end of the Cold War is sometimes attributed to its value as a mechanism of US 
Imperialism (see Folly 1988; Larres 2002; Gibbs 2001).  
 
20 The IMF and the World Bank were established very shortly after the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944. They were 
institutions meant to provide short-term (the IMF) and longer term (the World Bank) loans to states following the end 
of the Second World War. The GATT on the other hand was set up to drive trade liberalization and was established in 
1947, later to become the World Trade Organization (WTO). These institutions signalled the emergence of the US as a 
superpower, and these institutions have been part of the infrastructure of imperialism in the post-World War II period. 
They have been responsible for an array of misery and dispossession around the world, driving down wages and 
conditions of life for most people in the world. For more, see Wood 2005; Harvey 2003, 2006a, 2007b; Bello 2000; 
Callincos 2001; Arrighi 2005; McNally 1999; Hardt and Negri 2001; Panitch and Gindin 2005, and 2006a and 2006b; 
Klassen 2007; Danaher 1994. 
 
21 See Wood 2005.  
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military, political, cultural and economic (Harvey 2007b, 69).22 The result is capital’s greater ability to 

move freely in pursuit of markets, resources, and cheaper labour (Harvey 2007b).23  

In his study of Canadian imperialism, Klassen argues that there are six important features of 

imperialism today. First, as I outlined above, it functions to produce uneven development (Klassen 

2007, 67-8). Second, it is a political project of the capitalist state (Klassen 2007, 69). Third, it is 

currently constituted primarily through the regionalization of the world market in the form of 

“regional trade blocs that compete for new forms of trade and investment and work together to 

incorporate the periphery into the world economy” (Klassen 2007, 69-70). Fourth, contemporary 

imperialism generates new forms of inequality and uneven development especially between the core 

and periphery, including “new forms of debt, emigration, disease, war and environmental 

destruction” (Klassen 2007, 70). Fifth, “there has been a reorganization of the imperial chain during 

the period of neoliberalism” (Klassen 2007, 70). This has meant that while the United States is still 

dominant financially and militarily, there are also a group of secondary powers in Europe and Asia 

who have their own imperial interests (Klassen 2007, 70-1). And lastly, “contemporary imperialism is 

dedicated to imposing neoliberal governance structures on countries around the world, especially in 

the periphery” (Klassen 2007, 71). It is important to underscore that features of the imperialism of 

the last 40 years marks a departure from that of the early Cold War, and further, it is critical to think 

about the specificity of imperialism today and its ability to intensify competition between workers 

through new mechanisms and strategies. However, I argue that we need to keep central that what is 

at work in the remaking of the global labour market is a process that is tied to the logic of capital 

                                                
22 The Washington Consensus was coined in 1989 and has been used to describe as set of ideas underlying the policies 
of the Bretton Woods institutions and other related actors (i.e. regional development banks). These include a range of 
core neo-liberal policies including trade liberalization, privatization, tax reforms, deregulation (Peck, Theodore and 
Brenner 2010; Williamson 2004). 
 
23 This process has culminated in a process of concentration and internationalization that has put the world economy 
under the substantial control of a few hundred-business enterprises which do not compete with one another according 
to the traditional rules of the market (Bellamy, McCheseny and Jonna 2011).  
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itself. In sum, when we think about capitalist development historically and internationally, we must 

centre imperialism as a critical feature of the making and remaking of global divisions of labour, and 

so the fight against imperialism also needs to be centred in our thinking about internationalizing the 

power of labour.  

 

Unions as Sites of Resistance and Transformation 

[Organized workers] Ought not to forget that they are fighting with effects, but not with 
causes of those effects; that they are retarding the downward movement, but not changing its 

direction; that they are applying palliatives, nor curing the malady. 
–Marx at the International Working Men’s Association in 1865 (Hyman 1971, 10) 

 
Part of the difficulty in thinking about the prospects and potential for internationalizing the 

power of labour is related to the organizational limitations and contradictions of unions themselves. 

Despite their decline in the North in the neo-liberal era, unions remain significant civil society 

organizations within capitalism and key organizations of the working class. However, simply 

expanding current forms of union organization cannot contend with the current conditions shaping 

global class struggle. This is partly because unions are contradictory and limited through their 

relationship to capitalism. Perry Anderson argues that unions are “essential part of a capitalist 

society because they incarnate the difference between Capital and Labour which defines the society” 

(Anderson 1967, 264). Unions are structurally disadvantaged within the capitalist system since 

workers, having been dispossessed of land and means of production, need employers to live, 

whereas employers have a reserve army of labour at their disposal.  

Marx and Engels argued that unions were limited in terms of what they could win 

economically (Hyman 1971). This is because their efforts always exist in a context of the market and 

of supply and demand in the labour market, which works to check the power of unions (Hyman 

1971): “All these efforts naturally cannot alter the economic law according to which wages are 

determined by the relation between supply and demand in the labour market. Hence the unions 
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remain powerless against all great forces which influence this relation” (Hyman 1971, 5).24 Yet even 

though unions are limited in economic terms, Hyman argues that for Marx and Engels, unions had 

great political potential.25 This contrasts with Lenin and Leon Trotsky who thought that unions 

“posed no threat to the stability of the capitalist order” (Hyman 1971, 11-12). Lenin noted that “it is 

commonplace that trade unions, being able to achieve their economic objectives within the 

framework of capitalism, display a natural tendency to integration within the system” (Hyman 1971, 

14). Trotsky went further still, arguing that union bureaucracies played a crucial role in stabilizing the 

capitalist system and mediating working class discontent, and as such were completely incorporated 

into the system, operating to maintain capitalism (Hyman 1971). Unions therefore display competing 

tendencies and possibilities that can contribute to or undermine the interests and goals of workers 

and are limited by the contours of the market.  

 

Class Consciousness  

And so, internationalizing union organization does not in and of itself translate into greater 

collective worker power. We see this for instance in how the desire of scholars and activists to find 

ways to build international labour solidarity and organizational forms to sustain this solidarity has at 

times translated into overly optimistic assessment of the potential of certain organizational solutions 

e.g. international framework agreements. While some of these organizational and strategic proposals 

are quite promising, others are extensions of very weak local strategies to the international scale. 

Regardless, it is important to note that different organizational innovations cannot themselves 

resolve the dilemma of organized labour today. Organizational forms will not themselves overcome 

                                                
24 “In merely economic action capital is the stronger side and therefore . . . union achievements were limited by the 
economic laws tending toward the increasing immiseration of workers” (Hyman, 1971, 5). 
 
25 For instance, as schools of war for the working class and the challenge they posed through their efforts to fight against 
competition between workers. 
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the fact that workers find themselves bound by the vicissitudes of the market. We therefore need to 

turn, as Marx and Engels argued, to the political possibilities of unions. This is where class 

consciousness comes in.  

For Hyman, the sectionalism of the working class cannot be resolved simply through 

organizational solutions (Hyman 1975, 60). Rather, he argues that the sectional nature of unions, 

their divisions by skill, workplace or nation, is “the product of sectionalism and not the cause” 

(Hyman 1975, 60). This means that sectionalism (in this case including on national lines) is an issue 

of class consciousness and ideology (Hyman 1975, 60).26 For Lenin and others, trade unions could 

only produce sectoral and corporate consciousness and not class-consciousness (Anderson 1967, 

266-7). While Marx argued that unions fail by “limiting themselves to guerrilla war against the effects 

of the existing forces, instead of using their organized forces as a lever for the final emancipation of 

the working class” (quoted in Annunziato 1988, 143).  

This is why for Gramsci, the examination of the “so-called common-sense and instinctual 

notions that had penetrated the workers’ movement” became the primary focus of his theoretical 

analysis (Annunziato 1988, 162).27 Gramsci argued that hegemonic ideas reflecting the values and 

legitimating the power of the ruling class become common-sense amongst the working class 

(Gramsci 1971).28 Himani Bannerji contends that these sets of ideas “developed historically, not 

                                                
26 Hyman’s insight here is important for thinking about organizational solutions to labour internationalism put forward 
in the literature on mergers, transnational bargaining and Global Union Federations but also for considering openings 
for building solidaristic relations more generally. Global Labour Federations are international sectoral organizations that 
serve to bring together different national unions in an industry or set of related industries. These developed out of 
International Trade Secretariats that operated semi-independently of the International Confederation of Free Trade 
Unions (ICFTU), which was the main international organization of unions in the North. The formation of the 
International Confederation of Free Trade Unions in 1949 signalled the beginnings of the Cold War in labour. It was set 
up as a break away from the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) established in 1945 and adopted as an explicit 
anti-communist politics.  
 
27 Frank Annunziato points out that for Gramsci reformist socialists, by ignoring Marxist theory, were destined to 
support bourgeois ideology (Annunziato 1988, 161).  
 
28 Hegemony constitutes the “ideological and institutional preconditions for the legitimation of class rule” (Pozo 2007, 
56). 



 22 

based on reason but imparted truths through historical forms of practice that have become 

legitimate and in that sense are unquestioned and foreclose discussion” (Bannerji 1995, 44).  

We see the relationship between class consciousness and international labour solidarity for 

instance in the fact that international solidarity was much stronger at the beginning of the twentieth 

century than it is today (Ghigliani 2005, 359-40). The emancipatory thrust of some forms of labour 

internationalism in this period is linked to the strength of revolutionary socialist forces within labour 

movements. For Gramsci, as for Hyman, transformative potential is linked to class-consciousness, 

necessitating a deeper assessment of the terrain of ideas and their material origins in the processes of 

class formation. And so, taking a step back to explore the contradictory ideological terrain shaping 

class consciousness within specific unions and labour movements is critical for unpacking their 

international programmes and for providing a full picture of the possibilities for transformative 

solidarities.  

Thinking about class consciousness means thinking about how workers think about and 

respond to the social, economic and political context they find themselves in today. One aspect of 

this is considering the relationship between oppression and exploitation in the conceptualization and 

practice of labour internationalism. For instance, are these linked and how? Is racism understood as 

something related to imperialism; as an essential component of the development of capitalism? How 

are these ideas defined and how are they understood to shape class formation and relations? This 

means centring capitalism and imperialism in our analysis, asking workers to reassess the terrain of 

struggle and means of resistance and as well who their allies are. Rather than a nice deed or act in 

addition to the main struggle, this requires seeing international solidarity – and specifically anti-

imperialism – as essential to the possibilities of challenging exploitation and oppression.  
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Contestations 

Throughout the 20th century, there have been intense ideological contestations over the 

form and nature of labour internationalism. They reflect the tensions between revolutionary and 

accommodationist tendencies within trade unions and their relation to capitalism but also the 

dominant ideas about race and nation. And so, while the early 20th century was a time when workers 

took up arms to support the Republican side in Spain, it was also a time of growing nationalism 

within sections of the working class translating into the decision of European socialist parties and 

their trade union counterparts to side with the position of their national states in the First World 

War.  

The international labour organizations that emerged in the 19th and early to mid-20th 

century, viewed together, reflect a broad spectrum of beliefs about what worker emancipation 

means. The conception of internationalism embodied by the First International, arising from 

Marxism, is one that denotes an emancipatory and revolutionary goal for workers (Chatterjee 2009; 

Waterman 1989, 1993a, 2000, 2004; Featherstone 2012). While many of the international labour 

organizations established since the First International were in some way influenced by it, many 

eventually abandoned or de-emphasized the aim of worker emancipation from exploitation and 

oppression. So much of the history and scholarship on labour internationalism is this contest over 

the goals of labour internationalism and, by association also, a contest over what internationalism as 

a practice can and should be. 

These contests are evident in the rise of competing international labour organizations in the 

early and mid-20th century. On the one hand, there was the creation of the Amsterdam 

International, otherwise known as the International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU) set up in 

1913 mostly by Western European trade unions,29 along with sectoral organizations called the 

                                                
29 See Van Goethem 2006. 
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International Trade Secretariats (ITSs), which still exist today, now reorganized and called Global 

Union Federations or GUFs). On the other hand, there was the emergence of the Red International 

of Labour Unions (RILU, Prointern), which was set up by communist parties after the Russian 

Revolution. These two organizations had vastly divergent approaches to the question of worker 

emancipation and class struggle.30 These forces came together following the Second World War for a 

very brief period in the establishment of the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU), which was 

dissolved in 1949 with the emergence of the Cold War and the split of Western, pro-capitalist unions 

that left to form the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU).  

Besides these principal international labour organizations consisting of national trade union 

federations, there was also the setting up of the International Labour Organization (ILO) in 1919. 

The ILO is a tripartist international organization consisting of member states, employer and worker 

organizations.31 There were also international organizations set up in this period that were principally 

made up of national political parties, parties that impacted international relations between unions 

such as the Socialist International composed of social democratic parties and the Comintern, or 

Third International, which consisted of national Communist parties. Pre-dating all of these was the 

Second International, which consisted of national socialist and social democratic parties and which 

broke down during the First World War. The heavy contestation over the vision and goals of 

internationalism in this period as well as the energy and interest in developing international labour 

organizations speaks to the importance of labour internationalism in this period.  

                                                
30 Reiner Tosstorff notes that the RILU began as an alliance between Bolsheviks and syndicalists and included unions 
like the CGT in France (2003, 79). RILU, unlike IFTU opposed colonialism and imperialism and adopted a strategy of 
industrial action that challenged the division between political and economic struggles (Tosstorff 2003, 82). The policies 
of the RILU were closely in line with those of the Comintern, from advocacy of separate revolutionary unions – also 
called red or dual unionism – to seeking unity with the IFTU (Tosstorff 2003, 84). Lenin had opposed the idea of dual 
unions as an ineffective strategy to win over the broader working class. Instead, he felt that revolutionaries needed to 
work within the existing trade unions despite their accommodationist tendencies (see Lenin 1940). For more on RILU, 
see Tosstorff 2003 and Devinatz 2013).  
 
31 For more, see note 8.  
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In the post-World War II period, the dominant characterization of the tensions within 

labour internationalism has been between old and new labour internationalism (Waterman 2012) in 

which “old” denotes leadership-led, bureaucratic Cold War labour battles as contrasted to the new 

“forms” of greater grassroots solidarity that has involved links to community organizing and social 

movements. This characterization relates to labour internationalism in parts of the global North 

both at the level of trade union bureaucracy and the rank-and-file. This period also includes anti-

colonial and anti-imperialist solidarities, some predating World War II, that operated inside and 

outside the structure of trade unions and their international institutions.  

 

Tackling Global Divisions of Labour: Tracing Empire 

Consideration of the way practices of international labour solidarity tackle embedded 

competition between workers flowing from the effects of the historical development of capitalism 

and their regional differences reveals the contradictions and murkiness involved in different forms 

of labour internationalism. The murkiness of international solidarity, or what Featherstone calls the 

“dark sides of solidarity,” that work to re-entrench privilege (Featherstone 2012, 12) are a critical 

piece for analysing the consequences of different models of solidarity action, including those 

intended to be transformative.  

We see these contradictions in the emergence of international departments and other 

institutional forms for facilitating international action in the unions that established the ICFTU. 

Many of the founding unions of the ICFTU operated to entrench privilege in various ways, from 

embedded inequalities reflected in the structure of the organization itself to actions that have 

included what has been characterized as labour imperialism.32  

 
                                                
32 For more see Buhle 1999; Carew 1998; Scipes 2000, 2010a, 2010b; Harrod 1972b; Sims 1992; Radosh 1969; 
Thompson and Larson 1978; Hirsch 1974; Bass III 2012; Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981; Murphy 1986. 
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Labour Imperialism 

Labor is not fighting for a larger slice of the national pie, labor is fighting for a larger pie. 
–Walter Reuther, President of the United Auto Workers, 1946-1970 (Frank 2000, 109)33 

 
The politics of the post-World War II compromises between Northern states, capital and 

labour translated into many national labour movements consenting to and sometimes playing an 

active role in making the current architecture of imperialism. Labour imperialism consists of an 

alignment with and often active support for conditions that make possible the expansion of national 

capital, including the imperialist policies of specific nation-states or groups of states. Drawing from 

the work of Nederveen Pieterse, Scipes notes that imperialism does not only function through the 

actions of states and capital, but also through other political communities including civil society 

organizations such as unions (Scipes 2010a, 467). So, labour imperialism is both reflected in support 

for specific policies of the state and strategies of capital and as well operates at the level of inter-

union relations internationally. We see this expressed in a variety of practices that function to 

undermine the efforts of other workers’ movements or in destabilizations of progressive political 

governments internationally, as in the case of the activities of the American Federation of Labor-

Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) in the coup in Chile in 1973 (Scipes 2000, 2010a). 

In this case, the AFL-CIO’s operations inside unions in Chile worked to support the development 

of the coup (Scipes 2000). Indeed, labour imperialism has characterized much of the history of the 

AFL-CIO’s international actions (Scipes 2010a) and the practices of some of the original affiliates to 

the ICFTU.34 Kim Scipes categorizes the types of actions that have characterized the AFL-CIO style 

of labour imperialism into three areas, namely, the undermining of specific labour organizations, 
                                                
33 Frank argues that once they were committed to the bigger pie, then logically they threw themselves wholeheartedly 
behind US foreign policy (Frank 2000, 110). 
 
34 For more see Buhle 1999; Carew 1998; Scipes 2000, 2010b; Harrod 1972b; Sims 1992; Radosh 1969; Hirsch 1974; 
Bass III 2012. This is also something that continues today. For instance, the AFL-CIO continues to use funds from the 
National Endowment for Democracy and supported the coup in Venezuela (Scipes 2004, 2005, 2005; Bass III 2012). We 
also see this in the actions of the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) in raiding a democratic union in Puerto 
Rico (Rosado Marzan 2007, 2009; Early 2008).  
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support for reactionary governments hostile to workers organizing, and working inside other labour 

movements to attack progressive governments (Scipes 2010a, xxxi).35 

The AFL-CIO is not the only national union federation that has engaged in labour 

imperialism. The labour imperialism of other federations, such as the British Trades Union Congress 

(TUC), differed from the AFL-CIO in terms of motives and strategies. For instance, Anthony 

Carew notes that while the AFL-CIO fiercely undermined left movements internationally, they often 

chose to try and co-opt sections of anti-colonial movements, while the British TUC, due to British 

colonialism and the Labour party’s support for it (to which they were closely tied), often opposed 

outright the supporting of anti-colonial movements, including even the most right-wing elements of 

these movements (Carew 1996b). Then there is the anti-communist work of many social democratic 

centrals, which established, funded or politically supported anti-communist or less militant unions in 

a variety of countries.  

Common to the many forms of labour imperialism has been a reliance on resources from 

respective state aid organizations. The ideological roots of the diverse practices of labour 

imperialism vary across labour movements and reflect the politics of the dominant currents within 

these movements. For instance, we see differences between social democratic labour imperialism 

and that of the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and then AFL-CIO that are often attributed to 

American nationalism, racism and business unionism.36  

 

 

 
                                                
35 Scipes argues that the AFL-CIO foreign policy leaders have “subverted the larger, desired purpose of any labour 
movement, and that is to advance the social, political and economic well-being of its members and, by implication, the 
well-being of workers everywhere” (Scipes 2010a, xxiv).  
 
36 For more see Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981; Murphy 1986; Gandall 1986; Nastovski 2014; Wahl 2004; 
Waterman 2001b; Scipes 2010b; Scott 1978a.  
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Accommodationist Solidarity 

Besides the actions that were consciously intended to undermine specific movements, 

unions, political parties and struggles, there are those actions that are intended to be a form of 

solidarity but serve to re-produce inequality and support imperialism (Johns 1998, 252). Some of the 

international practices of unions dominated by social democratic leadership fall under this category. 

Johns introduces the idea of accommodationist solidarity in contrast to transformative forms of 

solidarity, arguing that solidarity actions fall on a spectrum between transformative and 

accommodationist. In contrast to transformative solidarity, accommodationist solidarity, while 

appearing to be genuine support, serves to protect the privileged (work)places in the global economy 

(Johns 1995; Ryland and Sadler 2008, 475). An example of accommodationist solidarity are activities 

that often arise from economic nationalist strategies that are premised on and ultimately support the 

border and the way it regulates workers, their options for and conditions of work, as well as their 

possibilities for resistance. Accommodationist solidarity, Johns argues, seeks to level social 

conditions, but does not challenge the institutions, processes and strategies that maintain uneven 

relations (Johns 1998).  

The notion of accommodationist solidarity is critical for assessing solidarity actions because 

it highlights the need to think through the implications of different forms of action beyond what 

may arise from seemingly solidaristic motives. This is because accommodationist solidarity and even 

labour imperialism may appear benign or even progressive to workers in the Global North (Gandall 

1986). This is possible in a context that does not recognize the uneven global division of labour, for 

instance, in a context that frames worker issues within a nationalist or regional lens and cuts out the 

struggles and demands of workers’ movements in the South. How these actions come to make sense 

is what I seek to unpack.  
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Why Labour Imperialism? A Historic Dilemma 

The fact that labour internationalism has and sometimes still consists of labour imperialism 

and accommodationist forms of solidarity presents a significant historic dilemma for progressive 

labour activists and the left more generally. At its root, this dilemma of internationalism speaks to 

the very possibility of revolutionary action. It involves an implicit assessment of the potential of 

working class organizations, and particularly unions, to serve as sites of resistance and potential 

schools of war for the working class. This dilemma has been an important site of debate within 

political parties, unions, and movements on the left since the First International; it has been a site of 

resistance, hope, disappointments, betrayal, and inspiration (Featherstone 2012). If unions are meant 

to be spaces to challenge exploitation, strengthen worker power, and develop class consciousness 

and solidarity, then why did these practices emerge? What does the existence of labour imperialism 

and accommodationist forms of solidarity mean for the possibilities and prospects for international 

solidarity and resistance across borders? It is critical to consider how and why these practices emerge 

if we are to assess possibilities for international labour solidarity.  

 

Exploring Transformative Possibilities: The Canadian Case 

I argue that we cannot fully explore possibilities for transformative forms of solidarity 

without a proper analysis of how labour internationalism as an idea, vision and practice has 

developed in specific contexts. This means tracing the openings and possibilities for transformative 

forms of solidarity in the histories of the practices of labour internationalism that developed and 

became normalized. It also entails exploring the ways this terrain was contested and so what we can 

learn from the contradictions in the dominant institutionalized practices and from the models and 

practices which challenged them. This necessarily includes consideration of the way dominant forms 
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of labour internationalism have been practices of undermining the struggles of workers 

internationally and of maintaining the legacies and present of imperialism and colonialism.  

I consider the dominant practices of and contests over labour internationalism in the 

organized labour movement in Canada. I begin from the mid-1940s, when international issues rose 

to prominence in the thinking and activity of the labour leadership of the Canadian Congress of 

Labour (CCL).37 This led to the institutionalization of international activity through the formation of 

an international department and committee. Looking at both the level of the labour leadership and 

the consent or contestation from below, I explore the significance of labour internationalism as a 

contested terrain inside the labour movement from the 1940s through to the end of the Cold War. I 

argue that the battles in this period predate the Cold War and continue after it.  

Visions of labour internationalism and debates over what models and practices should 

constitute this work are also sites of contestation over fundamental questions of what the union and 

what the labour movement is, its role and possibilities. The models and practices that developed in 

Canada during the Cold War reflect significant debates over how different groups of trade unionists 

envisioned worker emancipation and justice, how they understood capitalism and imperialism, the 

relationship between workers and capital, the role of state, the relationship between exploitation and 

oppression, and how all of this shaped their strategies of resistance 

 

Making the Project of Empire Visible38 

David Featherstone argues that assessing labour internationalism and the possibilities of 

transformative solidarity means developing a reflective approach, one that accounts for differences 

                                                
37 The Canadian Congress of Labour was set up in 1940 as a merger of the All-Canadian Congress of Labour and the 
Canadian Congress of Industrial Organizations as a federation of industrial unions in Canada. For more, see 
www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/canadian-congress-of-labour/ 
 
38 I have drawn this title from Mohanty 2004, 71. I use “empire” because it can denote both imperialism and pre-
capitalist forms of colonialism.  
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derived from the historical development of capitalism. For Featherstone, a reflective approach to 

solidarity entails working through and tackling this uneven power relation (Featherstone 2012, 6). 

My first task, therefore, is to assess the implications of the practices of labour internationalism in 

Canada by tracing the way that empire shapes these practices; by this I mean the way in which these 

practices operate to maintain unequal social relations flowing from the legacies and present impacts 

of the development of capitalism and its maintenance of divisions between workers. That is 

divisions that are historically rooted also in colonialism and pre-capitalist forms of slavery. 

Confronting unequal power relations and the way they function in the visions and practices of 

labour internationalism is critical for assessing the scale of the obstacles to international labour 

solidarity (Scipes 2010a). Drawing from Scipes, I argue that this means exploring why certain labour 

organizations have accepted capitalism, empire and the effects of these processes in creating 

hierarchies within the labour market based on race (Scipes 2010a). It is only by tackling what 

Featherstone calls the “dark sides” of solidarity that we can accurately assess possibilities of 

transformative forms of solidarity today. This means attending to the relationship between 

exploitation and oppression and the way that ideologies operate to shape and maintain social 

relations derived from the history of empires and the development of capitalism.  

While it may appear odd to some to use empire or imperialism in relation to Canada, I argue 

that Canada cannot be understood outside of the idea of empire. This begins with the origins of 

Canada as a white-settler colony where colonialization meant the ethnic cleansing of the indigenous 

population. This meant that the population was drawn from outside the geographic space, many of 

whom identified strongly with the British Empire and before that the French Empire. The rise of 

US imperialism meant increasing Canadian economic integration with the United States, prompting 

some to argue that Canada was also subject to US imperialism while others saw Canada as a partner 

in US imperialism as a critical political ally in these ventures (Moore and Wells 1975; Carroll 1986; 
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Niosi 1981). More recently, Todd Gordon and Jerome Klassen have argued that Canada is an 

imperialist power in its own right (Klassen 2007, 2009; Gordon 2009, 2010; Gordon and Webber 

2008). Gordon argues that Canada, while not a significant imperial power, is an “imperial power 

nonetheless – and the increasing control of Indigenous people and land is central to its political and 

economic interests . . . [which is] at the core of the Canadian state project both within and outside of 

its borders” (Gordon 2009, 48). Moore and Wells argue that “the historical tendency is towards a 

lessening of dependence and an expansion of Canadian imperialism” (Klassen 2007, 113) and so the 

decline of American ownership in Canada has turned Canada from a sub-imperial power to a “small 

[yet] growing secondary imperialist power” with separate interests as an oppressor nation, one 

having their own imperial interests (Klassen 2007, 114).  

The first element of the task of tracing empire involves analysing the nature of North–South 

relations – relations that are revealed through practices of labour internationalism and the 

implications of such practices. This entails asking with whom relations of solidarity were forged and 

why, the extent to which these operated to challenge capitalism, imperialism, colonialism (and the 

legacies of the development of these in state policies), systemic racism, and other forms of 

oppression that are central to class formation in Canada. It also means accounting for significant 

differences between organizations and actors in terms of place, resources, and conditions and their 

relationship to capital.  

My aim is to explore the relations forged between Canadian trade unionists and trade 

unionists internationally, including the way that ideas of worker justice, race, gender and nation 

shaped these relations. I argue that the contestations over different visions and practices of labour 

internationalism in this period reflect certain features of the social nature of Canadian class 

formation and more generally the tensions within the class consciousness of different groups of 
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workers in this period. These tensions within class consciousness are visible in the struggles between 

the dominant visions of worker justice. 

The second element of this task entails considering how ideas that maintain empire 

developed and operated in the context of the Canadian labour movement and, specifically, in the 

practices of labour internationalism during the Cold War. This, I argue, can provide us insight into 

the nature of these relations and of the ideas underlying them that the standard Cold War 

framework has failed to provide. For instance, when we look historically, these phenomena cannot 

be dismissed as the product of state action within the context of the Cold War. Rather, they also 

originate in specific labour movements and the dominant ideas operating within these movements to 

make sense of the world, ideas that were about capitalism and about nationhood, manhood and race 

preceding and following the Cold War. I argue that many of the ideological premises that produced 

these types of practices remain active in the discussions and practices of labour internationalism in 

Canada today.  

 

Unpacking the Wars of Position: Tracing Counter-Currents 

My second task is to uncover openings for transformative practices of international labour 

solidarity by exploring the way that different actors in the labour movement challenged these 

hegemonic practices and ideas that supported empire and its concomitant effect on social relations. 

What can we learn from their organizing and the way they challenged hegemonic ideas? Hyman 

argues that there are always counter-tendencies to the dominant practices which give us hope about 

the role of trade unions; it is these tendencies that can point us to openings for transformative 

solidarity (Hyman 1971, 25). These “counter-tendencies”, he insists, are the lingering presence of the 

initial spirit that drove the creation of unions and that these constantly work to challenge the 

movement toward social/national integration (Hyman 1971, 25).  
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Gramsci’s idea of wars of position is useful for understanding how different practices of 

labour internationalism developed in this period. Tracing the operation of empire helps give us part 

of the picture of labour internationalism. However, labour internationalism in Canada has always 

been, in varying degrees, a contested terrain. I argue that this terrain has consisted of wars of 

position over models and strategies of trade union action and ideas of worker justice as well as over 

strategies and ideas regarding oppression, equality and emancipation. For Gramsci, wars of position 

are battles over ideas that are preparatory to wars of manoeuvre, which are those aimed at seizing 

political power and transforming economic and social relations. There is much to learn from how 

the battle was fought as well as from the tensions and contradictions in these battles. These wars of 

position were over models of trade unionism and union action, the kind of world we want and what 

worker emancipation, justice and equality looks like.  

This means analysing the battles and tensions between the dominant practices of labour 

internationalism and various counter-tendencies that produced activities, which Gramsci might call 

counter-hegemonic practices. Counter-hegemonic practices are those that challenge the hegemony, 

the dominance and power, of the ruling class, both in terms of control over the material and the 

political mechanisms of the society. This includes developing new practices and challenging ideas 

that accompany and legitimize their control and justify capitalist social relations. These types of 

practices are about getting workers to think beyond these everyday common-sense practices and to 

rethink political goals and strategies. For Gramsci, counter-hegemonic work is critical to 

transforming the contradictions in the labour movement and pushing them to “unravel in a 

revolutionary direction” (Annunziato 1988, 153). He wrote that “communist militants must be 

prepared to wage an unrelenting ideological struggle against the bourgeois ideology which controlled 

the workers,’ and their leaders,’ minds and hearts” (Annunziato 1988, 162).  
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For me it is essential to include alongside the examination of what Featherstone calls the 

“dark sides of solidarity,” the ways workers have resisted, built new models and challenged the way 

certain practices became normalized. Without attention to the nature of the wars of position and the 

counter-tendencies, we would be left with a conservative and conservatizing narrative about labour 

internationalism in Canada. My aim is to use this scrutiny to think through openings and possibilities 

for building transformative forms of solidarity today. This aim reflects my orientation to the project 

as someone who has been active in international labour solidarity work. I have been active in the 

international solidarity committees at different levels of my union and in cross-union community 

solidarity organizations for more than ten years. In this time, I have participated in various forms of 

political mobilization and education around issues of international solidarity within my union and 

allied unions. This project is rooted in this activism, emerging as a side project years ago when I 

began trying to make sense of the political context in which we were operating. I took on this 

project to reflect and more deeply assess and make sense of how solidarities are built and how they 

are shaped by social process, economic forces, employer and union strategies. I wanted to know 

how people thought about international solidarity, the role race, gender, and location played in this 

and how acts of international solidarity operated in reshaping and reframing “local” struggles.  

 

Broader Significance 

I see this project as a contribution more broadly to thinking through the possibilities of trade 

union action in building working-class power and resistance. I do this by raising questions about 

certain strategies of union action and models of union organizing and considering the prospects for 

labour renewal through counter-hegemonic work within unions. Critically thinking through the 

history of the role of Canadian labour internationally is vital not only for challenging imperialism 

and labour imperialism, but also in terms of what it reveals about this labour movement itself. I 
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argue that an examination into how and why international solidarity work has been predominately 

framed and taken up in the way that it has been historically provides an important lens to the 

processes, analyses, strategies, limitations and contradictions of unions in Canada more generally.  

I hope that this project, by foregrounding an analysis of key aspects of class formation in 

Canada that considers the social aspects of class including the role of different forms of oppression, 

colonialism, white supremacy, nationalism and patriarchy and an exploration of this history within a 

broader transnational framework will contribute to a rethinking of some aspects of trade union 

organizing in Canada today. This work also asks fundamental questions about the political analysis 

and direction of the Canadian labour movement in the period of the emergence of neo-liberalism 

and considers the role of unions, as civil society organizations, in the making and contestation of 

Canadian foreign policy.  

 

Scope 

The dearth of scholarship in the area of Canadian labour internationalism has prompted me 

to take a broad look at the contours of the wars of position shaping the development of labour 

internationalism in Canada. Using a historical sociological lens, I consider the role and practices of 

leadership, staff and rank-and-file members in the making of labour internationalism in this period. 

My study focuses on the mainstream organized labour movement in Canada; however, I also analyse 

the role of grassroots organizations and movements in shaping the international policies and 

practices of organized labour. I do not consider labour internationalism in Québec in any depth. 

While I do discuss the Québec labour movement to give some of the broader context, I do not 

delve into an analysis of Québec labour internationalism because of the substantively different 

political climate within the Québec labour movement, particularly after the 1960s.  
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Outline of Chapters 

Chapter One: 
Labour Internationalism –Assessing Openings and Contradictions 
 

The first chapter is a review of the literature on labour internationalism and labour 

imperialism. While there have been some analyses of Canadian labour internationalism, these have 

mostly been provided within popular left presses and media connected to solidarity organizations. 

Scholarly attention to the question of labour internationalism in Canada has been mostly cursory and 

hidden in bits and pieces as part of broader projects on solidarity movements. For this reason, I also 

consider the broader scholarship and debates over labour internationalism and labour imperialism. 

In this chapter, I situate my work within these debates and elaborate on the concepts I draw from 

and how this literature has contributed to the design of my project.  

 

Chapter Two: 
Analytical Methods: Historical Sociology rooted in Anti-Racist Marxist Feminist Theory 
 

The second chapter explains my methodology. I begin with a discussion of my work as 

critical social research. For me, critical social research entails what Himani Bannerji describes as 

piecing “together a complex and interactive understanding of the relationship between history, social 

organization and forms of consciousness” (Bannerji 1995, 12). And this means adopting what 

Bannerji calls a socialized conception of class, seeing class formation as something that cannot be 

divorced from social relations rooted in patriarchy, racism and other forms of oppression. These 

forms of oppression shape how class is lived, meaning it shapes experiences of exploitation. For me 

this includes not only challenging the erasure of colonization, white supremacy, class 

accommodation, patriarchy and nationalism in thinking through this history, but also connecting 

these events to the broader global forces that have shaped the actions, movements and processes. 

This means not separating out the economic from the political and ideological forces and having a 
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long view of the way certain notions came to be hegemonic within the thinking of union actors in 

regards to their identities, views on their roles and strategies, and understanding of social change. My 

emphasis is on tracing the dialectical relationship between forces at work in the history I explore; 

this includes considering the ideological terrain, economic forces, wars of position, strategies of 

individuals and organizations, and alternatives to the dominant forces that arose in the periods I 

examine. I elaborate on what an anti-racist Marxist feminist approach means and why I see historical 

sociology as a complementary method for analysing my data. I discuss my data sources and explain 

my data collection process, which consisted of close to seventy interviews I conducted with union 

activists, leaders and staff involved in international solidarity work in Canada over the past forty 

years and research from four different archives.  

 

Chapter Three:  
Setting the Stage – Contextualizing the Wars of Position in Post-WWII Labour Internationalism in Canada 
 

Chapter Three outlines the context in which the central wars of position developed. This 

chapter follows from the premise that any project for labour transformation needs to think through 

the links between oppression and exploitation and how particular practices and hegemonic ideas 

work to maintain inequality rooted in the legacies and current practices of (neo-) colonialism and 

(neo-) imperialism. This means exploring the contours of class formation in Canada and considering 

the ideas that formed the context for the wars of position that served to shape practices of labour 

internationalism. In this chapter, I work to make empire visible in the ideological terrain of the 

labour movement in the interwar period by thinking through the impact of settler-colonialism and 

politics of race, gender, citizenship, and class struggle on the different visions and forms of solidarity 

that emerged.  
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Chapter Four:  
Wars of Position and the Making of Labour Imperialism and Accommodationist Solidarities 
 

Chapter Four explores the context of institutionalization of labour internationalism in 

Canada in the mid-1940s. I begin with a theoretical discussion to situate the wars of position that 

shaped the orientation of the international programme of the CCL and Canadian Labour Congress 

(CLC),39 which represented the dominant current of Canadian labour internationalism in the early 

Cold War era. I situate their work in the broader context reflected in the orientation and activity of 

the ICFTU, the AFL, CIO and the British TUC as well as of the apex organization of the 

international of social democratic parties, the Socialist International (SI).  

 

Chapter Five: 
The Institutionalization of Labour Internationalism in Canada, 1945-1968 
Between Labour Imperialism and Accommodationist Solidarity  
 

In this chapter, I draw out general features of the labour internationalism of the CCL and 

then its successor, the CLC. I then analyse their programme more closely through an examination of 

four case studies. The cases are activities in Kenya, Southeast Asia, the Commonwealth Caribbean, 

and Palestine. Each case reveals specific class, racial and national dimensions of the politics of their 

international programme. I argue that the work of the CLC’s International Department for much of 

the Cold War includes both what Johns would characterize as accommodationist forms of solidarity 

as well as practices of labour imperialism.40 This orientation and the practices following from it 

emerged from a social democratic anti-communism, the rise and dominance of business unionism, 

                                                
39 Like the merger of the AFL and CIO in the United States in 1956, the CLC was set up the same year and similarly 
entailed the merger of the Canadian craft and industrial federations.  
 
40 Examples of this are their role in the Colombo Plan, their support for NATO and for the colonization of Palestine 
(see Nastovski 2014).  
 



 40 

and unionism rooted in ideas of social partnership, often called social unionism,41 as well as from the 

white supremacist logic of Canadian national identity as a white settler colony. This meant an 

economic and political strategy that saw the interests of Canadian workers as tied to upholding the 

global status quo and helping both to beat back communism as well as socialist-oriented liberation 

struggles.42  

 

Chapter Six: 
Wars of Position Heat Up – The Birth of CIDA, the New Left and the Worker-to-Worker Model, 1968–1991  
 

While I note some of the counter-currents to the dominant labour internationalism within 

Canadian unions in the early Cold War, major counter-currents do not develop into a significant 

force until the 1960s and 1970s. This battle heats up in the 1970s as the Cold War repression begins 

to wane slightly and New Left forces resuscitate models of class struggle unionism and anti-

imperialist international labour solidarity. I begin by examining the way the dominant development 

aid model used by the International Affairs department of the CLC changed and grew in this period 

with the establishment of the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) in 1968. I look 

at the wars of position over how to confront the rise of neo-liberalism and the implications for the 

practices of labour internationalism that were in conflict in this period. Finally, I examine the 

significance of the Worker-to-Worker model that was central to the organizing of grassroots labour 

solidarity with struggles in Central America and against South African apartheid, including some of 

                                                
41 Definitions of business unionism vary. Most simply, this model is a form of economic trade unionism limited to 
gaining benefits for a specific set of workers rather than for the broader working class (Scipes 2014b), which translates 
into workers often tying themselves to the fate of their employers and the interests of capital (Scott 1978a) (often a 
national or regional bloc). This is often juxtaposed to social or social movement unionism. However, as Scipes notes, the 
way this distinction has been taken up in the North has radically altered its meaning. Emerging from movements in the 
South that operated as militant movements against capital and for broader political programmes, social movement 
unions have much more in common with the early unions that were critical to anti-colonial struggles (those that 
Northern unions sought to co-opt or defeat) than to anything we have seen in North American over the past twenty 
years (see Scipes 2014a and 2014b). 
 
42 Underlying this strategy was support for the prosperity and expansion of American companies and therefore often 
American imperialist projects as well.  
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the limitations of these efforts.  

I conclude the study by pointing to some areas that need further analysis, identifying gaps 

and remaining questions. I also consider the implications of this analysis for the organizational 

questions that constitute much of the debates around labour internationalism today. Lastly, I offer 

some reflections and raise questions about the implications of different aspects of this analysis for 

the prospects today of transformative solidarity and for labour transformation more generally.  
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Chapter 1 

Labour Internationalism – Assessing Openings and Contradictions 
 

At best, one can describe the literature on labour internationalism in Canada as disjointed 

and particular. Other than the important pamphlet produced by the Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 

(SSC) (1981) in Saskatchewan, the literature consists mostly of a smattering of short reflections, 

reports and critiques within popular left media. For this reason, I take a broad lens to the literature, 

exploring the vast field of scholarship on labour internationalism including the literature that 

explores the way that certain forms of labour internationalism have operated as labour imperialism.  

To have a full understanding of the scope and significance of the vastly different competing 

traditions of labour internationalism (including labour imperialism), it is vital to situate the actions, 

interests and ideas underlying these traditions within the broader ideological and political 

commitments shaping solidarities. So I begin with the literature on Canadian labour internationalism 

and move into a discussion of internationalism and labour internationalism more generally, charting 

the different conceptualizations of and approaches to the issue. I then move into the literature on 

the problem of labour imperialism with an emphasis on the way academics and activists have tried to 

make sense of the terrain of class consciousness that has grounded practices of labour 

internationalism.  

As Peter Waterman argues, internationalism is classically a critique of the nation-state and of 

capitalism (Waterman 1987). The visions of labour internationalism emerging from the history and 

debates of the various Internationals made central the pursuit of ending the exploitation of workers. 

While many of the international labour organizations established since the First International were in 

some way influenced by it, many eventually abandoned or de-emphasized the aim of worker 

emancipation from exploitation and oppression (Waterman 2000, 2004). Much of the history and 
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scholarship on labour internationalism reflects this contest over the goals of labour internationalism 

and, by association also, a contest over what internationalism as a practice can and should be. Is it 

part of a vision of worker emancipation and revolutionary strategy? Is it a strategy by unions to 

match the power of multinational corporations? A means of building cross-border strike support? 

Or perhaps union-to-union international development? This is a hotly contested sphere with many 

layers within debates, and is an area that has a lack of clearly definable limits.  

The dearth of scholarship in the area of international labour solidarity in Canada is a rather 

curious phenomenon. Theoretically, internationalism is at the heart of Marxist theory and a 

significant aspect of trade union history. It would seem to follow, then, that internationalism would 

be of interest to scholars engaged in Canadian working-class history and trade union politics. 

However, instead, when we look at scholarship on Canadian labour history, when internationalism 

and international solidarity are raised it is often in a quite cursory way, situated as peripheral to the 

main story.1  

I argue that there are a whole range of factors that have contributed to the marginalization of 

the question of internationalism in working-class and trade union scholarship in Canada and 

elsewhere. This ranges from the dominance of nationalist Left politics in the 20th century to 

dismissals of internationalism as too ephemeral and abstract, a story of inevitable failure, or simply 

as unimportant or even distracting to the real terrain of struggle. It is also a question of theory and 

ideology and a way of normalizing the discussion of movements and struggles along national lines. 

This follows from the national basis of the organization of most unions, working-class organizations 

and political parties.  

                                                
1 An example of this would be the collection entitled The Workers Revolt in Canada, 1917–1925 (1998), edited by Craig 
Heron, on the general strike actions in Canada in 1919. While some of the authors in this collection identify and discuss 
the Russian Revolution as a factor in the strikes or other actions taken up, the analyses stop short of analysing the 
specific impact of the revolution in terms of class consciousness, the specific connections that developed, or the acts of 
solidarity that it led to. These issues are sometimes taken up in histories of the left or specific political parties such as the 
Communist Party of Canada, but not in the context of the life of trade unions.  
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The great exception to this omission is the work on relations between Canadian and US 

unions, and to a much lesser extent, with those in the United Kingdom. In Canada, the 

“International” within the context of trade union politics more commonly connotes US-based 

unions that operate in Canada rather than being evocative of ideas of global relations. Today, these 

unions, called “Internationals,” include the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), the 

United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW), the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile 

Employees – Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees (UNITE–HERE), the United 

Steelworkers of America (USWA), and many craft unions as well. US-based unions have had a 

significant presence in Canada since the rise of unionism in the 19th century, and while many 

Canadian unions have emerged (some arising as break-aways from US parent union), US-based 

unions continue to play a role in Canadian union politics today. As such, there is a significant 

amount of scholarship on the particularities of relations between Canadian and US unions and on 

Canadian workers and US unions (Scott 1978a; Crispo 1967; Lipton 1978; Abella 1973).  

Besides these texts, which specifically deal with Canada and US union relations, the most 

noteworthy contributions to the analysis of Canadian labour internationalism are pieces in the left 

press and solidarity movement publications rather than academic sources. These texts speak to the 

importance of internationalism within specific organizations and amongst different groups of labour 

activists. The bulk of the work on labour internationalism emerged from organizing efforts. These 

texts include pamphlets, newsletter articles, convention reports and course curriculum developed 

inside different unions. I would argue that the activist and union publications on labour 

internationalism in Canada fall into two broad categories that reflect the tension within the 

problematic of internationalism itself. These texts either focus on challenging or exposing 

problematic histories (e.g., instances of labour imperialism in Canada), or on providing analyses of 

solidarity campaigns and of the context of different struggles internationally.  
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In this first category, I would argue the most significant text is the Saskatoon Solidarity 

Committee’s 1981 pamphlet entitled Partners in Imperialism: The Canadian Labour Congress and Social 

Democracy in the Third World. I would also include Michael Murphy’s Masters’ thesis from the 

University of Saskatchewan on the CLC and CIDA which was in many ways an extension of the 

pamphlet (Murphy 1986). Both of these texts explore the relationship between the Canadian labour 

movement, the New Democratic Party (NDP), international Cold War organizations such as the 

ICFTU, foreign affairs and CIDA, and the ideology of business unionism and social democracy. 

These pieces are also probably the closest thing to a general history or political analysis of labour 

internationalism in Canada available. 

Another important but short piece in this category is Marv Gandall’s 1986 article, “Foreign 

Affairs: The CLC Abroad” in This Magazine. Gandall’s piece covers the Canadian Labour Congress’ 

role in supporting Israel and its working to undermine the movements against South African 

apartheid and in solidarity with the Sandinistas in Nicaragua (Gandall 1986). Besides these texts, 

there are a few articles in various left publications that challenge the role of Canadian unions or the 

positions of unions on specific issues (e.g., on Palestine), but these remain the key texts that attempt 

a general analysis of internationalism in Canadian labour.2  

Within the second category of pieces that analyse specific struggles and solidarity campaigns, 

there are organizing materials that assess the contexts of these struggles, or make the case for 

solidarity action. These can be found in left presses and as reports from unions themselves, for 

instance in newsletters. This category consists of a wide range of disparate pieces and a handful of 

more comprehensive texts like the Latin American Working Group (LAWG)/British Columbia 

                                                
2 It is important to note that since many Canadian workers are in international unions whose international affairs 
departments and staffs have historically been US based, Canadian workers are also implicated in the history of US labour 
imperialism. I do not spend much time in this study on the unions whose international policies and practices are set 
primarily in the US because these unions have tended not to be very engaged in international solidarity debates or 
organizing in Canada. An example of this is SEIU.  
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Trade Union Group (BCTUG) book on free trade called Crossing the Line (Sinclair 1992). These 

articles are from publications such as Briarpatch Magazine, Our Times, a whole range of Marxist papers 

including People’s Voice, The Militant, Socialist Action, and those produced from solidarity organizations 

themselves like the Toronto Committee for the Liberation of Southern Africa (TCLSAC)’s Southern 

Africa Reports which include a few pieces on labour internationalism and publications from LAWG, 

BCTUG, and the South African Congress of Trade Unions Solidarity Committee. In terms of union 

publications, there are pieces in Canadian Labour, the CLC’s publication, a whole range of union 

newsletters and overviews like the Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) National 

International Solidarity Committee booklet on how to do international solidarity work or materials 

from the Steelworkers International solidarity course.  

There are also a few important academic pieces that touch on aspects of labour 

internationalism in Canada. These include “Canadian Labour, the Cold War and Asia, 1945–1955” 

by John Price (2003), Northern Shadows: Canadians and Central America by Peter McFarlane (1989), 

Weaving Relationships: Canada-Guatemala Solidarity by Kathryn Anderson (2003), Linda Freeman’s 

Ambiguous Champions: Canada and South Africa in the Trudeau and Mulroney Years (1997) and Edur 

Velasco Arregui and Richard Roman’s Continental Crucible (2013). With the exception of the piece by 

John Price, these and other similar texts contain only short references to the role of unions and 

union activists in broader solidarity efforts.  

The disjointed nature of much of the work on labour internationalism in Canada reflects the 

context in which these articles or popular publications emerged. These articles grew out of solidarity 

work itself and specific moments and goals in the organizing of solidarity, involving strategic 

discussions of whether to do education, make a case for action or in the case of articles on labour 

imperialism, to chart some of the obstacles to the work. Together, these sources help to provide part 

of the picture. However, they are also quite limited, as they mostly lack an analysis of the historical 
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context of this work and a broader lens to the overall landscape of international solidarity 

organizing; in other words, there have been very few links made between the work that was 

happening concurrently within the Canadian labour movement. Besides Partners in Imperialism (1981), 

the only texts that come close to this are Ken Luckhardt’s “International Working Class Solidarity: 

From the Cold War back to the Class War” published in Briarpatch in 1999 and the article by John 

Price (2003) mentioned above; Price examines the role of the CCL in supporting imperialism in Asia 

in the immediate post-World War II period. Luckhardt charts the movement against the work of the 

CLC and the Cold War agenda that lasted until the late 1980s and how more grassroots, worker-to-

worker models of international solidarity developed within a number of unions in the 1990s 

(Luckhardt 1999). There are also a number of more general and substantive accounts of labour 

internationalism focused solely on Québec and texts covering important periods of labour activism 

in Québec in the 1960s and 1970s that draw links to ideas and practices of labour. Turning to the 

broader academic literature on labour internationalism provides a way to fill in some of the gaps in 

this set of texts and offers some helpful theorization to pull this material together. 

 

Labour Internationalism 

Due to the limitations of the available sources on Canadian labour internationalism, I situate 

this discussion in the broader scholarship on labour internationalism. Peter Waterman notes in a 

review essay that while the idea of internationalism is often associated with the left, most dictionary 

entries note that it also has liberal and bourgeois roots (Waterman 1989, 6). For instance, a liberal 

conception of internationalism underlies the theory of cosmopolitanism developed by Immanuel 

Kant and is a fundamental idea implicit within the field of international relations in the discipline of 

political science. This field includes liberal approaches like that of the already mentioned Kant or 

Woodrow Wilson and realist approaches associated with the theories of Thomas Hobbes and 
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Niccolo Machiavelli. Internationalism is also at the heart of models of international institutions like 

the League of Nations and the United Nations.  

The Oxford dictionary defines internationalism as relations or cooperation between nations, 

processes of being or becoming international, or the principles of the four communist Internationals 

(oxfordictionaries.com). This definition speaks to the vast fields and contexts that apply to the term. 

All three aspects of this definition are at play in studies of labour internationalism. In the Global 

North, the idea of workers or labour internationalism as cooperation or diplomacy between unions 

in different nations has been a part of some visions and practices of unions and of international 

labour organizations. Similarly, the idea of internationalizing unions has been a theme within studies 

and discussions of labour internationalism, becoming particularly prominent in studies on global 

unions.  

However, it is the idea of internationalism that emerged from socialist and communist 

thought that is most often associated with the term internationalism. The reasons for this include the 

fact that the socialist and communist internationals predate any major attempts at building 

international organizations inspired by liberal visions of internationalism. Internationalism is also 

mostly associated with socialism and communism because of the role of socialist and communist 

workers in supporting or promoting international labour solidarity. The idea of internationalism, 

emerging from the Internationals, is an idea of labour or workers’ internationalism; it refers 

particularly to visions and goals of workers. Workers are inherent to this conceptualization of 

internationalism because wage labourers are posited as the principal revolutionary agents in most 

socialist or communist theories.  

In exploring the history of labour internationalism as envisioned and practiced within 

worker’s organizations, we see everything from revolutionary visions to that represented in 

organizations like the ICFTU, where internationalism was, for much of its life, primarily focused on 
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anti-communism. Internationalism has also at times been opposed by unions that embraced 

corporatist or tripartite strategies, often as a product of nationalist approaches to the problems of 

labour. As numerous Marxists and scholars of labour internationalism have noted, many unions in 

the 20th century have seen their struggle and sought stability within a national frame (Waterman 

2000; Hyman 1971, 1975, 2005). As a result, these unions have therefore been disinterested or even 

hostile to the idea of international labour solidarity or coordination.  

In his review of the concept of labour internationalism written in 1989, Peter Waterman 

notes that there existed almost no contemporary literature on labour internationalism (Waterman 

1989, 5). As a result, he reviewed traditional labour and socialist writing but also work on Third 

World solidarity movements and literature on Third World aid and development policy, 

international relations and feminist theory (Waterman 1989, 5). Since then, there has been a whole 

range of new scholarship on labour internationalism, including significant texts by Waterman 

himself. This literature covers the histories of the Internationals and the international labour 

federations as well as solidarity movements within labour that challenged nationalist tendencies 

(Carew 1984, 1996b, 2000a, 2000b, 2003; Lucio 2010; Silverman 2000; Ramasamy 2005; Moody 

1997; Schmidt Camacho 1999; Featherstone 2012; Munck 1988, 2002, 2004, 2010a; Waterman 2000, 

2001b, 2004, 2005a, 2005b; Waterman and Wills 2001; Frank 2000).  

While my work examines the ideas and practices of internationalism within the context of 

trade unions in Canada, I draw from the literature on labour internationalism rather than only trade 

union internationalism. Trade union internationalism as an area of study focuses solely on the 

activity of unions, and often this translates into an emphasis on the actions of leadership and staff or 

on the official positions and decisions of various trade union bodies (Waterman 2001a). I think such 

work on trade union internationalism is important, but as highlighted by Frank’s idea of the 

slipperiness of the field, it can also be narrow and thereby miss key aspects of the practice of 
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internationalism happening outside the main offices of major trade unions and federations or at 

other levels of union activity. Specifically, the literature on trade union internationalism often omits 

or marginalizes the role of political parties, social movements and coordinated rank-and-file action. 

Labour internationalism as an area of study is broader in scope, encompassing studies of trade 

unions but also includes workers’ self-activity in building international solidarity and activities of 

workers in spaces other than trade unions. I also look at the literature on labour internationalism 

because, while it includes relations between national trade unions and transnational inter-union 

relations, it is not solely limited to action at the institutional level (Ghigliani 2005, 360). For example, 

the exploration of the role of social movement action in labour internationalism is critical to writing 

and understanding the story of solidarity from below, including helping to answer why rank-and-file 

union members envisioned internationalism in particular ways in different historical periods and to 

understand the context in which they took various forms of action.3  

 

Old vs. New Labour Internationalism 

While theory on labour internationalism has included a variety of periodizations and 

typologies (Waterman 2005), the most pervasive distinction is that of old versus new labour 

internationalism (Ghigliani 2005; Lambert and Webster 2001; De Angelis 2000; Ramasamy 2005; 

Hodkinson 2005; Munck 1988; Waterman 1987, 1988 and 2001a; Waterman and Wills 2001; Lucio 

2010; Carr 1999). This distinction is important because of its prevalence in much of the literature 

since the 1990s (Ghigliani 2005), but also because it has also been used by trade unionists as a way to 

distinguish their practices from those of their predecessors.4  

                                                
3 We see this emphasis in the work of Featherstone (2012) and Silverman (2000).  
 
4 For instance, this distinction was important for the election of John Sweeney in 1995 as president of the AFL-CIO; 
Sweeny made central to his campaign the remaking of internationalism and the overhauling of the international 
department (see Schmidt Camacho 1999).  
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Peter Waterman and Ronaldo Munck were both critical to the development of the idea of a 

New Labour Internationalism (NLI) and wrote important pieces on the idea in the late 1980s. Old 

Labour Internationalism (OLI) has generally been used to describe the labour internationalism 

typical of much of the 20th century, one characterized by bureaucracy, undertaken at the highest 

levels by expert staff and leaders in a diplomatic fashion, disconnected from workers, and sometimes 

done in association with state agencies developing paternalistic relationships with unions in the 

Global South (Waterman 2012, 321-322; Hodkinson 2005, 40). In contrast, the idea of NLI has been 

used to denote an end to this process and the birth of practices that “include more social movement 

actors and grassroots organizations along a model of social movement unionism transcending the 

limitations of the old bureaucratic models” (Lucio 2010, 541). New labour internationalism (NLI) is 

used both as descriptive of a shift in the practices of labour internationalism and as an idea of what 

labour internationalism could potentially be.  

As a descriptive term, NLI emerged as a way to describe what Waterman calls “shopfloor” 

or “grassroots” internationalism, the grassroots practices of international solidarity that emerged in 

many trade unions in the global north in the 1970s and 1980s (Waterman 1987, 2). As a vision or 

goal, NLI represents the possibility of a globalized social movement unionism, that is if, as 

Waterman proposes, it can overcome its past, including its nationalist orientation (Waterman 2005b, 

210). NLI has also been used since the 1990s to describe new relationships between unions and 

social movements and in relation to their involvement in the anti-free trade fights and the anti-

globalization movement in the Global North as well as new social movement union practices and 

networks in the Global South (Carr 1999; Waterman 2001a; De Angelis 2000; Lambert and Webster 

2001). As such, it also denotes the new possibilities for solidarity opened up by changes arising from 

neoliberalism and its impact on global divisions of labour and conditions of work, as seen for 

instance in North America in the mobilizations against the North American Free Trade Agreement 
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(NAFTA).5 Another example of the new possibilities of solidarity brought about by these new 

material conditions are strategies for coordinated action across global production chains (see Herod 

2000, 2001). In this sense, NLI is useful for highlighting real historical shifts in the terrain in which 

labour internationalism happens, including the rise of multinational employers.  

I think that the characterization of the NLI as a form of grassroots internationalism that 

sought to build beyond the union and in coordination with social movements is an accurate and 

useful depiction of the practices in some parts of the global North in the 1970s and 1980s. I also 

think that the use of NLI to emphasize new possibilities of solidarity and coordination is useful to 

prompt a way of thinking of labour internationalism beyond the Cold War and inter-union 

diplomacy. However, I have some reservations about the use of this distinction, reservations that 

prompt me to draw instead from Waterman’s more recent piece “An Emancipatory Global Labour 

Studies is Necessary!” (2012) and Silverman’s “Whither Global Labour” (2010) in cautioning against 

the uncritical lauding of all that might be described as NLI. Firstly, I think that the currents 

described as NLI, whether they are from the 1970s or 1980s or more recently,6 reflect a vast 

spectrum of visions of worker resistance and emancipation, some of which are clearly 

accommodationist in orientation. For instance, some of these forms of internationalism moved from 

being deeply connected to social movements and community struggles to becoming financial 

backers of dialogue between different actors involved in aid management (Barry Shaw and Oja-Jay 

2012). Secondly, the emergence of new practices in the Global North in the 1970s did not coincide 

with the end of practices characteristic of old labour internationalism. As Schmidt Camacho (1999), 

Scipes (2004, 2005 and 2010a) and Bass III (2012) have argued, this new era has not necessarily 

meant a departure from the practices of labour imperialism or accommodationist forms of solidarity. 

                                                
5 See Kay 2005, 2011; Robinson 1994, 1995; Dreiling and Robinson 1998; Carr 1999.  
 
6 See Bieler et al. 2010; Lambert and Webster 2001; Webster, Lambert and Bezuidenhout 2010.  
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Also, the labour internationalism practiced within many unions today continues to have much of the 

features Waterman assigns to the OLI including heavy bureaucracy and leadership control as well as 

a diplomatic orientation. And thirdly, the idea that NLI replaces OLI creates a danger in that it can 

discourage a critical lens when viewing the contours of the new. This is especially visible in the 

insistence that labour imperialism is an old Cold War issue that is no longer relevant in thinking 

about prospects for labour internationalism today. We see this in the way this term has been used by 

some trade union activists, leaders and staff who have attempted to distance themselves from labour 

imperialism.  

The ideological tensions over models of workers’ justice and what this entails in terms of 

strategic and organizational questions and political vision predate the Cold War and have not 

disappeared in the post-Cold War. Politically, some of the newer forms of labour internationalism 

are quite limited in scope and others, while sometimes serving as a bridge between different civil 

society organizations, can also re-inscribe global inequality.7 Hence, while this concept describes 

some of the organizational and political shifts in the activities of unions in the North in this period 

and new possibilities brought about by the rise of multinational employers and new global 

production chains, it cannot be seen as necessarily emancipatory or transformative. And so I argue 

that there needs to be a critical lens on the specific practices of internationalism characterized as 

NLI and an evaluation of the political implications of these practices.  

Rather than seeing the new practices as necessarily supplanting the old labour, I find it more 

useful for my study to think about the coexistence of a variety of models and strategies of labour 

internationalism. If we think of the histories of labour internationalism on a global scale, we see the 

                                                
7 For more, see Schmidt Camacho (1999). There are multiple issues with the building of alliances between trade unions 
and social movements, including the fact that social movements are not necessarily working-class organizations and do 
not necessarily consider or take up issues of class. An example of this is some of the international practices by unions in 
Canada today in unions that have funds with charitable status, like the Steelworkers Humanity Fund. Charitable status 
means that these funds are quite limited as a basis for supporting the development of international solidarity and 
coordination between workers across borders in their struggles against exploitation and oppression.  
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ongoing existence of competing models of labour internationalism. As Richard Hyman notes, even 

in periods of accommodation and integration, there are always counter-tendencies to integration 

(Hyman 1971, 25). Even in the North, in the context of heavy trade union repression in the early 

Cold War and the dominance of business union leaders like George Meany in developing the 

direction of labour internationalism in the United States, there were counter-currents within the 

labour movement. Examples of counter-currents in the Canadian context include the significant 

solidarity with the Cuban revolution that was mobilized by trade unionists in the 1960s despite the 

intense anti-communist direction of much of the labour leadership (Wright 2009).  

For this reason, I explore the dialectical relationship between different forces within the 

labour movement, including those arising from leaders and staff and those from activist members 

and dissenting locals. And so I use grassroots labour internationalism rather than new labour 

internationalism in my discussion of the 1970s and 1980s in order to connect these practices with 

the longstanding practices on the labour left and a constant, though often muted, counter-current to 

the dominant labour internationalism of the institutional labour movement. I think that the term 

grassroots internationalism encompasses a wider array of strategies existing in different eras and 

places emphasis on the importance of the ideological dimensions of these practices and their goals. I 

think that this connection to older models emerging from radical left parties and workers’ 

organizations is an important one to draw. This alternative grassroots labour internationalism is 

visible in the early part of the 20th century in the Canadian context in the efforts in support of the 

Spanish Republicans, which included the building of the Mackenzie–Papineau Battalion (an 

International Brigade), and which re-emerged in the 1960s, reflecting the ideas of the New Left and 

becoming a powerful force in the Canadian and Québécois labour movements in the 1970s and 

1980s. 
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Why Labour Internationalism and not Labour Transnationalism 

While there were some studies on labour transnationalism prior to the last twenty years, the 

past decade or so has seen a huge upsurge of studies on the ways unions and workers have 

attempted to act transnationally (Munck 1988, 2008, 2010b; Wells 1998a, 1998b; Bieler, Higgott and 

Underhill 2004; Bieler, Lindberg and Pillay 2008; Bieler, Lindberg and Sauerborn; Fougner and 

Kortoglu 2011; Kay 2005, 2011; Gajewska 2009).8 The theoretical roots of this concept are evident 

in the idea of new labour internationalism, which recognized new possibilities for action related to 

the rise of new social movements, new material realities, and technological change that could 

facilitate the development of networks and coordination between unions and social movements. The 

concept also relates to theory coming out of feminist scholarship and studies on migration (Mohanty 

2003; Moghadam 2005; Alvarez 2000; Nagar 2002; Mendoza 2002; Mojab 2006; Pratt and Yeoh 

2003). Contrasted to historical practices of solidarity between groups of workers, labour 

transnationalism is often used to denote coordinative struggle rather than support between groups 

of workers in their distinct struggles. An example of this in the Canadian context would be the 

Steelworkers and various efforts towards transnational coordination and organizational change.9  

I argue that we cannot fully understand the potential for coordinative possibilities without 

looking at the history of labour internationalism and in particular taking account of how workers 

and union members have understood and acted internationally. Carty and Das Gupta note that at 

times the terms transnationalism and internationalism are used interchangeably (Carty and Das 

Gupta 2009, 100). I use the term labour internationalism rather than transnationalism for several 

reasons. First, internationalism as a concept more clearly speaks to the history I analyse; as such, this 

                                                
8 The term transnational often denotes a sense of the transcendence of national borders.  
 
9 For more on the work of USWA, see Peter Evans (2014) and Tamara Kay (2011). These efforts are quite varied 
politically. The dark side of these transnational organizing efforts can be seen in the case of the SEIU in Puerto Rico.  
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conceptualization more accurately captures the way those I interviewed viewed their practice.10 

Second, transnational practice is often conceptualized as a more recent and emerging phenomenon 

and so does not capture the dominant practices in the eras I explore. Third, the history of the idea of 

labour internationalism is one rooted in anti-capitalist, revolutionary left movements and parties and 

the vision of solidarity that emerged from socialist and communist organizing (Chatterjee 2009, 134). 

As such, labour internationalism denotes an emancipatory goal with respect to relations between 

workers internationally (Chatterjee 2009; Waterman 1988, 1989, 1993a, 1993b, 1998, 2004; 

Featherstone 2012). It is this emancipatory connotation of the idea of labour internationalism that I 

want to emphasize and preserve. Fourth, and related to the last point, is that the use of the term 

labour transnationalism varies quite markedly and does not necessarily imply a critique of capitalism, 

imperialism or include an emancipatory vision for labour. As a result, some studies in labour 

transnationalism do not consider and sometimes even de-emphasize global inequality and 

imperialism as part of the context in which these practices emerge and play out. Piya Chatterjee 

argues that transnationalism “can mask the geopolitics of empire” (Chatterjee 2009, 134), meaning 

that it can ignore differences between actors involved in building transnational links. This for me is 

one of the central dangers of the transnational framework and something essential to consider when 

analysing these practices.  

While transnational projects can seek to challenge and overcome national boundaries, there 

are important differences between organizations and actors in terms of place, resources, and 

conditions that shape their struggles. Hence, analytically at least, labour internationalism as a 

concept, because of its rootedness in socialist and communist tradition, at least in theory, connotes 

the necessity of thinking through inequality, imperialism and differences in power and interests 

between parties.  

                                                
10 Many of those I interviewed understood their work as part of a longer history of international labour solidarity.  
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However, the analytical erasure of national boundaries (which itself may mask global 

inequality and ignore imperialism and capitalism) also serves as part of the appeal of 

transnationalism as a concept. Some argue that the concept of transnationalism more fundamentally 

challenges the role, importance and legitimacy of the nation-state form. For instance, Linda Carty 

and Monisha Das Gupta explain their preference for the term by arguing that international “retains 

the mythical intactness of the nation-state and legitimizes various types of violence based on the idea 

of sovereignty” (Carty and Das Gupta 2009, 100). They also argue that the term international does 

not capture the flows of labour, capital, information, and culture (Carty and Das Gupta 2009, 100). 

This is an important critique, but one that speaks to certain historical practices of internationalism 

rather than necessarily to the concept itself (though it can be argued that these historical practices 

eclipse whatever original meaning the concept may have had).  

As Waterman notes, labour internationalism is classically a critique of the nation-state, 

nationalism and capitalism (1988) and has been a critical concept within various strands of the left 

since the First International. And though, as I noted in the Introduction, much of the practice of the 

left since the First International has been to reinforce the nation-state form and often nationalism 

more explicitly (Forman 1998; Waterman 2000), one of the purposes of this thesis is to reclaim the 

initial use of the term internationalism as a concept that challenges borders and nationalism rather 

than abandoning it as solely denoting inter-national relations. 

  

Approaches to Labour Internationalism 

Studies on labour internationalism are very diverse in emphasis and approach and are 

considered and debated across a range of disciplines. Trade union internationalism constitutes a 

large part of the literature and includes studies of various international bodies like the IFTU, ICFTU, 

ILO, and the ITSs (Windmuller 1954a, 1954b; Foster 1956; Carew 2000a, 2000b) or studies of the 
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role of national unions or federations on the international scale or in these international 

organizations (Olmstead-Hughes 2011; Sims 1992; Thompson and Larson 1978; Silverman 2000). 

More recently, the work on trade union internationalism has also included a whole range of studies 

on labour transnationalism, including research on global unions and mergers, particular transnational 

trade union campaigns, and transnational efforts to establish global framework agreements 

(Ghigliani 2005; Stevis and Boswell 1997). Other texts that I would include under the category of 

labour internationalism are William Z. Foster’s Outline History of the World Trade Union Movement 

(1956), which considers the role of parties and the history of the Internationals. I would also include 

Victor Silverman’s Imagining Internationalism in American and British Labor, 1939–49 (2000) and David 

Featherstone’s Soldiarity: Hidden Histories and Geographies of Internationalism (2012) because of their 

emphasis on rank-and–file and worker action independent of trade unions. Others include Kathryn 

Anderson’s Weaving Relationships (2003) and Linda Freeman’s The Ambiguous Champions (1997), both 

of whom consider the relationship between different civil society actors in solidarity movements, 

including organized and unorganized workers. All of these texts range from more historical pieces to 

ones emerging from sociology, geography, and political science. 

I focus on a few approaches to labour internationalism, approaches that have been 

particularly important for my work. The first are histories and primarily sociological studies of 

international labour organizations and their relationships (Pasture 2002; Jakobsen 2001; Carew et al. 

2000; Ramsay 1997). Then I look at studies that have sought to examine labour internationalism 

from below (rank-and-file and broader workers in solidarity movements both organized and 

unorganized). Finally, I draw out approaches that emphasize the ideological dimension. Some, like 

Victor Silverman’s, combine aspects of all three approaches.  
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Studies of International Labour Organizations  

Many scholars have attempted to understand labour internationalism by examining the 

history and politics of international labour organizations and efforts to build them. Part of this 

history is the story of “the Internationals” themselves. The international trade union bodies emerged 

from “the Internationals,” and the Internationals were the first attempt at such an organization 

(Foster 1956; Waterman 1989). While we can trace the intellectual or political histories of many 

international trade union organizations to the First International, these organizations have been 

quite varied ideologically and in how they have been structured (Foster 1956; Van Goethem 2006; 

Windmuller 1954a, 1954b; Hyman 2005; Waterman 1989). As Richard Hyman argues, these 

organizations reflected competing visions of the function and goals of trade union action. The focus 

of these studies has been primarily on aspects of these organizations (Carew 1984, 1996b, 1998, 

2003). This includes analyses of the structure of these organizations, their goals and debates, and 

examinations of what they did and how. These studies include the pre-World War II histories of the 

IFTU (Van Goethem 2006), ITSs (Windmuller 1954a, 1954b; Neuhaus 1982), and of the RILU or 

Profintern in histories of national communist parties or national labour movements (Endicott 2011; 

Johns 1998; Worley 2000). Also in this era, there was the Catholic Labour International, the World 

Confederation of Labour (WCL), which was preceded by the Confédération internationale des 

syndicats chrétiens on which there is very little written in English, and the ILO built on a corporatist 

model (Mainwaring 1986; Butler 1939; Harrison 2008; Taha 2015; Garcia 2008).  

The ideological tensions between these bodies softened enough during the Second World 

War to allow for a brief merger between the RILU and IFTU to form the World Federation of 

Trade Unions (Carew 2000a; Jakobsen 2001; Waterman 2001b); this broke down in 1949 

(Windmuller 1954a and 1954b; Silverman 2000) with the formation of the ICFTU (Carew 1984, 

2000a, 2000b; Smaller 2009; Weiler 1981; Foster 1956). Besides specific studies on the histories of 
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the ICFTU or WFTU, studies of the Cold War and political parties during the Cold War also 

sometimes discuss the split and tension between the two bodies. The histories of these organizations 

are very important to assess the ideological tensions between the different visions of 

internationalism expressed by these bodies. They encompass a range of visions for labour, different 

definitions of what the struggle is, and what is possible from liberal democracy, social democracy 

and corporatism based on nationalism, religion or ethnicity and revolutionary socialism or 

communism.11  

One of the limitations of this approach is that many organizational analyses do not consider 

the social and how much race, white supremacy, patriarchy and nationalism shaped the visions and 

practices of internationalism. These race and gender “neutral/blind” studies are problematic in that 

they ignore the way these visions intersected with other struggles and issues (Pasture 2002; Carew 

1996b and 2003). This is especially true in studies that could be characterized as trade union 

internationalism, which exclude unorganized workers and the unemployed and are also gender 

neutral and Workerist, excluding the labour of women in informal work and unpaid household work 

who were involved in labour internationalism of a different kind (e.g., the wages for housework 

campaign). I argue that the failure of a number of studies to attend to gender and race has 

significantly limited what we can glean from these histories in aid of our consideration of the 

possibilities of labour internationalism today.  
                                                
11 While the histories of both the ICFTU and the WFTU are relevant to my study given that unions in Canada were 
affiliated to the ICFTU and now the ITUC. An exception to this is the Québec Confédération des syndicats nationaux 
(CSN), sometimes referred to as Confederation of National Trade Unions (CNTU), which was affiliated to the WCL 
until its merger with the ICFTU to form the ITUC in 2006. The WCL was an international Christian labour federation 
that operated mostly in Latin America and Europe. Given the centrality of the ICFTU, I draw more closely from the 
material on the ICFTU since it has been more influential in terms of the policies and practices of the Canadian Labour 
Congress and its affiliates. The policies of the WFTU, however, are important to situate some of the actions of the 
ICFTU and to make sense of the analysis and actions of some trade union activists, particularly those in the CP or on 
the revolutionary left more generally. It is important to note that the politics of unions affiliated to the WFTU 
throughout its history has been quite varied, including the politics of those unions which were tied very closely to or 
fully integrated with the state in parts of the Soviet bloc, to a variety of communist-leaning unions in places where the 
communist party was not in power, and on to a range of unions tied to anti-colonial struggles with a mix of left politics. 
These unions have varied in terms of how they saw the role of unions and the relation between unions and broader 
transformative struggle translating into a range of organizational structures and strategies.  
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Another limitation of the organizational approach is that the emphasis is often on leadership 

and staff of the international bodies, those of the key national federations involved, or other relevant 

state or political actors. In part, this emphasis reflects the nature of these organizations and how 

they function because they mostly limit participation and decision-making to those in top leadership 

or staff positions. Amongst other things, the distance and expense involved in some international 

labour activities only adds to the limitations on participation operating in other spheres of union 

activity. Part of the problem with the organizational and leadership approach is that it gives us only a 

partial picture of internationalism in practice by overvaluing the official positions at the expense of 

how workers actually envisioned internationalism (whose positions do not necessarily coincide with 

those of the labour leadership and staff involved in shaping the international programme).  

Studies of labour internationalism that focus on the workings of the international 

organizations alone are thereby analytically limited. This is because the actions of the leadership and 

staff in these organizations cannot be said to stand in for the union as a whole since this occludes 

the practices rank-and-file workers engaged in and what they believed internationalism to be 

(Waterman 2005b, 214; Ryland and Sadler 2008; Featherstone 2012; Silverman 2000). In the case of 

recent literature that examines prospects for union-to-union international cooperation through the 

International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC)12 or the GUFs, the assessment of these prospects 

are examined without consideration for how internationalism has been envisioned or practiced by 

workers at the level of locals or councils.  

 

Labour Internationalism from Below  

As we have just seen, if we are interested in assessing the prospects for deeper or substantial 

international coordinative action between workers, then it is critical to explore internationalism 

                                                
12 The ITUC was established in 2006 as a merger between the WCL and the ICFTU. 
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beyond the analyses of leadership and staff. For instance, Rebecca Ryland and David Sadler develop 

their approach to labour internationalism from below by challenging the singular focus on mergers 

and new union formations. They argue that while union survival and strength is generally seen as 

dependent on organizational restructuring and coalition building through the adoption of 

international links, size does not in and of itself necessarily translate into strength (Ryland and Sadler 

2008, 473-74). Following from this, they develop one of the rare studies that focuses on the way 

internationalism is envisioned by union members. They compare two public sector unions, one in 

the United Kingdom and one in Germany, in an effort to assess possibilities for “building grassroots 

led collective identities, solidarity and community beyond national borders” (Ryland and Sadler 

2008, 471).  

There are a set of texts that explore the history and practice of labour internationalism from 

below (Featherstone 2012; Silverman 2000; Ryland and Sadler 2008). Mostly, these analyses exist 

within the popular left presses and not as academic texts (Marshall 2009; Marshall and Orgales-

Garcia 2005; Walker 2010; Rosenfeld and Kidd 2006; Luckhardt 1999). Some academic publication 

exceptions include Ryland and Sadler (2008), Castree (2000), Silverman (2000), Featherstone (2012), 

Carr (1999), and Zweig (2005). There are also some texts that discuss labour internationalism from 

below as part of histories or interdisciplinary studies of broader solidarity movements or struggles as 

we find within histories of feminist movement organizations and migrant worker solidarity 

organizations (Freeman 1997; Anderson 2003; Rowbotham and Linkogle 2001). While my work is a 

critique of the labour practices from above, my intention is to also contribute to the development of 

an analysis of Canadian labour internationalism from below.  

In part, I am doing an organizational history, looking at the influences of the decisions and 

actions of the international bodies and relations between the CLC and other national federations. 

However, I include the role of grassroots solidarity organizing by union activists that were rooted in 
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community organizations in this organizational history. I also explore how internationalism has been 

discussed, debated, acted upon, and how it influenced workers in defining their struggle.  

 

Visions of Internationalism  

Some texts, like Victor Silverman’s Imagining Internationalism (2000), succeed in doing an 

institutional history that includes solidarity from below while also emphasizing the broader 

implications of the contest of ideas that marked this history. His focus is on the early 1940s and the 

immediate post-World War II struggle over the vision of internationalism in the American and 

British Labour movements. What I find particularly useful in this approach – and others like those 

of David Featherstone and Dana Frank – is the interest in the way workers have envisioned the 

international and the possibilities connected to labour internationalism. These studies link the 

question of the possibility of coordinative action and strength across national borders to the 

ideological dimensions informing working-class action. For instance, Kim Scipes (2010a), in his 

recent book on the AFL-CIO’s imperialist practices, emphasizes how these practices emerged from 

within the US labour movement itself and aspects of its ideological orientation. These include a 

history of anti-immigrant politics, business unionism, and nationalism. This is important because it 

enables us to think more deeply about how these practices are produced, but also how 

internationalism can itself be a clue and window into the broader processes that limit the power of 

worker resistance in specific movements.  

As Richard Hyman notes, we need to consider these underlying tensions regarding class 

consciousness (Hyman 1975). Without this assessment, we are left with a whole range of new 

proposals and organizational solutions vis-à-vis labour internationalism that not only do not 

overcome these underlying tensions, but also serve to reproduce them (Hyman 1975). This is one of 

the serious limitations of approaches to labour internationalism that attend to organizational 
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possibilities but which fail to situate and assess these models in the context of class consciousness. 

This can serve to normalize the solutions and goals of business unionism by uncritically assuming 

these principles and goals in the organizational solutions proposed. For instance, this is visible in the 

exuberance around the internationalism of some prominent business unions like SEIU. Failure to 

address the serious limitations of this type of union as a means of class struggle leads to an 

inaccurate picture of their potential for serving as a model of effective labour internationalism.  

For these reasons, I draw from Silverman’s approach in doing an organizational analysis that 

considers internationalism from below with an emphasis on the way internationalism was 

envisioned, including the various contradictions embedded within these visions (Silverman 2000, 3). 

In particular, I appreciate Silverman’s attention to the relation between the vision and positions of 

the leadership and the histories from below. This approach emphasizes the interplay between 

different forces inside these unions and the contradictions in them.  

 

Labour Imperialism 

Another important set of studies that are relevant for my project are those that consider 

labour imperialism. Some of the studies I have noted above on labour internationalism also tackle 

the problem of labour imperialism. This literature is important because it seems to all but have 

disappeared from the current studies on labour internationalism. With some notable exceptions, 

such as David Featherstone, labour imperialism tends to be either absent from discussions or noted 

as a historical artifact not relevant for thinking about labour internationalism in the post-Cold War 

climate.  

My approach to labour imperialism as a phenomenon owes a great debt to the work of Kim 

Scipes. In particular, his 2010 book Solidarity or Sabotage provides a very useful critical accounting of 

the existing literature on labour imperialism of the AFL-CIO and the central debates about it. I 
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begin this section with an overview of the literature on labour imperialism and then, drawing from 

Scipes’ literature review, I introduce two debates or points of contention in the literature, the first 

issue being differences over the dating of labour imperialism and the second being the question of 

whether labour imperialism has arisen from within the labour movement or was externally imposed 

by either or both the state and capital. I then move onto the different ways people have tried to 

make sense of labour imperialism. I begin with analyses that focus on the opportunism or betrayal of 

leaders and Lenin’s labour aristocracy thesis. I then outline those like Jack Scott (1978a) who saw 

labour imperialism as linked to business unionism, those like the Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 

and Michael Murphy who link the case of Canadian labour imperialism to social democracy, and 

others like Scipes and Frank who make links to race, racism and nationalism. Lastly, and less 

common, is the work that denies that this is labour imperialism, and situates this history as legitimate 

action to counter communist expansion (Olmsted-Hughes 2011). 

There is a significant body of literature on the labour imperialism of the AFL-CIO and the 

British TUC and their respective affiliates. The majority of the texts on labour imperialism are on 

the AFL-CIO, in part due to their extensive programs and their involvement in high profile 

imperialist projects such as the coup in Chile. The texts on US labour imperialism include work by 

Ronald Radosh (1969), Jack Scott (1978a), Fred Hirsch (1974), Beth Sims (1992), Kim Scipes 

(2010a), Olmsted-Hughes (2011), Paul Buhle (1999), Spalding (1992), and Waterman (2001b). There 

are also some important texts on the role of the British TUC (Gupta 1975; Frank et al. 2010; Basdeo 

1981; Horner and Stewart 2010) and others that compare the imperialism of the AFL-CIO and the 

British TUC (Silverman 2000; Thompson and Larson 1978; Carew 1984, 1996b). These include 

accounts of coordinated actions of the AFL-CIO and the TUC in international anti-communist 

organizing, like that of Rodney Larson and Don Thomson’s Where were you Brother? An Account of 
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Trade Union Imperialism (1978) to articles like Carew’s, who compares the two labour centres with 

respect to their roles vis-à-vis anti-colonial struggles.  

The most noteworthy texts for me in understanding Canadian labour imperialism have been 

Kim Scipes’ Solidarity or Sabotage (2010a), the Saskatoon Solidarity Committee’s pamphlet Partners in 

Imperialism (1981), and Michael Murphy’s thesis on the CLC and CIDA.13 I use Scipes’ work 

throughout in part because I model my work on it, particularly in that I am trying to outline the 

contours of labour internationalism through the approach of historical sociology. Also, some of 

what Scipes writes is useful for understanding the Canadian context given the role of American 

unions in Canada. I also see this project as building from the tradition of the Saskatoon pamphlet 

and the committee work.  

Scipes’ Solidarity or Sabotage (2010a) surveys the extensive existing literature on US labour 

imperialism. Scipes periodizes the various approaches to the question of why labour imperialism 

emerged, from the early accounts that understood it as being externally imposed by the state and 

state agencies like the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to more recent accounts that see it as 

emerging from within the labour movement and linked to the rise of business unionism (Nastovski 

2011). This literature includes early activist exposés on the involvement of the AFL-CIO in CIA 

operations, to more recent pieces outlining the role of the AFL-CIO Solidarity Centers channeling 

resources provided by the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) to the anti-Chavez forces 

involved in the coup attempt against him in 2002. A recent dissertation by George Bass III makes an 

important new contribution to this work on the role of the solidarity centers, building on the work 

of Scipes (Bass III 2012).  

                                                
13All three of these texts grew out of activism against labour imperialism. The text most clearly aimed at serving as an 
activist tool was the SSC’s pamphlet. This pamphlet was circulated within union spaces in Canada in the early 1980s. 
Michael Murphy’s thesis grew out of the work of the SSC and was an attempt to deepen and extend the analysis 
developed there by charting the specifics of the relationship between the CLC and CIDA in various projects 
internationally.  
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A significant aspect of Scipes’ work is his emphasis on and analysis of the way labour 

imperialism emerged from within the labour movement as opposed to being imposed externally. For 

Scipes, US labour imperialism is evident in the actions of the AFL-CIO to try and dominate other 

labour movements (Scipes 2010a, xxiv). This includes their efforts to undermine democratically 

elected governments, as was the case in Chile and Venezuela, or “support for reactionary 

governments and attacks by their affiliated labor movements on progressive workers and their 

organizations seeking democratic change,” as was the case in the Philippines (Scipes 2010a, 40).  

The Saskatoon Solidarity Committee pamphlet and the work of Michael Murphy explore the 

internationalism of the CLC from a Marxist perspective, arguing that labour imperialism is 

connected to social democracy and corporatism as well as to business unionism. Murphy’s thesis 

charts the relationship between the CLC and CIDA from its beginning in 1969 to 1983 and, like 

Scipes, he argues that the relationship between labour and the state was not imposed by the state but 

grew out of the CLC leadership’s own interests; for Murphy, this relationship grew out of a meeting 

of interests. For the CLC, it was about advancing social democracy internationally (Murphy 1986, 6), 

while for CIDA, it was about legitimization and influence over labour in Canada and internationally. 

Like Scipes, Murphy sees labour imperialism as a set of practices that undermine workers’ struggles 

internationally. This has taken on a different character at different times and places. For instance, 

while the AFL-CIO fiercely undermined left movements internationally, Anthony Carew notes that 

they often chose to try and co-opt sections of anti-colonial movements while the British TUC, due 

to British colonialism and the Labour party’s support for it, was often wary of or against supporting 

anti-colonial movements, even those furthest to the right (Carew 1996b).  

One major point of contention amongst the scholars of labour imperialism is over dating the 

phenomenon. Is it solely a product of the Cold War as some would suggest? Does that then mean it 

is now over, as leaders of some prominent federations would suggest? There is much at stake in how 
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this phenomenon is dated. For instance, the depiction of labour imperialism as solely a product of 

the Cold War can serve to occlude critical examination of what the nature of labour internationalism 

looks like post-Cold War. This depiction of labour imperialism can also function to obscure other 

dimensions of labour imperialism that pre- and post-date the Cold War. For example, it may occlude 

the role of race and racism, nationalism, and colonialism, all of which can provide us with a more 

accurate picture of how and why labour imperialism functions the way it does in specific contexts.  

It is telling that Lenin and many other revolutionaries raised this issue of labour imperialism 

as a phenomenon long before onset of the Cold War. Others like Scipes and Frank trace the 

ideological and political roots of this phenomenon in the United States to early trade union 

organizing and anti-immigrant campaigns as early as the late 19th century (Scipes 2010a; Frank 

2000). In the British case, this begins much earlier, given British colonialism and the TUC’s 

alignment with the interests of the British Empire (Thompson and Larson 1978; Carew 1996b; 

Davis 2000; Zeleza 1984). It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to explore texts on other 

colonial powers and workers’ movements in their colonies (e.g., Portugal, Belgium, France etc.…); 

but it is clear from the British case that any such studies would have to start prior to the Cold War.  

While, like Scipes, I do not think it is accurate or useful to narrow the analyses of labour 

imperialism to the Cold War, it may be useful to look at this period as a phase of labour imperialism 

with some distinct dimensions. Pablo Ghigliani argues that Cold War labour imperialism was active 

at a time when “internationalism became a rhetorical cover for a politicized trade union foreign 

policy on behalf of Western powers and of the Soviet Union” (Ghigliani 2005, 361). This has been 

distinct in some contexts from pre- and post-Cold War labour imperialism in that it often meant 

closer and more formal ties between states and labour movements with regards to international 

activities. However, it has been noted by Scipes, Bass III, and others that, for instance, the close 
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financial ties between labour and the state with regards to international activities remains a constant 

after the end of the Cold War.  

In the case of the AFL-CIO, one of the main arguments used to support the claim of labour 

imperialism is the relationship with the state, and, in particular, the significant proportion of state 

funding used for union “solidarity” projects.14 Beth Sims notes the AFL-CIO’s work in Latin 

American under the American Institute for Free Labor Development (AIFLD) 15 received 89% of its 

funds from the state between 1962 and 1967, and another 5% from corporate funding (Sims 1992, 

22). Scipes, Bass, and others note that the vast majority of funding for AFL-CIO international 

activities continues to come from the state, now through the NED set up by Reagan, which replaced 

the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) as the major source of funding.  

As I explore in my work, state funding has also been quite significant in the international 

work of the CLC. This funding relationship and the sometimes close personal and political ties 

between state personnel and politicians and labour leaders or international department staff in 

certain federations has led some to argue that labour was co-opted or infiltrated by state agents 

(Radosh 1969). Scipes notes, with regard to US labour imperialism, that this way of accounting for 

labour imperialism was salient in the early pieces about AFL-CIO international actions, often 

produced by union activists mostly in the mid-1960s to the early 1970s (Scipes 2010a, 38-40). Scipes 

situates his own work and the work of people like Carew, Filipelli and Nack as part of a more recent 

trend in the analysis of US labour imperialism that sees this phenomenon as emerging “from the 

ideology of labor itself” (Scipes 2010a, xxii-xxiv). I would also add Frank and Silverman to this 

tradition as well. The work of the Saskatoon Solidarity Committee stands somewhere between these 

                                                
14 I put solidarity in quotation marks here because, while often presented as projects of international solidarity, especially 
in the case of the AFL-CIO, many of these projects have been revealed as actually undermining workers struggles in 
other countries.  
 
15 The AIFLD was a major vehicle for labour imperialism. Set up by the American labour movement it has been closely 
tied to the American CIA. See Spalding 1976, 1984, 1992; Romualdi 1967; Scott 1978a; Scipes 2000; Hirsch 1974.  
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two approaches, both exploring the points of ideological connection between the state and the 

labour movement with regards to international action but also questioning the role of specific 

players and whether they were in fact agents of the state.  

Union action internationally has been a contested terrain even in countries where the main 

labour federations were often decisively supportive of imperialism. While as in the US case, there are 

moments of very close connection between the state and labour in Canada with regards to 

international action, including possibly state agents or overt control over specific labour-led projects, 

this is not the focus of my examination. Even where the role of the state has been very extensive, as 

in the US between the AFL and the CIA as documented by Buhle, Scipes, Carew, Olmstead-Hughes 

and others, the efforts of the state to dominate labour’s actions internationally only tell us part of the 

story. The role of the state in using labour’s international programme cannot in and of itself account 

for the extensive and long relationships between state and labour bodies in their international 

activities. For some, labour imperialism is explained away as a product of “bad apples,” is attributed 

to the actions of leaders or as the coercive imposition by the state to use the labour movement for 

their own ends. I caution against these narratives. This is not to deny the close relationships between 

union leaders and the state in these efforts and the strong ideological commitments and sometimes 

personal gain for some leaders and staff in pursuing these practices; rather, this approach obscures 

the deeper connections that go beyond those actors implementing the practices. As folks like Scipes, 

Murphy and others have argued, this alliance would not have been possible if there was not also an 

interest in and consent for this alliance within the labour movement. To understand this, one needs 

to explore why there was, as Murphy and the SSC describe, a meeting of interests between the CLC 

and the state.  

One of the other issues arising from understanding labour imperialism as solely a product of 

state action or interests is that it can also miss the way labour imperialism can exist independently 
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and sometimes in opposition to state interests or policies. For instance, Peter Hahn notes in his 

study of American union support for Zionism that union support for the colonial project in 

Palestine pre-dated US state support for Israel, and that in fact the role of the labour movement and 

specific labour leaders was significant in shaping new state policy toward the emerging state of Israel 

(Hahn 2001, 156). This was true in the Canadian context as well, as I explore in Chapter 5. 

Independent labour support for imperialist projects is a phenomenon that can be particularly useful 

in sketching the ideological context within labour that facilitated cooperation with the state 

internationally and on other fronts.  

So instead, I think it is important to look more closely at explanatory frameworks that help 

us move beyond the proclivities or material interests of specific leaders, staff or state actors. The 

extent of rank-and-file knowledge and support is a site of debate amongst scholars of labour 

imperialism; some like Scott argue that support of members arose from seeing their interests with 

those of the employer and the state. Others, like Scipes, argue that while the ideological roots of 

labour imperialism were present in the broader movement, we cannot argue that there was active 

support because there has historically been so little information available to union members about 

the international activities of their union federation.  

An approach that considers the role and position of rank-and-file as well as its leadership is 

critical to making sense of actions supporting labour imperialism that involved extensive rank-and-

file participation. One such action is explored by Hyslop in an article on the development of 

solidarity between British and white South African workers against the inclusion of black workers in 

the South African labour market in 1914 (Hyslop 1999). The connections forged and expressed in 

this 1914 rally in London’s Hyde Park complicate notions of solidarity and show how rank-and-file 

members could be racist and strong supporters of imperialism and labour imperialism. 
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Scholars of labour imperialism that have focused on it as emerging from within labour 

(broadly defined) rather than the imposition of the state or capital have arrived at a whole host of 

different theories to make sense of this phenomenon. This leads us into the next set of explanations 

of labour imperialism, which may help to make sense of support for labour imperialism amongst the 

leadership and the sections of the rank-and-file. These include ideological commitments as well as 

political practices. There are many points of connection between these sets of ideas and practices; 

however, I identify two broad areas. The first are models of unionism that tend to align with the 

interests of their respective states and capital, including both business unionism and social 

democratic unionism. The second are related to the nation and nationalism. Included in this is the 

labour aristocracy thesis as an explanation for this alliance and those that see this identification of 

interests as ideological and rooted in the concept of the nation, along with the racial connotations 

and logics of this national identification. Nationalism, business unionism, social democratic 

unionism, racism and white supremacy are often interlinked in the ideas and assumptions of labour 

imperialism and accommodationist forms of solidarity. This means that in order to understand how 

and why these forms of labour internationalism developed, we need to explore the particularities of 

class formation in specific contexts.  

 

Business Unionism  

The role of business unionism as an ideology and practice is one of the central explanations 

for labour imperialism (Sims 1992; Scott 1978a; Scipes 2010a; Thompson and Larson 1978). Jack 

Scott’s Yankee Unions Go Home! (1978) is a critical contribution in this regard and is a significant text 

for understanding an element of the Canadian context.16 Scott challenges the idea that the 

                                                
16 Scott was himself an active trade unionist in Vancouver, and his work is broadly known amongst Canadian labour 
activists of the late 1970s and through the 1980s and particularly amongst those active in opposing US trade union 
control over Canadian locals or those building Canadian unions. His book on US labour imperialism was itself part of a 
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commitment to labour imperialism constituted betrayals by staff or leaders of union principles; 

instead, he argues that it follows logically from the ideology of business unionism, which is built to 

cooperate with and support capitalism (Scott 1978a, 11). And further to this he proposes that with 

some exceptions, “the skilled workers, who made up the bulk of the trade union movement in the 

United States, agreed with the movement’s leaders in identifying the members’ interests with the 

stability and prosperity of the established social order” (Scott 1978a, 11) – and while there was 

opposition, the revolutionary voices were not powerful enough to challenge this orientation (Scott 

1978a, 12). For Scott, the business unionism that supported US labour imperialism was also tied to 

American nationalism and triumphalism (Scott 1978a, 12).  

The philosophy of business unionism is associated with professionalization and bureaucracy, 

a lack of political engagement beyond electoral politics, disinterest in concerns or struggles of the 

broader working class – not only the unorganized but sometimes also those in other unions – and a 

view of members as individuals buying a service from professional negotiators and representatives. 

Business unionism as an ideology accepts capitalism and is associated with cooperative relations with 

employers and sometimes also with corporatism as a strategy, in that they see their fate as tied to 

their bosses (Scott 1978a). Sims argues that business unionism is  

designed to meet immediate, concrete objectives within the general outlines of the 
distribution of power and other resources of a capitalist society. The tactics consequently 
focus on collective bargaining and negotiations in the interests of maintaining labor–business 
harmony. Strikes and other militant actions are considered only as last-ditch options, as are 
alliances with social sectors outside the labor community. (Sims 1992, 5)  
 

As a result of this way of seeing the interests of workers as tied to those of capital and the state, 

Scott argues that their adoption of American foreign policy logically follows (Scott 1978a). This is 

because of the narrow sectionalism that is the basis of business unionism, meaning a narrow 

commitment to the immediate interests of small sets of workers in specific industries that thereby 
                                                                                                                                                       
series aimed at analysing US labour and challenging their power over Canadian workers struggles. Scott’s work is a 
history of the role of the AFL-CIO, especially in Latin America. 
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prioritize these demands over the interests of other groups of workers, whether locally or 

internationally.  

Scipes also draws out the connection to business unionism by examining the work and ideas 

of Samuel Gompers, head of the AFL from 1886 to 1894 and again from 1896 until his death in 

1924, who is a founding figure in the philosophy of business unionism and whose own actions 

internationally are important illustrations of how business union goals and practices translate into 

international action.17 Scipes takes this analysis of business unionism a step further by also 

connecting the philosophy of Gompers to the racism of the AFL unions that sought to protect the 

jobs and conditions for certain groups of skilled white men (Scipes 2010a, 6); “In other words, 

business unionism accepts capitalism, and has traditionally accepted race and empire” (Scipes 2010 

475b). For Scipes, this support for imperialism arises from the narrow interests of specific workers, 

and to understand these interests, it is crucial to look at who these workers were, their social location 

and their strategies.  

 

Social Democratic Unionism  

Business unionism has been associated with a range of ideologies including variations of 

conservatism, liberalism, and labourism (a kind of liberalism that was important in the Canadian, 

Australian, and British contexts) as well as social democracy. According to the Saskatoon Solidarity 

Committee and Michael Murphy, the dominant model of unionism that emerged in Canada in the 

post-World War II context was social democratic industrial unionism. And for them, the power of 

this model of unionism shaped the particularities of Canadian labour imperialism in Canada. Since 

social democracy has never been anywhere near as influential in the United States as it has been in 

Canada, the scholarship on US labour imperialism is not too helpful for fleshing out the role of 
                                                
17 Scipes 2010a, Chapter 1; www.theodorerooseveltcenter.org/Learn-About-TR/Themes/Capitalism-and-
Labor/Samuel-Gompers.aspx.  
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social democracy. In this regard, the work on various European federations, and those federations 

prominent in the ICFTU, is more useful for understanding models of union action like business 

unionism that are conciliatory towards employers and the state.  

For the SSC and Michael Murphy, one feature of the politics of this model of unionism was 

a desire for closer integration with the state and capital reflected in their efforts to build unions 

approximating the corporatist structures of Europe (Saskatoon Solidariy Committee 1981; Murphy 

1986). For Murphy, social democracy constituted the central factor in shaping labour 

internationalism in Canada (Murphy 1986, i-ii). The principal goal of the CLC, according to Murphy, 

was the advancement of social democracy locally and internationally and as with the SSC, this was 

rooted principally in the triumph of social democracy locally (Murphy 1986, i-ii). Murphy’s study, 

which explores the relationship between CIDA and the CLC from 1969 to 1983, contends that 

social democracy worked to mediate “the essentially antagonistic relationship between capital and 

the working class” (Murphy 1986, 1). Murphy argues that the CLC developed a relationship with 

CIDA to assist in its goal of advancing social democracy by strengthening their capacity to engage in 

international work through the agency’s funding (Murphy 1986, i-ii). State support, he argued, also 

gave the CLC a certain amount of power and clout within the ICFTU and served, lastly, to legitimize 

the leadership of the CLC (Murphy 1986, i-ii).  

The SSC characterizes the international activities of the CLC and the ICFTU as a liberal and 

social democratic brand of imperialism which operated as an alternative to American imperialism in 

the Third World (Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981, 36). Politically, they argue that this social 

democratic imperialism was facilitated and shaped by relations with the NDP and its ties at the 

international level to the Socialist International (SI). The analysis offered by the SSC and Michael 

Murphy on the role of social democracy and corporatism offers a look at the ideological landscape 

grounding Canadian labour imperialism that is useful in drawing out the specifics dimensions of how 
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business unionism functioned in Canada and contributed to the development of a specific variety of 

labour imperialism distinct from the American one. One of the gaps in these studies, however, and 

more generally amongst many Marxist left scholars in Canada, is the failure to explore the role of 

nationalism, settler-colonialism and racism in a project like social democracy or as part of business 

unionism. For this, I turn to some of the American literature and secondary Canadian literature on 

social democracy and nationalism in order to extend this analysis of the CLC’s internationalism.  

 

National Horizons 

Each universal workers’ organization, from Marx’s own International Workingmen’s Association to 
the world federation, failed in the end to overcome the penetration of national interests in class 

concerns. 
–Victor Silverman (2000, 13) 

 
The ideas of labour internationalism emerging from the history and debates of the 

Internationals made central the pursuit of ending the exploitation of workers.18 Internationalism, 

Waterman notes, was not only about relationships “between workers in distant places, it was a value 

without which labour and unions were imprisoned within the capitalist state-nation” (Waterman 

2005b, 210). Waterman argues that this emancipatory thrust of internationalism was replaced when 

“early industrial capitalism developed into a “national-industrial-colonial capitalism (NICC) and the 

internationalism of labour became literally inter-national. This shift meant the loss of its 

emancipatory aspiration and capacity (or vice versa)” (Waterman 2004). And so many unions 

focused their struggle on winning reforms through the nation-state.  

 

Labour Aristocracy Thesis  
 

For many Marxists, this dilemma of nationalism and its translation into labour imperialism 

became a significant dilemma during the First World War when Socialist parties, despite pledges of 
                                                
18 For more on these debates, see Forman (1998). 
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internationalism, overwhelmingly sided with their respective states in the war. The decision of many 

socialist parties and unions to side with their respective governments during the First World War led 

to massive splits in the Second International and put in question the possibilities for international 

labour solidarity. Lenin wanted to know why workers and labour movements, particularly in 

industrialized countries, were supporting the imperialist endeavors of their governments. For Lenin, 

the reason workers in “advanced” capitalist states have supported their government’s international 

actions was because imperialism creates, 

an alliance between an insignificant section at the ‘top’ of the labor movement, and its ‘own’ 
national bourgeoisie, directed against the masses of the proletariat, an alliance between the 
servants of the bourgeoisie and the bourgeoisie, directed against the class that is exploited by 
the bourgeoisie. (Howard 1995, 367)  

 
As Max Elbaum and Robert Seltzer note, Lenin sought to understand the relationship between 

opportunism and imperialism “and its social roots in the labour aristocracy” (Elbaum and Seltzer 

2004, 11).19 Variations of Lenin’s labour aristocracy thesis have been developed by other Marxist 

intellectuals since Lenin wrote20 and also by non-Marxists who remove the material basis for this 

alliance and understand the labour aristocracy, for instance, as a product of the ideological climate of 

the Cold War (see Sims 1992).  

Post notes the different variations of the labour aristocracy thesis. For Marx, the “super 

profits from industrial monopoly in the world-market allowed British capitalists to give more and 

secure employment to craft workers” (Post 2010, 7), while as noted above, for Lenin (and also for 

Zinoviev), “a minority of well-paid workers in the industrialised countries shared the super-profits 

their capitalists derived from the exploitation of low-wage workers in the ‘colonial world’” (Post 

                                                
19 Elbaum and Seltzer explain that for Lenin, imperialism produced two different political and economic trends in the 
labour movement, one that was opportunistic and materially grounded in the labour aristocracy and one that was 
revolutionary (Elbaum and Seltzer 2004). Max Elbaum and Robert Seltzer note that for Lenin this opportunism, often 
associated with the conciliatory approach of social democracy, was a serious barrier to revolutionary action (Elbaum and 
Seltzer 2004, 11). 
 
20 E.g., by Ernest Mandel, Samir Amin, Max Elbaum, and Robert Seltzer.  
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2010, 7). This theory of a labour aristocracy arose from an observation made by Engels about the 

British working class, namely that the dominance of British capital on account of the British empire 

meant that British capital could “provide a minority of workers with relatively higher wages and 

employment security,” leading to the conservatizing ideological tendencies of the British labour 

movement (Post 2006). Lastly, Post notes Elbaum-Seltzer’s version, which argues that superprofits 

through imperialism “operate as a kind of bribe in the form of higher wages in the North” (Post 

2010, 7). This theory plays a part in numerous explanations of labour imperialism, including those 

that see it as a betrayal of their members on the part of the labour leadership who are invested 

materially in this alignment. For Post, the labour aristocracy thesis functions as a truism on the 

revolutionary left, but lacks a sound empirical footing, arguing that instead higher wages are the 

product of class struggle rather than derived through imperialism.  

For Dana Frank, this alignment with national capital and the state internationally is seen in 

the economic nationalist tendencies within the US labour movement and the way this is deeply 

intertwined with anti-Asian racism. In her ambitious history of economic nationalism in the United 

States beginning in the late 18th century, she examines how specific labour leaders as well as locals 

and internationals came to adopt economic nationalist positions that led to alliances with the state 

and employers and support for their interests abroad; Frank, like Scott, argues that they saw their 

interests as aligned with US foreign policy (Frank 2000, 11). Similarly, Scipes’ work draws the 

historic links between labour imperialism, nationalism and racism in the context of US labour 

history. Scipes, in a more recent article on US labour imperialism in WorkingUSA, challenges the 

idea that support for labour imperialism was predicated on a rational interest-based alliance of 

labour with capital and the state for the sake of job creation through imperialist expansion (Scipes 

2010b, 469-470). Scipes argues that it was not simply an intellectual commitment to economic 

nationalism as an appropriate strategy for labour, but rather that labour imperialism “flows from the 
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belief in American Nationalism – which is based on race, empire, and capitalism . . . and the 

superiority of the ‘American’ version of each” (Scipes 2010b, 475). The connection between 

nationalism, racism and capitalism is vital here. For Scipes, as for Frank and Schmidt Camacho, 

labour imperialism is the counterpart to racist ideas and practices at home and an outgrowth of its 

underlying ideology and logic.  

 

Racism and White Supremacy: Unpacking the National Lens 
 

Throughout the twentieth century, the Buy American call has come as part of a package deal with 
anti-Asian racism, and it would be naïve to expect that the two are now separable. 

–Dana Frank (2000, 251)  
 

Every industrial and commercial centre in England now possesses a working class divided into two 
hostile camps, English proletarians and Irish proletarians. The ordinary English worker hates the 

Irish worker as a competitor who lowers his standard of life. In relation to the Irish worker he feels 
himself a member of the ruling nation and so turns himself into a tool of the aristocrats and 

capitalists of his country against Ireland, thus strengthening their domination over himself.  
–Karl Marx (quoted in Gilbert 1978, 359)  

 
Dana Frank, like Scipes, argues that we cannot see the alliances with capital and the state on 

foreign policy as simply a result of an assessment by labour leaders, within a business union 

framework, that their interests rationally lie with those of their employers. It also demands an 

analysis of the role of ideas about race, nation and citizenship in the labour movement. This is 

because business unionism and strategies such as economic nationalism are historically interlinked 

with maintaining relations arising from the historical legacies of capitalist development, specifically, 

the social nature of global divisions of labour. This is visible in the operation of the border, which 

relies ideologically on notions of race and nation and serves to maintain global division of labour by 

making entry into the north restrictive and engendering vulnerability for those who do enter 

(Sharma 2002, 2006a, 2006b, 2007). For Schmidt Camacho, Frank, Scipes and others, the racism 

embedded in this model and these strategies has a dual character, operating locally and making a 
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certain common sense of inequality globally. Scipes argues that this dual process meant that unions 

in the U.S.  

accepted the established social order based on empire, race and capitalism; fought to keep 
immigrants out of the country – starting with the Chinese and other peoples of color but 
also working later to exclude those coming from Southern and Eastern Europe; and has 
tried subsequently to maximize gains within this social order for union members. (Scipes 
2010a, 1)  
 
While the term racism is used make sense of the assumptions linked to nationalism, 

economic nationalism and many business union strategies, white supremacy may be more useful as a 

descriptive term for the Global North. White supremacy highlights how racist underpinnings are 

rooted in the history of colonialism and imperialism that shaped ideas of whiteness premised on the 

superiority and presumed entitlements of white bodies.21 This is often most evident in the 

development discourse that characterizes certain murky forms of labour internationalism (e.g., 

within the aid paradigm).  

The role of race, racism and white supremacy is central to the analyses of Scipes and Frank 

with regard to US labour imperialism. However, racism and white supremacy embedded in the 

Eurocentrism of other labour bodies has also been considered in studies of the ILO, ICFTU, trade 

federations and other national federations like the TUC (Scipes 2010a; Carew 1996b; Zeleza 1984).22 

Like Scipes, I think that in order to examine the connection between racism, white supremacy and 

labour imperialism, we need to chart the origins to exclusions rooted in local class formation. Scipes 

argues that we can see the roots of labour imperialism in the emergence of alliances based on race 

rather than class in the development of business unionism exhibited in things like the AFL’s 

campaign in support of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 (Scipes 2010a, 12-15). While some 

                                                
21 For more on white supremacy see Harrison 2001; Allen 1994; hooks 2000; Roediger 1991; Smith 2006. 
 
22 There are also many important pieces on questions of race and labour in the United States more generally (Roediger 
1991; Schmidt Camacho 1999; DuBois 1989; Davis 1981; Yuval-Davis 1993) and in Canada (Bannerji 1993, 1995, 2000; 
Das Gupta 1996, 1999; Das Gupta et al. 2007; Sharma 2002, 2006a, 2006b; Abu-Laban and Bakan 2008).  
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scholars on the left would rather minimize the prevalence of racist ideas and practices inside the 

labour movement, doing so does not help us to make sense of them nor help us to challenge them. 

Frank argues that understanding this phenomenon demands an analysis of the role of ideas about 

race and nation in the labour movement. Her chapter on making the world safe for American 

products is particularly useful in linking the ideologies within international strategies to racism at 

home and how this has been exhibited in buy American campaigns adopted most prominently by 

the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) and the United Auto Workers (UAW).  

 

Labour Imperialism as Labour Solidarity 

The last relevant explanatory framework is that body of research which understands what 

others call labour imperialism as legitimate action in the fight against communism. These works are 

useful in that they demand that those of us who do understand these actions as imperialism to be 

more explicit in laying out how they so are. They are also important in deploying arguments close to 

the common rebuttals to the charge of labour imperialism coming from leadership and staff of 

specific union federations in the past and today. One text in this category is the recent book by 

Olmsted-Hughes (2011), who presents new archival data on the links between the CIA and the AFL 

in the 1940s. While her text is an important contribution to the scholarship on labour imperialism, 

she tends, like much of the scholarship on the ICFTU, to read this alliance as somewhere between 

benign and legitimate in the fight against communism. This reading is only possible if we choose not 

to ask about the implications of these operations on workers generally – and particularly on the 

labour movements in which they intervened (Nastovski 2013). However, Olmsted-Hughes does 

identify some connection to business unionism. Though not naming it as such, she outlines how the 

interventions of the AFL were also an attempt to export a specific model of trade union 

organization, one that reflected the ideology of the AFL, which eschewed political action and 
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promoted friendlier relationships with employers and the state (Nastovski 2013). Other texts that fall 

into this category include various union reports on international activities and programs as well as 

articles on unions and international development.  

These explanations, offered in the existing literature on labour imperialism, offer very useful 

ways of exploring the development of this phenomenon. There are gaps in this work, however, 

which the literature on solidarity helps to fill and that I hope to draw out in my own work. One of 

these gaps is the role of patriarchy in all of this. While there is some mention of this in the works of 

Frank and Scipes, this area is generally undeveloped in the literature and almost completely absent 

from attempts to understand this phenomenon. Just as nationalism, racism and white supremacy are 

tied together in settler-colonial contexts, patriarchy is also an important part of these ideas and 

practices. Nationalism and racism shape the contours of the patriarchal logics through which gender 

is regulated. This logic is crucial to understanding how these ideas and practices operate socially in 

the development of labour imperialism. Patriarchy is not only critical to the way we understand the 

effects of labour imperialism, which often affects women differently, but also in outlining the way it 

has operated within the labour movement historically and how it has been connected to nationalism, 

racism and business unionism. Despite the importance of patriarchy to understanding the complex 

contours of each of the main explanatory frameworks, an elaboration of this dimension of labour 

internationalism and imperialism in Canada is beyond the scope of my dissertation. Mostly, 

patriarchy is visible in the empirical work through omission. As such, patriarchy is embedded in the 

framework in which the discussions about labour internationalism take place from the 1940s until 

the 1970s and where challenges to patriarchal labour internationalism arose in the counter-

movement to the dominant institutional internationalism of the CLC.23  

                                                
23 This dimension of the wars of position over labour internationalism is something that would be useful to explore, but 
is beyond the scope of this current project, which is an attempt to draw out the general contours and lessons over a long 
period. Connected to this is the general problem of dominant Workerist notions, ideas that centre wage labourers to the 
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Canadian Imperialism 

Lastly, I think we need to situate the exploration of Canadian labour internationalism within 

the history of Canadian imperialism. Canada is a white-settler colony. This means that the colonial 

project that led to the building the Canadian nation-state was based on ethnic cleansing and 

genocide of the indigenous population. Up until quite recently, discussions of imperialism in Canada 

have not considered colonialism. Rather, they have almost exclusively focused on US imperialism. 

Since the 1970s, we have seen the emergence of scholarship on the role of Canada and Canadian 

capital in what can be called imperialist projects (Moore and Wells 1973; Carroll 1986; Niosi 1981; 

Klassen 2009; Gordon 2010). Gordon argues that Canadian capital, supported by the Canadian state, 

has its own imperialist interests and has engaged in its own independent imperialist ventures, 

particularly in the interests of the mining and financial sectors (Gordon 2010, 10). A clear example 

of Canadian imperialism is the recent role of the Canadian state in supporting the coup in Honduras 

in line with Canadian business interests there (Gordon 2011). Gordon argues that the expansion of 

Canadian capital in the Third World in the last 30 years has mostly been within Latin America and 

the Caribbean, but also to some extent in the Asia-Pacific and African regions (Gordon 2010, 10-

11). Klassen argues that Canadian capital expansion has really emerged in the last two decades and 

has coincided with “a militarization of Canadian foreign policy,” which has replaced its Cold War-

era role as a middle power in relation to American imperialism (Klassen 2009, 163). This means that 

Canada is now a source of foreign direct investment (FDI), and many Canadian corporations have 

an international base of accumulation that creates independent interests in new imperialist ventures 

(Klassen 2009, 184)  

This analysis of Canadian imperialism stands in contrast to the view that has been 

hegemonic on the Canadian left for decades, situating Canada as subject to US imperialism and not 
                                                                                                                                                       
exclusion of women who are not wage labourers, peasants, slaves, informal workers, and so on in studies of labour 
internationalism. This too is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  
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an active agent itself (Gordon 2010, 9; Klassen 2009, 163). Particularly prominent in this tradition is 

dependency theory, in which Canada, as a result of American imperialism, was unable to develop an 

independent economy and national bourgeoisie. Within this framework, Canada is seen as 

underdeveloped and a source of primary resources. This analysis, dominant within a range of left 

organizations and parties for decades, has meant a focus on the role of US imperialism in Canada 

often to the neglect of the independent actions of the Canadian state and other political actors, 

including capital and civil society organizations.  

I argue that the focus on US imperialism might be helpful in understanding the lack of 

research on Canadian labour imperialism. For instance, Jack Scott’s important book Yankee Unions, 

Go Home! (1978) was part of a series of books aimed at challenging US control over Canadian 

unions. Scott did not venture to tackle the role of the CLC internationally. This makes sense within 

the Canadian left nationalist framework that saw this as something to tackle only after first winning 

independence from US unions. This is not to say that those who focused on US imperialism were 

fine with the policies of the CLC; but they attributed the stance of the CLC as resulting from AFL-

CIO influence, rather than something arising independently.  

 

Canadian Imperialism and Civil Society Actors 
 

Besides the work of Klassen and Gordon, which both arise from a political economy 

perspective, the Canadian left nationalist analysis of imperialism has also been challenged by activists 

examining the role of Canadian civil society organizations in imperialism. For instance, in the realm 

of labour, both the SSC and Michael Murphy’s thesis on the CLC and the CIDA consider the 

Canadian state and the Canadian labour movement as active agents in imperialist endeavours 

(Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981; Murphy 1986). Also, more recently, an addition to the study 

of civil society level imperialism is a book on the imperialism of Canadian non-governmental 
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organizations (NGOs) (Barry-Shaw and Oja-Jay 2012). These texts have been important in charting 

the path of Canadian capital internationally, the role and function of CIDA, and the particularities of 

the way these practices were understood by different political actors and organizations in Canada. I 

situate my own work as connected to the current that challenges the passivity of the Canadian state 

and non-state actors in imperialist ventures.  

In conclusion, this chapter has provided an overview of the key texts on labour 

internationalism and a discussion of some of the important theoretical debates. In this first section, I 

also contextualized my study within the limited scholarship on Canadian labour internationalism. I 

then explored the key points of contention around labour imperialism including its periodization 

and source. I also explored the primary explanations of labour imperialism, including the labour 

aristocracy thesis, nationalism, business unionism, social democratic trade unionism, racism and 

white supremacy. The literature on labour imperialism is important to include in any discussion of 

labour internationalism in the Global North because it points us to the need to think about the 

social nature of class formation and class consciousness in the making of different practices of 

labour internationalism.  
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Chapter 2 
 

Analytical Methods: 
Historical Sociology rooted in Anti-Racist Marxist Feminist Theory 

 
I situate this research in the tradition of critical social research. The purpose of this study is 

to have a critical assessment of internationalism for developing transformative forms of solidarity. 

An important part of this is thinking through the politics, visions and practices of labour 

internationalism historically. This analysis is a lens to the limitations and prospects of unions in 

social and political transformation more generally. For me, critical social research constitutes what 

Himani Bannerji describes as piecing “together a complex and interactive understanding of the 

relationship between history, social organization and forms of consciousness” (Bannerji 1995, 12). 

This entails attending to the social and historical context in which phenomena arise and how this 

connects to the ideological landscape in which phenomena exist (Harvey 1990, 19-20). Critical social 

research seeks to piece these elements together to support strategies for social change. This is 

activist-oriented research that sees knowledge as a tool to inform the organization of resistance and 

to think through new openings and ways to effectively tackle obstacles.1 

This assessment demands mapping out challenges and openings for transformative forms of 

international labour solidarity and finding ways to confront imperialism and labour imperialism as 

well as the ideas and practices that operate inside the labour movement to support these processes. 

This means examining how and why the dark sides of solidarity operate inside the labour movement 

through the actions and ideas of the leadership, staff and rank-and-file activists. This is necessary to 

make sense of why unions, which are meant to be sites of challenge to exploitation, sometimes 

																																																								
1 I use the term action-oriented research very broadly to mean research that is oriented to further social change. This 
orientation is discussed in a broad range of disciplines and methodological approaches (Sudbury and Okazawa-Rey 2009; 
Choudry 2014; Lipman 2005)  
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operate to reinforce inequalities through explicit and implicit support for imperialist processes, their 

legacies and impacts.  

In this chapter I introduce my theoretical framework, which is rooted in an internationalist 

anti-racist Marxist feminist thought. I focus on three interrelated premises drawn from this 

framework that are central to my research design and data analysis: the social nature of class 

formation and relations; how these social relations are shaped by and shape different forms of 

consciousness; and that examining these social relations and forms of consciousness entails viewing 

these phenomena dialectically. I then move into a discussion of how the historical sociological 

methods I use follow from this theoretical framework and how this has informed my data collection. 

Lastly, I discuss the specifics of my research design, my data collection process, and issues arising 

from it. 

 

Anti-Racist Marxist Feminist Theory: Assessing Prospects for Transformative Solidarities  

Indifference towards all theory is one of the main reasons the English working-class movement 
crawls along so slowly in spite of the splendid organization of the individual unions. 

–V.I. Lenin, What is to be Done? (quoted in Hyman 1975, 2) 
 
Hyman argues that industrial relations as a discipline avoids theory (Hyman 1975). This also 

holds true for several other disciplinary approaches to the study of workers and unions. A significant 

number of studies mirror the analyses of struggles produced within struggles; that is, they provide an 

assessment of the conditions that shaped certain battles and the implications of them. This is a 

useful approach orientated towards informing strategies of future struggles. What these analyses 

often lack, however, is engagement with theory. My aim is to retain the practical and activist 

orientation of this approach, but also to draw in theory to assess and broaden the scope of analysis. 

Theory is necessary for examining the assumptions that underlie the activities I consider and their 
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implications. Otherwise, as Engels notes, action and strategy stays within the confines of the eternal 

present, from immediate battle-to-battle, task-to-task.  

I use Internationalist anti-racist Marxist feminist theory as my framework to do critical social 

research. The analytical tools that have been produced in this framework are used to find openings 

for resistance and change by strengthening our understanding of conditions for creating more 

effective strategies by bringing to light omissions and their consequences and assessing challenges to 

radical social change (Bannerji 1995, 47). Anti-racist Marxist feminism includes a wide range of 

analytical tools developed by a range of authors (Bannerji 1993, 1995, 1999, 2000, 2005; Mohanty 

2003; Brand and De Shield 1991; Brand 1999; Davis 1981; Anthias and Yuval-Davis 2005). And 

within this broad set of texts there are significant differences in how to make sense of the social 

nature of class. Some offer important insights on the nature of racist social relations and class but 

not gender (Mills 2003; Allen 1994; Harrison 2001), or class but not gender and race. Also, some 

frameworks, like intersectionality, work to tie these all together analytically. However, as noted by 

Bannerji, intersectional approaches often conceive of race, gender and class as distinct dimensions 

that get teased apart rather than seen as co-habitating to form a singular experience (see Bannerji 

2005; Smith 2006). A historical-materialist orientation to the social dimensions of class formation is 

therefore important for contesting the separation and competition between these frameworks. As 

Bannerji argues, these social realities are material and happen in lived experiences, and as such they 

cannot be ontologically separated out.  

The nature of my study demands an emphasis on the international and so I emphasize the 

need for an international perspective; I draw from theories that think through labour 

internationalism (Waterman 1987, 1988, 1993, 1996, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001a, 2001b, 2004, 2005a, 

2012; Hyman 1999, 2005; Frank 2004; Silverman 2000, 2010; Schmidt Camacho 1999; Johns 1998; 

Featherstone 2012). This means considering the tensions between nationalism, regionalisms and 
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internationalism in the thinking through of union strategies. While Marxism and anti-racist Marxist 

feminism is theoretically internationalist in orientation, the nationalist character of most Marxist 

parties in the 20th century prompts me to emphasize this orientation as something additional to anti-

racist Marxist feminism.  

 

Mapping the Terrain: The Social Nature of Class Formation and Relations 

The first premise I draw from anti-racist Marxist feminism is the social nature of class 

formation and relations. I outline this theory and then why and how it has been important in 

shaping my research design and analysis. Tied to the question of transformative solidarity is the 

question of the possibility of effective class struggle towards the emancipation of the working class. 

Considering this entails an assessment of class formation and relations. EP Thompson argues that 

class must be thought through historically as an active process and social relation (Thompson 1991): 

“Class itself is not a thing, it is a happening” (Thompson 1991). This means that class cannot be 

abstracted as an isolated ahistorical category with certain features. Rather class, as a social relation, 

exists in the unfolding of human relationships. Class therefore can only be understood through an 

analysis of ever unfolding and changing social relations.  

Bannerji, following from this premise, argues that these social relations produce very 

different experiences based on the nature of class formation and the interplay of exploitation and 

oppression within specific contexts. She argues for the adoption of a socialized conception of class, 

that is, one seeing class formation as something that cannot be divorced from social relations rooted 

in patriarchy, racism and other forms of oppression. These forms of oppression shape how class is 

lived, meaning it shapes experiences of exploitation. Like class, Bannerji argues that race and gender 

cannot be abstracted and removed from each other or from class relations and material conditions 

(Bannerji 2005, 145). To abstract class, race and gender as distinct ontological categories is to do 
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what EP Thompson argued sociologists have done to class, namely, to abstract these phenomena 

from the lived experience of social relations, rendering them ahistorical concepts that actually serve 

to obscure social relations. Bannerji argues that this is also at work in intersectional frameworks. 

Intersectional approaches are grounded in seeing race, gender and class as distinct ahistorical 

categories rather than as embedded in the historical development of social relations, and therefore 

they do not accurately capture lived experience. Lived experience is embodied, and as such the 

effects of racism, patriarchy, capitalist production and imperialism operate all together and at once in 

everyday experiences within social relations (Bannerji 2005, 144).  

A socialized conception of class, one that considers embodied social relations, beyond 

providing a more accurate view of the complicated and contradictory nature of class relations, also 

operates against economistic readings of class that separates exploitation from oppression (Bannerji 

2005, 148). A socialized conception of class contests desocialized, disembodied and dehistoricized 

conceptions of class, race and gender that remove experiences of race from those of class and 

gender and experiences of gender from those of class and race and from the specific histories like 

colonialism and imperialism that shaped those experiences (Bannerji 2005, 155).  

 

How this Premise Has Influenced My Research Design and Analysis  

Having an embodied, socialized conception of class allows for an analysis that attends to the 

complicated picture of social relations that have given rise to certain models and practices of labour 

internationalism. An analysis of the nature of class formation that attends to the social nature of 

class relations is key to making sense of the why working class organizations, in this case unions in 

Canada, took the direction they did with respect to internationalism. This is an integral piece for 

understanding the social relations that shape the strategies and analyses of workers locally and how 

this informs different conceptualizations of the international terrain. The experiences of workers are 



	 91 

not singular. These differences in experiences of class as embedded in social relations helps to make 

sense of the competing visions and interests of groups of workers and their unions internationally. 

By examining the specific context of social relations that led to specific models of union action and 

of conceptions of international solidarity, we are able to trace empire and make sense of the 

contradictions embedded in the practices that arose. This includes how the social nature of class 

formation shapes ideas of skill, ability, and entitlements and which bodies are considered threats and 

which bodies are considered allies.  

A socialized conception of class also allows for an understanding of the social dimension of 

imperialism. Rather than thinking of imperialism as solely economic or political, a socialized 

conception of class includes consideration of the social dimensions and effects of imperialist 

processes and how implicit and explicit support for these processes is rooted in existing social 

relations. This is critical to thinking through the nature of struggle and resistance against 

imperialism. By attending to the social aspects of imperialism and its justifications, a socialized 

conception of class provides a more complete picture of how imperialism functions and how it is 

embedded in the everyday common-sense thinking of many trade unionists in the North.  

Specifically, for my project, having a socialized conception of class relations means 

understanding the social nature of relations between actors internationally – not only North-South 

relations but also North-North – and within unions and federations. I explore relations between 

Canadian and international union actors in the context of class formation and relations in Canada 

and consider the relevance of these relations on the way internationalism was envisioned and 

practiced. This entails asking with whom relations were forged and why, the extent to which these 

relations challenged capitalism, imperialism, colonialism and the legacies of these in state policies, 

the operation of the border, and systemic racism and other forms of oppression that have been 

central to class formation and relations in Canada. It also means accounting for important 
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differences between organizations and actors in terms of place, resources, and conditions and their 

relationship to capital.  

In the case of both the examination of inter-organizational relations and relations internal to 

specific organizations that gave rise to different decisions and practices of internationalism, a focus 

on social relations is key. Like abstracted, dehistoricized and disembodied conceptions of class, race 

and gender, organizations cannot be understood in abstraction outside of the specific social relations 

that constitute the actions of these organizations. As Hyman notes, “organizations do not take 

decisions or perform actions, people do” (Hyman 1975, 66) – and therefore data analysis demands 

consideration of underlying social relations to understand specific organizational practices, structures 

and decisions.  

An examination of the underlying social relations within organizations provides a lens to the 

dynamics and factors at play in the decision-making of trade unions and helps aid in the 

consideration of “the possibilities that exist within these sets of relations” (Hyman 1975, 67). This 

also needs to be historically situated in the specific context of class formation:  

We cannot expect to find its [i.e., labour’s] history only by looking into offices and 
convention halls. Certainly we have to look closely at labour’s main goals, ideologies, 
leadership and strategies over the years. But we must consider how these activities and ideas 
were shaped by specifically Canadian factors, especially the economy, the class structure and 
the state. (Heron 1989, x)  
 

And this involves attention to the differences in experiences of class shaped by racist and patriarchal 

state and employer practices as well as to racist and sexist assumptions and relations within 

workplaces and unions. To this end, I begin my study with an overview of the contours of class 

formation in Canada and the relevant contradictions within this context that have shaped practices 

of labour internationalism.  
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Unpacking Social Relations: Exploring Forms of Consciousness 

The second premise I draw from anti-racist Marxist feminist theory is the necessity of 

thinking through the interrelation between social relations and forms of consciousness. Social 

relations are shaped by and in turn shape different forms of consciousness. For Bannerji, the social 

entails “the complex socioeconomic and cultural formation, brought to life through myriad finite 

and specific social and historical relations, organizations, and institutions” (Bannerji 2005, 146). 

These social relations are “mediated and articulated with their expressive and embedded forms of 

consciousness” (Bannerji 2005, 147). Bannerji argues that these forms of consciousness develop 

historically and can become hegemonic, that is, they become “legitimate and unquestioned truths, 

not because they are rational but because they derive from historical forms of practice that give 

them the appearance of being common sense” (Bannerji 1995, 44).  

For instance, what Bannerji calls common-sense racism, which reflects and retains the 

“norms and forms thrown up by a few hundred years of pillage, extermination, slavery, 

colonization and neo-colonization” (Bannerji 1995, 45), expresses social relations rooted in racial 

hierarchies in workplaces regulated through racist state practices that function to support 

imperialism and colonialism and which retain their legacies. Common-sense racism exists in 

everyday practices, functioning to normalize these practices, and making hierarchical social relations 

appear natural and even inevitable. As Bannerji argues, these ideas and forms of consciousness 

express particular aspects of existing social relations, shape social relations, and can operate as a 

way to explain or justify those relations. As such, thinking through forms of consciousness is key to 

making sense of social relations and to the possibilities of changing them. Hence, whether these 

forms of consciousness are understood as ideology or as hegemonic or common-sense ways of 

thinking, analysing particular forms of consciousness and how they come to be dominant is a 

critical component of many strands of left scholarship.  
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Before I go into how I analyse forms of consciousness in my study, I then briefly outline a 

few of the Marxist approaches to understanding forms of consciousness. As Marx discusses in The 

German Ideology, forms of consciousness are connected to the historical processes that gave rise to 

particular ways of organizing society socially, politically, and economically. In his emphasis on the 

need to examine the unfolding of historical social relations rooted in particular economic and 

political formations we see the rationale for the historical-materialist method. Ideas in this 

framework are material, they are rooted in material conditions of life. In particular, these ideas 

derive from economic and political processes and social relations and serve to make sense of them. 

And so ideas serve a function in supporting dominant social, political and economic relations. This 

means that the dominant ideas reflect the dominant interests in society. This is what Marx called 

ideology.  

There is much debate over what Marx meant by ideology, and Marxists have taken up this 

concept in various ways. Some argue that as reflective of dominant interests, ideology is a set of 

ideas or worldviews that serves to distort the reality of social, political and economic relations 

(Harvey 1990, 24). In this sense, ideology, as interpreted by theorists like Georg Lukács and Karl 

Manneheim, is a kind of false consciousness in that it works to mislead the working class into 

accepting ideas that directly conflict with their interests (see Little 2015). Others argue that this 

conception is limited and that we need to see ideology function, as Bannerji argues, as rooted in 

material processes that produce specific social relations (Harvey 1990, 24; Bannerji 2005, 146-47). 

Ideology is reflective of these social relations. Dorothy Smith argues that ideology exists as a 

“practice in thinking about society” (Smith 1990, 35; Sharma 2001, 420). Nandita Sharma notes that 

for Smith, it is through these ideological practices that categories and ideas arise that “leave the 

relations of ruling in which people’s experiences are embedded out of view” (Sharma 2001, 420).  
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Smith’s conception, rather than claiming the falsity of dominant forms of consciousness, 

emphasizes how ideology operates in everyday life and social relations to obscure power and 

normalize social relations rooted in exploitation and oppression. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva argues that 

ideology, as conceptualized by Smith as a practice, operates “in such a way that people not only 

gain a certain kind of consciousness about their co-ordinated activities, but also, often, the very fact 

of co-ordinating this knowledge is suppressed” (Bonilla-Silva 2000, 192). This conceptualization 

situates ideology produced in everyday social relations rather than as conceptions that formulate 

ideology as filtering down to people through institutions. As a practice rooted in social relations, 

everyday activities create and reinforce ways of thinking that maintain existing social, political and 

economic relations. This is opposed for instance to a conception like that of Louis Althusser for 

whom ideology shapes “actions and practices through an array of apparatuses such as the family, 

church, trade unions, systems of communication of the relations of a class-based society” (Grele 

1975, 47). For Smith, ideological practices cannot be abstracted to institutions; they exist and are 

visible in the ideas produced by actual people whose activities and relations constitute these 

institutions in the context of specific material conditions.  

Another important interpretation of ideology is that of Antonio Gramsci. For Gramsci, the 

task of understanding how ideology operates was critical for the possibility of organizing against 

exploitative and oppressive social relations.2 Gramsci saw ideology as a practice, particularly as the 

mechanism through which the ruling class won consent to their rule. Building on Marx’s 

conception, Gramsci introduces the idea of hegemony, which relies on the “spontaneous loyalty 

that any dominant social group obtains from the masses by virtue of its intellectual prestige and its 

supposedly superior function in the world of production” (Gramsci quoted Grele 1975, 47). For 

Gramsci, while the rule of the bourgeoisie is always backed by coercion through their control over 
																																																								
2 For Gramsci, “communist militants must be prepared to wage an unrelenting ideological struggle against the bourgeois 
ideology which controlled the workers’, and their leaders’, minds and hearts” (Annunziato 1988, 162).  



	 96 

the organized means of violence exerted by the practices of various state and private institutions, 

their rule also demands forms of consciousness that consent to it (Gramsci 1971, 263). Luis Pozo 

offers an example of the way this operates in myths of community underlying nationalism. He 

argues that nationalisms become hegemonic by “de-classing social consciousness, emphasizing the 

‘organic’ unity of the dominant and dominated” (Pozo 2007, 56). Hegemonic ideas are a critical 

part of how capitalism and its exploitative and oppressive social relations are maintained.  

The most useful conceptualizations for me are those of Gramsci and Smith. Both of their 

conceptions posit these forms of consciousness as material, rooted in the social world and in social 

relations and as functioning to normalize or make sense of certain practices as components of the 

maintenance of the rule of the bourgeoisie. These conceptions, in the way that they situate ideas as 

emerging through the process of ongoing social relations, counter economistic readings of ideology 

that abstracts ideas from their actual production. Delinking ideology from the way ideas are 

produced by living beings, economistic readings of ideology posit these ideas as direct expressions 

of institutions and economic processes. This understanding of ideology cuts out human agency and 

the contradictions and contestations embedded in the production of ideologies, which are 

produced through human interaction and people’s attempts to make sense of the world. In centring 

their analysis on the production of ideology in the social world, both Gramsci and Smith’s 

conceptions fit most closely with a socialized conception of class as posited by anti-racist Marxist 

feminist theorists, demanding attention to the social nature of ideas, which are material phenomena 

and embedded in an economic system.  

 

Examining Forms of Consciousness  

Examining forms of consciousness is complementary to the task arising from the initial 

premise I outlined, that of examining social relations. Unpacking ideological practices and 
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hegemonic ideas is an integral component of understanding the social and social relations and how 

they operate in constituting the actions of organizations, in this case Canadian unions. Attention to 

production of ideas helps to make sense of the way certain ideas, analyses and practices of labour 

internationalism have become dominant and unquestioned.  

Part of this work is connecting dominant ideas and practices to historically specific social, 

economic and political conditions. For instance, how did the various actors involved in shaping 

Canadian labour internationalism see the role of unions in society, how did they understand their 

relationship to capital and the state, to workers internationally, and how did they envision worker 

justice and equality? This is rooted in their analysis of capitalism and their understanding of history. 

Understanding how unions were thinking about and attempting to respond to the economic and 

political conditions of their day tells us a great deal about why they were orientated to the 

international in the ways they were. For instance, as many scholars in this area have argued, if we 

look at business union practice at the local level, a practice that sought a conciliatory relationship 

with the state and capital, then their alliances with the interests of national or regional capital blocs 

and the state internationally is a logical extension.  

Connecting the practices of internationalism to ideological practices and hegemonic ideas 

provides a way to go deeper into the underlying tensions and contradictions present in specific 

events and practices. Without an analysis of dominant forms of consciousness, the explanation of 

the dark sides of solidarity can be simply ascribed to the role of certain leaders, their interests or 

corruption. This misses more fundamental factors at play, namely, the way dominant forms of 

consciousness operate to bolster, make sense of, and give consent to practices of labour 

internationalism that work to undermine workers. This means, for instance, “uncovering the way in 

which the construction of Canada as a national space, with an attendant national identity, has been 

tied to a transnational discourse of whiteness” and how this operates in shaping the practices of 
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labour internationalism (Dua, Razack, and Warner 2005, 4). It is in the different sets of ideas that 

shaped these practices that we see some of what we need to confront to build a fighting union 

more generally, that is, ideas, as Johns (1998) argues, that are rooted in place and that posit the 

interests of workers in the North as aligned with capitalism, and the social, economic and political 

legacies of imperialism and colonialism. This examination is also essential to understanding the 

social and political terrain within the labour movement and the possibilities and obstacles created 

by these forms of consciousness to class struggle. The ideological practices and hegemonic ideas 

are expressive of the contradictions of unions, particularly the way they are tied to capitalism and 

the conflicts within them. This means that unions are shaped by different tensions – for example, 

trying to get a higher price for the labour for certain workers by means of supporting the use of the 

border to deny entry to workers, as seen in the anti-immigrant campaigns of the early part 20th 

century and the general silence on the question of immigration in the later part.  

I unpack the ideological practices and hegemonic ideas shaping practices of labour 

internationalism in Canada by examining the nature of the dominant practices, political affiliations, 

and statements coming from unions and leaders, but also the ways these were contested by other 

forces inside and outside the labour movement. Another aspect of this analysis is thinking through 

omissions. Bannerji argues, for instance, that we often see racism in its omission. So part of the 

analysis is about grappling with the broader context and working out not only how certain issues 

are framed and tackled, but also how and why particular issues get erased or do not even get posed 

(Bannerji 1995, 47).  

 

Thinking This Through Dialectically  
 

Mapping the ideological practices and hegemonic ideas that shaped dominant practices of 

labour internationalism in Canada is a key part of identifying openings for developing counter-
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narratives and practices. According to most Marxists, these counter-narratives and counter-

tendencies to the dominant practices, social relations and forms of consciousness always exist 

alongside the dominant forms.  

For example, for Gramsci, hegemony is never total. Rather, he sees hegemonic ways of 

thinking as always contested. Gramsci argues that one way to contest hegemony is through wars of 

position, the battle between forces entrenching hegemonic ideas and forces at work to counter 

these, which he calls counter-hegemonic practices. For Gramsci, this battle, which takes place 

within civil society, is an essential aspect of the overall revolutionary strategy (Gramsci 1971, 233). 

The war of position, rather than attempting to take direct power of the state, which he calls the war 

of manoeuvre, aims to challenge the consent to ruling class ideas. For Gramsci, the war of 

manoeuvre is the ultimate goal but must be preceded by a war of position. For Gramsci, then, the 

battle within civil society to unmake hegemony is a key task and battle for organizers.  

The way Gramsci frames the process of making and undoing hegemony draws from the 

broader Marxist orientation to historical development, that is, dialectical process. Marx, drawing 

from G.W.F. Hegel, understood history as unfolding through battles of forces, over resources, their 

production and distribution, political power and the ideological terrain sustaining the dominant 

forces. Unlike Hegel, for Marx this is a material process connected to economic conditions and 

social and political forces in certain contexts. For Marx, understanding social phenomena outside 

of the context of the contradictory relations between capital and labour distorts these phenomena 

by abstracting and fetishizing them, making them into things (Gordon 2007, 15). In order to avoid 

this abstraction, a dialectical approach to understanding social phenomena starts with the totality of 

forces, their interconnection and contradictions (Gordon 2007, 7-8).  

Richard Hyman outlines a process for thinking through social phenomena dialectically. 

Starting with totality, that is, the need to look at phenomena as interconnected, Hyman argues that 
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this totality must be understood in the dynamics of historical unfolding and the contradictions and 

tensions at play in that history and, lastly, that social phenomena must be understood as the 

products of human subjects who find themselves historical, economic, social and political contexts 

(Hyman 1975, 4-5). This dialectical method is aimed at outlining the terrain and possibilities of 

struggle.  

For me, the dialectical method provides an approach to the data I consider that ties together 

the first two premises I have outlined. Specifically, I trace the dialectical relationship between forces 

at work in the history I explore; this includes considering the ideological terrain, economic forces, 

political currents and strategies of individuals and organizations as well and resistance to the 

dominant forces that shaped the periods I examine as a totality that is constantly changing, contested 

and contradictory. Bannerji argues that history “is as much about ruptures as continuities, and about 

contradictions as homogeneities” (Bannerji 1995, 29). Drawing out these contestations, ruptures and 

contradictions is a critical piece to giving an accurate picture of the unfolding of international labour 

practices. These tensions must also be situated in an overall analysis of material conditions and the 

terrain of class struggle. One way that I situate this dialectical movement in the terrain of class 

struggle is through tracing the wars of position that have shaped the making of labour 

internationalism in Canada. I situate these wars of position inside the labour movement within the 

context of class formation in Canada and the historical, political and economic conditions in which 

these battles were waged. I think through how the different forces inside labour that engaged with 

international questions and worked to build international relations with workers and unions saw the 

strategy of labour vis-à-vis capital, the state, and the broader working class both nationally and 

internationally. Specifically, to what degree were their efforts transformative, accommodationist or 

imperialist?  
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Following from this, I begin my project by situating the context of class formation in Canada 

and exploring aspects of social relations and their connection to material and political conditions and 

the contradictions embedded in this history. I then trace the contests within the labour movement 

over labour internationalism and how these reflect broader wars of position taking place in these 

times. This means outlining the process and contradictions in the dominant forces within Canadian 

unions in these periods, the ideas they were promoting and practices they were engaged in. It also 

means exploring what Hyman calls counter-tendencies, which formed part of the counter-

hegemonic forces at play in these wars of position. For Hyman these counter-tendencies are part of 

the impetus that gave rise to unionization and continue to exist within unions as forces that 

challenge “specific processes of integration, oligarchy and incorporation” (Hyman 1975, 25). And 

so, I tracing these counter-tendencies in the wars of position that led to certain practices of labour 

internationalism in different periods. I explore the interplay between the forces that became 

dominant (i.e., won consent and/or were able to steer the international policies and practices of 

particular labour organizations) and the counter-hegemonic forces contesting these practices and 

policies, as well as the contradictions within each set of forces.  

 

Historical Sociology: A Complementary Methodology  

This shaping of action by structure and transforming of structure by action both occur as processes 
in time. It is by seizing on that idea that history and sociology merge and that sociology becomes 

capable of answering our urgent questions about why the world is as it is; about why particular men 
and women make the particular choices they do and why they succeed or fail in their projects. 

–Philip Abrams (1982, 3)  
 

The central premises I draw from anti-racist Marxist feminist theory – namely, a socialized 

conception of class, an engagement with the way social relations are expressive of and shaped by 

forms of consciousness and how these unfold dialectically in history – all led me to historical 

sociology as a methodology. Historical sociology provides a means to capture the totality and 
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interconnection of social phenomena by situating them historically and theoretically. Historical 

sociology examines social history; but unlike social history, historical sociology does so with an 

engagement of theory (Bonnell 1980, 159-60). As Philip Abrams argues, sociologists often fail to 

consider time, while historians often fail to think through the organizing ideas that structure the 

interpretation of data (Abrams 1982, xvi). By drawing from theory to understand the dynamics 

underlining social relations, historical sociology provides a way to unpack the dialectical 

interconnections and contradictions within various social forces.  

In terms of my study, this approach allows for the collection and interpretation of data in a 

way that attends to the social nature of class formation and relations and its implications for 

competing forms of consciousness in a way that traces these processes dialectically in historical 

context. This is a materialist approach, one that looks at the interconnection between the economic 

and political conditions of capitalist development, including Northern post-war compromises 

between labour and capital, new practices of imperialism, the rise of neoliberalism and the nature 

and dynamics of class formation and relations. These conditions, changing forces and relations are 

significant to grappling how the international terrain was understood, fought over and engaged with. 

This approach is also complementary to my overall political goal of charting both empire and 

transformative possibilities in these practices as a means of better understanding and learning from 

this history to build transformative solidarity today.  

What does historical sociology entail? Abrams, drawing from E.P. Thompson, argues that 

historical analysis demands “a mutual interrogation of concept and evidence (Thompson quoted in 

Abrams 1982, 12). As such, outlining the dialectical forces of history requires both empirical 

evidence and theory. In the case of my study, the empirical data comes from semi-structured 

interviews with union activists, leaders and staff, archival research, and various secondary sources. 

And as a research strategy that is engaged with theory throughout, this method “also entails the 
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selection of concepts” (Bonnell 1980, 161) and engagement with these concepts to design the 

research strategy. These core concepts and themes that led to the research design are constantly 

contested, evaluated, rethought and expanded through the research process. As Lee Harvey notes, 

these concepts begin as rough approximations (Harvey 1990, 14) that are deconstructed and 

reconstructed throughout the investigation and writing (Harvey 1990, 29-30). This data then comes 

together as an analysis through what is referred to as successive approximation, which begins with 

questions and a framework of concepts through a “process of organizing and re-organizing that 

moves toward a comprehensive analysis with generalizations” (Neuman and Robson 2011, 326). 

This involves coding and recoding the empirical data alongside and while simultaneously evaluating 

and reworking relevant concepts and secondary historical data that provides context. It is a 

movement between data and theory. 

 
 

Data Collection: Issues and Techniques 
 

The goals of my research and the theoretical premises that influenced my research design are 

evident in my data collection process, my techniques and analysis. For instance, the interview 

questions I devised reflect the activist orientation of the project and my interest in organizing 

strategies and obstacles, as well as attention to the social nature of class relations (see list of 

interview questions in Appendix A). In this section, I outline my data collection process and the 

epistemological issues arising from the process of conducting and interpreting the data.  

To get a sense of the different forces at work in the making of labour internationalism in 

Canada, I did both archival research and interviews. The archival data I explored provided a picture 

of the official policies developed, alliances made, and the rationale for these arising from leaders and 

staff of the Canadian Labour Congress and major affiliates engaged in this work. To establish some 

of the context of this work, I began with the archives of the ICFTU held in Amsterdam at the 
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International Institute of Social History (IISH). These archival documents helped to provide part of 

the political context within which the CCL and then the CLC developed their international policies 

and practices. In the end, to narrow my project, I chose to draw more from existing secondary 

sources on the ICFTU than the documents I gathered at the IISH.  

My primary archival sources came from three separate archives: the CLC and Kalmen 

Kaplansky Fonds at Libraries and Archives Canada (LAC); the in-house Canadian Labour Congress 

archives; and the Histadrut files at the Canadian Jewish Charities Committee National Archives 

(CJCCN). I selected these archives to get the background and broad orientation of the dominant 

practices of labour internationalism in Canada in the late 20th century. Of the three, I drew most 

heavily from the CLC Fond at LAC. In this fond, I looked primarily at volumes and files related to 

the international department or figures related to the international department such as Charles 

Millard, who was a leading figure in the early Cold War CCL international affairs committee, and 

Kalmen Kaplansky, who was the second director of the CCL’s international affairs department. 

While at the archives for a third visit, I discovered that there was a separate Kalmen Kaplansky fond, 

and so I looked through the fond files related to his time as director of the international department. 

After the CLC fond at LAC, the fond I drew most from was the in-house Canadian Labour 

Congress. I chose to visit this archive to find documents on international activities from the 1980s 

until the present. I looked at materials related to the international department, international 

department staff, and files related to CIDA. I did not look closely at the immense volumes on CIDA 

project reporting and focused more on meeting minutes and letters. I explored how the department 

staff and the leadership understood their role, their goals, how they operated as aid managers and 

how they related to CIDA rather than choosing to randomly pull out and discuss one or two of the 

hundreds of development projects that have been managed since the 1970s. Lastly, I visited the 

CJCCN to look at files related to the Histadrut. As a Palestine solidarity activist in the labour 
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movement, I already had a sense of how significant labour links to Israel were, and so I hoped to get 

a more complete picture of how this developed by looking at the main (Canadian) Histadrut 

holdings at CJCCN. While there was some duplication of materials between the CLC and Kaplansky 

Fonds at LAC and the Histadrut materials at CJCCN, this archive provided some insights in terms 

of the organizational dimensions of the Canadian labour links to Histadrut. However, I ended up 

using less from this archive in the dissertation than I had originally expected. Instead, I discuss the 

findings from this archive more closely in a more focused comparative discussion of Canadian 

labour activism against South African and Israeli apartheid published in 2014 (see Nastovski 2014).  

In this dissertation, I provide a general discussion of the broad contours, tensions and 

contradictions through the Cold War, emphasizing competing models and significant cases. The 

archives I drew from served to provide data to analyse the overall direction, decision-making and 

rationales behind the general direction of the international work institutionally.3 These archives also 

provided a sense of the level and nature of consent and opposition to various practices and policies. 

However, there is a great deal more to grapple with more closely. Sources for more focused studies 

include the vast CIDA project files, the CLC’s publication Canadian Labour and the publications of 

the CCL and TLC, archives of certain affiliates and federations, as well as those of important 

organizations like the LAWG.  

To get a sense of the counter-tendencies to the official policies and practices, I mainly relied 

on interviews, secondary material, and personally held primary documents that were generously 

offered to me in this process. I interviewed close to seventy union activists from across Canada and 

Québec. While I exclude the Québec labour movement from my study because of the different 

																																																								
3 An exception to this is the CJCCN archives which I visited to make sense of one of the major campaigns of the early 
Cold War, which was solidarity with the Israeli Histadrut.  
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union organizations and political climate,4 I did conduct some interviews in Québec to get a sense of 

some of the ways the context of Québec influenced solidarity work in Anglo unions. For instance, 

some key activists of the new left who went on to do solidarity work inside Canadian unions were 

politicized in the context of the great upheavals in Québec in the late 1960s and 1970s.  

The vast majority of the people I interviewed were union activists, some playing various 

roles throughout their lives as rank-and-file activists, in leadership positions and/or for a time as 

staff. The unions they came from were a relatively even mix between public and private sector, with 

a slightly higher number from the public sector. This reflects my own location and experience as a 

union activist in the public sector. The activists I interviewed were mostly active in periods ranging 

from the late 1960s to the present, and more were from national unions than international unions. I 

later changed my project to focus on the Cold War period. This meant that I had to rely exclusively 

on archival materials and secondary sources for the early Cold War period from the late 1940s to the 

late 1960s. As a result, the interviews I draw from in this project total forty-three. This means that 

my chapter on the early Cold War is uneven in terms of outlining the counter-currents to the 

dominant practices that existed within the membership. Due to the unevenness of the data for this 

period, I mainly draw from secondary material to outline the tensions and contestations over this 

work, for instance, on the context of the rivalry between the WFTU (Windmuller 1954a, 1954b; 

Carew 1984, 1996b, 2000b; Foster 1956; Weiler 1981; Kofas 2002) and grassroots campaigns in 

solidarity with the Cuban revolution (Wright 2009). Principally, I used these interviews to provide a 

sense of the major features of the late Cold War contestations of the internationalism of the CLC. 

																																																								
4 While many trade unionists in Québec were involved in this history as members of TLC-, CCL- and then CLC-
affiliated unions, the overall union climate on internationalism evolved differently in Québec as a whole. There are a 
whole host of factors contributing to these differences including the role of the CSN (affiliated to the WCL rather than 
ICFTU) and the Centrale des syndicats du Québec (CSQ) (no international affiliation) and the social dimensions of class 
formation and Québécois identity (for more see Gagnon, Collombat and Avignon 2006).  
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And so, there is still a lot that can and should be gleaned from these interviews. I will return to these 

interviews for closer analysis at a later time.  

I found the activists I interviewed primarily through my contacts within the labour 

movement. This project emerged from my own work as a trade union activist engaged in 

international solidarity work, which offered me an extensive network of contacts who were happy to 

suggest activists to interview and provide me with contact information. And so the arranging of 

interviews unfolded through a snowball sampling that was so effective that when I stopped doing 

interviews, I was left with a list of more than a hundred additional activists I could potentially 

interview. It also meant that I did far more interviews than I had initially intended. This speaks to 

the extensiveness of grassroots labour internationalism. Interviewing these activists was the most 

rewarding part of my research process. These are people who have spent much of their lives fighting 

for social justice and for whom I have tremendous admiration and respect. And the list of activists I 

have of those I could not interview is a hopeful indication of the capacity for international labour 

solidarity that can be built.  

I also found some interviewees through a mass mailing I did to national unions, Canadian 

sections of international unions, labour councils, provincial labour federations and some select local 

unions that have a history and reputation for activity on international issues (see Appendix B). I had 

compiled this list prior to beginning this research project as part of the international solidarity work 

I was engaged in. This mailing request did not lead to very many interviews; however, it may have if 

I had conducted follow up phone calls. I chose not to follow up because I had found so many 

interviewees through my own contacts and those they shared with me. 
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Reflexivity  
 

No matter what the construction of the narrative, the product we create is a conversational 
narrative and can only be understood by understanding the various relationships contained within 

this structure. 
–Ronald Grele (1975, 44) 

 
My own location and experience as a union activist who had been engaged for years in 

international labour solidarity work is a significant factor that influenced my research design, 

assumptions and the way interviews were designed and conducted. One way that this influenced my 

data collection was through the way my first-hand knowledge of the players, organizational dynamics 

and issues led to an easy conversational style of interview. This was a huge advantage for me as an 

interviewer in most cases because it allowed me to easily follow up with questions to take the 

discussion deeper than the initial interview questions; it allowed me to build rapport with many of 

the interviewees; and it meant that they often viewed me as an insider. While my approach was not 

as a participant observer, as an activist academic whose project emerged from being involved in 

labour solidarity work my collection process shares some of the characteristics of this approach.  

This insider status arose through the fact that I already knew and worked with the 

interviewees, was introduced to them through a fellow activist, or through how I introduced myself 

and described my project. Being an insider meant that many of the interviews were based on a 

certain level of trust that made for a comfortable rapport and led in some cases to interviewees 

being more forthcoming with their experiences and reflections. This also worked in the reverse in 

some cases where people had clearly looked me up and knew who I was, or had read my work and 

were quite careful with what they shared – and sometimes gave responses that were very clearly 

tailored for me.  

My position as an activist also meant that some interviews were a mixture of interview and 

discussions about how to build up the solidarity work today, specific conversations about ongoing 

campaigns, or about the state of unions more generally. This positionality also meant that my 
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assessment of the interviews draws from first-hand knowledge of the intricacies of the internal 

dynamics and contradictions of this work in the union. However, as has been noted by researchers 

who employ participant-observation strategies, this can also be a hindrance to the analysis of the 

data because of the way the researchers’ experiences shape assumptions and motivations.  

For me, the issues of my own positionality (that is, to what extent my positionality shaped 

what I heard, or what was emphasized or left out by an interviewee) are things to consider in my 

analysis of the data rather than to avoid outright by feigned objectivity. My project is rooted in a 

commitment to building international labour solidarity, and I see my role as building from existing 

activist scholarship such as that of the Saskatoon Solidarity Committee to deepen our understanding 

of some of the challenges and their roots as well as to bring together the reflections of activists in a 

way that is useful for organizing today. Drawing from feminist and other activist methodological 

traditions, I explicitly identified my interests, experience and the aims of project to my interviewees 

and disclose it here as a conscious choice and orientation shaping my research design and analysis. 

As Dorothy Smith argues, feminist sociologists must refuse to put aside their experiences, which are 

the essential starting point for inquiry (De Vault 1999, 39).  

 

Verification  
 

One of the issues arising from the use of interviews as a part of a historical project is the 

problem of reliability and possibilities for verification. For one, there are issues of memory and 

accuracy when we are using oral history to elucidate specific historical events. Grele argues that oral 

history is often dismissed as not having adequate standards for judgement and is even sometimes 

seen as merely hearsay (Grele 1975, 40-1). In my work, the use of interviews to provide a picture of 

historical events is verified using material evidence, secondary sources and other forms of 

verification. The interviews are also about thinking through people’s reflections on the impetus for 
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the work, their rationale, goals and source of their commitments as well as the lessons they drew 

from their organizing. Some of the complementary material evidence includes those from the CLC 

archives, convention reports, newspapers, personal documents of activists and academic and activist 

texts on specific campaigns. In terms of the role of my positionality as activist and interviewer, I 

took this into consideration in my assessment of the interviews. And while this explicit identification 

of my positionality may have led to certain emphases or de-emphases in the process of the 

interviews, I feel that this limitation was unavoidable. While limiting in one sense, it was also a 

benefit to the interview process as well.  

One issue major issue arose during my research process that significantly restricted with the 

pool of documentary evidence that I expected to draw from to verify oral accounts. This was the 

dumpstering of archival materials at CLC headquarters. Based on accounts from staff and former 

staff at the CLC, materials in the archives were thrown away when the CLC moved offices a few 

years before I started my project. What specific documents were thrown away I am not sure; but it is 

a very big loss for current and future researchers in the labour movement and outside of it.  

 

Representativeness 
 

Lastly, I worked to develop a pool of interviewees that were from different parts of the 

country, active in different periods, in different positions in the union (rank and file, leaders and 

staff), and different unions (national and international, public and private sector). However, none of 

my interviewees were from craft unions, and very few were from internationals that were passively 

engaged in international issues or who relegated this work to the CLC or the AFL-CIO, such as the 

SEIU or UFCW. Also, the fact that my contacts came largely through sets of activist networks 

meant that I was limited by the information they had available. For instance, it meant that I missed 
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out on interviewing groups of Chilean activists in Alberta because my contacts did not have up-to-

date information on where the key activists had moved; some had returned to Chile.  

Finally, the way I designed the project and found interviewees meant that I could not attend 

to the perceptions of rank-and-file members regarding this work. The people I interviewed were the 

activists mobilizing in their unions. They could offer their own reflections on the actions and 

perceptions of rank-and-file members to their work and to the positions and policies of the official 

union departments. However, these reflections are limited and partial. I see this as a big gap in the 

work on labour internationalism. Without a closer study of the way that members understand and 

seek to respond to the international, we cannot fully assess the level of consent to the dominant 

practices and orientation and how to respond to these in strategizing how to build solidarity today. I 

see my contribution as elucidating the dominant practices, how the central players shaping these 

sought consent, and how this was tied to broader hegemonic ideas in these eras.  
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Chapter 3  
 

Setting the Stage:  
Contextualizing the Wars of Position in Post-WWII Labour Internationalism in 

Canada  
	

In the 1940s, internationalism became an important area of concern and activity in the 

Canadian labour movement. As a result, the practice of labour internationalism became more 

formally institutionalized in the CCL and then the CLC, which set up an international department 

before any other department (LAC CLC Fond). The Second World War was a key factor in the 

increased attention to the international. However, to fully understand why internationalism became 

such a prominent concern in this era and why it was taken up in the way that it was – that is, why 

particular goals came to guide this practice – it is essential to explore the social and political context 

prior to the war.  

The broad aim of this chapter is to sketch a few essential aspects of class formation and 

relations in Canada and to provide insight into the forms of consciousness that became the basis for 

the contests over labour internationalism during the Cold War. In this chapter, I consider some of 

the tensions and contradictions within the social nature of class formation in the interwar years and 

how these played out in the intellectual and political climate within the organized labour movement 

in Canada. I consider the social nature of class formation, introducing the ways that “race,” nation, 

gender, class, skill and status mediated visions and practices of resistance and solidarity.1 I identify 

key features of the structure of the labour market. These include the way settler-colonialism, 

patriarchy, and racism2 as well as the regional differences shaped the labour market, conditions of 

																																																								
1 I see these different dimensions of the social nature of class formation as material practices embedded in the practices 
of the state, employers and intra-class relations and also as ideological. These are important to the shape of working-class 
life and are historically and geographically variable.  
 
2 It is important to think about the development of notions of skill in relation to race, nation and gender. See Das Gupta 
1996; Ng 1993a, 1993b; Calliste 1993; Abu-Laban 1998; Schmidt Camacho 1999; Man 2004; Baines 2001; Mojab 1999.  
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work and social relations within the working class. I argue that these factors offer insights into the 

overall social context and the nature of worker responses, including how and with whom they 

organized. Drawing from the work of Jack Scott, Kim Scipes, Dana Frank, Alicia Schmidt Camacho, 

and others, I contend that the way workers choose to organize and resist processes of exploitation 

and oppression locally has a direct bearing on the kind of international practices that develop. These 

choices are shaped by the specific material conditions and political terrain they find themselves in. 

When radical options are eliminated or marginalized, then workers tend towards accommodationist 

solutions.  

Following from this premise, I spend the remainder of the chapter discussing some key 

immediate pre-World War II tensions and battles over resistance and organizing, including some of 

the relevant tensions between different ideas of justice, emancipation and equality. I do this to draw 

out the ways that different forces inside the labour movement defined their struggle, who they 

considered their allies to be, and what kinds of strategies they developed to resist and fight for 

worker justice. I start by outlining the diverse models of union organization and action that emerged 

in this period. The various models that arose reflect the unfolding ideological and political contests 

of this period. I argue that the competing models of unionism, as well as the ideological tensions 

underlying them, help to make sense of the wars of position over labour internationalism that 

developed in the post-WWII period.  

I introduce the key themes and points of contention within the dominant political forces 

inside labour organizations in this period. Loosely, these fall into models and forces rooted in 

various revolutionary socialist ideas and those that were based on liberalism. Specifically, I focus on 

the differences in the way these forces understood the problems of worker emancipation, justice, 

and equality, including how this shaped their understanding of the function and purpose of unions. 

And I end the chapter by drawing out how these contests over models of resistance and their 
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concomitant notions of justice, emancipation, and equality were reflected in the international labour 

bodies of this time, the RILU, IFTU, and the ILO. 

 
 

Thinking Through the Social Nature of Class Formation in Canada 
 

In this section, I introduce aspects of class formation that influenced the way 

institutionalized labour internationalism developed in Canada. I ask: What are important features of 

class formation in Canada? What are some key factors that influenced the way the labour market 

developed and was structured? My emphasis here is on the social implications of central aspects of 

the economic and political context to provide a backdrop to how solidarities and competitions were 

formed in light of social processes shaped by racism, location, employer and state strategies. The 

analysis of class formation must start with the specifics of the colonial project here in Canada, the 

demands of capital and what this meant for the nature of capitalist development and nation-

building. These processes cannot be thought through independently; the economy developed within 

the context of specific state policies and practices that created the landscape for capitalist 

development, for instance, its importation of a workforce.  

 

Settler-Colonialism  
 

When delinked from its history as a white settler colony and its present as an imperialist capitalist 
state which continues to import labour on the basis of ethnicity, race and class – creating “class” in 

its own terrain – the Canadian economy becomes an abstraction.  
–Himani Bannerji (1995, 77) 

 
Canada was established as a white-settler colony. The particularities of the colonial project 

that led to the creation of the Canadian state was and remains central to class formation.3 As a white 

																																																								
3 While for the most part I use the past tense to refer to these overarching processes because my purpose here is to 
provide some of the context, these aspects of the labour market organization are relevant today.  
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settler colony of the British Empire, the Canadian nation-state and its economy exists through 

colonization. The specific processes of colonization developed out of a mixture of the interests of 

the French and then British empires. The interests and demands shaping the colonization process 

are linked changing strategies for accumulation. For instance, the mercantilist strategy of the French 

and then British Empire was possible because of the wealth accumulated through other colonial 

endeavours and on the backs of non-white bodies, as workers, slaves and through forms of 

indenture. The impact of international forces, therefore, is not something new. Canada and its 

economic landscape has from the beginning been a product of the international forces that created 

it, namely, colonialism and imperialism. The making of the settler economy involved various forms 

of resource extraction. This included, significantly, the fur trade, forestry, fishery and related 

industries and infrastructure that arose alongside these activities, and agriculture (Innis 1933, 1999; 

Naylor 2014; Easterbrook and Watkins 1984; Coultard 2014; Abele and Stanislaus 1989).  

A key feature of this project consisted of violent practices of exclusion and domination of 

the indigenous population, including those with genocidal threats or more explicit genocidal 

objectives (Abu-Laban and Bakan 2008, 651-52). The processes of colonization also meant the 

marginalization of the indigenous population from the labour market in most areas of the colony, 

particularly as industrialization developed (which varied regionally). Canada, then, unlike other 

British colonies such as like India, was not heavily reliant on indigenous labour. The labour power 

necessary to fuel capitalist production and extraction of resources was procured through a 

settlement plan that was based on racial preference for northern European migrants. This aspect of 

the nation-building project in Canada is why Canada has been characterized as a white-settler colony, 

following from the way northern Europeans were constructed as “white.” As David Goutor notes, 

feminist and anti-racist historians have shown “that making Canada white [is] almost universally 



	 116 

viewed as a key part of Canada’s nation-building project” (Goutor 2005, 61; see also Epp, Iacovetta 

and Swyripa 2004; Pierson, Chaudhuri and Burr 1998).  

While preferential status for settlement was given to people from northern Europe, mostly 

without specific work or residential restrictions, this did not fulfil the needs of the state and 

employers for labour. This need was met by extracting the labour power of non-northern European 

people whose access to settlement was restricted in a variety of ways. This extraction involved the 

use of slaves and indentured labourers, the recruitment of predominately male workers from other 

parts of Europe and Asia who could work only as sojourners (Heron 1989, 33) without the ability to 

settle and those whose bodies were deemed necessary for expansion of the colony through 

settlement, like Ukrainian migrants (Lehr 1977). The role of the British and then the Canadian state, 

through the organized means of violence (the military, police) as well as the institution and 

perpetuation of the use of slave labour and the establishment of racist immigration policies, have 

played a critical role in shaping and regulating the Canadian labour market.  

This has ongoing relevance for thinking about work in Canada today. Patrick Wolfe argues 

that settler-colonialism is not a set of past events; it is a structure and one that exists today (Wolfe 

quoted in Arvin, Tuck and Morrill 2013). The hierarchies based on colonization, changing 

conceptions of “race,” and state regulations of these different categories of racialized bodies are 

essential features of class formation and social relations in Canada. This has significant implications 

for working-class resistance. For instance, this has been utilized by employers to enable various 

forms of particularly exploitative and oppressive practices towards non-white workers, usually with 

state help, through a whole range of policies and lack of policies and regulations that reinforce 

employer power. It is critical for understanding the terrain of struggle, employer strategies and for 

thinking through the organization of resistance. This is because historically there has been consent 

and explicit support for colonization and imperialism and for racial and gender hierarchies by certain 
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groups of workers. Colonization and its implications for class formation in Canada has had lasting 

effects on the labour market, the nature of labour resistance and relations between workers, 

including on an international scale.  

 

Considering the Logics of White Supremacy and Heteropatriarchy  

Forms of property and labour enshrined in Canada, from the first land grabbing and occupation to 
now, have been wholly organized by and inscribed with the difference of “race” and ethnicity. There 

is no “class” here without “race.”  
–Himani Bannerji (1995, 33)  

 
As a white-settler colony, the dominant sense of Canadianness as whiteness must be 

understood as arising from transnational forces. As John Price notes, the “racial anxieties and the 

desire of male, British elites to consolidate control soon gave birth to the demand for a ‘white’ 

Canada” (Price 2013, 629). The ideas, practices and policies that were part of building Canada as a 

white settler colony engendered a racially segregated society of unequal privileges within the working 

class. This was and still is reflected in the labour market, where body (race and gender) and status 

(citizenship status arising from the creation of nation-states in the context of colonialism and 

ongoing imperialism) are key factors in the kind of work available to people, the conditions they 

encounter and the consequences they face for resisting exploitation and oppression. The structural 

racism that we find in the Canadian labour market is grafted on the racist violence towards the 

indigenous population as well as the racist immigration policies it was built on.4 “Racism is always 

anchored in real practices and it reinforces social relations among racialized subjects in a social 

order” (Bonilla-Silva 2000, 192) following from “the historical processes of European enslavement, 

colonization and cultural and political imperialism against the world’s indigenous and non-white 

																																																								
4 The treatment of the indigenous population and then the migrant and slave bodies is important for thinking through 
internationalism because it reveals longstanding ideas and practices that are embedded in the making of local social 
relations, and, by extension, come to inform the way workers in other countries are seen. 
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peoples” (Dei 1996, 252). Dei argues that these historical processes of racialization resulting from 

enslavement, colonization and imperialism work to distinguish different social groups and subject 

them to unequal treatment based on “supposed biological, phenotypical and cultural characteristics” 

(Dei 1996, 252). To understand the specific development of racist social relations in Canada and the 

way these relations have shaped class formation, the theorization of white supremacy is useful. Like 

Bannerji’s concept of common sense racism and the concepts of Dei and Bonilla-Silva above, the 

theory of white supremacy links racial hierarchies to colonialism, slavery and the development of 

capitalism (and therefore also imperialism). This contrasts with theories of racism steeped in 

liberalism, where racism is equivalent to discriminatory practices and attitudes that can be adjusted 

through state policies and judicial measures without the need to challenge the underlying relations of 

power born of global capitalist development.  

Hubert Harrison (1883-1918), a Harlem intellectual and activist, first developed a theory of 

white supremacy as an explanation for the limited working-class consciousness that developed in the 

United States (Perry 2013, 188). He argued that “white” workers, including socialists, put race before 

class (Perry 2013, 188). This idea was then taken up by Theodore Allen, author of The Invention of the 

White Race (1994), who argued that the idea of whiteness was an invented term tied to the 

development of capitalism and to exploitation (Allen quoted in Mills 2003). For Harrison and Allen, 

white supremacy is an essential feature of the history of the development of capitalism and therefore 

also of class formation and relations. More recent theorizations of white supremacy that are useful 

are those of Charles W. Mills, David Roediger and Andrea Smith. Charles W. Mills argues that white 

supremacy encompasses “de facto and de jure white privilege, that would refer more broadly to the 

European domination of the planet for the past several hundred years that has left us with the 

racialized distributions of economic, political and cultural power we have today” (Mills 1994, 108). 

Mills explores the way white supremacy, as a key aspect of the organization of the global social and 
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political world, is intimately tied to practices of European domination and operates within western 

philosophies. Smith, on the other hand, elaborates a theory of white supremacy to make sense of the 

specific impacts and dynamics shaping the experiences of different groups of non-white people in 

the United States. She outlines how white supremacy operates as a set of logics rooted in the history 

of slavery, the colonization and the genocide of indigenous peoples, and orientalism stemming from 

colonization and imperialism (Smith 2006).  

Smith argues that the first logic of white supremacy is based on slavery and operates by not 

only commodifying but by fully dehumanizing non-white and particularly black bodies, rendering 

them unworthy of basic entitlements to life (Smith 2006, 67). For Smith, the practice of slavery and 

the ideas that underlie the enslavability of black bodies are a critical feature of capitalism and the 

racial hierarchies that remain in the post-abolition context (Allen 1994; Smith 2006, 67).5 While 

Smith’s conceptualization arises from the history of the United States, and while Canada has a 

different history of slavery, nonetheless slavery has been a part of the making of “whiteness” in 

Canada.6 We see this operate in state and employer practices in Canada today regarding agricultural 

workers and live-in caregivers, whereby state regulations allow employers to employ workers in 

indenture-like and unsafe conditions due to their race and citizenship status (Smith 2015; Sharma 

2001, 2002, 2005, 2006a, 2006b, 2007).  

The second logic of white supremacy is that of genocide. The logic of genocide operates 

through erasures, the actual murder and displacement of populations, and through erasing the 

histories of indigenous people as a means of laying claim to their land and resources (Smith 2006, 

68). This is evident through a vast array of state practices, from strategies of displacement, the 

																																																								
5 See Allen 1994; Roediger 1991. 
 
6 See Allen 1994 and Roediger 1991 for more on how this making of whiteness operates in general, and see for the 
Canadian context see Bannerji 2000; Backhouse 1999; Bolaria and Li 1988; Brand 1999; Ng 1993a, 1993b; Mackey 1998; 
Stanley 2011; Das Gupta 1996; Das Gupta et al. 2007; Goutor 2007a; Satzewich 1990, 1998, 2000, 2011; Walia 2010.  
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Indian act, and ethnic cleansing through to the residential school system and conditions in 

indigenous communities that are without basic state infrastructure, including in some cases lack of 

access to clean drinking water (Amadahy and Lawrence 2009; Kulchyski 2007, 2015; Razack 2002; 

Coulthard 2010, 2014; Judd 1980).  

And lastly, Smith, drawing from the work of Edward Said, argues that white supremacy also 

operates through the logic of Orientalism, whereby Europeans define themselves as a superior 

civilization in opposition to the inferior civilizations of the “Orient.” Smith notes that the 

construction of the peoples of the “Orient” as inferior differs from the logic at work in the slavery 

and genocide of indigenous populations because these people are recognized as civilizations, they 

are human, but inferior and permanent threats (Smith 2006, 68-9). We see this today in state 

discourse about Arabs and Islam or the “threat” of China.7 The local manifestations and impacts of 

this logic are also evident in events like the internment of Japanese (1942-1946), Italian (1940-1944) 

and Ukrainian Canadians (1914-1920).8 And like the other logics of white supremacy, this logic is 

rooted in international relations and exists because of the movements of people and the practices of 

states and capital outside their national borders.  

Orientalism arose from specific processes of international relations, specifically from 

histories of colonialism and imperialism and the ideas related to these processes. Said’s work 

explores the depictions, primarily of Arabs, that arose through European empire-building and the 

ways that the very self-concept the West as morally and intellectually superior to the peoples of the 

“Orient” developed. That this emerges through specific histories and practices of imperialism and 

colonization partly speaks to the differences in the way certain groups of non-white people became 

																																																								
7 For more on the specific ways anti-Asian racism was manifested in the Canadian labour movement, see Goutor 2005, 
2007a.  
 
8 See Morton 1974; Oikawa 2000; Iacovetta, Perin and Principe 2000; Kordan 2002; Luciuk 2006.  
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characterized. As Smith argues, the characterizations of and comparisons to the “Other” is an 

important aspect of the way that whiteness has come to be defined and represented in specific 

contexts. These processes of comparison simultaneously say things about the “Other” and the 

“Self;” comparisons that are grounded in a context of oppression and exploitation. Bonilla-Silva 

notes that the construction of the West was itself the creation of white supremacy (Bonilla-Silva 

2000, 192), and that this “has been an essential component in the structuration of various kinds of 

social relations of domination and subordination between ‘western’ and non-western peoples, 

between whites and non-whites in the world system” (Wallerstein and Balibar in Bonilla-Silva 2000, 

192). This is critical for understanding labour internationalism because these ideas exist as part of a 

broader intellectual and political climate in which international events and issues have been and are 

thought through. And important for understanding the current operation of white supremacy in 

international relations between workers is, as Bannerji notes, the fact that these ideas rooted in 

imperialism are ongoing and are reproduced through current imperialist projects (Bannerji 1995, 44). 

An example of this in the Canadian context is in the discourse around the war on terror and visible 

in the specific arguments made for the invasion and occupation of Afghanistan after 9/11.9 

The logics of white supremacy, while having different histories, processes and effects, 

function based on the idea of white as a racial category and of the superiority of whiteness 

intellectually and otherwise. These sets of logics work to justify imperialism, colonization, slavery, 

indenture, poor wages and dangerous conditions for non-white workers. These logics are embedded 

in the operation of various institutions, judicial and legislative processes, and discursive practices 

within literature, academia, popular culture, and so forth.10  

																																																								
9 See Jiwani 2005; Albo and Klassen 2013. 
 
10 See Bannerji 2000; Backhouse 1999; Mackey 1998; Sharma 2001, 2003. 
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Another important factor that is intertwined with white supremacy is the function of 

heteropatriarchy. Patriarchy refers to the entrenched structural power based on hierarchies of 

gender, whereby those gendered as women are subordinate. Whereas the concept of 

heteropatriarchy emphasizes the way that way patriarchy functions through heterosexuality. As was 

outlined by Frederich Engels in Family, Private Property and the State (1972), patriarchal relations are 

intimately tied to the institution of (heterosexual) marriage. The history of the institution of 

(heterosexual) marriage is a critical piece of how patriarchy functions and how capitalism extracts 

reproductive labour from women (Seccombe 1974, 1980; Dalla Costa 1972; Briskin 1980; Nilliasca 

1980; Hollstrom 1981; Mies 1998). Heteropatriarchy is part of class formation in Canada and 

intertwined with the logics of white supremacy. The interlocking logics of white supremacy and 

heteropatriarchy are evident in the development of the Canadian state through the Indian Act, the 

history of immigration policies, family and labour law and a host of other policies and practices of 

the state and employers.11 Heteropatriarchy is an important logic underlying the idea of and the 

making of nations, ideologically and politically. We see this in the way that the heterosexual family 

unit, based on male dominance, has been conceptualized as the basis of and model for the nation-

state.12 The logic of heteropatriarchy, then, is also a piece of the making of the white-settler nation-

state, its self-concept seen in national mythologies and reflected in the policies and practices of 

nation-building.  

 

 

 
 

																																																								
11 See Carty 1999; Turpel 1993; Lawrence 2003; Sharma 2000; Walia 2010; Razack 2002; Backhouse 1999; Rousseau 
2015; Dua and Robertson1999; Luxton and Corman 2001; Fudge and Vosko 2001. 
 
12 See Kinsman 1987, 1991; Kinsman and Gentile 2010; Puar 2007. 
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The Making of the Labour Market:  
The Relevance of the Logics of White Supremacy and Heteropatriarchy  

 
The logics of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy are evident in history and development 

of the Canadian state, particularly in its laws and policies, but also in national mythologies, and it is 

embedded in the economic and political landscape, including the structures of the labour market and 

specific organization of particular workplaces.13 There are historical and regional differences in the 

way white supremacy and heteropatriarchy have functioned in Canada through practices of the state, 

employers and in relations between workers. This is evident in things like the changing definition of 

“white” (Satzewich 2000; Frager 1989 and 1999; Epp, Iacovetta and Swyripa 2004; Avery 1979; 

Goutor 2005, 2007b). Many who are deemed “white” in Canada today, such as Italian, Ukrainian 

and Jewish workers, were not considered “white” in the pre-World War II period and into the post-

war period, seen in part through residential, settlement and citizenship restrictions. These policies, 

that granted entitlements to those workers who were deemed “white,” had significant consequences 

for what work was available for those who were non-white, the conditions of this work and the level 

of risk and danger involved in resistance in the workplace. What is particularly useful about Smith’s 

conceptualization of white supremacy is the way it is linked to heteropatriarchy and her emphasis on 

how the logics of white supremacy function in different ways, resulting in different ideas and 

treatment of different groups of non-white people. Drawing from this conceptualization, I give a 

broad sketch of some of the ways these logics have been a part of the making of and dynamics 

within the Canadian labour market through practices of the state, employers and workers.  

 

State Practices  
 

The racialization of categories commonly considered to be race-neutral – including citizenship, 
religion, and democracy – must be explicitly recognized as part of the continued exercise and 

																																																								
13 See note 2 for relevant texts.  
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reproduction of state power. In particular, these categories are part of the continued imperialism and 
an ideological privileging of a constructed and hegemonic whiteness. 

–Enakshi Dua, Narda Razack and Jody Nyasha Warner  
(quoted in Abu-Laban and Bakan 2008, 638) 

 
Todd Gordon argues that “racism is not a mere policy option pursued by the state; it is part 

of the state form” (Gordon 2007, 24). The state, from its origins as a key vehicle for enacting 

colonization and the making of settler society, has been critical to creating a labour market rooted in 

the logics of heteropatriarchy and white supremacy, particularly through the logic of genocide. The 

settler state emerged through what Veracini calls “the founding violence,” specifically, “the 

genocidal practices perpetrated by the administration of the state against” and displacement of the 

indigenous population (2008, 338). While Veracini’s analysis concerns the fact that this founding 

violence needs to be erased for the settler state, in the case of Australia and Israel, to have 

legitimacy, this history and ongoing ideological practices of erasure applies equally to the Canadian 

state. Sunera Thobani argues that Canadian state actions operate through the erasure of the 

indigenous population and by “emptying them of human status” (Thobani 2007; Leroux 2008, 443). 

This is seen in an array of ideological practices within the institutions that constitute the state as well 

within treaties, the Indian Act, and the reservation and residential school systems.  

Through and because of these various processes of the nation-state’s founding violence, the 

Canadian state proceeded to recruit workers to meet the settlement aims and economic needs of 

capital based on racial hierarchies, reflecting the logics of white supremacy. As I have noted, white 

supremacy has been a key feature of Canadian immigration policy since its inception. The 

development of these policies has been analysed by numerous historians, political scientists and 

sociologists. This is reflected in some policies that are very similar to ones that targeted Chinese 

workers in the United States (Goutor 2005). In Canada, this included the Chinese Head Tax (1885-

1923) and the Chinese Exclusion Act (1923-1947). While in Canada there were no explicit white 

only settlement laws in the way there were in Australia, the impact of immigration policies and 
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practices always privileged white bodies through seemingly benign policies.14 The Immigration Act 

of 1910, for instance, gave immigration officials discretion to restrict entry to any immigrants seen as 

unsuited to the climate or requirements of Canada (Das Gupta, James and Maaka 2007, 183; 

Jakubowkski 1997). Then there were state acts such as the refusal to accept Jewish refugees during 

World War II (Abella and Troper 1983, 2012) or the refusal to allow workers aboard the Komagata 

Maru to entry the country in 1914 (Johnston 2014; Kazimi 2011; Kaur 2012).   

Intimately tied to these practices and policies around settlement and citizenship are ideas of 

the nation that reflect the intertwined logics of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy. As Nandita 

Sharma notes, we see the ideological production of the Canadian nation and “Canadian-ness” as 

whiteness in the policies governing migration and citizenship and the parliamentary debates that led 

to the adoption of various policies (Sharma 2001). An example of this is the way the immigration of 

women was regulated. Historically, policies governing the settlement of women were tied to the 

logic of white supremacy evident in the various restrictions to settlement confronting many groups 

of non-white women (and the way this was regulated through patriarchal policies and tied to 

heterosexual union).15 These restrictions were tied to the aim of white nation-building. Tania Das 

Gupta argues that the restriction of the reproduction of undesirable bodies was necessary because of 

the threat their reproduction posed to the project of white-settler nation-building (Das Gupta, James 

and Maaka 2007, 187). Today, this continues through programs like the Non-Immigrant 

Employment Authorization Program (NIEAP), adopted in 1973. The NIEAP set the framework for 

the current context in which workers increasingly come to Canada through temporary work 

programmes rather than through avenues that create a path to residency (Sharma 2006a). This 

means that non-white women who come to Canada today are more likely to come as temporary 

																																																								
14 See Thobani 2000a, 2000b, 2007; Sharma 2002. 
 
15 See Iacovetta 2000; Man 2004; Ng 1993a, 1993b; Sharma 2000; Thobani 2000a, 2000b. 
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workers (working for low wages and sometimes under indentured-like conditions) and are barred 

from settlement.16 Immigration policies are a critical mechanism for the making of the nation and 

the labour market. These policies reflect who is deemed desirable and who is entitled to basic life 

entitlements defined through the idea of Canada as a nation belonging to white settlers.17  

 

Looking Inside the Organization of Work and Workplaces 
 

To understand the making of class formation in Canada, we need to link state practices to 

capitalist development. The needs of capital and the specific practices of employers are a critical 

piece of this narrative. This involves the role and influence of capital over state policy, but also the 

participation of employers in the making and upholding of white supremacist and heteropatriarchal 

practices and hierarchies in the workplace. Employers play a key role in the making of a labour 

market marked by hierarchies of race and gender.18 

The development of capitalism in the Canadian context begins with what Marx calls 

primitive accumulation, the way in which processes of displacement make way for the development 

of a capitalist economy. Marx’s discussion of this in Capital considers how peasants were displaced 

from their lands through forms of enclosure, resulting in a loss of access to the common lands on 

which they had been able to ensure their survival. This created pools of people without the means to 

survive and who, as a class, eventually became wage labourers. However, as David Harvey notes, 

this process of accumulation, which entails dispossession, is an ongoing process – and one that has 

been intensifying within neoliberal capitalism.  

																																																								
16 See Ng 1993a; Man 2004; Das Gupta 1996; Sharma 2000, 2006a. 
 
17 The policies of immigration and ever-unfolding colonization are not the only ways that the Canadian state practices 
reflect the logics of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy. This is also evident in a whole host of laws governing 
everything from security certificates, residential restrictions, laws governing work and practices such as police violence, 
foreign policy, and so on (see Backhouse 1998).  
 
18 See Hunt and Rayside 2000, 408; Das Gupta 1996. 
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In Canada, primitive accumulation is rooted in the processes of colonization and 

displacement of the indigenous population. As Harvey points out and as we have just noted, this is 

an ongoing process. We see the ongoing battles against primitive accumulation today in indigenous 

struggles against the oil and gas companies and the state in the extraction of and distribution of the 

Tar Sands.19 As in the colonization of Palestine, extracting surplus value from indigenous labour was 

not a feature of colonization in Canada (Coulthard 2014).  

While indigenous workers were employed in some industries, particularly those related to 

resource extraction, waged workers were predominately settlers (High 1996). Accumulation in 

Canada was therefore also shaped by immigration policies and practices. Immigration policies 

function to shape the opportunities and conditions of work that workers find themselves in. The 

aim of building a white-settler colony of the British Empire was coupled with the demands of capital 

in the making of immigration policies. As Nandita Sharma has shown, the precarious status of non-

white workers, produced through state policies, has always been of huge benefit to employers in 

Canada.20 Non-white workers have historically found themselves in jobs that are often unsafe, 

poorly paid and temporary. Citizenship and immigration status has been an important tool used by 

the state and capital to criminalize worker resistance and for making for more vulnerable flexible 

workers. Today’s incarnation of temporary work programmes that have grown out of the NIEAP, 

like the Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP), are not new.21 Citizenship was always given 

to some alongside others who were denied it and thereby subject to poorer working conditions; the 

Canadian state has always produced these different pools of workers simultaneously. The benefit to 

employers is reflected in the poor pay and dangerous working conditions they give to these workers 

																																																								
19 See Kulchyski and Bernauer 2014; Mills and Sweeney 2013. 
 
20 See Sharma 1994, 1996, 2000. 
 
21 See Sharma 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2006a, 2006b. 
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compared to white workers, as seen in the history of Chinese railway workers or agricultural 

farmworkers today.22 And as in these cases, while the conditions are enabled through state practices, 

they are also maintained through the actions of employers who then use the white supremacist logic 

of “Canadian-ness” that underlies who gets status to justify reduced wages and more precarious and 

dangerous working conditions.23 

Bonilla-Silva argues that an important feature of the racist social system is that “the race 

placed in the superior position tends to receive greater economic remuneration and access to better 

occupations and prospects in the labor market, occupies a primary position in the political system, 

[and] is granted higher social estimation” (Bonilla-Silva quoted in Mills 2003). These are some of the 

effects of white supremacy in the organization of workplaces. State practices like immigration 

policies shape this, but so do the practices of employers and the white supremacist assumptions and 

ideas underlying their practices and reflected in them. For instance, employers create and maintain 

differential treatment in their function as organizers and managers of workplaces where race, gender 

and status function in the assignment of work and in its monitoring. Tania Das Gupta explores the 

role of particular managerial approaches to race and gender, which includes: the subjective biases of 

white managers towards bureaucratized controls, requirements for formal training for specialized 

tasks that are inaccessible for most workers of colour, racial divisions of work due to racial 

stereotypes stemming from colonialism and the relegation of particular workers to particular jobs 

based on the perceived suitability of tasks according to race and gender (Das Gupta 1996, 8-9).  

These practices that function in the organization of workplaces and affect job allocation, 

wages, and conditions reflect and reinforce ideas of skill shaped by ideas of white supremacy and 

heteropatriarchy. Das Gupta argues that racism preserves powerlessness and low wages for non-

																																																								
22 See Bolaria and Li 1988; Creese 1988; Smith 2015. 
 
23 See Sharma 2005, 2006a; 2006b. 
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white workers “through systemic practices in the labour market and related institutions like the 

educational system” (Das Gupta 1996, 14-15). Underlying these employer practices, from hiring to 

task assignments, are ideas of skill and what bodies are seen to fit what tasks.24 This is reflected in 

the way that the non-white workers are more likely to be viewed as unskilled, their skills not 

recognized as valuable, and their work seen as less valuable and therefore also paid less (Das Gupta 

1996). This operates in the devaluation of the work of women as well. Related to the erasure of 

reproductive labour as work, the wage labour of women is devalued through patriarchal ideas about 

skills (Man 2004). Much has been written about the way that patriarchal notions of skill, work and 

tasks associated with what is ascribed as the “natural” or innate skills of women – such as tasks 

associated with care – operate to devalue and segregate women into low-paid jobs (Frager 1999).  

How white supremacy and heteropatriarchy function in the production of ideas of skill and 

therefore also in the organization of workplaces and the labour market more generally is reflected in 

wage differentials amongst workers, in job segregation and in segregation of specific workers into 

certain industries. Historical examples of this job segregation within certain industries in Canada 

include the racist division of labour in work on trains; Agnes Calliste notes that work in the dining 

cars was exclusively for white workers while black workers were exclusively hired as sleeping car 

porters (Calliste 1995). Another example is noted by Ruth Frager in the way the textile industry in 

Toronto was organized by gender and race, and so with correspondingly differential wages (Frager 

1992). Then there is the way this differential treatment is currently entrenched in the labour market 

by the segregation of certain groups of workers into particular industries. For instance, Roxana Ng 

has shown that non-white women predominate in textile work that has been outsourced to women 

working by piece in their homes in Toronto (Ng 2007). These employer practices, upheld through 

various kinds of ideological practices and assumptions regarding skill, are also reflected in 

																																																								
24 See Das Gupta 1996; Frager 1999; Schmidt Camacho 1999. 
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differential wages. For instance, Das Gupta notes that Chinese workers earn anywhere from one-

quarter to one-half the wages of unskilled white men in the same industries (Das Gupta, James and 

Maaka 2007, 183).  

 

Contradictions in the Resistance to Employer and State Practices  

The various practices and strategies of the state and capital in the making of hierarchies and 

inequalities in the labour market based on race and gender were met with an array of competing and 

contradictory responses from different groups of workers in Canada. Exploring the ways workers 

have confronted, accepted, ignored or erased these embedded inequalities within the organization of 

the Canadian labour market gives insight into how and why particular international practices were 

developed. The way Canadian workers have responded to inequalities tells us how they have 

understood their struggle against exploitation. These responses are evident in how they strategized 

around the challenges of the competition embedded in the logic of capitalism and its specific 

manifestations workplaces through various state policies and employer strategies to nurture 

competition locally and internationally. As Kim Scipes argues, the labour imperialism of the AFL-

CIO has origins in the exclusions and inequalities unions supported locally, and so labour 

imperialism can be understood as an extension of these local strategies vis-à-vis inequalities and 

competition in the labour market (Scipes 2010a, xxviii-xxix).25 Like Scipes, I think that when we 

examine historical anti-immigrant campaigns and racist union exclusions we see the roots of labour 

imperialism in the emergence of alliances based on race or nation (and rooted in patriarchy) rather 

than class (Scipes 2010a, 12-15; Nastovski 2010). 

The history of the Canadian labour movement has many similar stories. White workers in 

Canada have responded to different groups of non-white workers in different ways; these responses 
																																																								
25 Ideas of skill, as in the case of craft unions in Canada and the United States, were historically used to justify exclusions 
based on gender, race and nation.  
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have varied historically and have been shaped by regional differences in the way the economy was 

organized and the kinds of jobs available to different racialized groups. For example, Goutor argues 

that part of the reason for the different responses on the part of “white” workers to Chinese and 

Black workers had to do with the fact that, unlike Chinese workers, Black workers very seldom 

competed for work in industries dominated by “white” workers (Goutor 2005).  

The way workers in Canada sought to deal with inequalities based on race and gender in the 

labour market as is marked by many conflicting strategies. This is a history of struggles of white and 

non-white workers and revolutionary and feminist organizations to challenge various forms of 

oppression as well as responses on the part of white workers to uphold relations marked by 

oppression. One prominent strategy, which parallels that of white workers in the United States, is 

the attempt to limit or eliminate competition through various efforts to exclude women and non-

white workers from the labour market.  

An important historical example of this – and one that has echoes today in popular 

depictions and discourses about the threat of China and Chinese workers to manufacturing jobs in 

the North – are the efforts to exclude Chinese workers from the Canadian labour market. David 

Goutor argues that Chinese workers were deemed to be “menaces” by white workers, meaning that 

Chinese workers were thought to be “cheap,” “docile” and “unmanly” workers who undercut white 

wages and took white jobs (Goutor 2005, 57-8).26 These events are revealing of white supremacist 

logics in the depictions of Chinese workers, but are also revealing in the way white workers depicted 

themselves as “native” and entitled to various rights and privileges stemming from their erasure of 

the existence of the indigenous population in their self-concept. These types of efforts have been 

rationalized through ideas about the qualities of the Canadian nation, Canadian nation-building, and 

																																																								
26 In this depiction, we also see the connection between white identity and masculinity.  
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also in the early 20th century ideas of Britishness and the British Empire.27 This was a part of 

broader efforts by white workers to exclude non-white workers and women from the labour market 

through campaigns and actions for more restrictive immigration policies and against immigrant 

workers, against the hiring of women workers, and the exclusion of women and non-white workers 

from particular jobs through gate-keeping of apprenticeships within craft unions.28 

James Naylor, analysing working class revolt in Ontario in 1919, argues that while some 

white workers were involved in anti-immigrant actions, such actions also existed alongside efforts by 

progressive/radical unions like some meatpacking and steelworkers’ locals that organized to 

challenge racism and craft union exclusions (Naylor 1998, 148). These strategies of cross-class 

organizing built solidarities that sometimes challenged patriarchal and white supremacist practices of 

the state, employers and fellow workers. Such organizing strategies have been a feature of many 

struggles and various organizational formations of Indigenous, immigrant and women workers to 

confront the interconnected effects of exploitation and oppression.  

 

Confronting Exploitation and Oppression?  
Models of Unions, Strategies for Action and Organizing in the Inter-War Years 

 
The overarching logics of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy that shaped social relations 

between workers, their employers, and the state and between workers themselves operated in the 

interwar years in a context of heightened class struggle. The Canadian economy, while extremely 

regionally diverse, was very volatile in this period across the country.29 This volatility, which included 

																																																								
27 For more see various works on the history of what is called nativism in Heron and Siemiatycki 1998; Goutor 2007a; 
Naylor 1998. Another example of the white supremacist discourse operating in these actions is Naylor’s depiction of 
nativist demonstrations in Toronto in 1919, where these white workers created a dichotomy between “British democracy 
vs. the ‘Hun’” as an argument for their moral and superiority vis-à-vis Chinese workers (Naylor 1998, 148).  
 
28 See Goutor 2007a; Heron and Siemiatycki 1998. 
 
29 Regional diversity was shaped by the interests of state and capital as well as the availability of resources for certain 
forms of accumulation. For instance, craft work was for a long time centred in Ontario with textile and meatpacking in 
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some boom years, recessions and the great depression, as well as the impact of socialist, communist 

and anarchist ideas and organizing, had a major impact on the way workers responded to 

exploitation and oppression.  

The heightened class struggle was seen in the explosion of new forms of organizing amongst 

waged, unwaged and unemployed workers. This included the building of new organizations, 

developing new strategies of resistance, experimenting with different tactics, rethinking who should 

be organized and how, and engaging in broad debates on what it means to win, including developing 

new demands and overarching goals. Throughout this period and into the early post-World War II 

period, these various organizing strategies led to a whole range of concessions from employers and 

the state resulting in huge increases in unionization and legislative measures that led to the formation 

of the social welfare state. As many Canadian labour historians have noted, these concessions, 

including various types of policies like unemployment insurance, also reflected employer and state 

fears of these organizing efforts (Palmer 1992; Heron 1989). This was the soft side of their response 

to the growth of organizational power of workers and of the left more broadly. Another side of the 

heightened class struggle of this period is evidenced in increased employer violence and aggression, 

including their use of scabs, police, private thugs, the setting up company unions, and so on.   

The Saskatoon Solidarity Committee pamphlet Partners in Imperialism situates post-World War 

II labour internationalism in Canada as following from the aftermath of the struggle over what 

model of union organization workers wanted (Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981). Like the SSC, 

I argue that what we see emerging in the battles over models and philosophies of unionism in the 

interwar years shows us that these battles over the direction of trade union organization and action 

was something that preceded the Cold War. The SSC poses a tension between craft business 

unionism, class-conscious unionism and social democratic industrial unionism in this period 
																																																																																																																																																																																			
the main urban centres, while in the north and west the industries were resource-based (mining, logging, sawmills, 
fisheries).  
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(Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981).30 I elaborate on this context here. This was a time in which 

there existed vastly different models of union organization and action. Craft unions remained a 

strong force, however, the One Big Union (OBU) emerged, the rise of industrial unionism more 

generally, both those that were social democratic and class-struggle oriented, the emergence of red 

unions represented by organizations like the Workers’ Unity League (WUL), and various forms of 

workers’ associations and organization in labour halls sometimes based on a sense of shared race or 

ethnicity and organized by workers who were often excluded from craft unions.  

The new forms of organization challenged craft union dominance and its narrow ideas about 

who ought to be organized and how. I introduce some of the models of union action and 

organization that were developed in this period and some of the ways these different models 

responded to the economic and political context, including the social organization of the labour 

market. Visible within the battles over models of union organization and action are some of the key 

ideological and political forces, ideas and debates that shaped the climate in which practices of 

labour internationalism developed in the post-World War II period. I draw out the competing forms 

of consciousness underlying the battle over union action and organization and some relevant aspects 

of these forces and their strategies to confront exploitation and oppression. In particular, for the 

purposes of understanding labour internationalism, I examine how different forces inside labour 

sought to confront exploitation and oppression (including strategies and solidarities built) or how 

they worked to accommodate capital and operate as sites for the maintenance and perpetuation of 

inequality based on race, gender and status.  

																																																								
30 I outline these models here, however, I think that an analysis of union philosophies as forces within different models 
rather than models is more useful. This is because we see in the case of industrial unions for instance, competing forces 
within these unions. While, as the SSC explain, the majority of the industrial unions in the post-World War II context 
were dominated by social democratic forces, some also operated at different times as more of an explicit business union 
or were guided by a class struggle orientation (i.e. on the class struggle side we see the UE (United Electrical, Radio and 
Machine Workers of America) and Mine Mill in Sudbury). 
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The dominant form of labour organization in the early 20th century was the craft union 

model represented by the Trades and Labour Congress of Canada (TLC) and its affiliates. This craft 

model of unionism sought to protect and improve wages and working conditions for a very narrow 

group of workers who were considered to possess certain skills. It was based on the idea that union 

power came through controlling the price of labour by limiting the pool of available workers via 

union membership of all the workers who possessed certain skills. These unions often also 

controlled entry into these jobs via control over who could train to develop these skills, that is, 

through apprenticeships and the regulation of and credentials for the craft. These unions 

participated in the maintenance of the social inequalities in the labour market. The majority were 

headquartered in the United States. Like their US-counterpart locals, the workers in these unions 

were predominately Anglo-Celtic men, and their unions often pursued policies that were anti-

immigrant and racist and worked to preserve patriarchal relations.31 This was reflected for instance in 

how voting rights in the union were linked to race and/or immigration status (Goutor 2007a, 186). 

The white supremacist and heteropatriarchal logics that operated within this model were also visible 

in their strategies. Heron notes that these unions sought to prevent “the degradation of the 

craftsmen’s work experience” by seeking political means to bar immigrants, women and children 

from jobs’ and the use of prison labour (Heron 1984, 61).  

The craft unions were also often characterized by conciliatory strategies with capital, 

evidenced in their efforts to campaign in the interests of their employers, as during the “Union 

Label” and “Buy Canadian” campaigns.32 Both campaigns, with origins as employer strategies, 

became recast as means of fighting for local jobs (Heron 1984, 69). What is important about these 
																																																								
31 See Scipes 2010a, Scott 1978a, Goutor 2007a; Creese 1987, 1988. Craft union militancy was often imbued with a sense 
of entitlement based on white supremacy and masculinity.  For instance, Heron notes that in British Columbia “the first 
miners’ unions were built on overtly racist attacks on Chinese workers, who were believed to be threatening the white 
working man’s standard of living” (Heron 1989, 10).  
 
32 For more, see Heron 1984. 
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strategies is the way workers came to identify their interests with those of their employers. While this 

craft union strategy is not a phenomenon exclusive to craft unions, it was more commonly found 

amongst them. These employer alliances are prominent in many different economic nationalist 

union strategies and are also intimately tied to racial or national identification with employers.33  

In contrast to the mainstream craft union model of this time, there were unions that were 

more explicitly aimed at class struggle and revolutionary goals, such as the OBU. This is what the 

Saskatoon Solidarity Committee called class-conscious unionism and others call class-struggle 

unionism, mostly these existed as forces within certain industrial unions (Saskatoon Solidarity 

Committee 1981; Ness 2014). The more radical strategies of the OBU and those that emerged inside 

some other industrial unions, aimed at organizing beyond a narrow set of skilled workers; this meant 

organizing those considered unskilled and the unemployed.  

The emergence of industrial unionism was a huge development in this period. Industrial 

unions sought to broaden organizing to unskilled workers and to organize by industry as opposed to 

skill or trade. Besides these two models, there were also ethnic or racially based unions or workers’ 

organizations that were excluded from the mainstream labour movement, such as the Chinese 

Labour Association (CLA) and the Chinese Workers’ Protective Association (CWPA) (Das Gupta, 

James and Maaka 2007, 184; Creese 1987, 1988; Seager and Roth 1998, 239, 252). Racially or 

ethnically based unions began to decline with the rise of class-struggle oriented and industrial 

unions34 because of the active involvement and recruitment of racialized and immigrant workers 

(Creese cited in Das Gupta, James and Maaka 2007, 185). These models explicitly challenged the 

exclusionary nature of craft unions based on their notion of class, particularly the way it was limited 

by race and status.  

																																																								
33 For a good account of this the various issues surrounding workers and economic nationalism, see Frank 2000.  
 
34 Many of the unions in this period that can be classified as class-struggle oriented were industrial unions.  
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The idea of class embraced by many industrial and explicitly class-struggle oriented unions 

meant a broader focus for organizing that extended to immigrant, racialized and unskilled workers, 

extending at times also to women (Mitchell and Naylor 1998, 183) as well as – in the case of the 

Workers Unity League – also unemployed workers (Endicott 2012; Manley 1994).35 Both the social 

democratic and class-struggle oriented industrial unions in this period employed more 

confrontational tactics and strategies with employers that were linked to the expanded vision of who 

constituted a worker. Canadian labour historians have noted that some of the elements of the class 

analysis and organizing strategies contained in these models can be found in the 19th-century 

Knights of Labour (KoL) (Palmer 1992; Heron 1989). Some elements common to these models are 

the emphasis on building the strength of the working class as a whole rather than segments of it 

according to skill or job. Another important aspect of this model includes the emphasis on building 

capacities to resist, exemplified in efforts to support worker self-activity.  

In the interwar period, the most significant explicitly class-struggle union that emerged was 

the OBU. The OBU saw itself as a revolutionary industrial union and sought to organize the entire 

working class irrespective of skill or workplace, and it “saw improvements in workers lives coming 

principally through toughness on the picket lines, not through the binding contracts that the craft 

unionist favoured” (Heron 1989, 41).36 Heron notes that a significant effect of the influence of OBU 

activists in this period was the development of general strikes as occurred in the strike waves of 1919 

(Heron and Siemiatycki 1998). An important feature of their orientation was their internationalist 

bent as well as their notion of class as transcending race, gender, status and skill divisions. There was 

																																																								
35 It is important to note that the WUL has been subject to critique because they spent their energies building a new and 
competing labour federation rather than working with or working to organize workers into the already existing unions. 
 
36 See also http://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/labour/labh21e.shtml.  
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also a boost to this approach given by the Russian revolution, inspiring membership in the 

immediate post-First World War years.37  

The OBU declined after the immediate post-First World War era, though some of the 

activists went on to form or join the Communist Party of Canada (CPC) or became active in the 

WUL in the 1930s or in industrial union organizing.38 Like the OBU, the WUL was anti-capitalist in 

orientation.39 Stephen Endicott argues in his recent book that the WUL was inspired by the ideas of 

Lozovsky, who insisted that the international labour movement should focus on organizing the 

unemployed, building independent or “red” trade unions where appropriate, and broadening the 

basis of strike strategy so as to develop stronger and more effective resistance to capital (2012, 21). 

Craig Heron provides evidence that the great majority of strikes in Canada in the early 1930s were 

led by affiliates of the Workers’ Unity League (Heron 1989, 70-1). They saw their strength as lying 

with the power of workers to act and sought to mobilize on a very broad basis, as seen in their role 

in organizing unemployed workers in the 1930s (Endicott 2012).   

Industrial unions were slower to form in Canada than in the United States, forming after the 

height of the OBU and WUL. This was due in part to the fact that the CPC pursued a different 

trade union strategy than the CPUSA; communist organizers in Canada were busy building the WUL 

as compared to their counterparts in the United States, where communist organizers were the 

driving force behind the development of industrial unionism through the creation of the Congress 

of Industrial Organizations (CIO). In the Canadian context, communist and revolutionary socialist 

organizers eventually joined with social democrats to build industrial unions. 

																																																								
37 For more see Leier 1990; Peterson 1981, 1984. 
 
38 It is important to note here the strength of the radical left in the west. This regional political divide remains important 
the development of internationalism, as alternatives to the institutional practices of the CLC were often found in the 
west or generally outside of Ontario. 
 
39 The OBU was founded on the slogan that “no worker can be an alien so far as we are concerned. Our alien . . . is the 
master class” (quoted in Mitchell and Naylor 1998, 184). 
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Institutionally, industrial unionism in Canada was represented by the formation of the 

Canadian Congress of Labour (CCL) in 1940, which was the result of a merger between the All-

Canadian Congress of Labour (ACCL), which was a nationalist-oriented union federation, and the 

Canadian section of the CIO. The legacy of the involvement of social-democratic trade unionists in 

the rise of industrial unionism in Canada was visible in the leadership and political orientation of the 

CCL (Abella 1973).40 Their aim was to organize more extensively. As compared to the craft unions, 

the strength of the industrial and class-struggle oriented unions developing in this period laid in their 

ability to organize broadly, rather than work to limit the quantity of available workers. It was in their 

numbers and their ability to shut down entire workplaces or cities that they had strength through 

organizing and the mobilization of workers and the class more generally. This orientation meant that 

the membership reflected the composition of the workforce, which was constituted by workplaces 

organized on stratified conditions rooted in white supremacy and heteropatriarchy. This meant that 

industrial unions, by virtue of their organization, were more inclined to confront rather than 

reinforce the unequal conditions imposed by employers on different groups of workers explicitly 

according to race and gender or through job assignment and other means. What this has meant in 

practice within industrial unions is complicated and contradictory. However, at least in aim, the 

industrial model which continued to grow through the post-World War II period encompassed a 

broader notion of the working class and (usually in a limited way) challenged the strategy of 

employers to stratify workers within workplaces. 

 

 

																																																								
40 This in significant for understanding the differences between the US and Canadian labour internationalism post-war, 
because while there are many parallels, the extent of social democratic presence and level of political organization meant 
a different political make up of leadership and staff in the Canadian sections of the industrial unions in the postwar 
period.  
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Contests and Contradictions:  
Wars of Position over Visions of Worker Justice 

 
The approaches represented in the union models and orientations in this period reflect the 

heightened ideological and political battle unfolding over strategies for worker justice. To explore 

this more deeply, it is instructive to look at some of the specific ideas of worker justice underlying 

the battles over union organization. I focus on two broad ideological camps that were prominent 

forces within the union models and orientations in this period. Specifically, I explore how these 

respective forces understood their struggle, how they conceptualized worker justice and how this 

affected the strategies they adopted to confront (or not confront) capitalism, imperialism and 

inequalities within the class and in the workplace.  

I argue that the dominant political visions inside the labour movement in this period fell into 

two broad categories. The first consists of liberal approaches to justice and equality, specifically of 

those who saw capitalism as requiring provisions for basic rights and needs, sometimes including 

demands for confronting racism in its manifestation as discrimination within workplaces. This 

acceptance of capitalism also meant that they often saw their fate as tied to their employers and the 

state.41 I include social democracy in this first category. Inequality and injustice in this orientation is 

not seen as inherent to capitalist logic nor as growing out of the development of capitalism and the 

history of colonialism and ongoing imperialism. The second encompasses revolutionary socialist 

ideas – of those for whom the contradictions of capitalism were viewed essential to it and therefore 

who saw justice and equality as only possible through the emancipation of the class via revolution 

and the development of a wholly different economic system based on need (including anarcho-

syndicalism and various communisms). I argue that the battle between these visions of workers’ 

justice was reflected in the battle over models of union organizing and constituted a war of position 

over the political direction of the labour movement.  
																																																								
41 See Scipes 2010a; Scott 1978a. 
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The ideas and analyses underlying the competing models of unionism in this era give us 

insight into how different alliances and solidarities formed and how these were extended to the 

international realm. The analyses and actions of the competing trade unions are crucial for 

understanding the development of their international strategies – and specifically, whether they 

confronted imperialism or saw their interests as aligned with ongoing imperialist practices and why. 

There are many contradictions within and points of overlap between the respective camps I outline 

in regards to how these ideas actually played out in practice locally and in terms of international 

solidarity. However, the overarching differences in these broad positions are critical to 

understanding the emergence of labour imperialist practices as well as different forms of 

international solidarity, both accommodationist and transformative, in the Canadian labour 

movement.  

A significant current within the liberal vision of worker justice that was especially strong in 

the early 20th century was labourism. Labourism was closely associated with craft unionism and its 

efforts in seeking justice for a very small set of predominately white, male workers.42 This parallels 

the orientation of their American counterparts. However, there are important differences between 

the philosophy of Samuel Gompers, often seen as the dominant force inside American craft unions 

in this period, and Canadian labourism, including their ideas of political action.43 In his study of 

Canadian labourism, Craig Heron argues that labourism blended elements of agrarian populism, 

liberalism and socialism (Heron 1984, 45, 54), and unlike the philosophy of Gompers labourism, 

Canadian labourism embraced political engagement as a necessary component of union strategy.  

																																																								
42 While associated with craft unionism, we can see in this philosophy some of the antecedents to the business unionism 
of some later industrial unions. 
 
43 This is not to say that the philosophy of Gompers did not have buy-in amongst some workers in Canada; see Babcock 
1974.  
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Heron defines Canadian labourism as a hazy and contradictory (Heron 1984, 50) working-

class liberalism that sought the end to “restriction[s] on liberty and equality in Canadian political life 

and sought the abolition of franchise restrictions, proportional representation, and the abolishment 

of the senate” (Heron 1989, 48).44 Labourists understood worker injustice as stemming from 

“parasitic monopolists and middle-men” rather than capitalism itself and viewed themselves as 

entitled to basic rights on the basis of recognition of and respect for their skills and the value of their 

labour (Heron 1989, 10, 49). The other in this construction, that made them worthy of rights, were 

the employers and managers who were not seen as productive in society and the unskilled workers 

(who were predominately immigrant, non-white or women) who undercut their recognition and 

rights. This analysis, which emphasized recognition and rights, remains a critical piece of social 

democratic discourse in Canada today.  

The Canadian labourists’ demand that workers should receive the “full promise of liberal 

democracy” (Heron 1984, 55) was intimately connected to white racial identity and ideas of 

citizenship and skill that were related to whiteness and to masculinity. Heron argues that they had a 

strong belief that advancement should be according to merit (Heron 1984, 59), which I argue was 

related to skill and was interpreted through the logics of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy. 

Workers worthy of basic entitlements were a limited group, a group that needed protection from the 

way employers degraded them by employing unskilled workers. The racial, national, gender and 

status components of this brand of working-class liberalism was tied to the organization of craft 

unions themselves and to the processes by which workers became craftsmen within the specific 

context of settler-colonial class formation in Canada. However, as Jonathan Hyslop argues in his 
																																																								
44 Heron notes that their political demands also included “referenda, a more democratic franchise which included 
women” (but not indigenous or non-white workers), and “the sweeping away of all property qualification and election 
deposits” (Heron 1984, 54). “The labourists shared a loose consensus about what a properly constructed society ought 
to look like. It was a vision of a decentralized society of small-scale production, where social and political power were 
widely diffused, where citizens were not far separated in social status, were treated equally under the law, and enjoyed 
equal opportunities, and where self-reliance, voluntary association, and mutual assistance would be more important than 
state coercion” (Heron 1984, 73).  
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work connecting British, South African and Australian labourisms, these forces must be understood 

in an international context and within the contours of the British Empire (Hyslop 1999). Following 

from this, Hyslop calls for understanding the developments of national labour movements in this 

period, including their dominant political currents, in connection to the international flows of 

political culture (Hyslop 1999, 399). As a white settler-colony of the British Empire, Canadian 

labourism, like the strands of socialism that developed here, was influenced by the experiences of 

settlers prior to immigrating to Canada and to connections they had to movements internationally. 

Craig Heron for one notes that Canadian labourism was inspired by British and Australian labourism 

(Heron 1984, 54). However, the specific connections to these movements have not to my 

knowledge been examined.  

Hyslop, drawing from Ann Laura Stoler and Frederick Cooper’s discussion in Tensions of 

Empire (1997), argues that using a national lens to understand phenomena like labourism and its 

white identity is limited and misses the way this developed within the context of the British Empire. 

Hyslop explores the way that white racial identity underlying British, South African and Australian 

labourisms in the pre-First World War era was actually a transnational phenomenon linked to British 

colonialism and the British Empire. As in Canada, these labourisms combined a programme for 

worker justice (though ones that were not as liberal as in Canadian labourism) with white racial 

identity, a programme for justice for white workers which included active campaigning for the 

exclusion of non-white workers from the labour market through restrictive immigration policies and 

other measures (Hyslop 1999). Hyslop uses the example of the militancy mobilized based on 

labourism in a solidarity in Britain in 1914 that combined ideas of dignity and justice for workers 

with whiteness. This international solidarity rally against the deportation of white South African 

labour leaders who had been fighting for the exclusion of non-white workers was the largest British 

labour demonstration in the early 20th century (Hyslop 1999, 398). Through this case, he argues that 
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we see, first, the transnational development of labourism within the British Empire as ideas that 

were circulated amongst the imperial working class, and second, the centrality of the “the imperial 

framework . . . in shaping the self-conceptions of British and colonial workers before 1914” (Hyslop 

1999, 400).  

The link here between whiteness and empire is important for understanding the specific 

nature of white supremacist logic within the Canadian working class in this period. Canadian 

labourism functioned to support white supremacist relations in Canada, just as in Australia, through 

efforts to impact immigration policies (Goutor 2007a), and this was founded on a transnational 

white identity in the context of the British Empire. This meant that “the cause of international 

labour was seen as identical with the cause of the globalised white British labour diaspora” (Hyslop 

1999, 418-19). The solidarities built via this transnational identity combined notions of class with 

white identity, making whiteness the basis and promise for fighting exploitation.  

The connections forged and expressed in the 1914 rally in London’s Hyde Park and in 

Canada in the Chinatown Riots in Vancouver in 1907 (Sugimoto 1973) complicate notions of 

solidarity and show how it can combine exploitation with a desire to be incorporated or recognized 

“within the dominant racial structure” (Hyslop 1999, 418). Both events reflect the popularity of 

labourism and indicate that white supremacy, identification with empire and support for imperialism 

cannot be dismissed as simply the products of the labour leadership. The conception of justice put 

forward by labourists is something that became hegemonic amongst the white-settler working class 

in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. And this is situated within and shaped by an international 

context in which, Hyslop argues, labour movements were fighting for their members to be 

recognized as “white” (Hyslop 1999, 418). I argue that this configuration and the labourist analyses 

it is rooted in and the strategies it led to are critical to understanding the rise of labour imperialism 



	 145 

and accommodationist forms of solidarity in the Canadian labour movement in the later part of the 

20th century.  

In 1921, the Trades and Labour Congress withdrew backing for the labourist movement due 

to what they perceived to be its growing socialist orientation (Heron 1984, 71). Social democracy in 

Canada arose in part out of labourism and came to replace it as a dominant force within the labour 

movement. The rise of Canadian social democratic ideology and the establishment of the Co-

operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF) in 1932, which later, after creating a more formal 

alliance with labour, became the New Democratic Party (NDP) in 1961, happened in the context of 

the rise of growing revolutionary socialist forces and as a response to them.45 The socialist-inflected 

liberalism of the CCF was also influenced by the experiences of immigrant workers in this period, an 

experience which also brought ideas of worker justice that were influenced by growing international 

socialist movements. Like the labourists, Canadian social democracy sought to secure worker justice 

within capitalism through union organizing and a political strategy focused on electoral change and 

legislative and judicial reforms (Naylor 1998, 169; Heron 1989).  

The social democratic vision of worker justice differed from labourism in important ways, 

including in the “strong interest in civil liberties, contributing to the pull away from the most 

obviously racist positions” (Hunt and Rayside 2000, 410). For the most part, the social democratic 

approach to oppression has been rights based, and social democratic labour activists worked 

primarily to end workplace discrimination based on race and creed.46 Like their labourist 

predecessors, they fought for fulfillment of the promises of liberal democracy for a wider group of 

workers, though still within the national framework that connected entitlements to citizenship. 

Unlike labourism and parallel to the approach of rising industrial unionism, social democrats 

																																																								
45 See Horowitz 1968. 
 
46 For more, see Goutor 2011; Patrias and Frager 2001. 
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responded to employer use of racial discrimination by seeking to raise the conditions of non-white 

workers through processes of inclusion and demands for rights. This is reflected in the involvement 

of social democratic trade unionists in the rise of industrial unionism and then in activism for human 

rights legislation.47 However, with some notable exceptions, this was done within a framework that 

did not challenge imperialism, colonialism or immigration policies steeped in the logics of white 

supremacy and heteropatriarchy.48 This is important because it highlights the liberal character of the 

challenge to oppression that developed, one which made oppression equivalent to discrimination 

rather than to processes and practices steeped in the history of colonization, the development of 

capitalism, and ongoing imperialism. As a politics trying to reconcile capitalism with principles of 

egalitarianism and justice for the working class, anti-discrimination was a logical outgrowth because 

it did not fundamentally challenge capitalism or the logics of white supremacy that underlie ideas of 

Canada and “Canadian-ness.” 

As an amalgam of ideas from different currents of socialism and labourism, Canadian social 

democrats based their demands and strategy for worker justice on moral grounds (which particularly 

in its early years involved moral critiques of aspects of capitalism) rather than critiques of the logic 

of capitalism and the legacies of its development (Heron 1989, 76; Heron 1984, 71; Horowitz 1968). 

We can trace the current emphasis of the Canadian labour movement on labour rights and the 

discourse of fairness to Canadian social democratic thought. Like labourism, this moral rationale was 

steeped in ideas of respect and recognition and supported an understanding of class relations within 

a pluralist framework. In this paradigm, inequities between workers and capital could be mediated 

and resolved through the role of the state, which can operate as an equalizer through protection of 

rights and redistributive policies. This pluralism rests on the social-democratic belief in the state’s 

																																																								
47 See Goutor 2011; Patrias and Frager 2001. 
 
48 See Goutor 2011; Patrias and Frager 2001. For more on immigration and white Canadian identity, see Thobani 2000a, 
2007; Sharma 2006a, 2006b, 2007. 
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capacity to transcend the logic of capitalism to create equilibrium between workers and capital. This 

analysis of the state and of the logic of capitalism is a significant component of the corporatist 

strategies that arose inside the social democratic-dominated leadership in the trade union movement 

during the Cold War.  

The rise of socialism in this period that was part of producing Canadian social democracy 

also gave rise to revolutionary socialism, reflected in the formation of syndicalist, anarchist and 

communist workers’ organizations and political parties. This too was a transnational phenomenon. 

Canadian revolutionary socialisms cannot be thought outside this international dimension. Workers 

considered non-white, many of whom were recent migrants, constituted the overwhelming majority 

in many of these organizations. As Stephen Endicott notes about the Communist Party, “although 

the overwhelming majority of the population was made up of Anglo-Celtic and French-Canadian 

workers, 95% of the party membership was confined to three other language groups – Finnish with 

60%, Ukrainian with 25%, and Jewish with 10%” (Endicott 2012, 27). The overwhelming presence 

of immigrant workers in the party was met with various forms of state repression in the form of the 

banning of “alien” newspapers and exhibited in state actions and those of capital represented in and 

reflected in the name of the Citizens’ Committee of 1000 during the Winnipeg General Strike 

(Mitchell and Naylor 1998, 180).  

There were many differences between the different strands of revolutionary socialist 

organizing in this period that we see in the various parties, campaigns and newspapers. The primary 

feature distinguishing these from that of the social democratic trade unionists is that they did not see 

egalitarian principles as reconcilable with capitalism. For revolutionary socialists, protection of rights 

and other measures of state action within a capitalist system are insufficient because they do not 

overcome the logic of capitalism, which because of the creation of surplus value means that workers 

are inevitably subject to exploitation. Worker injustice in this view, therefore, did not arise from a 
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lack of recognition or of rights but from the fundamental logic and contradictions of capitalism 

itself. For these revolutionary socialists, workers’ justice meant emancipation from capitalism and 

capitalist social relations altogether. Political action, while sometimes electoral, primarily concerned 

with building working-class power and capacities to fight through various organizing strategies. 

Examples of this are the methods and strategies of the class-struggle oriented OBU. Building 

working class power translated into organizing; these were strategies that went beyond the narrow 

confines of mainstream trade union organizing, including organizing the unemployed, women and 

non-white workers regardless of ethnicity or citizenship. We also see an internationalist orientation 

in the efforts of the CPC to organize volunteers to fight in the Spanish Civil War (Howard 1987; 

Petrou 2005).49  

While revolutionary socialist organizers were very active and strong in this period, their 

challenges to exploitation and oppression were also limited by several factors. The CPC provides a 

good illustration of the contradictions in the practice and strategy for worker justice. For one, the 

British migrants often dominated the leadership in these organizations despite the majority Jewish, 

Ukrainian and Finnish memberships.50 And as Donald Critchlow’s study of unions in the US with 

Communist leadership, their politics of challenging oppression did not always translate into 

organizing strategies and practices within the union to challenge racism (Critchlow 1979). And while 

organizing immigrant and racialized workers, strategies were sometimes chosen that reinforced racist 

notions through appeal to ideas of citizenship based on race or the superiority of British institutions 

to legitimize strike aims, as during the Winnipeg General Strike (Mitchell and Naylor 1998, 184 and 

211).  

																																																								
49 While beyond the scope of my project, events like Spanish Civil War point to the need to think through Canadian 
labour internationalism in this period of rich ideological and political contestations within the labour movement.  
 
50 Manley discusses the Canadianizing of the party noting that “his ethnicity undoubtedly helped sell the Party’s new 
Canadian identity” (Manley 2002, 20, emphasis in the original).  
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Related to this is the nationalist tendencies seen in the CPC, which became particularly 

prominent during the war with the party’s calls for national unity (Horowitz 1968, 92). The rise of 

nationalist politics during and after the war was a transnational phenomenon within communist 

parties (though not encompassing all parties) fuelled by the dissolution of the Comintern. While 

nationalism was increasingly permitted and even encouraged after the dissolution of the Comintern, 

some nationalist tendencies predate the dissolution. During the interwar years, some revolutionary 

socialists made alliances with nationalist forces, for instance, the CPC’s alliance with the Canadian 

Brotherhood of Railway Employees (CBRE), which was a nationalist union that maintained racist 

job segregation to form the ACCL in the late 1920s (Heron 1989, 70). This was also reflected the 

discussion of the colonial question on the left more generally. Allan Seager and David Roth note 

that it was not being debated at all in British Columbia except by indigenous organizations, and as 

Endicott notes, the discussion around Canada as a colony was focused on whether Canada was a 

colony of the United States or Britain (Seager and Roth 1998, 240; Endicott 24-5). This 

configuration of the colonial question operated in the logic of white supremacy in its erasure of the 

indigenous population and by framing white settlers as subject to the colonization of Britain and/or 

the United States. Another way that some revolutionary socialists failed to challenge the social 

nature of class relations was through Workerist biases within some revolutionary socialist 

movements (McKay and Morton 1998, 59). This meant that some currents within revolutionary 

socialist movements desocialized class, abstracting class from lived experience, which erased the 

racial, gender, national and geographic dimensions that shape different experiences of class. We see 

this for instance in the assumptions around who is working class and whose struggles matter (Frank 

1998, 80).  
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Thinking Internationally  
 

The dominant forces and ideological tensions in Canada in the interwar years over the nature 

of and strategies for worker justice are full of contradictions. These tensions and contradictions in 

how to confront the injustices borne of capitalist development and its effects on the social nature of 

class relations must be understood in the international context. This is because, as a settler colony, 

the particular sets of ideas that arose in the Canadian context were constantly being shaped and 

reshaped by continuing streams of migration and the ideas and experiences migrants brought with 

them. The international context is a reminder that the war of position vis-à-vis capitalism was a 

transnational phenomenon predating the Cold War. The wars of position over worker justice that 

were being fought in Canada were also being fought in many other national contexts predominately 

in the Global North.  

E.H. Carr argues that the split between social democracy and communism had already 

reached the international level of the trade union movement (Carr 1946, 73). This was reflected in 

the set-up of the IFTU and the RILU between 1919–20 (Foster 1956) – and I would argue also in 

the set-up of international institutions like the ILO, a liberal institution based on a model of 

pluralism and cooperation between workers’ organizations, states and capital. The TLC, the craft 

union federation, was involved in the ILO (Goutor 2007a, 192), reflecting and complementing their 

conciliatory approach to capital and the state. And the WUL was affiliated to the RILU, which was a 

part of the wider communist structure growing out of the Russian Revolution and the rise of the 

Communist Party of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (CPU).51 

The wars of position over worker justice, and along with this models of union organization 

and action, shaped certain kinds of solidarities that impacted the goals and methods of labour 

internationalism. In the next chapter, I begin to unpack the dominant labour internationalism that 

																																																								
51 See Endicott 2012. 



	 151 

developed in the early Cold War and how these wars of position operated in the development of 

these practices and policies.  
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Chapter 4 
 

Wars of Position and the Making of  
Labour Imperialism and Accommodationist Solidarities 

 
In this chapter, I explore how Canadian unions responded to the hierarchies characterizing 

global divisions of labour in the immediate post-World War II period. I situate the development of 

the dominant vision and practice of labour internationalism inside the Canadian labour movement. 

The dominant vision in this period is exemplified the policies and practices of the CCL’s 

International Affairs Committee (IAC) and International Affairs Department (IAD), and after 1956 

that of the CLC.1 This examination follows from my analysis of the debates over worker justice and 

models of union organization and strategy in the interwar years. The practices and omissions that 

characterized the way these different forces confronted capitalist development and the social 

inequalities born of local class formation carry through in the thinking that came to inform their 

responses to international divisions of labour in this defining period. I argue that the CCL and then 

the CLC’s international programme can be characterized as operating between labour imperialism 

and accommodationist solidarity. By this, I mean that while aligned with the state and capital (both 

Canadian and American) and their interests in expansion internationally over and often against the 

aims of the dominant forces of workers in many parts of the Global South, their actions were often 

framed and understood as solidarity.  

I begin this chapter with a theoretical discussion of accommodationist tendencies expressed 

in different models of unions, and their goals and strategies for workers’ justice. Here I review, 

                                                
1 Note that the TLC was not an active player in international affairs. Though they were involved in the ILO, they did 
not, despite the pleading of the CCL, join the WFTU. In this period, it was primarily the CCL that was dedicating 
significant energy to developing an international programme. They emphasized the lack of necessity of engaging in 
international activity. At their 1954 convention, Percy Bengough argued for the priority of domestic affairs and said that 
“Sending millions of dollars abroad to aid the depressed with a view of raising their standards of living should be the 
right thing to do, but shouldn’t we ease up doing these nice things until we have found out where we can get the money 
to initiate work for our own people . . .” (Price 2003, 15). This sentiment remains a dominant one inside the Canadian 
labour movement today.  
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assess and elaborate on the frameworks used to understand the phenomenon of labour imperialism, 

starting with Johns’ distinction between accommodationist and transformative forms of solidarity. I 

continue by considering features of different models of trade unionism and their ideological 

underpinnings. Then, drawing from Charles Post, I argue that the tendency toward 

accommodationist solidarity, rather than having a direct material basis as an expression of the 

interests of workers, is an issue of class consciousness. I maintain that we need to look to Gramsci 

and what Luis M. Pozo calls mechanisms of class accommodation that operate in this tendency 

toward accommodation. Accommodation is exhibited in the common-sense notions that shaped 

ideas about the interests of the Canadian working class, and these notions are rooted in the social 

nature of Canadian class formation and the dominant ideas of race, nation and class flowing from it. 

I return to the global context in which the CCL/CLC’s international programme was established, 

including the major wars of position over the future of capitalist development. I then look at the 

main players in the set up and operation of the ICFTU and the closest federations to the CCL/CCL 

institutionally and politically.  

 

Accommodation and Transformation 
 

The tensions between the tendencies of unions to be sites of accommodation and 

transformation are central to the Marxist debates on the possible revolutionary character of unions, 

from Marx and Gramsci on the more optimistic side to Lenin and Trotsky on the more pessimistic 

one (Hyman 1971). Johns’ distinction between accommodationist and transformative forms of 

solidarity reflects the tensions in these debates, retaining a sense that there is within trade unions a 

potential for transformative forms of solidarity, ones that hold class interests “over interests that are 

spatially derived and rooted” and which thereby operate outside of the logic of nationalism and 

imperialism (Johns 1998, 256). Accommodationist solidarity on the other hand involves activities 
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that, “while using the rhetoric of internationalism and union solidarity . . . seeks not to transform 

social relations but to accommodate them while reasserting the dominance of a particular group of 

workers within capitalism’s spatial structures” (Johns 1998, 256). This distinction highlights the role 

of the logic of nationalism and imperialism and the tendency toward accommodation even in 

practices that may even arise from a sense of solidarity. Accommodationist solidarity, therefore, can 

be distinguished from labour imperialism through intention rather than the consequences of specific 

practices. I argue that labour imperialism is imbued with a clear sense of opposing interests and a 

more self-conscious attempt to smash certain labour, social or political forces or boost others in a 

specific contest for power. Johns’ contribution is important for highlighting the complexities of the 

support for and acceptance of the logics of imperialism and nationalism that may appear (and might 

even be genuinely held to be) solidaristic.  

Johns notes that class identities are complicated by race, gender, sexuality, national identity, 

and geography, which create mixed “messages of brotherhood and sisterhood that clash with 

messages of self-preservation at any cost” in terms of the ability to challenge competition between 

workers (Johns 1998, 253). For Johns, drawing on David Harvey, this tension arises from material 

conditions in which capital is able to create and deepen inequality across space, inequalities that have 

arisen through the historical processes of uneven development that underlies global divisions of 

labour (Johns 1998, 254). Johns elaborates on this tension that exists in practices of international 

labour solidarity by outlining levels in the spectrum of forms of solidarity. She calls the first level 

zero; this is essentially labour imperialism in which “labor defines itself in an emphatically 

geographic manner” (Johns 1998, 259).2 This often involves explicit nationalist and/or xenophobic 

responses to workers on the international level as “foreign competition” (Johns 1998, 259). Level 

                                                
2 Johns’ spectrum spans from accommodation to transformation, whereby level zero is a form of accommodation. 
However, as the zero denotes, this is not a form of solidarity, and therefore I refer to this approach as labour 
imperialism rather than a level of accommodationist solidarity.  
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one refers to instances where workers understand international solidarity as a “useful mechanism for 

achieving the protection or improvement of their own standard of living through the elimination of 

pools of cheap labor” (Johns 1998, 259-260).  

In contrast to this are two levels of transformative solidarity. The first is a conception of 

solidarity in which there is a sense of interconnection with workers beyond one’s own national 

borders. In this framework, there is recognition of national differences between workers and their 

interests, however these workers identify as both national and as part of an international working 

class (Johns 1998, 260). This has been common for instance in the solidarity work of various left 

nationalist movements. Lastly, there is level three: workers see themselves in solidarity with workers 

internationally because they see themselves as part of an international working class and thereby put 

class before what are seen by them as “national” interests (Johns 1998, 260). This last form is anti-

capitalist and internationalist in orientation and aims at “eliminating capital’s spatial advantage over 

labour, seeking to transform global capitalism” (Johns 1998, 260). Johns’ categorizations can 

function to hold elements of both the optimistic and pessimistic approaches to trade unions in a 

tension, whereby possibilities for real social change exist in the forces and tendencies – or as Hyman 

argues, as currents and counter-currents – inside the labour movement.3 The potential for 

overcoming accommodation calls on us to unpack the elements and underlying roots of this 

tendency.  

 

Accommodation and Transformation: Inside Different Conceptions of Trade Unionism 

In the absence of effective, collective class-organisation, workers are pitted one against another – on 
the basis of race, gender, nationality – for jobs, promotions, education and housing.  

–Charles Post (2010, 34) 
 

                                                
3 However, this approach and my own in that they look to labour as a space where such contests take place, is closer to 
the optimistic approaches of Marx and Gramsci in that we cannot write of trade unions as structurally unable to serve 
any function but accommodation.  
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Unpacking how and why different practices of labour internationalism developed in different 

places requires both a historical analysis of class formation and of how this translated into battles 

over conceptions of workers’ justice. These battles, which take place in debates over the goals, 

strategies, tactics and organization of trade unions, are expressions of tensions within class 

consciousness and are reflective of how they conceptualize resistance and worker justice. Hyman 

argues that most trade unions emerged as social movements (Hyman 2001, 60). However, as Lenin 

noted, unions “display a natural tendency to integration with the system,” and their endurance is 

often attributable to some level of accommodation (Hyman 2001, 2; Hyman 1975, 14).  

There are different conceptualizations of trade union models, philosophies, tendencies and 

ideal types. For the purposes of this study I draw from Hyman’s conceptualization of three trade 

union ideal types that he uses to unpack the politics of Western European trade unionism. These are 

business unionism, social democratic unionism, and revolutionary unionism. These ideal types 

provide a framework for situating the tensions between accommodation and transformation within 

unions. Although in the interwar years in Canada these different ideal types translated into new 

models of unionism, in the early Cold War these ideal types are more useful for analysis if 

understood as representing ideological tendencies or currents within certain unions or labour 

movements (which may come to be dominant in unions or movements at specific times).  

I draw from Hyman’s categorization rather than the more common framework used in 

North American scholarship and union discourse today between business and social or social 

movement unionism (Moody 1997; Robinson 1993, 2000; Ross 2007). This framework has provided 

useful insights on strategies for trade union renewal and raises critical questions about the direction 
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of unions in North America today;4 however, the tendency to conflate social democratic and anti-

capitalist philosophies makes this framework ill-suited for the purposes of this study.5  

 

Accommodative Philosophies  

Just as the social democratic orientation becomes conflated with revolutionary approaches in 

some frameworks, in other texts it becomes synonymous with business unionism.6 While both the 

social democratic and business union philosophies are accommodative approaches, they have 

distinct philosophies, and these differences are important for understanding labour internationalism 

in Canada.7 I will begin with some of what they share and then go into the important differences.  

First, the models arising from these philosophies are both now in crisis. Both the dominant 

social democratic types, strongest in continental Europe but also in Canada, and business union 

types have witnessed the benefits won through their strategies and pacts made with the state and 

capital, within regional or national frameworks, diminish or disappear in the Global North in the 

past forty years. Second, they deny that the logic of capitalism is a barrier to worker justice. These 

philosophies see the union as a means in and of itself (or with the help of the state) to overcome or 

mitigate exploitation and oppression despite the vicissitudes of the market that shapes their ability to 

do so. Third, these philosophies do not necessarily see workers as being in conflict with employers. 

Fourth, while the sectionalism of business unionism is far narrower than that arising from a social 
                                                
4 I cannot discuss here the variations and different uses of the terms (for more, see Moody 1997; Ross 2007; Scipes 
2014b, which offer useful discussions of strategies for building the capacities of workers). 
 
5 Also, there is also the question of whether the term social movement unionism should be applied in the North 
American context given the very different goals, strategies and tactics of unions there from those trade unions in the 
South that initially inspired the term social movement unionism (for more, see Scipes 2014b).  
 
6 For instance, in the work of the SSC (1981) and Murphy (1986); due to the accommodative nature of the dominant 
social democratic trade unionism in Canada, they see the two as synonymous. Hyman also notes the conflation in his 
rationale for treating them as separate ideal types (Hyman 2001, 3).  
 
7 As I outlined in Chapter 3, these types as well as the revolutionary type were present and distinct in the Canadian 
context in the early 20th century. And as I outlined in the Canadian context in the interwar years, these accommodative 
types share liberal roots and an acceptance of capitalism.  
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democratic orientation. From the social democratic philosophy, even in places where it effectively 

mitigates against sectionalism based on industry, it often retains a strong sectionalism based on 

national citizenship.  

 

Business Unionism  
 

Samuel Gompers, head of the AFL from 1886 until his death in 1924, is often thought of as 

the archetypal business unionist. When asked the purpose of trade unionism, Gompers simply 

replied “More” (Hyman 2001, 13). Hyman argues that business unionism, most common in the 

United States, is a model of conscious economism (Hyman 2001, 3). As noted in studies of 

American labour imperialism, business unionism generally eschews political action and sees itself as 

outside the realm of politics (Hyman 2001, 15).8 Business unionism emphasizes collective bargaining 

and understands the function of the union as serving to meet the material needs of those in a 

specific occupation (Hyman 2001, 3). As noted by many American labour scholars, the strong 

sectionalist approach of business unionism has historically often also translated into racist, sexist, 

nationalist and pro-imperialist tendencies.9  

 

The Philosophy of Social Partnership:10 Social Democratic Unionism  

Hyman uses the term social partnership to characterize the model of integrative trade 

unionism that developed in many parts of continental Europe, tying it to both social democracy and 

the orientation of the early anti-socialist Christian unions in Europe (Hyman 2001, 3). These early 

                                                
8 Though business unionists sometimes seek to influence the state regarding the nature of the legal regime governing 
industrial relations.  
 
9 See Scipes 2010a; Frank 2000. 
 
10 Philosophies of social partnership are referred to by some Marxists and revolutionary socialists as class collaboration. 
However, I use social partnership in this dissertation because it is more widely used today in relation to social democratic 
unions. It is important to unpack this characterization as benign.  
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anti-socialist Christian unions, unlike the early social democratic unions which he argued had 

adopted many of the features of the business unionism, opposed business unionism and denied 

differences in interests between workers and employers, arguing for partnership on the basis of the 

moral dignity of workers (Hyman 2001, 2-3). Both visions of social partnership denote a 

replacement of class struggle with forms of cooperation (Hyman 2001, 48) that varied significantly 

based on the historical development of this vision in different contexts. The ILO, for instance, is an 

expression of this ethos as an international tripartite organization that seeks cooperation between 

governments, unions and employers.11 Some of the strongest tendencies towards this type of social 

partnership are exhibited in the industrial relations systems in most major Western European 

nations. Like the anti-socialist Christian unions, Hyman argues that the social democratic approach 

to the union as “a vehicle for social integration” also arose as a response to visions of the union as a 

site for challenging capitalism (Hyman 2001, 3).  

In contrast to business unionism, the philosophy of social partnership translated into an 

engagement in politics. Often this meant formal alliances with social democratic political parties 

which in some cases sought to build tripartite structures as a way to secure better conditions for 

workers. And so, unlike business unions, their activities sought political change to improve 

conditions for workers nationally or regionally rather than only for those in a specific workplace or 

occupation. However, Hyman notes that this type of unionism, as a form of political economism 

(Hyman 1994 cited in Hyman 2001, 55) meant that, while engaging in political activity, “political 

aspirations unconnected to the material interests of unions’ actual or potential constituents tended to 

become largely ceremonial and rhetorical” (Hyman 2001, 55). This orientation is useful for thinking 

about the international because this activity was largely focused on the nation as horizon and on the 

conditions of full citizenship. On the level of trade union action, this national political economism 

                                                
11 For more on the imperialism of the ILO, see Taha 2015. 
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resulted in “a synthesis between pragmatic collective bargaining and a politics of state-directed social 

reform and economic management” (Hyman 2001, 55). In sum, underlying this orientation and 

model of trade union action was a belief that through social partnership workers could achieve 

justice within and despite the crises of capitalism through collective bargaining coupled with the 

redistributive mechanisms of the welfare state (Wahl 2004, 4) for citizens of Northern nation-

states.12 

 

Transformative Philosophies 
 

The last ideal type Hyman describes are union philosophies and strategies arising from 

various anti-capitalist traditions, including “radical social democratic, syndicalist and communist” 

approaches and all the variations within, historically, regionally and ideologically (Hyman 2001, 2). 

This type of unionism, which we might call transformative, revolutionary or class-struggle unionism 

aims to challenge capitalism and capitalist social relations.13 The orientation of this ideal type is to 

build worker power and resistance to capitalism through the promotion of militancy and socio-

political mobilization. There are numerous strategies that characterize class-struggle models of union 

practice, particularly those practices that emphasize building class consciousness and militancy 

through organizing spaces of resistance. This has translated into various configurations, including 

organizational strategies that have led to different strategies of organizing within craft and industrial 

unions and also has led to forms of political unions – for instance, those unions that were and are 

part of larger movements and struggles, such as those that grew or were created in and as part of 

                                                
12 Despite the fact that, as in the case of the post-World War II Europe, these pacts were made possible through the 
class confrontations of the previous generations (Wahl 2004, 5).  
 
13 See also Ness 2014. While I prefer the term class-struggle unionism, I think it is important to note that in order for 
this philosophy or model of unionism to be transformative in the sense that Johns discusses, it must entail a socialized 
conception of class and a vision of workers’ justice.  
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broader anti-colonial or anti-fascist struggles, or radical syndicalist unions like the One Big Union.14  

And there is a huge diversity amongst these unions and workers struggles and movements. 

Regardless of the course strategies of revolutionary workers have taken, from radical syndicalist to 

communist, common to their philosophy of unionism is an emphasis on worker power, particularly 

the importance of organizing the broader working class (including those outside national borders) 

and the unemployed as well as a focus on strengthening worker capacities and class consciousness. 

This is an approach to trade unionism that sees unions as sites for building class consciousness and 

working-class power, an approach which is encapsulated in Engels’ pronouncement that unions are 

“schools of war” for the working class (Hyman 2001, 1973). This ideal type runs up against the 

issues and contradictions of trade unions themselves, including the accommodationist tendencies 

that arise from unions being forms of organization essentially linked to and products of capitalism 

(Anderson 1967, 264). Also, some of these unions were radical by self-definition rather than 

consistently in practice, particularly in cases where they were subsumed to the rule of a party or 

movement.   

 

Wars of Position  

These ideal types exist as tensions within unions as dominant currents and counter-currents 

that are dialectically related to one another throughout the histories of unions and other workers’ 

organizations. For Gramsci, “the superstructures of civil society are like the trench systems of 

modern warfare” (Gramsci 1971, 235). Unions, as key civil society organizations of the working 

class, are therefore important sites for contestations over the legitimacy of capitalism. For Gramsci, 

we see this contestation in battles over ideas and efforts to keep or take direct power. The first battle 

is a preparatory war of position which concerns the making or unmaking of hegemonic common 

                                                
14 For more, see Scipes 1996; Scipes 2014; McNally 2006; Ness 2014; Leier 1990; Peterson 1981, 1984. 
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sense within civil society (Boelhower 1981, 584). This is in preparation for the second battle, which 

is a direct war of manoeuvre aiming at taking state power. For Gramsci, these are both necessary. 

However, he argued that where war of manoeuvre is not possible, such as in many parts of Western 

Europe in his time, the focus had to be on building a power base in civil society through a war of 

position (Gramsci 1971, 206-207; Boelhower 1981, 584). This entails contesting the existing 

hegemony and building a new one. For Gramsci, this is no small task and requires “enormous 

sacrifices by infinite masses of people” (Gramsci 1971, 238). These wars of position mark the 

everyday life of civil society organizations and relations within them, intensifying or waning 

depending on the specific social, economic and political context.  

The contests between the different ideal types, as philosophies, strategies and models of 

trade union activity, I argue should be understood as wars of position over the nature and direction 

of trade union action and over visions of worker justice. Inside unions, these ideal types exist as 

tendencies or forces represented by groups of rank-and-file workers, leaders or staff.15 The wars of 

position take place over the policies and strategies of the union, in debates over organizing and 

political action, and much more. However, these wars of position are not limited to the politics 

inside specific unions. As evidenced by the histories of labour imperialism, the wars of position 

became increasingly internationalized as the Cold War began. The Cold War does not mark the 

beginning of the internationalization of these wars of position,16 however, in this period the 

machinery and resources focused on advancing philosophies of workers’ justice and trade union 

action grew significantly.17  

                                                
15 Sometimes these forces are organized or affiliated to political parties and at other times emerge more organically from 
social, economic or political conditions.  
 
16 As noted in Chapter 3, this is already visible in the contests between RILU and IFTU in the early 20th century.  
 
17 We see in this period the increased role of states (particularly those in Western Europe, North America and the USSR) 
and the availability of state funding for these wars of position inside the international labour movement.  
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Imperialism as a Material Interest? 

An often-cited explanation for the accommodative tendencies of workers and unions in the 

North is some version of the labour aristocracy thesis, which holds that these workers form an elite 

group that have a material interest in supporting imperialism.  

The epoch of imperialism is one in which the world is divided among the “great” privileged 
nations that oppress all other nations. Morsels of the loot obtained as a result of these 
privileges and this oppression undoubtedly fall to the share of certain sections of the petty 
bourgeoisie and to the working-class aristocracy and bureaucracy. (Lenin quoted in Post 
2010, 10-11)  

 
For Lenin, this translated into an alliance between the more privileged part of the labour movement 

in the industrialized nations with “its ‘own’ national bourgeoisie, directed against the masses of the 

proletariat’” (Howard 367; Post 2010, 11). Post argues that some more recent variations of this 

thesis take this even further. For instance, Ernest Mandel argues that the labour aristocracy in fact 

encompasses the entire working class of the North (Post 2010, 23).18 

Charles Post offers some significant critiques of this theory which has been a dominant 

assumption or explanatory framework for trying to understand North–South working-class relations 

(2010). Drawing from his critique, I argue that the labour aristocracy thesis is not useful for making 

sense of labour imperialism and accommodationist solidarity. Post’s critique centres on the material 

basis for this “bribe” or “share in the profits” made possible for workers in the North as a direct 

product of imperialism. Post argues that the “benefits to the working class of industrialized 

countries from imperialist investment are neither automatic nor evenly distributed” (Post 2010, 24). 

The uneven distribution of benefits within the countries of the North does not itself invalidate some 

versions of the theory that would see grouping of the most privileged workers and labour leaders as 

the real beneficiaries. However, his questioning of the automatic transfer of the spoils of imperialism 

                                                
18 This is one extreme; others have used the labour aristocracy thesis in more nuanced ways, arguing that while the post-
World War II pact and the development of welfare states were “encouraged by economic developments of imperialism,” 
they were not inevitable (Howe 1986, 3). Howe, like Post, points instead to class struggle as an explanation of the 
benefits won in this period.  
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to sets of workers in the North does fundamentally challenge this thesis. Post, looking at the case of 

the United States, examines the levels of foreign direct investment (FDI) in the South. He argues the 

profits derived through this investment have not translated into better conditions for American 

workers. Post examines the proportion of domestic wages linked to these investment profits and 

finds a huge divide between profits and these profits as a proportion of domestic wages (Post 2010, 

24). Instead, in the context of huge profits for American multinationals, the American working class 

have experienced falling real wages due to the rise of competition between workers and a growing 

global reserve army of labour (Post 2010, 24, 27). Thus, Northern workers do not automatically 

derive a share of the profits of imperialism.  

This, however, does not change the fact that workers see their interests as aligned with 

imperialism and that some currents within unions in the North saw themselves as a part of a labour 

aristocracy. As Walter Reuther declared, “Workers don’t want a larger share of the pie, they want a 

bigger pie” (Frank 2000). So instead of seeing their benefits derived through struggle for a bigger 

share of profits, they saw their interests as aligned with the employer’s ability to accumulate, 

including through imperialist expansion. The belief in shared interests and of imperialism as a source 

of security for Northern workers is critical. It proposes social partnership as an alternative to class 

struggle as a route to prosperity and security. In Post’s formulation, the benefits derived from 

workers in the North, whether derived domestically or internationally, are a product of class struggle 

(Post 2010, 27). 

Evident in the way that union leaders like Reuther came to see imperialism as a source of 

prosperity for workers is the conservatism of this thesis. It serves to both obscure the role of class 

struggle in the derivation of benefits from employers and it also operates to write off the potential of 

sections – or in some cases the entire working class – in Northern states. A direct and necessary 

correlation between imperialism and the material conditions of workers in the North and its use to 
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explain the actions of Northern workers would leave us with very little hope for resistance or 

solidarity.19  

This is not to say that there are not real material forces at play in the relations and 

possibilities of international solidarity. So while Post challenges the theses of Lenin and others in 

terms of the gains made for workers through imperialist expansion in the form of ratios of wages 

earned by workers in proportion to their investments, material conditions (real and perceived)20 do 

play a role in the making of different labour internationalisms. For one, there are real material 

differences in conditions of work internal to nation-states and on an international scale.21 This is 

particularly pronounced in the current context that allows for the easy movement of capital, which 

means that workers are in fact in competition with each other for investment and jobs. As such, real 

material conditions arising from the nature of capitalist development is a factor in shaping relations 

between workers internationally. This can sometimes mean that workers are fighting for investment 

and jobs, and so they are fighting over their short-term material interests.  

Real differences in immediate material interests, however, do not automatically translate into 

accommodative practices. Post notes that the most well paid workers, those who could fall under 

the category of the labour aristocracy, have also engaged in radical and transformative action.22 This 

                                                
19 If this were the case, then there would be no need to write this dissertation, we could simply dismiss workers in the 
north as necessarily accommodative and imperialist. 
 
20 For instance, this is sometimes more perceived than real. An example of this is a Canadian union that refused to 
support the boycott campaign against Coca Cola for their role in the murder of Colombian trade unionists due to the 
potential impact on their workers in Ontario. Now, while the material impacts of such a campaign on workers in 
Ontario is questionable, the perceived threat translated into a failure to be in solidarity against the killing of fellow trade 
unionists.  
 
21 Post argues that we also have to look to the “role of race, nationality and gender in the creation of a stratified working 
class which competition and accumulation continually differentiate in terms of profitability, wages and working 
conditions” (Post 2010, 28).  
 
22 Post argues that when we are looking historically at some of the most highly paid workers, there is no evidence that 
these workers should be necessarily accommodative – and that what history tells us is that some of these workers did in 
fact engage in radical actions (Post 2010, 30-1).  
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is true also when we look at relations between material interests and acts of international solidarity. 

Those who are the most materially privileged and those who may face material consequences for 

challenging exploitation and oppression have not automatically acted based on their material 

interests. One of the most poignant examples of this is the case of the British cotton workers, whose 

acts of solidarity ran them the risk of losing work. This expression of class consciousness overriding 

what are immediate material interests was why this was such an inspiration for Marx. And so rather 

than seeing a direct correlation between the immediate material interests of workers and their 

actions, we need to centre class consciousness and, as Post argues, look to the ways capitalism 

operates to pit workers against each other (Post 2010, 34). There are many factors at play in the 

making of class consciousness and sources for accommodative tendencies within workers’ 

organizations, and our analyses of these factors need to be situated in specific histories of class 

formation. I will focus on two interrelated sets of ideas that are relevant for understanding the 

source of accommodative solidarity that developed in Canada: first, nationalism and the nation-state 

form, and second, race, racism and white supremacy.  

 

Nationalism and the Nation-State Form  
 

What’s good for GM is good for America. 
–Charlie E. Wilson, CEO of GM and then US Secretary of Defense under Eisenhower 1953-195723 

(Patterson 2013)  
 

Despite Marx’s insistence that workers have no country, trade union practice has often been shaped 
more by conceptions of national identity and national interests than by ideals of proletarian 

internationalism.  
–Richard Hyman (2001, 39)  

 
For Lenin, the labour aristocracy thesis was an explanation of the alliances formed by 

workers, unions and socialist parties with their respective states and national bourgeoisie (Post 2010, 

                                                
23 Justin Hyde argues that this statement was in fact a misquote of Charlie Wilson, who served as CEO of GM and then 
directly after as secretary of defense under Eisenhower (see Justin Hyde 2008). However, this quote remains salient as a 
slogan that became a part of common-sense thought and popular discourse.  
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11). The inadequacies of the labour aristocracy thesis require consideration of how a sense of a 

mutuality of interests in supporting imperialism developed in different contexts. In part, this alliance 

is rooted in the contradictions within capitalism that lead some workers to see their fate as aligned 

with the prosperity of their employers. We see this in the case of the specific partnerships expressed 

in economic nationalist and corporatist strategies or aims in Canada and the United States. While 

promoted by specific employers in times of heightened class struggle, these strategies were also 

actively supported by labour in specific periods.24 To understand how this alignment with employers 

becomes an alignment with the interests of the state and national capital, or in the case of early post-

World War II Canadian labour leadership with Canadian and American capital, we have to look at 

how the organization of states and ideas of national identity shape specific communities of interests. 

I argue that the racial dimension of this national identity is important for understanding how an 

accommodative community of interest was shaped internationally between workers in the United 

States and Canada, their employers, and their respective state interests.25  

For Luxemburg, the alignment of socialist parties with their respective states during the First 

World War was a product of nationalist ideology imparted from the bourgeoisie (Luxemburg quoted 

in McNally 1991, 247). Luis M. Pozo argues that “the nation” operates as a “mechanism of class 

accommodation” working to “render the reality of class divisions politically irrelevant by stressing 

the ‘organic’ unity of dominant and dominated” (Pozo 2007, 55, 58).26 Pozo’s conception of the 

mechanisms of class accommodation draws on Gramsci’s discussion of hegemony to think about 

                                                
24 See Frank 2000; Heron and Siemiatycki 1998, 5, 26. 
 
25 The race–nation nexus, particularly in white-settler societies, is a critical piece of this alignment. For instance, in 
regards to American labour imperialism Scipes argues that “business unionism accepts capitalism, and has traditionally 
accepted race and empire” (Scipes 2010b, 475). In this article he also emphasizes the role of race in the American 
nationalism at work in American labour imperialism.  
 
26 Frank Annunziato argues that for Gramsci, “reformist socialists, by ignoring Marxist theory, were destined to support 
bourgeois ideology” (Annunziato 1988, 161).  
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the way that class is erased from social consciousness (Pozo 2007, 58). For Pozo, the 

accommodative function of the idea of “the nation” is exemplified in the structural conditions that 

existed in the making of nation-states, in the way the nation-state form was tied to the rise of 

capitalism and in the ways it was imagined and constructed (Pozo 2007, 58). Specifically, he argues 

that we see the “corporate and fictive family metaphors” of feudal societies in “ideas of citizenship 

and modern forms of corporatism and ideologies, and practices of ‘social partnership’” (Pozo 2007, 

58).  

For Waterman, the end of the era of emancipatory internationalism was marked by a 

national-colonial-industrial nexus whereby unions became “imprisoned within the capitalist state-

nation” (Waterman 2000, 2005b, 210). In this period, in the North, there is a turn to national-states 

as sites to win a larger portion of wealth generated by workers for the working class. The pacts made 

in this period with the state and capital resulted in the development of welfare states.27 Benefits won 

through battles during the war and after reinforced a sense of a community of interests as national. 

These benefits were for the most part available only to national citizens. They therefore operated to 

promote and reinforce the logic of entitlements rooted in divisions based on such citizenship.28  

The role of “the nation” as a mechanism of class accommodation is not limited to its 

expression as an explicit nationalism of nationalist political parties and movements; it is also 

expressed in a commitment to the nation-state form,29 the logic of the border and the national 

                                                
27 These benefits, won through class struggle, were important to the lives of many workers in the Global North. 
However, we need to remember that this was always for a limited group that existed simultaneously with colonialism and 
the creation of a massive reserve army without access to these entitlements, alignments with imperialist policies of the 
state and racist immigration laws. I raise this because this is often omitted from nostalgic conceptions of the post-war 
pact and the development of the social welfare state.  
 
28 Many of these benefits also reinforced patriarchy as they were based on participation in waged labour. An example of 
this is unemployment insurance, which excludes women’s reproductive labour.  
 
29 It is important to note that the revolutionary left has been not immune from this. The issue of nationalism and 
strategies to confront it has been a serious problem for left movements throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. After 
the Russian Revolution, nationalism, which Marxist internationalism was initially an implicit critique of, became subject 
to far less debate and criticism as an idea of the ruling class amongst Marxists and within Communist parties, which were 
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organization of states. Underlying this are mythologies of what the nation is and represents. While 

ideas of the nation often have racial and moral connotations, the nation is not simply ideological; it 

is as a central structure of political life under capitalism. 

 

The Border 

Nation-states have “historically depended on the difference of citizenship to make common sense of 
gross inequalities.”  

–Nandita Sharma (2007, 72)  
 

As outlined in Chapter 3, nation-states are critical actors in the creation and reproduction of 

divisions based on race and gender that operate to reproduce inequality and competition between 

workers within capitalism (Brodkin 2000, 248). As noted by Nandita Sharma, “inequalities based on 

national identification schemes are inevitably created through national state categories of differential 

membership that accomplish, both materially and ideologically, the gendered racialization of class” 

(Sharma 2007, 73). For Sharma, this happens through the operation of the border, which serves to 

uphold what she calls a system of global apartheid that entails the differential treatment of groups of 

people (Sharma 2007, 72).30 The border, she argues, has real material consequences for people and 

the way they are exploited. This rests ideologically on the idea of the modern nation as a division of 

humanity largely along racial and ethnic lines (Sharma 2007, 77). Nation-states are key actors, both 

through imperialist practices and the regulation of borders, in the production and reproduction of 
                                                                                                                                                       
organized on national lines (for more, see Forman 1998). Eric Hobsbawm noted that “Marxist movements and states 
have tended to become national not only in form but in substance, i.e. nationalist” (Anderson 1991, 3). Tom Nairn adds 
that the end of nationalism is nowhere in sight and that the failure of Marxism to theorize this phenomenon is one of its 
greatest failures (Anderson 1991, 3). This meant that throughout much of the twentieth century, particularly after the 
dissolution of the Comintern and due to the nationalist character of many revolutionary anti-colonial struggles, critiques 
of nationalism from the revolutionary left have been marginalized or limited.  
 
30 “National borders have been organized through a set of institutionalized relationships based on the law, the market 
and extant social relations of ‘race’, class and gender within and across variously imagined spaces” (Sharma 2007, 71).  
Sharma argues that the border produces “legal differentiation of people within the same space” (Sharma 2007, 72). This 
serves to deepen divisions within national labour markets making some bodies more easily subject to greater levels of 
exploitation. David Theo Goldberg argues that “citizens were presumed to be white, especially in the liberal democracies 
of the Global North” (Goldberg 2008, 1712). 
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inequalities within the global working class. These inequalities are born of capitalist development 

and are grafted on the racial logics at work in colonialism and pre-capitalist forms of slavery.31 The 

connections between nation, gender, race and class are highlighted in the operation of the border. 

As Sharma outlines, it is not that workers from the South are barred from entering the North; it is 

rather that the border, resting on ideas of race and nation, means that they enter under conditions of 

“unfreedom” (Sharma 2006b; Smith 2015; Ferguson and McNally 2015).32 In sum, the border and 

the underlying ideas supporting the logic of the nation-state form operate as critical pieces in the 

maintenance of global divisions of labour and the huge disparities between nations and between the 

people within them.  

 

Race, Racism and White Supremacy 
 
Like the conception of nation that emerges more or less coterminously, race proceeds at its inception 

by arming social subjects with a cohesive identity.  
–David Theo Goldberg (1993, 4)  

 
David Theo Goldberg argues that “the modern state has always conceived of itself as racially 

configured” (Goldberg 2002, 233). For Benedict Anderson, the emergence of the nation-state meant 

the imagining of a political community beyond the one which was rooted in face-to-face contact 

(Anderson 1991, 6). The nation-state and nationality became a universal socio-cultural concept 

(Anderson 1991, 5) based on a sense of biological connection, as something one embodies. We see 

this in the mythologies that trace “national histories” to antiquity through ideas of “bloodlines and 

genetic pools” (Goldberg 1993; Anderson 1991, 5). For Goldberg, the identity and community 

                                                
31 I elaborate on this point in the next section.  
 
32 As McNally and Ferguson note, they not only work for less and under conditions of unfreedom, but they are also 
stripped of access to the entitlements of the Northern welfare states. Stripped of all political power and always subject to 
the threat of deportation that employers are happy to threaten or use when they deem certain bodies no longer useful, 
that is, when they get injured, sick or resist. The right of national states to differently categorize people is enshrined 
within the global system of governance and are enmeshed with racialized and gendered ideas of entitlements, value, 
ability, and so on (Ferguson and McNally 2015).  
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inferred through the modern nation-state has a racial character (Goldberg 2002, 233). “Race is 

integral to the emergence, development and transformations (conceptually, philosophically, 

materially) of the modern nation-state” (Goldberg 2002, 234).33 And while he argues that there is no 

specific state that we can call the “racial state,” what we can identify are “generalizable conditions in 

virtue of which the modern state is conceived as racial, and as racially exclusionary or racist” 

(Goldberg 2002, 233). This exists even within those nations rooted in liberal racelessness like 

Canada.34 As we see in the function of the border, the liberal ideology underlying the modern 

nation-state has always afforded rights and “entitlements based on property, gender and race” and 

operates to rationalize them (Mills 2008, 1382-83). Mills argues that for Kant, Locke, and other 

prominent liberal philosophers, this did not contradict liberal universalism because non-whites were 

never considered “full persons” (Mills 2008, 1382). Liberal ideology is therefore realized in the 

operation of the nation-state. This has political and material consequences. As Bannerji notes, this 

imagining of the national community organizes “practical and ideological exclusions and inclusions 

within the national space” and operates to hide “social relations of domination” (Bannerji 2000, 65, 

97). It is therefore important to understand the racial character of the nation as a mechanism of class 

accommodation. To this end, I explore some relevant features of the ideology of race and racism as 

a material and historical phenomena and a set of power relations and, lastly, features of white settler 

colonies.  

                                                
33 For Goldberg, this includes everything from debates on enslavement during Spanish colonization of the Americas to 
debates on citizenship and national identity, which all relate to the racial connotations underlying the power of the 
modern state (Goldberg 2002, 234). He argues that “the racial state is racial not merely or reductively because of the racial 
composition of its personnel or the racial implications of its policies – though clearly both play a part. States are racial 
more deeply because of the structural position they occupy in producing and reproducing, constituting and effecting 
racially shaped spaces and places, groups and events, life worlds and possibilities, accesses and restrictions, inclusions 
and exclusions, conceptions and modes of representation” (Goldberg 2002, 239).  
 
34 See Backhouse 1999; Price 2013, 626. Goldberg argues that “given the regime of equality before the law the state 
cannot engage in racially discriminatory acts vis-à-vis its own citizens because it would call into question the legitimacy of 
this system . . . race becomes erased from the state and the socioconceptual landscape” (Goldberg 2008, 1713-44).  
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The birth of ideas of race and nation was intertwined ideologically with the European 

Enlightenment era and the rise of liberalism, which Goldberg argues was critical to the 

normalization of racial exclusions (Goldberg 1993, 1). Ideologically, the idea of race is embedded 

not only in the nation-state form, but also in the concept of modernity itself, including ideas of 

civilization, progress and development.35 In the European Enlightenment era, what emerges is the 

idea of continuous progress in the mastery of nature, “material, moral, physical and political 

improvement;” in “the development of civilization, the general standards for which the West took to 

be its own values [are] universalized” (Goldberg 1993, 4). These are critical features of the ethos of 

colonialism, rooted in a sense of the moral and cultural superiority of the west (Goldberg 1993, 166). 

Not all peoples determined to be the “uncivilized” or “undeveloped” others to the European are 

framed as inherently inferior; some are viewed “historically immature and so in principle capable of 

development” (Goldberg 2002, 236). And while the racial connotations of the Enlightenment era 

that marks liberalism create hierarchies and exclusions based on ideas of inferiority and superiority, 

as Andrea Smith notes, this does not preclude the depiction of the “other” simultaneously as a 

threat (Smith 2008, 68-9). We see this in the logic of Orientalism as outlined by Edward Said, in 

which the “other” is both inferior and a threat. We also see this in W.E.B. DuBois’ essay on the 

concept of race (1940), in which he argues that there are real fears and anxieties over “colored revolt 

against white exploitation” (DuBois quoted in Horne 1999, 443).  

 

Race and Class: Thinking Race Historically, Materially and Transnationally 

Labour in a white skin cannot emancipate itself where it is branded in a black skin. 
–Karl Marx (quoted in David Featherstone 2012, 3–4) 

 

                                                
35 It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to consider all of the important insights from anti-colonial thought and 
scholarship on race, racism and white supremacy across numerous disciplines that can help make sense of the historical 
development of race as a concept and relation. Instead, here I draw out a few points that are relevant for the purposes of 
my dissertation.  
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The ideological terrain that renders the “other” both inferior and threatening points us more 

directly to the material and historical dimensions of the making of race. Within a liberal framework, 

“racist expressions are generally reduced to personal prejudices of individuals, to irrational appeals to 

irrelevant categories, to distinctions that delimit universal liberal ideals” (Goldberg 1993, 7). For 

Goldberg, such expressions amount to a “singular phenomenon of wrongness,” stemming from pre-

modern prejudice operating to deny the history of racialization by denying its relevance as a concept 

(Goldberg 1993, 7). This is the essence of liberal racelessness or colourblindness that grounds the 

universality liberalism professes while functioning to occlude the racialized dimensions of the history 

of exploitation and oppression marking capitalist development.  

An antidote to the ahistorical readings of race within a liberal framework is provided by 

numerous anti-colonial and anti-racist thinkers who emphasize the need to understand the idea of 

race and processes of racialization historically, materially and transnationally (Rodney 1972, 1981; 

Williams 1994; Fanon 1963, 1967, 2008; Fanon et al 1988; James and Grimshaw 1992; James, 

Dunayevskaya and Boggs 1969; DuBois 1940; Bonilla-Silva 2000; Bannerji 1995, 2000, 2005; Bolaria 

and Li 1988; Dei 1996; Goldberg 1993, 2002; Balibar and Wallerstein 1991; Mills 1994, 1997, 2003, 

2008; Lake 2003). The ideological terrain of racialization as a phenomenon must therefore be 

grounded in the history of capitalist development and the global class formation. As Bonilla-Silva 

notes, racism is not a free-floating ideology; rather, it is “anchored in real practices and it reinforces 

social relations among racialized subjects in a social order, that is, it supports a racialized social 

structure” (Bonilla-Silva 2000, 192). The historical processes of racialized and gendered class 

formation, as noted in Chapter 3, shape the everyday lives of workers’ today and the conditions of 

work they may expect.  

Outlining the historical processes of the racialization of global class formation is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation, so instead I outline some relevant aspects for the purposes of this study. 
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The processes of racialization and racial hierarchies that mark global divisions of labour today stem 

from practices of colonialism, including slavery, indenture, and forms of internal colonialism of 

white-settler states and in ongoing imperialist practices (Mills 1994, 109).36 Bonilla-Silva, drawing 

from Immanuel Wallerstein, argues that “the national capitalist economies in the world have formed 

a world system for over six hundred years” (Bonilla-Silva 2000, 191). The extension of that system 

into Africa, the Americas and Asia in the sixteenth century involved the racialization of the peoples 

of the entire world (Balibar and Wallerstein 1991; Rodney 1981). European expansionism and the 

conquest and the expropriation of indigenous peoples is central to that process in that “non-

Europeans were progressively conceptualized in ways that dehumanized them and enabled their 

dispossession and subordination,” and race, which became a part of “a global structure of privilege, 

normative entitlement and normative exclusion, is inextricably tied up with the development of the 

modern societies” (Mills 2008, 1388). These processes of racialization that emerged through the 

various effects of European expansionism, including genocide and ethnic cleansing of indigenous 

peoples and capitalist forms of slavery, formed “a worldly web of racial arrangement, relationally 

produced over time, positioning not only people(s) but nation-states in terms of the fashioned 

hierarchies” (Goldberg 2002, 253). These processes were intimately tied to specific material interests 

of the emerging capitalist class in Western Europe and entailed the active participation of their 

respective nation-states (Rodney 1981). The violence and theft of the colonialism of British Empire, 

for instance, unlike that of Spain, was not just the looting of minerals for feudal lords, but entailed 

the making of unfree labour as part of the development of global production chains. Processes of 

                                                
36 Race “has been an essential component in the structuration of various kinds of social relations of domination and 
subordination between ‘Western’ and non-western peoples, between whites and non-whites in the world system” 
(Wallerstein and Balibar in Bonilla-Silva 2000, 192). While Charles W. Mills does not take a Marxist approach to this 
question, he argues that “a historical materialist account of global white supremacy can be developed” (Mills 1994, 115). 
He points to the work of David Roediger and Theodore Allen who have thought through the “importance of race in 
class formation, and how European domination imposed “regimes of super-exploitation on indigenous and imported 
populations, and the differential motivation and cultural/ideational power of local and metropolitan ruling classes to 
ensure that ‘race’ crystallizes as an overriding social identity stabilizing the resultant system” (Mills 1994, 115).  
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racialization became an important component of the normalization of the theft of resources, the 

making of unfree labour and stark global inequalities. These processes, a feature of global class 

formation as capitalism expanded, are upheld today through ongoing imperialism, through borders, 

and through other practices of the Northern nation-states that maintain social and economic 

divisions internally and through hegemonic raceless liberalism.37  

 

Whiteness and the Making of a Transnational Community 

As I outlined in Chapter 3, the idea of “white” as a race denoting superiority, civilization and 

modernity that renders various others enslaveable, non-existent, inferior and threatening was very 

much a part of class formation in the Canadian context as a white-settler colony.38 However, it is 

important to situate this idea of whiteness – which has varied historically and geographically in terms 

of who has been included and excluded – and white superiority or supremacy as a transnational 

phenomenon. Whiteness, denoting power relations arising through the historical processes of 

racialization in global class formation, while being a feature of national identities and shaping state 

and employer practices, has also served as a basis for connection across national borders. In the case 

of working-class solidarities, this is evident for instance in the case of labourism as an ideology. 

Labourism blended liberalism and a transnational white identity across white male subjects within 

the British Empire (Hyslop 1999). We see this in the connections between unionists in Canada and 

the United States in anti-immigration politics – and particularly in Chinese exclusion that was rooted 

in a sense of white workers as native and deserving protection from the non-white other that 

threatened their wages and working conditions. On a more general level, the transnational 

                                                
37 See Choudry and Smith 2016. 
 
38 For more on the emergence of the idea of whiteness, see Roediger 1991; Allen 1994. For detail on how in historical 
this term has changed in the Canadian context, from the exclusion to the inclusion of the Irish, Italians, Jews and 
Eastern Europeans, see Chapter 3.  
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dimensions of whiteness and white supremacy are evident in the ideas of the Enlightenment, in the 

self-definitions of “the west” itself and what is meant to be European or, in the case of white-settler 

colonies, descendants of Europeans.39 In the history and usage of the notion of whiteness, we see 

how it has operated as a basis of identity and community that is not limited to a particular nation, 

but rather to a set of nations with a sense of national identity as white connected to other nations 

who are seen as sharing this heritage or intellectual and moral characteristics.40 

The racialization that became a feature of the global processes of capitalist development as 

well as the transnational transmission of ideas emerging through these processes of theft, 

enslavement and domination have led some to use the term global white supremacist capitalism 

(Mills 1994, 2008; Munro 2009). Whiteness is intended to highlight the racialization that marks 

global class formation that is minimized or left out completely in economistic analyses of capitalist 

development and imperialism (Mills 1994, 2008). It is also useful in that it explicitly ties racialization 

– and more specifically the racial hierarchies privileging whiteness – to actual historical material 

practices and strategies of specific sets of states and capital.  

As Andrea Smith (2008) outlines in an analysis of the logics of white supremacy, these 

practices operate through a set of logics and assumptions linked to historical events and ongoing 

material practices. The processes of racialization have not only imparted racial features to those in 

peripheral nations, but also have impacted the core nations “by crystallizing a set of binary 

oppositions that defined the peoples as developed/underdeveloped, civilized/barbarian, 

rational/instinctive” (Bonilla-Silva 2000, 191-92). Marilyn Lake argues that what we see is the 

emergence of “a new definition of civilization, defined not in terms of antiquity, splendor or riches, 

                                                
39 As noted by Bonilla-Silva, the construction of the West was itself the creation of white supremacy (Bonilla-Silva 2000, 
192).  
 
40 Here, again, Hyslop’s example of international solidarity on the basis of a transnational racial identity is illustrative.  
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but the white man’s standard of living” (Lake 2003, 360).41 Whiteness, as the idea of the 

embodiment of a set of superior qualities vis-à-vis non-white “others,” became the basis for a sense 

of entitlement (Roediger 1991; Mills 1994, 2008; Allen 1994; Harrison 2001).42 These entitlements 

include those provided by the state, the privileges of citizens of the North, better jobs, higher wages, 

and all the things that came to be associated with white standards. An example of this is the idea of 

the American standard, which was a racialized concept that was obviously not meant as an indicator 

of and did not reflect the living standards of most non-white Americans.  

 

Whiteness and Class Struggle 

For David Roediger, whiteness comes to be a feature of American class formation with the 

active participation of the white working class who are invested in this identity (Roediger 1991, 6). 

He argues that Marx fails to address why so many workers defined themselves as white and 

proposes that what is evident in the American case is that some workers chose a white identity and 

saw themselves and their interests as white (Roediger 1991, 6). In this way, a sense of a community 

of interests, like that underlying labourism, intertwined a sense of class solidarity with whiteness, 

national identity and patriarchy. This sense of a community of interests was also extended beyond 

the national state through whiteness, where workers understood themselves as part of both a 

national and transnational white community. This idea of whiteness, he argues, is rooted in settler 

colonialism and slavery, a whiteness defined against the indigenous population and the African 

slaves and which comes to connote not only moral superiority, but also superior skills (Roediger 

                                                
41 It is important to note that this transnational identity of whiteness was also tied to gender, with Lake noting that “the 
discourse on civilization regularly invoked links between manliness and whiteness” (Lake 2003, 361). Bannerji also draws 
this out in her discussion of whiteness, arguing that it “extends into moral qualities of masculinity, possessive 
individualism and an ideology of capital and market. They are treated as indicators of civilization, freedom and 
modernity” (Bannerji 2000, 107-108).  
 
42 White supremacy encompasses “de facto and de jure white privilege, that would refer more broadly to the European 
domination of the planet for the past several hundred years that has left us with the racialized distributions of economic, 
political and cultural power we have today” (Mills 1994, 108).  
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1991, 21, 100, 150). For Mills, whiteness became the basis for a racial contract. This contract, which 

crossed class lines, existed between members racialized as “white” and operated to render those 

racialized as non-white as inferior (Mills 1997, 11). This translates into those racialized as non-white 

having subordinate civil standing and being denied “equal socioeconomic opportunities,” which 

resulted in greater levels of “exploitation of their bodies, land, and resources” (Mills 1997, 11).  

What is important in both of these analyses is that there is an adoption of this white identity 

and identification that happens within the “white” working class. Racial identity then becomes the 

basis on which there is the expectation of certain standard of living. Roediger’s analysis but also 

those who analysed the specific histories of racialization and working-class racial identities (discussed 

in Chapter 3) are critical for guarding against desires to write off these aspects of working-class 

history and identity. It is important to consider the role of consent and active participation in the 

maintenance of racial hierarchies. As Theodore Allen argues, it is critical to retain keep central the 

role of the bourgeoisie and the practices of states in the making and promotion of the idea of 

whiteness. However, in the case of accommodationist solidarities and labour imperialism, it is 

essential to think about why a sense of community based on race and nation came to be so 

appealing. Just as Luxemburg saw nationalism as the penetration of bourgeois values, so Allen sees 

the idea of whiteness as emerging from bourgeois ideology and becoming hegemonic amongst 

sections of the working class. Whiteness both contributes to nationalism as a mechanism of class 

accommodation and is a mechanism of class accommodation in its own right. It is something that 

operates beyond national borders, connecting and creating a sense of community within a white 

world (between different white settler states and these states with those of Western Europe). 

Acknowledging and thinking through the racial and national dimensions of histories of working-

class solidarities is essential to thinking critically about the possibilities of transformative forms of 

solidarity. In sum, whether we are talking about AFL-style Gomperist business unionism or social 
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democratic philosophy, race and nation are critical pieces to understanding the accommodationist 

and labour imperialist practices arising from their distinct versions of social partnership.  

 

Early Cold War Institutionalized Labour Internationalism in Canada  
 

In this section, I explore the development of an institutionalized labour internationalism in 

Canada within the late 1940s in the CCL that was a precursor to the internationalism of the 

international department and committee of the CLC. I argue that we need to consider how the 

material interests of Northern workers became conceived as aligned with the interests of their 

respective states and capital, and how this alignment of interests was shaped ideologically in the 

context of tensions within class consciousness rooted in class formation and struggle. In Chapter 3, I 

outlined, in the context of Canadian class formation, some of the contours of the internal wars of 

positions over philosophies and models of trade union action in the interwar years. This institutional 

labour internationalism was shaped by and reflects the wars of position rooted in Canadian class 

formation and struggle, but also those at work within labour movements internationally in the 

context of early Cold War.  

I expand beyond a national lens by situating the CCL’s programme within the dynamics and 

tensions in the international wars of position over workers’ movements. The CCL’s international 

department did not develop in isolation; it was modelled on other departments and committees 

being set up in many unions in the Global North at this time,43 many of which were aimed at 

building the ICFTU.44 I situate the political direction of the CCL’s internationalism by briefly 

                                                
43 Northern union federations adopted a range of strategies to build a political programme that in general supported the 
continued global domination of Northern states and capital, exemplified in the establishment NATO and the institutions 
established at Bretton Woods.  
 
44 These other committees and departments were important in shaping the political direction of the CCL’s department 
and committee, but also its very structure. The CCL contacted the British TUC, the CIO and the German Trade Union 
Federation (DBG) concerning how they structured international work. Out of these consultations, they decided on a 
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outlining features of the organizations to which the Canadian labour movement was either allied or 

influenced by. These include the ICFTU, the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), the 

British TUC and the SI. And finally, I introduce some of the key features of the international 

policies and practices arising from the CCL and CLC in the early Cold War era which, I argue, can 

be situated between labour imperialism and accommodationist solidarity.  

 

What’s at Stake? Designing the Post-War World 

The multi-faceted offensives of Northern capital and states in the immediate post-World 

War II period reflect the threats (and opportunities) they perceived as impacting their future 

interests. These threats took numerous forms, including the militancy and explosion of unionization 

rates as seen in the Canadian context during the war and after (Heron 1989), huge shop floor 

militancy (Wells 1995), and massive strike waves.45 On a global scale, this offensive was primarily 

represented in the expansion of communism, revolutionary socialist and socialist anti-colonial 

movements, and militant unions that refused the separation between politics and union organization 

and action.  

We see the offensive of key Northern states and capital in the main policies and efforts of 

the emerging Cold War.46 These took on the form of wars of manoeuvre and of position. On the 

military front, the war included the formation of NATO and the Truman Doctrine. The Truman 

Doctrine was first used to smash the communist uprising in Greece in 1949 which inaugurated the 

                                                                                                                                                       
committee of seven to eight persons whose task was to raise funds for the ICFTU programme, to conduct seminars with 
staff and the education department, and to develop promotional materials (LAC CLC Fond 501-19). 
 
45 This also points to the ongoing tensions between the politics/ideology of the leadership and the actual activities and 
commitments of some groupings of rank-and-file members.  
 
46 This period saw the rise of the power of the US state and capital which took a lead on many of these offensives.  
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new era of US imperialism.47 On the economic front, this included the Marshall Plan and the 

formation of new northern financial institutions known as the Bretton Woods system. This system 

encompassed the IMF, the World Bank and the GATT, and formed the groundwork for neo-

imperialism.48 The coercive activities of states also involved opposition to internal resistance to these 

global offensives. This is symbolized by American McCarthyism, which was a strategy to expel 

communist organizers and their impact ideologically and politically, including of course within trade 

unions. Variants of this strategy for fighting internal resistance existed in many Northern states in 

this period. The stylistic and strategic differences in state responses to internal resistance also carried 

over to differences in their international strategies and tactics for fighting communism. These 

offensives were also intertwined with the wars of position. On the ideological front, the war of 

position involved expounding the notion of the “free world” and selling capitalism as the model for 

prosperity and justice for the South. This was no easy task in the context of heightened class struggle 

at the global level, the expansion of communism and socialism throughout Eastern Europe, and the 

growing anti-colonial struggles. Hence, the importance of the economic and military components of 

the offensives. 

 

Emerging International Labour Wars of Position  

Complementary to the wars of manoeuvre and position of the Northern states and capital in 

the i early post-World War II years were the wars of position unfolding within and amongst unions 

internationally. These wars of position did not emerge with the beginning of the Cold War. Rather, 

they were continuations of the wars of position during the interwar years over ideas of worker 

justice and models of union organization and action. However, we see in the post-World War II era 

                                                
47 On the Truman Doctrine, NATO and the Greek uprising, see Lefeber 1989; Kaplan 1993; Jones 1997; Powers 1969; 
Wittner 1982.  
 
48 And locally, in concessions to labour movements in the form of the emergent welfare state.  
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the intensification of these wars of position within the labour movement. This relates to the 

emerging Cold War, at which time most labour movements in the North, aside from the dominant 

movements in Italy and France, largely aligned with the direction of their respective states vis-à-vis 

foreign policy. Some of these unions also took part in the activities of their respective states 

internationally by engaging in programmes to change the political direction of certain national labour 

movements. This intensification is symbolized by the establishment of the ICFTU. The ICFTU was 

formed in December 1949 and began operating in early 1950; its goal was to build new trade unions 

along anti-communist lines. The organization was dominated by the British and the Americans in 

this early period (Carew 1996b, 149; Windmuller 1954a, 436). The establishment of the ICFTU 

signaled the intensification of the international wars of position within labour, ending a few years of 

international labour peace within the WFTU. The WFTU was set in 1945 and included most of the 

major labour federations, apart from some Catholic unions that were affiliated to the WCL. The 

ICFTU was formed as a break-away from the WFTU. The affiliates of the WFTU and ICFTU after 

1949 were generally seen as reflecting support for either capitalism or Soviet communism and so 

correlating alignments with the interests and policies of the states within these spheres. As a 

breakaway federation from the WFTU, the ICFTU was throughout its history competing with and 

responding ideologically and politically to the WFTU in the battle to win and keep affiliates.49 This 

battle was not only over the future of capitalist development, but also over ideas of freedom, over 

the extent and nature of human rights, models of union action, prosperity and worker justice, and 

over colonialism and imperialism. Within the overarching war of position over visions for workers’ 

                                                
49 The competition and monitoring of WFTU activities and support is visible throughout CCL documents. One report 
from the ICFTU consultative council in Brussels in May 1954 discussed WFTU membership and their concern with 
WFTU influence in several countries and regions. Specifically, they were concerned with their influence in Italy and 
France, India, Latin America (with the establishment of the Confederacion de Trabajadores de America Latina or the 
Confederation of Workers in Latin America which was a WFTU regional organization) and in North Africa due to the 
presence of the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT, General Federation of Labour) (LAC CLC Fond 502-504). 
The direct organizational competition between the WFTU and ICFTU diminished with the end of the Cold War; 
however, the ideological markers of the Cold War have not disappeared.  
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justice, there was much variation in terms of the politics put forward by different unions and the 

models and philosophies of trade unionism they promoted. Just as there was great diversity within 

the politics of labour movements across the Global South in this period, from conservative 

Christian unions to militant anti-colonial movements, so there were variants in the North, from the 

business union philosophy of the AFL to the corporatist social partnership of the Histradrut and to 

the transformative anti-capitalist solidarities of American Pan-Africanism in the 1940s.  

 

The Question of Colonialism  

What is often marginalized in the discussions of the institutional rivalries between the 

ICFTU and WFTU in this period is the question of colonialism. The intensification and massive 

expansion of international work on the part of Northern unions relates to the way this battle played 

out as a war of position over the future of labour movements in the South. If we consider the 

socialized nature of class formation at the international level, arising from colonialism and the 

development of capitalism and imperialism, then reducing the international wars of position in this 

period to simply that over capitalism and Soviet communism is inadequate. To understand how 

solidarities and strategies were formed and why particular labour movements chose to support the 

interests of certain alliances of states and capital that were seeking to maintain the legacies of and 

prospects for ongoing imperialism, we need to also think about the role of white supremacy, 

nationalism and the nation-state form in the context of international relations between unions. How 

were the dominant local goals and strategies for worker justice extended to thinking through the 

international context? In whose interests were these practices taken up and to what extent did these 

practices support or confront the international division of labour arising from colonialism and 

imperialism?  



 184 

The offensives of Northern states and capital quickly moved to interests and prospects for 

securing new avenues for accumulation lying in securing the Global South. This meant some 

tensions between Northern states, for instance, between the US and the UK over British colonies, 

which the UK sought to retain and the US wanted access to. Northern unions for the most part 

followed suit, turning their attention to the South as the site of struggle. According to Windmuller, 

while the ICFTU and some of the major affiliates like the AFL initially gave significant funds to 

develop anti-communist unions in Italy and France, they soon began focusing their efforts on what 

they deemed to be the vulnerability of unions in the South to communism (Windmuller 1954a, 436). 

As Anthony Carew notes, in a rare glimpse at the debates over colonialism within the ICFTU, the 

tensions between states and interests of national capital were also reflected in tensions between 

American and British unions (Carew 1996b).  

The rising power of anti-colonial movements and the impact of this climate on the politics 

and organization of unions within the Global South soon became a critical piece within the Cold 

War-era wars of position within and between unions. The politics of anti-colonialism and anti-

imperialism were a significant challenge to the efforts of Northern unions such as the major ICFTU 

to gain control, maintain or shape the direction of the labour organizations within colonies and 

former colonial states. The explicit anti-colonial and anti-imperialist policies of the WFTU50 as well 

as the financial and political support given to many anti-colonial struggles by the states of the Soviet 

Bloc were a major challenge for the major ICFTU affiliates. A number of these affiliates not only 

lacked a critical analysis of colonialism, but like the British TUC were actively supportive of British 

colonialism.  

                                                
50 Many of these labour movements that were part of anticolonial struggles relied on and got support in various ways 
from the Soviet Union (Horne 1999, 456).  
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The colonial question was of significance because, within the terrain of struggle to win 

affiliates and to shape the political direction of Southern unions, many of the dominant unions were 

at the forefront of the anti-colonial struggle. Penny Von Eschen argues that the war weakened 

colonizing states and led to new challenges to colonialism and new momentum for existing struggles 

(Von Eschen 1997, 22). Von Eschen notes that the post-World War II period saw a rise of unions in 

many parts of the Global South alongside the strengthening liberation struggles and in many cases 

these were intertwined. An example relevant to this study is that of the case of South Africa. The 

formation of the South African Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU) in 1955 was explicitly tied to 

the liberation struggle and the fight against apartheid (Luckhardt and Wall 1980).51 These unions, 

many of which were simultaneously social and political movements facing all kinds of violent 

repression, had a range of political philosophies, but as participants in wider anti-colonial struggles 

they tended towards a transformative politics.52 While it is impossible to speak to the variety of 

strategies, goals and tactics of the labour movements that made up the vast majority of the world in 

this period, colonialism created a natural bridge between class struggle and anti-colonialism. The 

anti-colonial unions varied substantially with regards to how they understood liberation and what 

economic and social life should be after liberation, though many struggles had a strong anti-capitalist 

orientation in this period. This made for political unions that conceived themselves as not primarily 

organizations aiming for negotiations with the state or specific employers for groups of workers.  

The interconnection between anti-colonialism and labour struggles in many parts of the 

Global South made labour a very important political terrain in the immediate post-World War II 

period, not only for labour, but also for colonizing states. This terrain was very challenging for 

                                                
51 SACTU was outlawed and operated in exile as the trade-union wing of the liberation struggle, building international 
support for the campaign of boycott, divestment and sanctions.  
 
52 Many unions arising as part of anti-colonial struggles saw the struggle against imperialism and colonialism as central to 
worker emancipation. Workers struggle therefore had to confront colonialism and imperialism.  
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Northern unions, which were identified by some Southern trade unionists as arms of the colonizing 

states. The result was a range of strategies, including more explicit wars of manoeuvre by federations 

such as the British TUC. It meant Northern state financial support for the activities of unions for 

winning affiliates and gaining control over certain unions or for building alternative unions to 

compete with the dominant revolutionary unions. This is exemplified by the work of the AFL and 

the British TUC, which engaged in ICFTU work as well as having their own independent 

programmes with big money from their respective states. Windmuller argues that the ICFTU had to 

show “concrete evidence of interest in their problems” to hold on to their affiliates in Asia and 

Africa (Windmuller 1954a, 437). This was a difficult balance, since ideologically and politically the 

major Northern affiliates were overwhelmingly aligned with their respective states and the interests 

of national capital and to the way these interests and strategies operated to maintain global divisions 

of labour borne of colonialism and imperialism.  

The war of position between the two federations, as well as the tensions and differences 

between the strategy and tactics of the major affiliates of the ICFTU, resulted in complicated and 

often contradictory positions, particularly throughout the 1950s. This meant, for instance, that the 

ICFTU publicly opposed apartheid but would not support the liberation struggle or the SACTU 

because of the latter’s association with the liberation struggle and, through it, with the South African 

Communist Party (SACP). It meant that at times they put forward an anti-colonial position in some 

African countries (especially in North Africa, where they hoped to challenge the influence of the 

WFTU affiliated to the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT, French General Federation of 

Labour) while supporting imperialist interventions elsewhere, for example, their support for the 

Korean War (1950–1953). 
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Anti-Colonialism, Counter-Narratives and Transformative Solidarities:  
Drawing out the Racial and National Dimensions of the International Labour Wars of Position  
 

Most studies of this period focus their analysis on the emerging Cold War; however, the 

strengthening of anti-colonial movements in this period and, along with this, anti-colonial 

internationalisms are not generally examined as a part of this political context.53 John Munro, in his 

study of Cold War anti-colonial struggles, notes that much of the historical work on this period has 

“paid little attention to the overlap between the Cold War and decolonization” (Munro 2009, 43).54 I 

argue that it is important to see the emerging wars of position inside international unions in this 

period within a larger battle of states and capital over the future of capitalist development, but also 

over the question of colonialism and divisions of labour based on race and nation.  

Besides the military and economic strategies used by the United States and other Northern 

states to secure a future for capitalist development in the post-colonial and decolonizing states, there 

was also a need to untie capitalism from the process of racialization and white supremacist 

structures. Capitalism, as a route to prosperity for peoples of the South, entails a separation of ideas 

of development, prosperity and equality from the histories of colonialism and capitalist 

development. When we consider the politics of anti-colonialism within this battle, we also see within 

it a struggle around the racialized and nationalized divisions of labour born of imperialism and 

colonialism.55 Numerous anti-colonial struggles and solidarity movements offered counter-narratives 

to the prosperity that could be realized through the acceptance of capitalism and the adoption of 

trade union models from the North. The dominant analyses put forward through anti-colonial 

struggles and solidarity movements supporting them made the models and philosophies put forward 
                                                
53 See Munro 2009; Von Eschen 1997; Prashad 2007. 
 
54 This omission is important and is something that should be explored further.  
 
55 See Kelley 2003; Von Eschen 1997; Munro 2009; Prashad 2007. While my emphasis is on the wars of position 
amongst unions internationally that shaped the practices of labour internationalism, this is situated in the context of 
manoeuvres of states and capital.  
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by Northern unions a hard sell in contexts of ongoing colonial rule. Operating through a politics of 

liberal racelessness, the white supremacist and/or nationalist allegiances of Northern unions are 

visible in the narratives of development they put forward, which omit the racialization of global class 

formation.56 

Many anti-colonial intellectuals and movements were drawing explicit connections between 

white supremacy and capitalist development.57 The connections arose out of the development of 

liberation struggles and were being developed through international networks.58 This posed a 

challenge not only to imperialism and labour imperialism, but also posed a potential problem for the 

legitimacy of capitalism within the context of the dominant Northern states. To illustrate the 

ideological challenges posed by the colonial question, I outline some aspects of the transformative 

solidarities characteristic of Pan-Africanism in the United States in the 1940s that ran counter to the 

dominant labour imperialism of the AFL in this same period. Von Eshen argues that, for instance, 

“trade unions and labour organizations provided the most prominent ideological and institutional 

bases of Pan-Africanism in the 1940s” (1997, 45). In the case of international networks of anti-

colonial activists connected to Pan-Africanism, this included a growing critique of American 

imperialism (Von Eschen 1997, 35-40) and the making of connections between capitalist 

                                                
56 The national and racial solidarities are also reflected in explicit alliances with colonial powers or opportunism vis-à-vis 
anti-colonial struggles, as in the case of the AFL. The accommodationist politics of Northern unions vis-à-vis Southern 
unions were underwritten by hegemonic nationalist and white-supremacist ideas about historical development that serve 
to erase capitalism and racialization and normalize the nation-state. I elaborate on this later in the chapter. The role of 
race and nation in the accommodationist tendencies of labour internationalism in the North also point us to the 
continued relevance of these factors in the shaping of labour internationalism in the post-Cold War period. 
 
57 These connections were later also developed in the work of Walter Rodney, C.L.R. James, Eduardo Galeano and 
many others.  
 
58 See Von Eschen 1997; Munro 2009. Munro explores how an anti-colonial transatlantic network developed focusing 
on “the political economy of imperialism, the international dimensions of capitalism and white supremacy, and the 
‘pitfalls of national consciousness’” (Munro 2009, 22).  
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development, imperialism and local experiences of racial oppression.59 The international and 

historical analysis of racial injustice at root in the anti-colonial internationalisms of American Pan-

Africanism for instance identified the source of oppression in the development of global white 

supremacist capitalism, drawing connections between white supremacist class formation in the US, 

the history of slavery, colonialism and the development of capitalism and imperialism.60 This 

movement challenged cross-class alliances on a national and racial basis that were at the heart of 

labour imperialism. As such, it was both counter-hegemonic and transformative as it was an anti-

imperialist movement that opposed cross-class place-based solidarities rooted in a socialized 

conception of global class formation.  

Von Eschen also charts the demise of the international analysis of white supremacy and 

solidarities based on anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism in this period. She argues that this demise 

led to a rewriting of the problem of racial injustice during the early Cold War in liberal and 

nationalist terms, translating into growing acceptance of American imperialism, nationalism and anti-

communism (Von Eschen 1997, 6). In the case of the Black anti-colonial solidarities and 

internationalism that Von Eschen examines, liberal and national analyses of white supremacy, 

disconnected from history and the international context, arose and came replace the internationalist 

thrust of the anti-colonial internationalism. The rise of the liberal and nationally oriented anti-racism 

is visible in a variety of approaches to racial justice that reduced racism to prejudice or 

discrimination rather than, being, Bannerji argues, “the very principle of the self-definition of 

European/Western societies” (Bannerji 1995, 46), a principle embedded in material practices, 

structures of everyday life, social relations and forms of consciousness. Disconnected from history 

                                                
59 “Architects of the politics of the African diaspora forged an identity of passions through a powerful cross-fertilization 
of socialist internationalism and the struggles of colonial peoples for independence” (Von Eschen 1997, 6).  
 
60 For instance, in the work of those on the Council on African Affairs, including Paul Robeson Alphaeus Hunton and 
W.E.B Du Bois (Von Eschen 1997, 35-40).  
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and material practices, racism becomes something that can be addressed and resolved within 

capitalism through a liberal rights framework made possible through the state. Munro argues that 

those “who remained committed to an anti-colonial internationalism of the left understood such 

liberal ideas as shot through with unresolvable contradiction: the impossibility of racial equality 

within an international economic structure to which white supremacy was inbuilt, not incidental” 

(Munro 2009, 36). This is a critical piece of capitalist development (Munro 2009, 36). And while this 

movement and the analyses it put forward were repressed and obscured, the legacy of this 

movement exists in the counter-current that would re-emerge in radical sections of the civil rights 

movement era, in parts of the American new left, and within labour in some of the ways that the 

Coalition of Black Trade Unionists (CBTU) would oppose the labour imperialism of the AFL-CIO. 

This movement shows the complexity of the field of labour internationalism, the need to go beyond 

economistic analyses of the Cold War terrain, and the importance in drawing out relations between 

race, nation and class both for thinking about the wars of position in this period and about the 

possibilities of transformative solidarities.  

 

Institutional Allies and Influences 

Having outlined some of the political and ideological complexities of the 1940s and the early 

Cold War, I now turn to some of the dominant Northern players in the international labour wars of 

position. These are the key political organizations allied to the CCL that shaped the political 

direction of its labour internationalism. I begin with the ICFTU and the major tensions between the 

two most dominant affiliates, the AFL and the British TUC. I then turn to the CIO, the organization 

the CCL was closest to organizationally and politically. Lastly, I consider the Socialist International 
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(SI), the international organization of social democratic parties that included the CCF and then the 

NDP.61  

 

The ICFTU, the AFL and the British TUC  
 

The establishment of the ICFTU represents the interests of the dominant Northern unions 

to develop a united front in the Cold War wars of position. The breakdown of the WFTU occurred 

principally over the Marshall Plan and reflected the burgeoning backing of Northern unions with the 

infrastructure of Bretton Woods and NATO. Besides the ideological battle to win affiliates, the 

ICFTU engaged in funding and politically backing the formation of anti-communist unions where 

they did not exist or were weak – such as in the case of the Force Ouvriére (FO) in France and the 

Confederazione Italiana dei Sindacati Lavoratori (CISL, Italian Confederation of Workers’ Unions ) 

in Italy62– and in undermining left movements and unions (Thomson and Larson 1978; Radosh 

1969; Buhle 1999). The strategies to win, undermine or smash WFTU affiliated unions or to create 

new affiliates were constantly changing based on the power dynamics and interests of the major 

affiliates, their assessment of conditions, and the interests of their respective states and capital.  

While designed to facilitate a united front, the ICFTU lacked firm commitment to a united 

front approach on the part of the major ICFTU affiliates.63 This meant that, for instance, both the 

British TUC and the AFL retained their independent programmes despite their principal roles in 

setting up the ICFTU. The AFL and the British TUC were, therefore, only half-heartedly committed 

to the ICFTU project and retained and continued to build up their own independent programmes. 

The operations of the British TUC in the British colonies were intimately tied to the politics of the 
                                                
61 Most of the leadership and staff of the CCL in this period either came out of or were active members in the CCF.  
 
62 See Olmstead-Hughes 2011; Fillipelli 1989. 
 
63 Carew quotes Irving Brown (from the AFL) regarding the ICFTU, that their best strategy would be to “appear at 
congress as a loyal affiliate while seeking to build on the growing restiveness of Third World affiliates” (Carew 1996b, 
167). 
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British government, and TUC members served on the colonial office’s colonial labour advisory 

committee (Carew 1996b, 153; Davis 2000, 388). The British TUC worked to build trade unions on 

the British model in the British colonies; however, as Tiyambe Zeleza argues, they encouraged “the 

growth of economistic, apolitical trade unionism by sending ‘safe’ British trade union advisors to the 

colonies” (Zeleza 1984, 14). The involvement of the TUC with the colonial office, the substantial 

state funding for their international activities and their attempt to build weak and apolitical unions 

highlights their alignment with the interests of the state in their role in the British colonies. 

The AFL meanwhile built the Free Trade Union Committee (FTUC) that engaged in CIA 

funded and supported anti-communist activities; it sought to build unions along the US-business 

union model (Olmstead-Hughes 2011; Carew 1996b, 147; Thomson and Larson 1978; Hirsch 1974; 

Scipes 2010a). Each of these operations was developing alongside the ICFTU, and the operations 

were enormous programmes in and of themselves. The independent activities of both the British 

TUC and the AFL were each state supported and involved a range of strategies and tactics. 

According to Jack Woddis (head of the International department of the British Communist Party), 

by 1954 the British TUC had trade union advisors (supported by the British colonial office) 

operating in 15 colonies with a staff of 400 (Davis 2000, 389). The operation of the AFL continued 

to grow through the 1950s and after the formation of the AFL-CIO grew to encompass 

programmes, schools and operations across the globe that were implicated in a host of imperialist 

projects, including their active role in the coup in Chile in 1973.64  

The nationalist politics shaping this tension are evident in their positions vis-à-vis 

decolonization. The British TUC remained committed to the British Empire and to control over 

unions in many of the British colonies, while the AFL often espoused an anti-colonial position in an 

                                                
64 See Radosh 1969; Buhle 1999; Scipes 2010a. 
 



 193 

effort to expand their influence as a union and for the burgeoning American Empire.65 Mary Davis 

argues that the concern expressed by the British over the colonies in the interwar years was 

motivated by fear of the decline of the British Empire due to the rising liberation struggles, the 

appeal of communism and the threat of the anti-imperialism of the USSR (Davis 2000, 386). This 

intensified after the set-up of the ICFTU in which, as Zeleza argues, the British TUC also had to 

contend with the anti-imperialism and anti-colonialism of the WFTU and the AFL and then AFL-

CIO’s anti-colonialism in places such as Africa (Zeleza 1984, 14). And while they had previously 

been disinterested in the colonies and thought that there was no purpose in appearing sympathetic 

to anti-colonial sentiment, they were now contending with competition over their influence in the 

British colonies (Carew 1996b, 167; Zeleza 1984, 13).  

As Anthony Carew notes, this remained a major tension within the ICFTU. This is visible in 

debates over strategy between the AFL and the British TUC throughout the 1950s, which led to the 

eventual disaffiliation of the AFL-CIO from the ICFTU in 1969 (Carew 1996b, 150).66 Besides the 

conflicting approaches to the colonial question, the conflict between these most dominant affiliates 

of the ICFTU also had to do with their styles of anti-communism; for example, the AFL found the 

British TUC too soft (see Carew 1996b). And while there were significant parallels in the models of 

trade unionism they were promoting, the TUC’s approach was and grew closer to the one of many 

of the other European affiliates. It is a surprise that the ICFTU managed to make it through these 

early years given the nationalist politics that dominated the international strategies of these two 

                                                
65 Kim Scipes argues that this work based on an alliance with US Empire far pre-dates the Cold War: “And while this 
foreign policy programme has always been a product of the labor movement itself – so it has ebbed and flowed based on 
internal labor movement dynamics – the U.S. Government has sought to utilize this programme to further its own 
interests in maintaining, if not expanding, the U.S. empire” (Scipes 2010a, xxix). As reflected in the quote of Walter 
Reuther (which I quote on p. 26), the AFL’s but also the CIO’s and later the AFL-CIO’s expression of anti-colonial 
rhetoric was generally opportunistic, a strategy aligned with the prospects for the expansion of US interests in the Global 
South.  
 
66 Carew notes that by 1960 it did not look like the ICFTU would survive because of national, political and strategic 
differences within the organization (Carew 1996b, 178).  
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major affiliates. What emerged out of this tension and was solidified after the departure of the AFL-

CIO in 1969 was the dominance of social democratic unions, mainly those from continental Europe, 

in the leadership of the ICFTU.   

 

The CIO  
 
As this social democratic hegemony within the ICFTU was developing in the early Cold 

War, the CCL and CIO, both steeped in the social democratic social partnership camp, sought to 

support the development of a united front within the ICFTU.67 This ended with the merger of the 

AFL and CIO in 1956 when George Meany’s AFL approach came to dominate in the newly formed 

federation. However, the CIO’s pre-merger politics are useful for understanding the direction of the 

CCL, as the CCL was institutionally and politically tied to the CIO.  

The CIO’s approach differed from that of the AFL’s more aggressive anti-communism. 

Walter Reuther’s approach to the war of position over the South was shaped by what has been 

termed belly communism, or the idea that workers will turn to communism the North fails to 

alleviate the worst conditions (Carew 1996b, 179). He argued, “there is a revolution going on . . . of 

hungry men . . . the communists didn’t start it. They are riding on its back . . . the communists would 

have people trade freedom for bread . . . In the world we are trying to help build, people can have 

both bread and freedom” (Carew 2003, 84). This is one of the hallmarks of the social democratic 

internationalism of unions in this period, which called on states to provide aid money to be used to 

prevent and beat back the rise of revolutionary movements in the South. Reuther worried that the 

AFL strategy would backfire. For instance, Carew notes that the AFL’s FTUC programme in 

France, which was funded by the CIA, earned them a reputation for breaking political strikes, and 

                                                
67 And also within its regional organization in the Americas, the Organización Regional Interamericana de Trabajadores 
(ORIT, Inter-American Regional Workers’ Organization). Between 1954 and 1956 the CCL and CIO worked very 
closely in ORIT and held joint seminars and meetings (LAC CLC Fond 502-501). The Canadian USWA gave large 
contributions to the ICFTU and ORIT. 
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that it was therefore ultimately ineffective in winning over workers to the ICFTU-affiliated non-

communist federation they were building (Carew 2003, 86). Instead, the CIO focused on trying to 

build the strength of the non-communist unions (Carew 2003, 87). Like the AFL, the CIO’s efforts 

through the ICFTU relied on state funds, and “To make it easier to disguise the source of such 

government funding, the ICFTU established an Educational Foundation from which its training and 

educational work would be financed. The Foundation was to seek grants and donations from trusts 

and charities, which would provide a convenient cover for other sums received from Marshall Plan 

channels” (Carew 2003, 87). As such, and like the AFL, they relied on state funding, but they were 

more inclined to win the wars of position through building alternatives rather than launching frontal 

attacks on communist unions.  

The strategies of the CIO also reflected their social democratic ethos. Unlike the business 

unionism of the AFL, the CIO’s philosophy of social partnership meant that they did not disavow 

the involvement of unions in political action (Carew 2003, 79). This relates to their assessment of 

the terrain of struggle, an assessment that was more adaptive to the political terrain in which they 

were operating than the one of the more ideologically driven AFL. Carew argues that an anti-

communist labour internationalism in the European context that disavowed political action was 

unlikely to succeed. However, while the CIO did not disavow union political action, they also 

promoted a model of trade union action that they felt would make “workers collectively more self-

sufficient in their place of work and so less reliant on political mobilization” (Carew 2003, 79). The 

CIO promoted the Marshall Plan and the aims of the plan to increase productivity in Europe while 

helping the non-communist unions to engage in collective bargaining to win a better share of the 

gains from this increased productivity (Carew 2003, 79); Carew provides evidence that they were big 

proponents of “productivity bargaining” (Carew 2003, 81). Productivity bargaining fit with their 

overall belief in social partnership and their sense of unions as means in and of themselves to secure 
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continued prosperity for workers, which “meant creating healthy economies, progressive social 

policies and a socio-economic regime in which trade unions played an integral part” (Carew 2003, 

83-4). Such healthy economies would be built in tandem with the national state and capital, but 

labour would be a strong voice to ensure equitable distributions of the profits derived through the 

joint plan.  

 

Selling Social Democracy: The Socialist International  
 

The eight hundred million people, who in the course of the last few years have emerged 
from colonial status and reached autonomy, will bring a decisive influence to bear of the 
future evolution of mankind. Will they allow themselves to be seduced by the mirage of 

communism, or will they rally to the flag of democratic socialism?  
This is the decisive question. 

–Giuseppe Saragat, Leader of the Italian Social Democratic Party 
at the Socialist International Congress in Rome, 1961 (Bose 2005, 65) 

 
As ruling parties in many of these countries, the social democrats could not just renounce and 

abandon their empires 
 –Pradip K. Bose (2005, 57). 

 
Most of the continental European affiliates of the ICFTU, the CCL and the CIO were 

guided by a social democratic anti-communism, and most were directly connected to their respective 

national social democratic political parties.68 Therefore, the debates, policies and practices of the 

Socialist International, as the international body of social democratic parties, provides some insight 

into the developing strategy of the unions in the ICFTU that were aligned with social democratic 

parties. The Socialist International – an organization founded primarily by governing or opposition 

social democratic parties in continental Europe –was keenly interested in expanding social 

democratic influence in the Global South and thought that the socialist tendencies of the liberation 

struggles would make social democracy an appealing alternative to communism (Bose 2005, 39). 

                                                
68 See Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981; Murphy 1986; Gandall 1986; Nastovski 2014; Wahl 2004; Waterman 2001b. 
This contrasts with analyses of the AFL-CIO’s international politics. Explanations for the labour imperialism of the 
AFL-CIO include American nationalism and business unionism (Scipes 2010b; Scott 1978).  
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Their strategy was ideological; it concerned winning over forces within liberation struggles and civil 

society to social democratic ideas focusing on conducting educationals, setting up schools, 

sponsoring students and training political cadres and trade unionists (Bose 2005, 58-62). The British, 

Germans and Israelis were very actively trying to develop these activities (Bose 2005, 58-62).  

Pradip K. Bose argues that they came to see it as necessary to disassociate themselves with 

the imperialist ventures of their respective governments (which they in fact had been or still were 

supportive of) after the Asian regional conference in 1953, when it became clear that involvement in 

NATO posed a problem for their influence in the region (Bose 2005, 39). And so a few years later 

the SI issued a declaration denouncing colonialism generally, but refrained from naming or critiquing 

any colonializing state in particular and did not call for “immediate independence for all colonial and 

dependent nations” (Bose 2005). This speaks to the opportunism behind their weak commitment to 

decolonization, which was a strategic position that was not accompanied at this time by political 

assistance or support for liberation struggles and, in fact, they continued to be supportive of 

imperialist policies and practices, visible in their position on Korea (Bose 2005, 56-7).69 The 

shallowness of their anti-colonial position continued to be an organizational issue with new 

members from the South who called on the leadership to report on and be more clearly supportive 

of liberation struggles (Bose 2005, 57). For instance, in 1959 Uruguay argued at the SI Congress for 

a strong position in support of the Algerian struggle, for expelling the French party, and for 

condemning Israel, Belgium and the Dutch for their pro-colonial practices (Bose 2005, 63). The SI 

leadership refused to even allow discussion of this position and as a result the Uruguayan party 

withdrew from the SI (Bose 2005, 63).  

 

                                                
69 This would shift in the late 1960s and 1970s, seen for instance in the support of some social democratic parties for the 
ANC (see Sellstrom 2002).  
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While the SI leadership strategy for selling social democracy as an alternative to 

revolutionary socialisms and communism entailed moments of anti-colonialism, overwhelmingly 

they were committed to the existing global divisions of labour rooted in the empires built by their 

respective states. Like the ICFTU, the SI was set up and dominated by governing or opposition 

parties from the Global North, and it reflected their sense of national interests, including their 

position vis-à-vis their colonies and former colonies as well as the imperialists ventures of national 

capital. The SI, which was not established until 1951, had begun to be conceived in 1946, but did 

not develop until 1950 and included backing NATO, the Marshall Plan and the Truman Doctrine 

(Bose 2005, 33).70 This tension between their desire to expand social democracy in the South while 

retaining the privileges of the North premised on social partnership on a national level reveals one 

of the critical contradictions in social democratic strategy in this period. Hyslop makes an important 

point about British Labourism that I argue applies to the contradictions in the strategy of the SI and 

the ICFTU and its Northern social democratic affiliates. He argues that the Labourists ultimately 

pursued a policy to defend “white workers’ privileged access to the labour market,” and so from the 

beginning their egalitarianism tried to reconcile a universalist philosophy with racial segregation 

(Hyslop 1999, 402-3). This racial segregation, produced through colonialism, slavery and 

imperialism, was actively upheld by the policies and practices of the dominant social democratic 

parties and major affiliates of the ICFTU including efforts to control former colonies, supporting 

decolonization as a strategy to win influence over movements, by supporting the imperialist interests 

of Northern states and capital and by supporting the use of the border to restrict and shape entry of 

Southern workers to the North.  

                                                
70 Bose notes that out of the 12 Western European countries that formed NATO, seven were countries that had social 
democratic parties in power or as majorities (Bose 2005, 37). 
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Chapter 5 
 

The Institutionalization of Labour Internationalism in Canada, 1945-1968:  
Between Labour Imperialism and Accommodationist Solidarity  

 
 

The arena in which the wars of position over strategies for worker justice in Canada changed 

with the onset of the Second World War and the beginning of the Cold War. Major factors in this 

shift include the active smashing of communist-led unions, the consolidation of power of social 

democrats within the leadership of the Canadian labour movement, and, internationally, the 

emergence of new imperialist strategies and the increasing strength of anti-colonial struggles. It is in 

this new political and ideological climate that the dominant strand of labour internationalism in 

Canadian unions became institutionalized.  

 

The International Comes to Prominence  
 

The Second World War brought the international to the local in a major way. As in the early 

interwar years, the war shaped a broader awareness and interest in international events and politics. 

This had to do with the experiences of soldiers in the war as well as the significant impacts of the 

war on economic and social life. Victor Silverman notes that the end of the war prompted many 

unions in the North to think about their political role and direction, including how to relate to the 

state and how to play a more significant role internationally (Silverman 2000). He argues that “the 

idea of labor internationalism was reborn in several nations at the same time,” and that this made it 

possible to see workers as not part of exceptional national units, but as one subgroup that 

participated in a worldwide process of international relations (Silverman 2000, 5).  

Unlike the immediate post-World War One context, the Canadian state chose a more 

conciliatory response to the demands of labour, symbolized by the introduction of a comprehensive 
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regulatory regime in the mid-1940s to the early 1950s. This lent considerable strength and legitimacy 

to the social democratic forces inside labour and to their model of union action. The conciliatory 

relations shaped by the actions of the state coupled with the significant heightening of national 

identification produced by the war and the purging of the left within labour created favourable 

conditions for union–state collaboration internationally. 

 

Accommodationist Visions: The Philosophy of Social Partnership 
 

The CCL, unlike the TLC, took on the development of an international programme by 

setting up an international committee and department that, while generally in line with the politics of 

the CIO, was independent of it. This institutionalized labour internationalism of the CCL was 

shaped by specific features of the interwar wars of position within labour in Canada and by the 

contours of Canadian class formation. In this section, I make a case for why the CCL’s 

internationalism should be understood as situated between labour imperialism and 

accommodationist solidarity. I explore the complex ideological terrain that contributed to the CCL 

perceiving the interests of Canadian workers as aligned with the Canadian state and with the 

fortunes of Canadian and American capital. I begin by outlining the events that led to the formation 

of an institutionalized labour internationalism in this period and the basic features and political 

direction of this international programme. 

 

Accommodationist Philosophies of Trade Unionism: Social Democratic Anti-Communist Internationalism  
 

In more and more areas of labour–management relations there is evidence of a more mature 
approach on both sides and the cultivation of some degree of understanding so that 

differences may be worked out without resort to the kind of open conflict that occurs in 
strikes. 

–CLC President Claude Jodoin, Charter for Tomorrow Conference/Meeting at the 
Canadian Club in Fredericton, 1966 (LAC CLC Fond 301-66). 
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As in many parts of the Global North in the early Cold War, the wars of position inside the 

Canadian labour movement in the interwar years were followed by the consolidation of social 

democratic control within the leadership of both the CCL and TLC by the mid-1950s (Abella 1973, 

213; Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981, 15-7), symbolized by the merger to form the CLC in 

1956. The wars of position over the nature of worker justice, including those on an international 

scale, became muted locally as social democratic hegemony emerged within the labour movement in 

this period. Social democracy and its philosophy of social partnership were sold as a route to worker 

justice and prosperity to workers locally and to workers’ movements internationally. By 1953, the 

consolidation of social democratic hegemony inside the CCL translated into the expansion and 

formalization of their international work, reflected in the establishment of an international 

department.  

The success of the strategies of the social democratic trade unionists to wrest control over 

the labour movement was also enabled by a range of historical factors including the war, state 

policies, and the strength and success of workers struggles in this period. Craig Heron notes, “by 

1943 one out of every three union members was on strike” (Heron 1989, 78). The strength and 

confidence of workers to resist in this period was reflected in the tremendous rise in unionization 

rates, in strike activity, and in the actions of the state to quash workplace struggles through the 

legislation of an extensive framework to regulate industrial relations. This legislation, which included 

Order in Council PC 1003 of February, 1944, a framework for the institutionalization of labour 

relations similar to what had been introduced in the United States in the 1930s, lent considerable 

strength to the social democratic model of trade unionism. This legislation met the demand of the 

labour movement for recognition and security, but within a narrow frame that continued to render a 

whole range of union strategies and tactics illegal, such as sympathy strikes and strikes during the 
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tenure of a negotiated contract. The emergence of the new labour relations regime bolstered more 

conciliatory approaches towards capital and led to the rise of more legalistic strategies.1  

Despite the forces that pushed the labour movement towards a more conciliatory position 

vis-à-vis employers and the state, the extensive influence of communist and other revolutionary 

socialist unionists inside the labour movement remained strong.2 This led to the more aggressive 

strategy of social democratic trade and liberal union leaders against communist and other 

revolutionary socialists, which involved firing communist organizers, pushing out communist 

activists and leaders, expulsions, raids, and taking local unions under administration or working to 

decertify unions that had communist leanings (Abella 1973; Heron 1989). This meant substantial 

changes in the make-up of the organized labour movement. Besides raids and decertification efforts, 

in this period the Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers (MMSW), the United Electrical (UE) workers, the 

International Fur and Leather workers (IFLWU) and the International Woodworkers of America 

(IWA), the biggest union in British Columbia were all expelled from the CCL (Heron 1989, 90).3 

This happened inside both the TLC and the CCL (Heron 1989, 90). Within the CCL, one union 

played a key role in the various purges of communist forces and in the development of the 

international department and committee, that is, the United Steelworkers of America (USWA) 

(Heron 1989, 82). Heron notes that USWA members provided “the crack troops of anti-

communism in the Canadian labour movement,” actively working to smash communist unions, 

remove organizers and replace these organizers with people from the CCF to further consolidate 

their majority within the CCL (Heron 1989, 82). Abella notes that at times the USWA engaged in 

anti-communist actions “without the sanction of the Congress” (1973, 191). In 1943, the CCL had 

                                                
1 See Wells 1995; Panitch and Swartz 1984.  

2 See Abella 1973. 
 
3 As Jerry Lembcke (1980) notes in the case of the offensive within the International Workers of America, the dominant 
revolutionary socialist activists in the union were Trotskyists.  
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officially endorsed the CCF (Muldoon 1977, 93) and by the end of 1952 the expulsions of 

communists and their unions was complete (Abella 1973). A key figure in the struggle to make the 

CCF the political wing of the labour movement was Charles Millard from the USWA, who became 

an principal figure in the CCL’s international programme and went on to serve as director of the 

ICFTU in the late 1950s.4  

These purges meant institutional control but not necessarily support from members. The 

many years and success of communist organizers inside the labour movement (Heron 1989, 82) 

coupled with the appeal of the strategies and tactics promoted by organizers that were anti-capitalist, 

could not simply be undone and erased through institutional control alone. This meant that, 

especially during the years immediately following these expulsions and decertification efforts, there 

was a need to sell social democracy and build deeper consent for their vision and model of 

organizing. This approach emphasized “expertise and centralized bureaucratic administration” 

(Heron 1989, 89) and focused on collective bargaining as the very essence of the function of trade 

unionism. Though this approach is hegemonic and normalized in the everyday practices of Canadian 

unions today, it was not an easy sell in a period that was characterized by a great deal of rank-and-file 

power and activity. 

It is important to note that the philosophy of social partnership was weaker in Canada 

compared to parts of continental western Europe. In part, this had to do with the weakness of social 

democracy in Canada, which though strengthened in the immediate post-war period, never 

translated into the CCF/NDP coming to power federally, unlike the social democratic parties in 

many parts of continental western Europe. The alignment of many continental European 

federations, with their significantly stronger social democratic parties, led in those contexts to the 

institutionalization of social partnership. This is evident of the industrial relations systems of many 

                                                
4 See Horowitz 1968, 86; Carew 1996a; MacDowell 1988. 
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continental European countries which are or were more explicitly corporatist and include a variety 

of mechanisms that integrate unions more directly with the state and capital. In Canada, the 

philosophy of social partnership has predominately taken the form of an ideological vision and 

commitment on the part of many of the key leaders and staff in the CCL and then the CLC.5 And 

like the vision of social partnership in continental Europe, the post-war pact that led to the 

development of the welfare state was nationally oriented and accepted capitalism and the control of 

capital over the labour process (Wahl 2004, 3).  

Through the 1940s and early 1950s the victory of the social democrats in winning control 

over the CCL meant the emergence of a consensus over the direction of international policies and 

practices. In the Canadian context, this meant a general alignment with the policies and interests of 

the Canadian state, but it also included alignment with the interests of Canadian and American 

capital. In the 1940s, there was still considerable debate over international policy within the CCL. In 

1947, while the CCL was a member of the WFTU, the local wars of position were already revealing 

the tensions over international policy that would soon lead to disaffiliation. John Price notes that at 

the 1947 CCL convention, the executive rejected a large number of resolutions submitted to the 

convention that opposed Canadian foreign policy and challenged the Marshall Plan (Price 2003, 5). 

By the time of the convention in 1949, the left was mostly shut out of the convention or had been 

purged, and resolutions were passed to withdraw from the WFTU.  

While the formalization and expansion of the international programme took a few more 

years to develop, the conventions of the late 1940s, particularly between 1947 and 1949, show the 

consolidation of a cohesive vision in support of the general founding policies and principles of the 

                                                
5 For the SSC and Michael Murphy, corporatism has been a key component of labour imperialism in Canada. For them, 
corporatism as a goal and strategy is connected to Canadian business unionism, which they understand as a consequence 
of the triumph of social democracy within the labour movement (Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981; Murphy 1986). 
For Murphy, social democracy constituted the central factor in shaping labour internationalism in Canada (Murphy 1986, 
i-ii).  
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burgeoning alliances that would characterize Canadian labour internationalism. What emerged was a 

programme for the development of the ICFTU, support for NATO and the Marshall Plan, and a 

general alignment with Canadian foreign policy (LAC CLC Fond 501-19; Price 2003, 2). The CCL 

sought the development of a coordinated anti-communist labour strategy under the auspices of the 

ICFTU and its regional organizations. This included building the ICFTU’s regional activities fund to 

achieve these goals. The CCL’s international department, set up in 1953, was principally aimed at 

supporting the activities of the ICFTU while it maintained other longstanding activities such as 

participation in the ILO. Preceded by the existence of the International Affairs Committee (IAC), 

the International Affairs Department (IAD), which was directed by the committee, represented the 

priority of the international programme and its expansion. The idea for establishing the department 

arose at a CCL executive meeting in November 1952 (LAC CLC Fond 501-19). The executive also 

decided to set up a standing committee to review the activities of the department, guide the work, 

report to the congress executive and make recommendations on international activities and issues 

(LAC CLC Fond 501-19). The initial mandate for the department was to raise funds and stimulate 

interest in the international programme to build up the ICFTU and fight communism (LAC CLC 

Fond 501-19 -4108). The objectives of the department were to: 

1. assist/promote the ICFTU, its aims and activities; 2. to provide assistance through the 
ICFTU to strengthen “free trade unionism throughout the world;” 3. to engage in education 
activities internally; 4. encourage joint action with other bona-fide labour organizations on 
international questions of concern for labour; 5. prepare info for delegates of congress 
attending international conferences; 6. to make known to the Canadian government the 
views of the congress and those of the free trade union movement around the world; 7. to 
report to the congress and its members the attitude and stand taken by the Canadian 
government in inter-governmental bodies on such questions; 8. to urge the Canadian 
government to encourage consultation with the congress on international matters and also 
labour participation in national bodies dealing with these questions. (LAC CLC Fond 501-
19)  
 

The work of the CCL International department began with the goal of working to actively build 

consent and support of the affiliates (and the TLC) to the ICFTU programme through seminars, 
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articles, convention speakers and other mechanisms that funds were solicited for.6 As with the 

purges and raids of the unions that were dominated by revolutionary socialists, the USWA was the 

affiliate that played the most significant role in establishing the direction of the CCL’s international 

committee and department (LAC CLC Fond 501). Throughout the early years of the department 

and committee, the USWA played a significant role in the formation of the department and 

contributed significant amounts of funding. The first staff person of the department, Martin 

Levinson, came out of the CCF trade union committee and was at the IWA in the late 1940s during 

the time when the social democrats were actively working to rid the IWA of revolutionary socialists; 

Levinson later worked for ICFTU from 1950-1952.7 The initial funds for Levinson’s position were 

provided by the USWA (LAC CLC Fond 501).  

The evolving priorities and strategies of the CCL’s IAC and IAD reflect the policies and 

debates within the international organizations the CCL were active in and federations they were 

close to, such as the CIO. For instance, in their early years the committee and department held 

seminars on international affairs in Niagara Falls and then in Scarborough, events that were attended 

by Walter Reuther and Serafino Romualdi who, during his time in the Organización Regional 

Interamericana de Trabajadores (ORIT, Inter-American Regional Workers’ Organization), carried 

out very aggressive campaigns to smash militant unions in the Caribbean and Latin America (LAC 

CLC Fond 502-1).8 Beyond the CIO influence, the other participants in the Niagara session are 

revealing of the political direction the CCL international programme. These participants included 

                                                
6 International committee files include meeting minutes discussing ways to get the TLC on board and include a letter 
written by Charles Millard to the TLC encouraging their participation in the ICFTU and the regional activities fund 
(LAC CLC Fond 502-1). In the early years of the department, the TLC remained disinterested. The extent of member 
buy-in to efforts to raise funds and build consent requires study. However, what is clear is that though donations from 
various unions and councils were very small in comparison to the funds put in by the USWA, for instance, donations did 
come from a large number of locals and councils across the country.  
 
7 For more on the battle inside the IWA in the late 1940s, see Lembcke 1980.  

8 For more on Romualdi, Reuther’s international work and the internationalism of the CIO, see Romualdi 1967; Buhle 
1999; Radosh 1969; Lichtenstein 2013; Carew 1996.  
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representatives from the Canadian ILO and the Canadian Institute for International Affairs (CIIA), 

which was an organization set up by former Canadian politicians and businessmen, and had close 

links to the department of external affairs (LAC CLC Fond 502-1).9 

Not surprisingly, like the CIO and unlike the AFL and the British TUC, the CCL was 

committed to a united-front approach to anti-communism that entailed alliances with the state, 

including financial support for international projects and an emphasis on aid as a means of building 

alternatives to revolutionary socialist and communist unions. Before Walter Reuther lost control 

over international work in the late 1950s, the CIO and CCL both worked to build a coordinated 

strategy of anti-communism within the ICFTU and ORIT (LAC CLC Fond 502-1). The CCL and 

CIO shared a political commitment to social democracy as a means of achieving justice for workers 

in North America. At the early seminars in Niagara Falls and Scarborough, the CCL urgently 

stressed the need to raise money and increase aid to win the fight against communism (LAC CLC 

Fond 502-1); specifically, they viewed government aid money as essential to the overall effort to win 

the labour wars of position in the South. This war of position entailed a variety of strategies, 

including supporting and channeling money to anti-communist unions. Battles took place where 

communist or revolutionary socialist anti-colonial unions were dominant as in Italy, France, and 

Kenya. This strategy included training trade union leaders and potential leaders on trade union 

strategies that reflected philosophies of social partnership. And, as I examine more closely at the end 

of this chapter, the emergence of development aid work as a strategy of winning the war of position 

in the Global South became increasingly central to the work of the new department and committee, 

remaining a central feature of the CLC International department until 2013.  

                                                
9 These politicians include Robert Borden, Conservative Prime Minister during the First World War, and Joseph Flavelle, 
the president of the largest pork-packing business in the British Empire who was accused of war profiteering during the 
First World War (www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/sir-joseph-wesley-flavelle/) For more on the CIIA, see 
www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/canadian-institute-of-international-affairs/, and for a sense of their 
orientation in this period, see Spencer (1959). The CCL became corporate members of the CIIA in 1954.  
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The dominant vision of internationalism that emerged within the CCL was not without 

tensions. Despite its overall cohesion, members of the newly formed international committee had 

differences in how they envisioned the work being carried out. During the early years, minutes from 

committee meetings reveal differences over priorities and strategy, including how to relate to the 

state, where to focus their energies, and what mechanisms they needed to develop to carry out their 

work (LAC CLC Fond 502-1). In 1954, each committee member was responsible for one of the key 

priority areas, which were the Colombo Plan, the first anti-communist aid programme the CCL was 

involved in, work in the ILO (which continued to be an important priority), NATO and the UN, the 

International Trade Secretariats (sectoral organizations of the ICFTU), Canadian–US relations, and 

the Middle East (specifically relations with and support for the Israeli Histadrut).  

 

Between Labour Imperialism and Accommodationist Solidarities  
 

I argue that the emerging international programme of the CCL and then the CLC can be 

characterized as something between accommodationist solidarity and labour imperialism. Their 

programme reveals an alignment with the interests of the Canadian state and Canadian and 

American capital abroad. This is illustrated by their support for NATO, the Marshall Plan, and 

Bretton Woods. It is evident in their opposition to liberation struggles, in their support for the 

imperialist ventures of the United States in Asia10 and in the way that this expansion was understood 

as in the interests of Canadian workers. Lastly, this is seen in the way that Southern workers were 

framed as opportunities for and threats to the prosperity of workers in the North. As Jack Scott 

noted in the case of the AFL-CIO, once class-struggle unionism was smashed and capitalism 

accepted, unionists aligned their interests with those of capital. This put unions in the North at odds 

with the dominant forces of labour in the South who were predominately engaged in anti-colonial 

                                                
10 See Price 2003 for more on the CCL’s role in Asia in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  
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struggles and/or who were clearly communist.11 On the level of international activities, this meant an 

active role on the part of many unions in the North, including Canadian unions, to disarm the more 

militant labour movements that existed in the South (movements which a majority of workers in 

these countries were active in or identified with), by funding alternative and often weak economistic 

unions to compete with these unions. 

While I examine the specifics of some of the early Canadian labour programmes in the next 

section, I begin by outlining why I argue that this programme is somewhere between 

accommodation and imperialism. I do so for three reasons. First, while we cannot know the 

intentions of all the actors involved in the making of the CCL’s international programme, we know 

some were explicit anti-communists and were engaging in these projects very self-consciously as 

explicit offensives, while others may well have seen their efforts as a form of solidarity. And while 

intentions do not change the effect of these projects, the intention is important for understanding 

the deeper ideological dimensions of this work. This leads us to the second reason, which is that 

while both labour imperialism and accommodationist solidarity denote a politics that reinforces 

existing global social relations and the dominance of a specific group of workers within it (Johns 

1998, 256), it is the later phenomenon of unselfconscious reinforcement that presents a greater 

obstacle for the possibility of transformative international labour solidarity. For this reason, I 

emphasize the way that these activities were understood as acts of solidarity by some of the main 

actors involved. Understanding the broader ideological terrain (beyond the Cold War) that 

contributed to this form of internationalism is imperative for developing a critical lens to 

international practices in the post-Cold War period at which time the history of labour imperialism 

was and still is generally dismissed as long dead. Therefore, I think that exploring the ideological 

                                                
11 For instance, the material interests and political goals of these workers’ movements were directly undermined by the 
establishment of NATO and the Bretton Woods institutions.  
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terrain that enabled this work to be framed as a form of solidarity revives the relevancy of the work 

in this period beyond a set of historical events.  

Third, while there were important counter-currents to this programme in this period, the 

accommodationist orientation highlights a deeper problem, that the national or regional horizons 

limiting solidarity goes deeper than a few leaders and staff. In Yankee Unions, Go Home, Jack Scott 

(1978a) challenges the idea that the commitment to labour imperialism in the United States 

constituted betrayals by staff or leaders of union principles; instead, he argues that it follows logically 

from the ideology of business unionism, which is built to cooperate with and support capitalism 

(Scott 1978a, 11). In the Canadian context, part of the consent for labour imperialism was built 

through the war of position for social democracy and the emerging hegemony of social democratic 

common sense about union action and worker justice. This arises from several aspects of Canadian 

social democracy, including a conciliatory orientation to capital as well as the liberal approach to 

worker justice and inequality.  

As in the American case, the international programme cannot be reduced to a betrayal of the 

leadership or staff. The opportunism within the labour bureaucracy is of course a barrier to any 

transformative project for labour, making it little wonder that an understanding of labour 

imperialism as a disease of the labour leadership gained traction – especially as many leaders received 

perks from doing this work, including international travel, as well as power and status from 

participating in important international meetings. The material rewards many of these actors 

received through appointments to government posts or assignments to international bodies also lent 

credence to analyses of leadership betrayal and to theories of labour imperialism as the product of a 

state strategy that entailed the buying off of labour leaders.12 While there is no evidence to rule these 

theories out, the data suggests, as the Saskatoon Solidarity Committee and Michael Murphy have 
                                                
12 An example is the appointment of Pat Conroy to the position of Canadian labour attaché in Washington (Horowitz 
1968, 87).  
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argued, the efforts of the actors involved in developing and carrying out the labour programme of 

the CCL and CLC arose from their own political agendas, agendas that aligned with those of the 

state.  

When we look at the activities of the international affairs committee and department in this 

period, what stands out most clearly against the idea of labour leadership betrayal is their effort to 

build member consent to this programme. The desire of the executive and IAC to build member 

consent to their programme is reflected in the agendas and discussions at IAC meetings, the early 

international seminars, in their efforts to fundraise for the international programme from locals and 

councils, and in the literature produced about international issues, including significant attention to 

international affairs in the federation newsletter. For instance, with the establishment of the CLC in 

1956, besides numerous stand-alone pieces on specific international issues, CLC News included an 

“Around the World” column on ICFTU policies, related issues, and campaigns (LAC CLC Fond 

498-5). Their efforts to win consent to their international programme meant that the leadership was 

open about the general politics and the direction of their work, even if not about the details.  

And while there were counter-currents to this dominant institutional labour internationalism, 

the international affairs committee and department did have some success in winning support for 

their programme from sections of the membership. Support for the programme is in partly be 

gleaned from the lack of opposition and debate at conventions. While this might be largely 

attributable to Cold War repression, including the purges of revolutionary unions and unionists, this 

does not itself account for why there was such a lack of opposition to the international policies that 

could have come from those in the remaining affiliates. Consent to this programme is also evident in 

the successes of the IAC to fundraise. While no union contributed as much as the USWA to 

building the department and the ICFTU programme, there were small but wide-ranging donations 

for the programme, including from labour councils and various local unions. This is significant 
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because it points to the need to think about the deeper roots of the commitment to the programme 

beyond rabid anti-communist labour leaders such as Charles Millard who were designing this 

programme (Horowitz 1968, 86).  

 

Outside our Community of Interests: Southern Workers as Opportunities and Threats  
 

Canada has products for export which workers in many areas of the world require – and would be 
only too glad to buy. But at the moment they cannot because they just do not earn enough money.  

–Minutes of the CCL International Affairs Committee, 1952  
(LAC CLC Fond 301-IAD Misc. Part 1, 1943-1953)  

 
To understand the roots of accommodationist solidarity, we need to explore the common-

sense ideas underlying the CCL’s international programme that shapes certain communities of 

interest. On a most general level, the philosophy of social partnership of the CCL produced a sense 

that the material interests of Canadian workers were aligned with the interests of the Canadian state 

and Canadian and American capital abroad. This alignment has racial and national dimensions. One 

way that we see the racial and national dimensions of this alignment of interests is in the way that 

Southern workers were often framed as other, and more specifically as being both opportunities for 

and a threat to the material interests of Canadian workers.  

The quote that begins this chapter encapsulates some key features of the CCL’s 

internationalism. One, that for some of these leaders, the building of or support for unions and the 

training of union leaders in the South to their model of trade unionism was understood as an act of 

solidarity. This comes out of a real belief in these strategies as a means of prosperity for these 

workers and a desire to raise the conditions of these workers.13 If we remove the broader context in 

which these leaders were simultaneously supporting Cold-War policies and offensives against these 

same people and their interests and working to undermine more militant workers struggles, this 

orientation seems benign or even genuinely solidaristic. Hence why the other message in this quote 
                                                
13 This was also influenced by the belly communism thesis.  
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is instructive – the desire to raise wages as a means of securing a market for Canadian goods. The 

CCL IAC envisioned their international programme as creating the conditions for the expansion of 

Canadian capital, which would translate into prosperity for Canadian workers. In this sense, the 

South and Southern workers were understood as part of a strategy for security that warranted an 

alignment with the interests of Canadian capital abroad. So, like Reuther, imperialism was seen by 

the CCL IAC as strategy and opportunity for the security of their members.  

At this time, global imperialism was being significantly reshaped. An key aspect of this 

reshaping was the expansion of American imperialism. American imperialist designs were signaled 

through the Marshall Plan, Bretton Woods, and the Truman Doctrine, ushering in the new era of 

American imperialism. In the case of the interests of Canadian capital, though some operations in 

the Caribbean and Latin America already existed, it was in the post-war period that they developed 

and grew.14 And in the period in which Canadian capital began to extensively reap the profits of their 

imperialist operations, these profits did not translate into higher wages or stability for the working 

class in Canada.15 Instead, like Post, I think we need to view the concessions made by capital in the 

1940s as a product of heightened class struggle, reflecting the strength of labour and the willingness 

of workers to fight, rather than resulting from the profits of imperialism.16 However, even if there 

were significant profits as a direct result of imperialism in this period, as Post notes, this does not in 

                                                
14 See Gordon 2010; Klassen 2009. 
 
15 While one could argue that these profits of the 1940s were produced through imperialism via wartime production, this 
however was not actually rooted in the super exploitation of southern workers. Creating a necessary correlation between 
the profits of imperialism and the allegiance of the more highly paid workers to imperialism is a conservative narrative, 
not only because it posits as inevitable this transfer, thereby erasing agency and the activity of workers, but also as a 
necessary correlation it leaves no option for challenging imperialism. Post also notes the role of the some of the most 
highly paid workers in the northern working class engaged in anti-imperialist activism. For more on this, see also 
Featherstone (2012). 
 
16 “Clearly, these ‘benefits’ accruing to the entire working class of the industrialized countries from imperialist 
investment are neither automatic nor evenly distributed. Rising profits and increased investment do not necessarily lead 
to higher wages for workers in the absence of effective working-class organization and struggle . . . The higher wages 
that workers in unionized capital-intensive industries enjoy are not gained at the expense of lower paid workers, either at 
home or abroad” (Post 2006).  
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and of itself translate into a share for workers. Rather, the share for workers was a matter of 

effective class struggle, and tied to class consciousness. The sense in which the interests of Canadian 

workers and employers are aligned – and specifically, that the prosperity of Canadian capital would 

provide security for Canadian workers – are hallmarks of the philosophy of social partnership and of 

a national horizon of interests. This alignment and sense of mutual interests with employers remains 

a substantial force within the Canadian labour movement today. In sum, what we see in this period 

is an assessment by those in the leadership of the CCL’s that the interests of workers in Canada are 

aligned with the potential of Canadian (and sometimes also American) capital’s expansion in the 

South.  

 

Other as Opportunity  

Capitalism required new markets, and capital investment presupposed political stability. Western 
models of state formation were offered as necessary preconditions of the takeoff stage of 

modernizing economic development for newly decolonizing nations.  
–David Theo Goldberg (1993, 154)  

 
The Canadian state has been the key patron of the CCL and the CLC’s international 

programmes. The principal vehicle for their work was through development aid projects that were 

supported by the Canadian state. While development aid was used by the state to guard against and 

to actively undermine revolutionary movements, it was also aimed at creating new markets and sites 

for investment.17 The CCL’s support for the expansion of Canadian and American capital abroad is 

seen in their creation of development aid projects that supported the interests of Canadian capital, 

their general alignment with Canadian foreign policy aims, and their close ties to the state and 

Canadian capital vis-à-vis to Canadian international affairs. These relationships to the state and 

capital, already established through ILO meetings, were deepened in this period with burgeoning 

projects that the CCL initiated or participated in, like the Colombo Plan and their activities in the 
                                                
17 See Carty and Smith 1981; Pratt 1984, 1996a, 1996b. 
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Caribbean through ORIT, with the help of state funds. These relations were actively deepened by 

the CCL through various lobby strategies vis-à-vis the state. This included requesting that external 

affairs appoint labour attaches as widely as possible to provide some balance to the representation 

for commercial interests at the embassies, and because of the Soviet threat they needed to reach – 

and gather information within – the working classes abroad (Price 2003, 13).18 When this was met 

with hesitancy, Charles Millard approached the commercial interest counsellor stationed at the 

Canadian embassy in Brussels to press him on the value of at least appointing a labour attaché to the 

embassy in Brussels (Price 2003, 14). Millard argued that Conroy, who had stepped down from the 

CCL, be appointed to this position, and in 1952 he was made labour attaché to the Canadian 

embassy in Washington (Price 2003, 14).19 He also sought to deepen relations with the state on the 

international front by proposing a meeting with A.D. P. Heeney and Escott Reid from External 

Affairs and the Americans Major General Burns and MacNamara of the Department of Defense to 

keep them informed on international labour developments (Price 2003, 14). 

Besides their close relations through the ILO, the CCL’s ties to leading figures in Canadian 

and American companies is highlighted in their joint participation in international affairs 

organizations and think tanks. Early in the development of the international department, Martin 

Levinson consulted with American think tanks like the Brookings Institute, the Foreign Policy 

Association, the Council on World Affairs, and the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace on 

how to build their international programme and capacity to engage in international affairs (LAC 

CLC Fond 502-3). Another important organization that the newly formed CLC became a member 

of was the Canadian American Committee (CAC) (LAC CLC Fond 494-10). The CAC, formed in 

                                                
18 Price cites a letter from Pat Conroy to the under-secretary of external affairs A.D.P Heeney in 1951 arguing for the 
value of such a programme (LAC CLC Fond 188-22).   
 
19 Price notes that Conroy served in this position for twenty years.  
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1957, was co-sponsored by the Private Planning Association of Canada (PPAC), an organization set 

up by businessmen and politicians in Montréal that would eventually become the right-wing CD 

Howe Institute.20 According to Robert and James Laxer, the CAC was set up as a mechanism to 

support Canadian and American integration (Laxer and Laxer 1977, 106). In the case of the CLC’s 

membership in the CAC, one of the early points of coordination was on pushing for Canadian 

membership in the Organization of American States (OAS) (LAC CLC Fond 494-10; McFarlane 

1989).21 Lastly, the CCL and then CLC were active members in the CIIA, which like the American 

think tanks, influenced the politics of the department. The CCL was not only a member of the CIIA, 

CIIA representatives were also invited as participants in the early joint seminars on international 

affairs organized in conjunction with the CIO.  

The CCL and then the CLC’s relation to the state reinforces the more recent thesis of 

scholars of labour imperialism, namely that the funding relationship and other points of 

coordination with the state and capital were sought by the labour movement rather than imposed by 

the state or capital (LAC CLC Fond 502-1).22 The CCL initiated relations with the state and sought 

to build closer links to the Canadian state vis-à-vis international relations. Beyond the CCL and 

CLC’s alignment with Canadian foreign policy in support of NATO, Bretton Woods and the 

Korean War, they also sought a larger impact on Canadian foreign policy and bolster ICFTU 

projects more generally.23 The Colombo Plan is an example of this, whereby the CCL was actually 

more passionately committed to the plan and its expansion than was the state, and the CCL worked 

                                                
20 See www.cdhowe.org/history.  
 
21 The push to have Canada join the Organization of American States (OAS) was also coming out of ORIT.  
 
22 This does not mean that we can rule out the possibility that certain leaders, staff or activists could have been on the 
state payroll. However, what is important here for those of us interested in thinking through the obstacles to a more 
militant and transformative labour movement are the ideological origins of the decision on the part of labour to seek out 
state funding to undermine certain workers’ struggles.  
 
23 See Price 2003 for more on the ways the CCL aligned with American imperialism in Asia in this period.  
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actively to persuade the state to increase its support for the plan. In the early meetings of the CCL 

International Affairs Committee, reflecting the urgency that would be reinforced at the international 

seminars with the CIO, ORIT, ILO and CIIA allies, the committee discussed lobbying for more aid 

to the Third World (LAC CLC Fond 502-1). At these seminars, participants discussed how an 

effective strategy to obtain more “aid funding” might be to argue that this work in the Third World 

would assist unemployment in Canada (LAC CLC Fond 502-1). They felt that – while their 

proposals and positions were mostly amenable to the External Affairs department, and that friendly 

and close relations existed – they needed to “actively try to build some public opinion on these 

matters” if they were to continue to have influence (LAC CLC Fond 502-1).24 It is noteworthy that 

the members of the CCL and CLC executive and international affairs committee developed close 

personal links with key state players in foreign affairs over the years of work together in the ILO and 

in international programmes like the Colombo Plan and in the Caribbean.25  

While their work was independent of the CIO and involved coordination with the Canadian 

state and close relations to Canadian capital, the CCL did also support American imperialism. In the 

early Cold War, American investments in Canada were significant, reaching their height in the 1960s 

(McNally 1991, 234). This meant that, though there was a national horizon of struggle vis-à-vis the 

state for the expansion of social benefits, in the case of the perceived opportunities for Canadian 

workers through international expansion, the significant number of American companies in Canada 

translated into an alignment with both American and Canadian capital abroad. The CCL and CLC’s 
                                                
24 For more on the alliance of policies between the CCL and the Canadian state, see Price 2003.  
 
25 In one letter written by Lester B. Pearson, the future prime minister then in External Affairs, to the minister of 
Foreign Affairs in Israel in 1949, he describes Pat Conroy, CCL vice president and one of the founding members of the 
ICFTU as being one of the outstanding labour leaders in Canada after having travelled with him to Israel (LAC CLC 
Fond 502-1). The close relations are also visible in the regular correspondence between CCL and CLC leaders and the 
Canadian External Affairs department as well as the appointment of numerous labour leaders to government or 
government-supported posts; in particular, Romeo Maione, director of the IAD in the early 1970s, appointed to head of 
the Canadian International Development Agency NGO section, Pat Conroy, appointed labour attaché to the United 
States, Joe Morris, to the board of the Bank of Canada and recipient of the Order of Canada, and Dennis McDermott, 
to ambassador to Ireland.  
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strategy was to get behind the expansion of capital in the South, and this meant getting behind US as 

well as Canadian capital within the wider backing of NATO and the newly established international 

economic institutions.26 As Miriam Smith (1992) notes, Canadian labour understood the protection 

of jobs in this period as needing a continental approach rather than an economic nationalist one, 

translating into support for free trade policies. The CCL called on the state to institute various 

“measures to increase economic collaboration among countries of the free world,” but the country 

with which they had the strongest economic connection to in this period was the United States 

(LAC CLC Fond 501-19). When we look at the early initiatives of the CCL, while we see a greater 

priority given to the interests of Canadian capital, the expansion of American capital was close 

behind. American workers were considered as part of the community of interest of Canadian 

labour.27 Unlike Southern workers, American workers were not seen as other; American workers 

were constructed neither as opportunities or threats.28  

 

Other as Threat  
 
Imagine workers in Asia or Africa at an unorganized plant producing the same product as you where 

wages are 25% less than yours . . . it would only be a matter of time until the under-cutting 
endangered your own job.  

–Excerpt from minutes of the CCL’s International Affairs Committee, 1952  
(LAC CLC Fond 301 File IAD Misc. Part 1 1943-1953)  

 

                                                
26 As Miriam Smith (1992) notes, Canadian labour saw the protection of jobs in this period as needing a continental 
approach rather than an economic nationalist one, and it included support for free trade policies. For the remainder of 
this chapter, when I discuss capital, this includes the interests of US capital.  
 
27 This is reflected in their participation in the CAC, a commitment to policies that supported American imperialism and 
American imperialist wars such as Korea.  
 
28 This sense of commonality of interest and purpose was shaped by their organizational connection but also through 
whiteness. The Canadian context, like that of the United States, is based on settler colonialism. This means that 
nationalism and nation-building is premised on colonialism, its racist violence and white supremacist narrative and socio-
economic structure. And as a social order based from the outset of colonization on white supremacy, Canadian labour 
history, like the American, cannot be understood outside of the way nation-building and its racist premises shaped class 
formation. Whiteness, I argue, created a sense of a shared past and destiny that created a regional rather than strictly 
national community of interests that crossed class lines.  
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The just-quoted minutes announced a problem that the CCL’s international programme 

would address: the vast inequalities born of global capitalist development. Besides the ideological 

anti-communist commitments driving some of the actors in labour imperialism in this period, 

communist and revolutionary movements and unions posed a threat to expansion opportunities for 

Canadian and American capital. The political proclivities of Southern workers in this period, many 

of whom were part of revolutionary movements, threatened investments and investment 

opportunities. For the IAC, the development of trade unions along the lines of their model was 

genuinely seen by some as a route to prosperity that would enable these Southern workers to 

become new markets for Canadian goods. If they failed, these workers conversely would be threats 

to the standard of living in the North. The various senses in which Southern workers have been 

viewed as threats underscores the accommodationist nature of the CCL’s solidaristic motives.29 The 

impetus here is to maintain and advance the advantage of Canadian workers, guarding an 

advantageous position for them in the “spatial relations of production and the spatial hierarchy 

within the international working class” (Johns 1998, 259-60). This impetus points to the crux of the 

contradictions in their approach that supported imperialism. Through their consent and active 

support in building the architecture of the era of American imperialism, they put in place conditions 

for the undoing of their social partnership. In this the CCL was not alone. Their orientation speaks 

more generally to the political direction of the united front within the ICFTU, where affiliates 

sought to build unions internationally for a variety of reasons, including to protect their own 

position within global divisions of labour. This was rooted in an alignment with the interests of their 

states and their national or regional capital blocs. The contradictory nature of what are framed as 

solidaristic motives is underscored by the general commitment to the building of the infrastructure 

for ongoing imperialist expansion. We see the reality today of this pact with imperialism, which has 
                                                
29 In this framework, the struggles of workers internationally are secondary to the local community of interests (which 
are shaped by ideas of nation but also of race).  
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served to expand global inequality, increase disparities, and exacerbate downward pressures on 

incomes as capital has been able to increase competition between workers and expand the global 

reserve army of labour. 

 

Towards an Understanding of Early Cold War:  
Canadian Labour Imperialism and Accommodationist Solidarities 

 
In this last section, I will unpack and expand on some of the arguments I have made about 

the development of an institutionalized Canadian labour internationalism in the early Cold War. 

Having outlined the general contours of the CCL’s emergent activity in international affairs, I now 

turn to some specific cases in which I will elaborate on the politics of their international programme. 

Here, I explore some of the specific features, tensions, and contradictions of the strategies that 

emerged in Kenya, South East Asia (through the Colombo Plan), the Anglo Caribbean, and the 

Middle East. Each case is revealing of different aspects of the CCL’s programme and ideological 

base for certain strategies, alliances and positions. In each of these cases, following from the features 

of Canadian class formation and the success of social democratic forces within the CCL, I explore 

the role of the dominant union philosophy of social partnership and dominant ideas of race and 

nation that contributed to this programme.  

 

Kenya  

Africa, and specifically the Kenyan labour movement, became an important site of conflict 

between the WFTU, the British TUC and the AFL (and then AFL-CIO), and shows the tensions 

and tendencies inside the early ICFTU. Kenya in the 1950s was the site of a strong anti-colonial 



 221 

sentiment represented by the Mau Mau uprising; Mau Mau was a nationalist anti-colonial movement 

that had mass appeal amongst sections of the working class and the peasantry.30  

There was a belief held by intellectuals like Jack Woddis, Bob Fitch and Mary Oppenheimer, 

that Africa was a site with potential for working class-led liberation struggles, “in tactical as well as 

ideological terms, the strikes and protests of trade unions were crucially important to the liberation 

struggle” on that continent (Stichter 1975, 262; Frank et al 2010). And while others like Fanon were 

less optimistic, seeing unionized workers as opportunistic and accommodationist, the Mau Mau had 

a substantial following within large sections the working class (Stichter 1975, 262-63). Stichter notes 

that though the Mau Mau uprising is generally framed as a peasant movement, the base of the 

movement came not only from the peasantry and landless who squatted on European owned farms 

but also from among the unemployed, blue- and white-collar urban workers (Stichter 1975, 268). 

Urban workers were engaged mostly in support activities, with many blue-collar workers collecting 

funds and bringing supplies to the rebels and with some white-collar workers participating in 

intelligence networks in support of the Mau Mau (Stichter 1975, 268). Even after the British 

declared a state of emergency and arrested pro-Mau Mau trade unionists, pro-Mau Mau sentiment 

was estimated by some to be close to 50% of the unionized workers. This is especially high if we 

consider that the Mau Mau had more support amongst non-unionized and unemployed workers 

(Stichter 1975, 265).  

The response by the British colonial government to the uprising included a union strategy 

that sought to prevent the rise of political unions that would potentially engage in militant general 

strikes, to rid the unions of nationalist, anti-colonial forces, and to build industrial unions on the 
                                                
30 Spurred on by landlessness, by 1953 about half of the dominant ethnic group in Kenya, the Kikuyu, were without land 
(Newsinger 1981, 160). Landless peasants migrated to the towns to seek work, with the result that between 1938 and 
1952 the population of Nairobi doubled. The name of this movement, Mau Mau, emerged in the late 1940s and is not a 
Kikuyu word, but rather was coined by the British (Newsinger 1981,163). When the Mau Mau rebellion took place in 
1953, General Sir George Erskine argued that over 90% of the Kikuyu supported the rebels (Newsinger 1981, 169). The 
rebellion came to have features of a civil war as loyalists as well as settlers were targets of the Mau Mau uprising 
(Newsinger 1981). For more, see Stichter 1975; Presley 1992; Branch 2009; Horne 2009. 
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British model, to which the British TUC played an active role in support (Stichter 1975, 270). The 

British colonial government worked to repress the EATUC (East African Trades Union Congress), 

which had led a nine-day general strike in May of 1950 that paralyzed the city (Newsinger 1981, 

164).31 Stepping up their efforts in mid-1952, several anti-Mau Mau industrial unions (which had 

legal status as registered trade unions) were established, as well as a new central federation, the 

Kenyan Federation of Registered Trade Unions (KFRTU, a precursor to the Kenyan Federation of 

Labour).32 A few months later, many unionists involved in the EATUC and those who supported 

the Mau Mau were arrested under a state of emergency imposed by the British colonial government 

(Stichter 1975, 270-71); one account stated that there were over 8,000 arrests in the first 25 days of 

the emergency, followed by increased attacks on European property as local committees of the Mau 

Mau decided to fight back (Newsinger 1981, 168). The state of emergency remained in place until 

1960, even though most rebels were killed by the mid-1950s, with estimates of the number of rebels 

killed ranging from 11,000 to 50,000 (Newsinger 1981, 180). In 1953, Tom Mboya became the head 

of the KFRTU. Mboya refused to denounce the Mau Mau; however, he also blocked their attempt 

to call a general strike in Nairobi (Stichter 1975, 273). He promoted a constitutional nationalism and 

abided by the call from the British to stamp out the threat of the “terrorists” (Newsinger 1981, 174, 

177). The decision of the British colonial government to mix repression with reform by raising 

wages in 1954 bolstered the KFRTU and Mboya’s position (Newsinger 1981).  

 

 

 

                                                
31 The British TUC had sought to gain influence over the EATUC, but they showed suspicion towards the TUC’s 
motives (Zeleza 1984, 17). The TUC eventually branded them as communist aligned, even though there were only a very 
few who held revolutionary socialist ideas in the organization (and most of whom were arrested after the general strike), 
and they were not affiliated to the WFTU (Zeleza 1984, 17-18).  
 
32 KFRTU was set up under the auspices of the Kenya labour department in March 1953 (Newsinger 1981, 173).  
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Wars of Position: The Colonial Question and Competing Philosophies of Trade Unionism  
 

The issue of Kenya shows the tensions within the strategies of the major ICFTU affiliates as 

they were developing their strategies in the early 1950s. Evident in the Kenyan case are the diverse 

strategies of that created tensions amongst the major affiliates. The different and often competing 

strategies, along with the importance of the colonial question in Kenya, underscores the inability to 

reduce the operations in Kenya to standard Cold War framing.  

Reflective of their general orientation, the CCL was committed to a united front approach to 

the labour war of position in Kenya that meant pursuit of a strategy to win over and build unions on 

their model – in a fashion like that of the CIO and the major social democratic continental 

European affiliates in this period. While the British TUC and the AFL had their own programmes in 

Kenya, the ICFTU also began to send people there. One of these people was Jim Bury, a Canadian 

steelworker sent by the CCL to work under the ICFTU in the early 1950s (LAC CLC Fond 502-1).33  

 

Tensions  

The British TUC viewed Kenya as part of their sphere of influence and supported ongoing 

British rule there. They played a role in supporting the establishment of a trade union central to 

compete with the EATUC and sought actively to promote the British model of trade unionism 

(Zeleza 1984).34 Though the British TUC was critical of the Americans and the ICFTU generally for 

promoting colonialism, in actuality they were simply more attuned to the forces on the ground in 

Kenya and realized that a strong pro-colonial line would be a liability against developing a presence 

and influence (Carew 1996b). Anthony Carew notes that the British TUC’s position, its relation to 

                                                
33 While the archives to not contain documents outlining his activities in Kenya, the general orientation of his work can 
be gathered through the secondary material on the ICFTU in Kenya.  
 
34 They first sent someone to Kenya in 1947 to promote an economistic and apolitical philosophy of trade unionism 
(Zeleza 1984, 15).  



 224 

the British state and actions reinforced the AFL’s desire to develop a programme separate from the 

ICFTU in Africa (1996b).  

The ICFTU, having designated Kenya as a critical site for their operations in East Africa, 

began their operations in Kenya in the early 1950s, and this competed with the TUC programme for 

influence over the direction of Kenyan trade unions (Zeleza 1984, 18).35 This was a competition for 

influence (Zeleza 1984, 16). The trade union context had already been shaped in favour of 

developing a new ICFTU affiliate in Kenya; specifically, this was facilitated by the actions of the 

British TUC and the colonial government to establish anti-Mau Mau trade unions and repress the 

EATUC. In the case of Kenya, despite anti-colonial sentiment, there was great potential for success 

in cooptation because the unions were predominately made up of white-collar and skilled workers 

who were less inclined to militancy (Stichter 1975, 265).  

The extent of anti-colonial sentiment in Kenya meant that there was also a need to more 

deeply win these leaders to their models of trade unionism. This was the role of the ICFTU 

representatives in Kenya, including Bury. However, their approaches varied and reflected their own 

trade union philosophies. The approach of the ICFTU was therefore multi-pronged, involving the 

promotion of several different models of trade unionism. And so, we see here the two main prongs 

of the dominant current shaping the ICFTU in this period – to build alternative models to forms of 

revolutionary (communist and/or anti-colonial), political trade unions and to sell social 

partnership.36 The visions of social partnership being promoted by the ICFTU, in this case to the 

                                                
35 The British TUC blamed the ICFTU and the AFL-CIO for their failures in Kenya (Zeleza 1984, 22).  
 
36 Decisions around whether to engage in wars of position that were focused on coopting existing unions depended on 
the politics of existing unions. In the case of the CCL, they participated in both cooptation efforts and strategies to build 
alternative unions. The examples I look at in this dissertation mostly point to efforts to build alternative unions. 
Examples include CCL support for the FO and anti-communist unions in Italy like CISL. In the case of Kenya, there is 
an attempt to deepen the commitment to a less political trade unionism, but where the infrastructure for the federation 
was put in place by the British. And by the phrase dominant current, I mean the social democratic affiliates as opposed 
to the AFL and the British TUC who were still each half-heartedly committed to the ICFTU as the vehicle for their 
international work. 
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KFL, included the weaker Anglo versions as well as the stronger Scandinavian and Israeli models 

(Zeleza 1984, 21). And despite the efforts of the TUC, their model did not appeal to the KFL. 

Tiyambe Zeleza argues that the anti-communist trade union strategy that was most successful in 

Kenya was that of the Scandinavian affiliates of the ICFTU and the Israeli Histadrut’s model of 

trade unionism (Zeleza 1984, 21). The Histadrut model, in which they were not only a trade union 

but had their own enterprises, appealed most to Mboya (Zeleza 1984, 21).37 The Histadrut had the 

strongest version of social partnership wherein companies, trade unions and institutions providing 

various kinds of social services were integrated within a single organization. This form of 

organization arose out of the origins of the Histadrut as a vehicle for the colonization of Palestine, 

being foremost a mechanism for colonization rather than a trade union; it owned and operated 

companies designed to create a settler economy and promote settlement. The Israeli brand of 

corporatist trade unionism was presented and sold as a form of “socialist” trade unionism in 

contrast to the British, Canadian, and American models.  

In the case of Kenya, and operations in Africa more generally, both the CCL and the CIO – 

and specifically, Charles Millard and Walter Reuther – saw themselves as working to bridge the 

differences between the AFL and the British TUC to establish a united ICFTU strategy (Carew 

1996b, 170-172). By the mid-1950s, Millard was working at the ICFTU and supporting the 

development of an ICFTU regional organization in Africa, the African Regional Organization 

(ARO), arguing for an end to the individual programmes of the AFL and the British TUC. The 

CCL’s commitment to work through the ICFTU was rooted in the philosophical and political 

affinities with the more social-democratic federations in the ICFTU, but also their political distance 

from AFL business unionism and their brand of anti-communism, which they saw as ineffective to 

                                                
37 Though the KFL sought dues check off like the Canadians and Americans rather than gather dues like the British 
(Zeleza 1984, 21). The British TUC eventually recognized the effectiveness of the strategies of the other ICFTU affiliates 
after Kenyan independence when in 1963 they provided funds to the Histadrut-run Afro-Asian Institute.  
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win over socialist leaning workers in much of the world in this period.38 Bury, like others from 

Northern unions, was there doing education work. The case of Kenya showed the potential of the 

social-democratic approach of the Scandinavians and Israelis for success in the context of rising 

anti-colonialism, since social democracy could speak to the socialist sentiments within many of these 

movements.39 In the case of Kenya, the united-front strategy meant being at odds with the British 

TUC. The presence of the ICFTU in Kenya and the efforts on the part of Millard and others to set 

up a regional organization reflects their distance from the position of the British TUC, which was 

strongly opposed to the competition to their influence posed by the establishment of a regional 

organization in Africa (Zeleza 1984, 23). Ultimately and not surprisingly, Millard and Reuther were 

unsuccessful at bridging the division between the AFL and the British TUC, and with George 

Meany and AFL forces gaining increasing control of the international work of the AFL-CIO, this 

became an even more remote possibility.40 The AFL-CIO would go on to breach ICFTU policy in 

Kenya by providing $35,000 to build the headquarters of the Kenyan Federation of Labour, which 

became an important entryway for the AFL-CIO to increase its presence in Africa (Carew 1996b, 

                                                
38 For more on early perceptions of the AFL approach, see Price 2003, 13. The AFL’s brand of anti-communism in 
evident in the case of Italy, where the AFL opposed the affiliation of the social-democratic federation, the Italian Union 
of Labour or Unione Italiana Del Lavoro (UIL) to the ICFTU, in favour of supporting the more hardline anti-
communist CISL federation, which they had contributed to building (Price 2003, 13). However, the CCL, while generally 
aligned with the major affiliates of the ICFTU were not consistent on this front. For instance, they also supported CISL 
and even provided funds to them (LAC CLC Fond 600).  
 
39 However, this was not merely an opportunistic assessment of the forces on the ground; I argue that it was also 
reflective of their belief in social partnership as a route to prosperity, which, if replicated, could yield prosperity for 
workers in the Third World.  
 
40 After the formation of the AFL-CIO, Millard was appointed director of the ICFTU (Carew 1996a, 1996b). However, 
Carew notes that he was chosen over the AFL choice, Irving Brown, and was seen “as a TUC stooge and as a socialist 
because of his CCF connection as a former MP in Ontario” (Carew 1996a, 161). This highlights the political tension in 
the ICFTU in reaching a coordinated anti-communist strategy with the AFL forces which found issue also with social 
democracy and which was more explicitly politically supportive of American capital and their interests abroad. As the 
CIO lost control within the AFL-CIO international profile, the CCL became increasingly aligned with the other social-
democratic affiliates.  
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166-67).41 The KFL became an important player in the expansion of the ICFTU’s African program 

and, by 1959, the ICFTU and the AFL-CIO had virtual control over the Kenyan labour movement 

(Carew et al. 2000, 261; Zeleza 1984).  

 

The Colonial Question  

The racial and national dimensions of these wars of position are highlighted by the position 

of these unions vis-à-vis the colonial question. The British TUC had a very clear pro-colonial line 

that made them quite close to the British state, particularly when the Labour party was in power. 

The British TUC understood the interests of the British working class as aligned with the fortunes 

of the British Empire and, in the case of Kenya, argued against colonial workers receiving the same 

wages as those in the metropolitan centres (Zeleza 1984, 16). We see the white supremacist logic in 

the idea of Kenyans and Africans more generally not being fit to operate their own unions (Carew 

1996b, 173) and the deep imperial affinity visible in the defeat of a resolution for Kenyan 

independence at the 1954 TUC convention (Zeleza 1984). However, despite their efforts, the British 

TUC was already losing their battle to maintain control over the Kenya labour movement. The 

British TUC’s pro-colonial stance (Zeleza 1984, 19), alongside their involvement with the colonial 

office and the white supremacist orientation42 informing their policies and actions, made their 

strategy unsuccessful. Despite money, the political backing of the British state,43 and efforts to 

                                                
41 And then by the late 1950s, the AFL-CIO pushed for the US government to recognize the independence of African 
countries and to set up technical assistance programmes and send diplomatic missions to Africa, which meant the 
expansion of their labour imperialist work in Africa (Carew 1996b, 173). See also Richards 1999. 
 
42 There are many ways that this logic functioned, e.g., through ideas about responsibility for colonial regions. For 
instance, they framed their role as a duty to impart the wisdom their unions, models and strategies. Underlying this 
framework is an assumption that these models and strategies are more advanced and should be emulated. The British 
TUC explicitly argued that the Kenyan trade unions were not developed (Carew 1996b, 169). This white supremacist 
logic is also evident in the British TUC’s depiction of the Mau Mau as “a retreat to barbarism” (Zeleza 1984, 19).  
 
43 For instance, the British TUC succeeded in getting WFTU publications banned in Kenya in 1951 and prevented 
Kenyan trade unionists from attending WFTU conferences (Zeleza 1984, 18).  
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actively remove militant trade union leaders (Zeleza 1984, 15), they could not maintain influence 

over the Kenya labour movement.44  

Now, though the AFL and the ICFTU did not promote a pro-colonial line, their actual 

perceptions of the anti-colonial struggle were not necessarily far off from that of the British. In the 

Canadian case, Jim Bury echoed the hegemonic racist depictions of the Mau Mau promoted by the 

British state at the time; the British state presented the Mau Mau as barbaric, blood-crazed savages 

unable to cope with the modern world, echoing some early scholarship on the Mau Mau uprising 

that talked about irrationality and bestiality (Newsinger 1981, 159; Presley 1988, 505). Bury’s report 

to the CCL IAC echoes these perceptions, calling the Mau Mau “terrorists” and arguing that they 

were “generating hate and bestiality” (LAC CLC Fond 502-1). Beyond identification with the British 

Empire, the extent of the threat thought to be posed by the Mau Mau must also be seen in relation 

to sympathies with the white settlers who were targets of the Mau Mau.  

There are several possible reasons for the decision of the ICFTU to go into Kenya despite 

the disapproval of one of its major founding affiliates. First, the fear of the WFTU gaining ground 

given their explicit anti-colonial position. Second, an assessment of the situation and belief that the 

British could not maintain control given their position or their lack of legitimacy. Third, genuine 

anti-colonial affinities. Fourth, seeing their presence as a necessary means to build a united front in 

Africa. Lastly, the dominant interests of the Americans to gain influence in Africa. There are many 

more explanations for the distancing of the ICFTU from the British TUC and their efforts to set up 

a competing programme. One of these explanations that I would like to challenge is that of genuine 

anti-colonialism. The AFL and then AFL-CIO went the furthest of the major ICFTU affiliates in 

expressing sympathies for anti-colonial struggle (Carew 1996b; Richards 1999). The archives do not 

tell us how explicitly sympathetic Bury was to anti-colonial sentiment in his work in Kenya; 
                                                
44 For more on the role of the British TUC in these efforts to gain control over the Kenyan labour movement, see 
Zeleza 1984.  
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however, what we do know is that the ICFTU did not promote actively pro-colonial line. Looking at 

the CCL’s approach to liberation struggles in Asia, which they opposed, their approach was also 

dependent on an assessment of forces on the ground (Price 2003). The lack of genuine support for 

liberation struggles on the part of the CCL in this period is underscored by their activities, which 

sought to oppose liberation struggles in Asia as well as their support for NATO, their silence on 

anti-colonial struggles. Mostly, expressions of concern over colonialism in the documents of the 

IAC, IAD, convention reports and newsletters focused on the horrors of French colonialism in 

North Africa, while on British colonialism there is silence. This is also underscored by the complete 

absence of the question of colonialism in the policies and priorities of the department itself.  

The Kenyan case is illustrative of the competing strategies in these early years of conflict 

over anti-communist strategy vis-à-vis unions in the South. These differences are seen in their 

philosophies and models of trade unionism and on the issue of how to approach the colonial 

question. The Kenyan case shows the success of what the SI later recognized as an opportunity to 

draw upon the socialist tendencies of liberation struggles to sell social democracy as an alternative to 

revolution. The success of the Scandinavians and Israelis in Kenya also occurred in the context of 

the failure of ICFTU to build the Force Ouvrière (FO) as a serious alternative to the Confédération 

générale du travail (CGT) in France. This did not mean that setting up, funding, aligning with and 

politically supporting anti-communist organizations or movements or working to undermine 

communist unions ceased; but within the CCL we see a strategy that emphasized education, schools, 

exchanges, scholarships and the like that were aimed at winning over union leaders and activists 

becoming the central feature of their work. The money drawn to do this work came from the 

member federations of the ICFTU and their affiliates, but also importantly through their respective 

states via aid funding.  
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Development  
 

Development aid projects became the principal vehicle for the CCL and then the CLC’s 

participation in the international labour wars of position throughout the Cold War and beyond. 

Starting with the Colombo Plan in 1950, development aid projects were at the core of the CCL and 

CLC’s international work. Here I will look at the aims guiding development aid on the part of the 

state and labour, key features of the logic of development, and the CCL and CLC’s initial 

programmes in Southeast Asia and then the Caribbean. The development framework and aid 

mechanism provides an important lens to how Southern workers were constructed as both 

opportunities and threats within the underlying philosophy of social partnership that shaped a 

community of interests between Canadian labour, capital and the state.  

Development aid emerged in a variety of Northern states in the early Cold War for a whole 

host of reasons.45 While explicit anti-communist sentiment was a large part of the early rhetoric, this 

was not simply an ideological battle. The anti-communist framework influencing the foreign policy 

objectives of several Northern states, including Canada, served to justify wars of manoeuvre against 

anti-colonial struggles and to maintain or secure new markets and resources. In the Canadian case, 

commercial objectives were central from the beginning. Beating back communist and revolutionary 

socialist anti-colonial struggles was necessary to secure opportunities for expansion. Robert Carty 

and Virginia Smith note that “the drive to guarantee Western political dominance in the Third 

World has always been fueled by the need to secure supplies of raw materials, new markets, and 

investment opportunities” (Carty and Smith 1981, 41). In the case of the Canadian state, this meant 

that a large portion of development aid was used for large-scale infrastructure projects that would 

facilitate investment by American companies and, later, Canadian companies as well (Carty and 

Smith 1981, 42). Aid was a form of subsidy to American and Canadian capital, using public funds to 
                                                
45 For more on the Canadian case, see Pratt 1984, 1996a, 1996b; Barry Shaw and Oja Jay 2012; Adeleke 1996; Carty and 
Smith 1981; Morrison 1998.  
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build the infrastructure for future imperialist expansion and tying aid to the purchasing of Canadian 

products and services; since the inception of Canadian aid programmes, and for much of their 

existence, “80% of aid has been conditional on recipient countries buying goods and services from 

Canada” (Carty and Smith 1981, 9). Meaning that recipient countries needed to use aid funds to buy 

things such as Canadian-made power plant and transmission equipment, trucks, buses, tractors, 

trailers, grain, and so on (see Price 2003). And so, this money was used to secure guaranteed markets 

and was a form of direct government funding to these industries.  

 

Social Partnership and Imperialism  

Aside from the humanitarian motive, the basis for appeal that is most effective is the self-interest 
factor.  

–USWA staff meeting, 1952. 
 Discussion on how to raise funds for ICFTU activities  

(LAC CLC Fond 501-19) 
 

Once they accepted capitalism they necessarily got behind empire. 
–Jack Scott (1978a) 

 
It is no surprise that once labour resigned itself to capitalism, it saw development aid 

programmes as in its interest. These programmes provided short-term growth and secure markets 

for companies operating in Canada. Like Reuther’s slogan for a bigger pie rather than a bigger share 

of the existing pie, Canadian labour viewed social partnership and support for imperialist expansion 

as a way to ensure prosperity without having to wage struggle. The CCL saw the future security of 

Canadian workers as linked to the prosperity of Canadian and American capital and not only 

consented to and legitimized the use of public funds to create infrastructure for international 

expansion, but actively fought for the expansion of the programme. This was a conscious alliance.  

The CCL saw the international expansion of capital as a route to security for Canadian 

workers employed in a number of industries. Lobbying for Canadian state participation in the 

Colombo Plan, the CCL argued that aid would “assist our unemployment situation here” (LAC CLC 
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Fond 502-1). Development aid held the promise of both securing jobs and guarding against low-

wage competition by ensuring Canadian processing of resources drawn from these regions. This 

social partnership was also rooted in anxiety about the expansion of the industrial capacity of 

Southern countries, which “coupled with starvation wages” posed “a danger to Canadian living 

standards” (LAC CLC Fond 501-19).  

As I explore below, the Canadian labour movement was dissatisfied with the scale of 

development aid and pointed to areas for expansion, which in the 1950s translated into efforts to 

increase funding for the Colombo Plan and to expand into the Caribbean. The CCL also used aid 

funds to engage in the labour wars of position in other areas of the South. State funding was not 

their only source; in the early days, the USWA was also a major financial backer of their international 

programme. As in the Kenyan case, their development aid projects, which were operated through or 

in conjunction with the ICFTU or its regional organizations, aimed to gain influence, to convince 

unions to affiliate to the ICFTU, to train leaders or potential leaders, and to build or directly fund 

anti-communist unions.  

 

Accommodation: Ongoing Threats  

Continued international expansion of Canadian and American capital in this period involved 

beating back the threat of nationalization of industries, redistribution of land, and other strategies 

put forward by communist and revolutionary socialist parties and liberation struggles. These were 

immediate and serious threats about which labour saw a role for themselves in preventing. Like the 

CIO, the development aid programmes the CCL and then CLC would develop in the 1950s were 

based on belly communism, the idea that poverty would lead to communist revolutions. Their 

interests in organizing were linked to their sense of self-interest, a belief that aid could help secure 

expansion by preventing revolutions. At the CCL’s 1954 convention, the USWA delegate who 



 233 

chaired the resolutions committee introduced an omnibus resolution that argued that “poverty and 

colonialism are the handmaiden of totalitarianism” (Price 2003, 15). And while the critique of 

colonialism implied in this statement could have translated into support for liberation struggles, for 

Conroy and Millard their anticommunism meant they often saw anti-colonial struggles as 

predisposed to communism (Price 2003, 1) – and so their belly communism did not include any 

policies or activities that opposed colonialism in this period. Their active opposition to the political 

agenda of many anti-colonial struggles is underscored by their affirmation of support for NATO and 

the establishment of the South-East Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) at this same convention 

(Price 2003, 15).46  

Belly communism was grounded in a desire to take Southern workers out of competition for 

jobs. But support for NATO and SEATO, and their roles in preventing the rise of revolutionary 

movements as well as their lack of support for anti-colonial struggles highlights that belly 

communism was a limited programme for raising working and living conditions. Belly communism 

was clearly against the direct confrontation with racialized global divisions of labour posed by many 

anti-colonial struggles. As Gerald Horne notes, “the anti-colonial upsurge . . . was designed to 

overturn the racialized system of oppression – and underdevelopment – that colonialism 

represented” (Horne 1999, 454).47 And while they saw their activities as good strategies to take 

Southern workers out of competition, “as these former colonies became embedded into capitalism’s 

international division of labour, women from these countries soon became the cheapest source of 

labour” (Carty 1999, 41).  

 

 

                                                
46 This was framed as necessary to protect Canada (Price 2003, 15).  
 
47 For more on this, see Rodney 1972; Machel 1975; Nkrumah 1968.  
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Development Logic: Imperialism as Solidarity? 
 

The crisis of international trade unionism is a direct result of the hyper-differentiation of 
workers along lines of race, gender, nationality, and immigration status. Yet it is also a crisis 
of the developmentalist logic of the U.S. labor movement’s compact with the welfare state, 
and its own participation in the segmentation of the workforce, both within the U.S. and in 

the Third World.  
–Alicia Schmidt Camacho (1999, 92)  

 
While the impetus for the CCL’s international development aid programmes were 

sometimes explicitly framed as self-interest by the CCL and CLC, regardless of intention, 

development aid came to have a charitable or even solidaristic connotation. Despite the design of 

these development aid projects, which was meant to support the expansion of capital, the framing of 

development aid as charity or even solidarity has resulted in development aid becoming a legitimate 

mechanism for labour solidarity in the post-Cold War period.48 The logic of development is 

important to unpack to understand how these efforts came to have solidaristic connotations. 

Thinking about the accommodationist and imperialist tendencies of the Canadian labour movement 

internationally means dealing ideologically with the logic of development.  

Robert Carty and Virginia Smith argue that central to the logic of development is that 

capitalism, and how it has developed in the North, is the model for Southern development (Carty 

and Smith 1981, 33). They argue that this approach to aid ignores “the historical facts of colonialism 

and neo-colonialism” and promotes capitalist development as “the model for southern progress” 

(Carty Smith 1981, 7). The evolutionary premise behind the idea of development functions to mask 

the historical role of imperialism and colonialism and omits the role of neo-imperialism and neo-

colonialism in creating and maintaining global divisions of labour. This means that the logic of 

development can only operate through an ahistorical lens or a historical narrative that, rather than 

                                                
48 This is not to say that has never been any development aid projects that have been useful to workers in the South; no 
doubt there have been. However, the overarching framework in which this work has operated and how it has been tied 
to the specific interests of American and Canadian capital abroad and against movements aimed at getting to the root of 
oppression and exploitation means that it has been designed to support the existing global division of labour.  
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unpacking the social, political and economic forces leading to the current contours of global 

inequality, looks to abstract narratives rooted in racialized ideas of knowledge, merit and skill. Alicia 

Schmidt Camacho argues that the logic of development is based in racialized ideas of progress and 

development as features possessed by the North. Whiteness is the unspoken rationality that holds 

this ahistorical paradigm together, and through it, a community of the developed is constructed.  

The historical omissions that underlie ideas of development at once occlude the 

contradictions of capitalism and reinforce ideas of white supremacy. This is because without a 

historical analysis of capitalist development and class formation, the massive inequality of resources 

and social nature of the global divisions of labour arising from colonialism, slavery and imperialism 

are constructed as a lack of skills to develop. This framework is connected to the racial liberalism 

that marked Enlightenment philosophy. As Bonilla-Silva argues, liberalism represents “notions of 

equality, fairness, reward by merit, and freedom . . . in an abstract decontextualized manner” (Bonilla-

Silva 2000, 189). In the European Enlightenment era, what emerged was the idea of continuous 

progress in the mastery of nature, in “material, moral, physical and political improvement,” and in 

“the development of civilization, the general standards for which the West took to be its own values 

universalized” (Goldberg 1993, 4). These are critical features of the logic of development, embedded 

in a sense of the moral and cultural superiority of the West (Goldberg 1993, 166). The development 

framework simultaneously elevates white bodies while rendering non-white others as “uncivilized” 

or “undeveloped” and inherently inferior, or as “historically immature and so in principle capable of 

development” (Goldberg 2002, 236).49 In the ideas and practices of development aid, we see the 

coming together of the broad set of ideas about whiteness arising from the European 

Enlightenment. The racial dimensions of development logic are not limited to the Canadian context. 

                                                
49 We see this for instance in Canadian foreign policy, in which even prior to the expansions of Canadian capital abroad 
we see discussions of the “inability of non-whites to govern themselves” (Macdonald cited in Smith 2015, 278).  
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This framework is a part of the making of a transnational white community in this period, which is 

evident in the practices and policies of the major ICFTU affiliates including the CCL and CLC.  

 

Tutelage  
 

Some are groping their way towards [modernization]; still others have yet to begin in earnest the 
struggle to overcome their backwardness.  

–Kalmen Kaplansky on the “Problem of the Third World” (LAC Kaplansky Fond 3)  
 

The influence of economists, direct representatives of western capital, and of local 
technicians trained in the West furnished the skills necessary to rationalize control, in both 

senses of the term.  
–David Theo Goldberg (1993, 155)  

 
One way we see the overarching logic of white supremacy in the core of this work is the 

emphasis on tutelage. Since the beginning of the CCL’s labour development programme, projects 

were designed on the assumption that Southern unions needed to learn and replicate the model of 

union organization in the North. The majority of labour development projects involved forms of 

tutelage to potential union leaders and unions in the South (LAC CLC Fond 637-14/15). These 

tutelage projects aimed to sell capitalist development as a route to prosperity; in the case of the CCL 

and CLC and other social democratic union federations in the North, this was done through various 

courses on industrial relations, including management and collective bargaining. Jim Bury’s presence 

in Kenya, for instance, was described as “giving the necessary advice on the proper running of 

unions” (LAC CLC Fond 502-7).  

Mahmood Mamdami notes that “the rationale for colonialism was always the need for 

tutelage, given Africans were said to lack the capacity to build stable states and a durable law and 

order” (Mamdani 2001, 652). The development aid programme was often characterized as necessary 

to assist the primitive and undeveloped (LAC CLC Fond 502-6). This orientation to development 

work, emphasizing replication of methods in the North and Canadian expertise, are interspersed 

throughout the CLC documents on development aid projects all the way through and past the Cold 
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War era (LAC CLC Fond). The assumption of who has expertise is based on ideas of racial 

supremacy that had underlain European colonialism.50  

 

The Colombo Plan  

From the American south to Africa, from London to British Columbia, Britain’s Colonial Office 
managed to globalize white supremacy on an unprecedented scale  

– John Price (2013, 632)  
 

[The Colombo Plan is] cheap insurance . . . to halt communism in Asia.  
–John Diefenbaker to the CBC just before the Canadian government pledged support for the plan  

(Carty and Smith 1981, 45)  
 

While the CLC made an effort to engage in the Kenyan battle by sending Jim Bury there as 

part of the broader ICFTU effort, this was a minor area of activity for the committee and 

department compared to the two major development programmes of the 1950s. The major 

development programmes that that CCL engaged in were the Colombo Plan and then the 

Caribbean. These two areas of activity speak to a level of independence from the CIO and the way 

they envisioned their international role as a white settler colony of British Empire.51 The two main 

areas aligned with those of the Canadian state, and reveal how they envisioned their strategic place 

within the broader united front under the ICFTU. The CCL’s sense of their strategic role is rooted 

both in the social nature of Canadian class formation as a white-settler colony of the British empire, 

                                                
50 On ICFTU action in India and Pakistan 1954, an ICFTU executive board report stated: “My impression from India 
and Pakistan have convinced me that the ICFTU has a great chance to contribute to the cultural development of their 
members in Asia” (LAC CLC Fond 502-7).  
 
51 And while it is difficult to fully separate these activities from the CIO given the major affiliates were headquartered in 
the United States, the CCL did seek some independence. They sought to get money from the US-headquartered 
internationals for the CCL’s contribution to the ICFTU (LAC CLC Fond 501-19). We also see the desire to create an 
independent programme in the efforts to build and expand the Canadian government’s development aid programmes 
and to play a role in them.  
 



 238 

the racial liberalism underlying labourism, and a broader sense of a transnational racial community 

of interests of the developed.52  

Lester B. Pearson was the chief delegate at the Colombo Plan conference in 1950 (Carty and 

Smith 1981, 27). The Colombo Plan was an aid initiative set up by commonwealth countries aimed 

at pushing back or preventing the rise of communist movements in South and Southeast Asia (see 

Adeleke 1996, 2004). It was conceived as a six-year program to build capitalist economies in Asia 

and Canada’s (Carty and Smith 1981, 28). The bulk of the over $100-million assistance from 1950–

1955 was concentrated on India and Pakistan (Carty and Smith 1981, 29). The meeting which 

established the Colombo Plan that took place in Ceylon in 1950 did not include the United States, 

but was attended mostly by key commonwealth countries. By the next meeting in Sydney in the 

same year, the United states was invited to join the committee, and then some non-British colonies 

in the region began attending in 1951 (Price 2003, 11).53 Canadian Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent 

saw the British Commonwealth as a bridge between East and West, and for Pearson it was a means 

to “relieve the United States of some of the burden of foreign aid” (Price 2003, 11). The CCL’s 

participation in the Colombo Plan was to provide “technical and financial assistance to unions in 

East Asia” and, specifically, to send trade unionists to provide advice and to bring Asian trade 

unionists to Canada to study Canadian trade union methods (LAC CLC Fond 501-19). The explicit 

intention of this project, like many that would follow, was to curb the appeal of communism 

through aid money that supported the sale and development of a model of trade union action on the 

                                                
52 As Bannerji argues, Europeaness as whiteness provides Canada with its imagined community (Bannerji 2000, 64). And 
as Marilyn Lake argues a sense of connection across the US, Canadian, Australian and other white-settler colonies can be 
understood as “a global project forged in response to white colonial apprehension at the emergence of the post-colonial 
world” (Lake 2003, 352). Quoting Lothrop Stoddard’s book Rising Tide of Colour (1935), “Nothing is more striking than 
the instinctive solidarity which binds together Australians and Afrikaners, Californians and Canadians into a ‘sacred 
union’” (Stoddard quoted in Lake 2003, 352). Canada supported Britain and the United States in opposing the racial 
equality clause put forward by Japan at Versailles (Price 2013, 634). And while Stoddard argues that by the 1930s, white 
supremacy began to wane in Canada, the institutional infrastructure of white supremacy remained unchanged (Price 
2013, 635).  
 
53 See Adeleke 2004 on the role of the United States that began shortly after the initial plan was established.  
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industrial model of Canada and the United states. And just as the Israeli and Scandinavian unions in 

Kenya would also do, this education sold the ideas of co-ops and other social enterprises as an 

alternative to revolution. They sought government funding to send CCL trade unionists to Asia to 

“aid in specific industries for a short-term duration” and with the ICFTU figure out a strategy to 

provide scholarships through the Colombo Plan for the ICFTU college in Asia (LAC CLC Fond 

501-19). The meeting minutes of the IAC show a very strong commitment to the Colombo Plan. 

The CCL lobbied the Canadian government to provide financial and political support for the 

Colombo Plan and then once they did provide support they worked to get them to increase their 

support (LAC CLC Fond 502-1). They also expressed disappointment at the insufficiency of the 

Canadian government’s annual contribution of $25 million in 1953 and 1954 (LAC CLC Fond 502-

1).  

At the 1951 CCL convention, President Aaron Mosher announced that they had undertaken 

to raise $50,000 to contribute to the ICFTU efforts for organization and leadership training in South 

East Asia and raised $40,000 by 1954 (Price 2003, 11). How much of this was coming directly from 

the Canadian state or the Americans through the major international affiliates is unclear. What is 

clear is that these amounts were far larger than anything they could solicit by appeals to unions in 

this period. The same year, CCL Secretary-treasurer Pat Conroy wrote to the undersecretary of the 

Canadian External Affairs Department arguing that labour could play a very important strategic role 

in the Colombo Plan: “it just does not make sense that in a battle to capture the vast masses of Asia, 

in particular, we have people from a comparatively high social and economic level sent to speak the 

language of people who may be making as low as $30.00 to $35.00 per year” (LAC CLC Fond 

quoted in Price 2003, 13). Ultimately, while the response from External Affairs was tentative, the 

CCL was identified as having an important role to play internationally (LAC CLC Fond in Price 

2003, 14; Price 2003, 12). We see this in the recognition given to the CCL by Prime Minister St. 
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Laurent, who thanked the CCL for their participation in the Plan and for their general role in anti-

communism through the ICFTU (LAC CLC Fond in Price 2003, 14; Price 2003, 12).  

 

The CCL and Caribbean Operations  
 

If ORIT and ICFTU combine forces and if our affiliates, particularly in the United Kingdom, 
United States, Cuba and Canada, co-operated to take advantage of the groundwork laid at Port-of-
Spain, I believe one can be reasonably optimistic about the future of the free labour movement in 

the Caribbean sector of ORIT.  
–Report by Charles Millard to the CCL International Affairs Committee April 195554  

(LAC CLC Fond 502-8)  
 

The Colombo Plan was the only bilateral assistance program the Canadian government 

engaged in until 1958 when they started a program with the Commonwealth Caribbean (Carty and 

Smith 1981, 28). The Canadian government began discussing a major aid programme for the 

Caribbean in 1956, when Pearson convened a conference of Caribbean leaders in Ottawa (Carty and 

Smith 1981, 51). The programme was then launched in 1958 and went from 10 million over five 

years to 10 million a year by the mid-1960s (Carty and Smith 1981, 51). Carty and Smith argue that 

Canada saw themselves as looking after the region and soon their aid outpaced the US and Britain in 

some of the Commonwealth Caribbean (Carty and Smith 1981, 52).55  

In her study of the TUC and British Labour policy in this period, Mary Davis argues that 

while the greatest fears of rising communism were in South-East Asia, reflecting the urgency placed 

on developing the Colombo Plan, while the Caribbean was identified as a promising area for 

                                                
54 Millard was a member of the CCL International Affairs Committee, president of the USWA Canadian section, and 
became a regional director of the ICFTU.  
 
55 JMS Careless’ conception of the “blood is thicker than water school” that dominated Canadian, Australian and New 
Zealand historians is useful for understanding some of the features of the transnational white identity that shaped this 
politics (Buckner and Bridge 2003, 78). This school “saw Canada as moving from a dominion to an independent partner 
alongside the British Empire, that the imperial connection was a defining feature of national” identity (Buckner and 
Bridge 2003, 78).  
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influence (Davis 2000, 388).56 Charles Millard became a central actor in the early 1950s working to 

develop an ICFTU strategy for the Caribbean. As Millard’s report reflects, the CCL was committed 

to a coordinated strategy in the Caribbean and saw the cooperation of the British and Americans as 

critical to this. And in the case of the Caribbean, there was some coordination between the British 

and the Americans, at least on the level of state intelligence gathering. This can be seen in the shared 

information on the labour scene gathered by both American state offices in the Caribbean, such as 

their office in Trinidad, their consulate in Barbados, and in the British Council in Barbados (LAC 

CLC Fond 502-6). The same month that Millard delivered his report on the Caribbean to the IAC, 

he sent a letter to Jacob Oldenbroek, then executive secretary of the ICFTU, critiquing the 

functioning of ORIT and arguing that there should be a Canadian posted to supervise the Caribbean 

work in part because he felt the AFL and CIO were doing very little to advance ICFTU interests in 

the region (LAC CLC Fond 502-8). Millard argued that “there are many good fellows in CADORIT 

[Caribbean Area Division ORIT] but I think that, for the present, someone from outside will be 

more effective and certainly a Canadian would have less handicaps as an outsider than someone 

from either the U.S. or the U.K.” (LAC CLC Fond 502-8). And after the formation of the CLC in 

1956, they sought to have a Canadian representative assigned to ORIT headquarters in Mexico City 

(LAC CLC Fond 502-2). Following from Millard’s report, a proposal was raised to set up a 

subcommittee on the Caribbean within ORIT; Romualdi agreed but recommended that the USWA 

be included since they had “contributed to the activities in the region” (LAC CLC Fond 502-16).57 

 

 

                                                
56 She also argues that the TUC and the Labour party policy determined Africa as a whole to be “backward,” “primitive” 
and unable to “stand by themselves” (Davis 2000, 388).  
 
57 Millard’s union, the USWA, was very active on this front; it significant funds to ORIT in this period and specifically in 
Jamaica (LAC CLC Fond 45).  
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Canadian and American Capital in the Caribbean  

The Caribbean to this day has a special status for the Canadian government. This 

relationship has included high levels of aid and significant private investment by capital.58 By 1970, 

Canadian private direct investment in the Caribbean was estimated to be $435 million, more than in 

any other developing region (Litvak and Maule 1975, 44). The two major Canadian companies in the 

Caribbean discussed at these early CCL meetings were Alcan and Noranda, which would both 

become significant Canadian multinationals. In Guyana, Alcan accounted for more than 80% of 

total bauxite production (Litvak and Maule 1975, 44) – and aid played a critical role in developing 

the bauxite industry. B.S. Young argues that the capital needed to develop the Bauxite industry came 

from the Marshall Plan and was given directly to the American Reynolds company and to Jamaica 

Bauxites Limited, which was set up in 1943 and was owned by Canadian owned Alcan (Young 1965, 

450-52). This money helped to begin the production and exportation of Bbuxite in Jamaica, which 

began to be shipped out in 1953 (Young 1965, 450).  

 

Threats to the Interests of Canadian and American Capital in the Caribbean  

Besides the role of aid in creating the conditions for extraction of resources in the 

Caribbean, the role of the Canadian state and the labour movement in the Caribbean and particularly 

in British Guiana was to protect these investments. In Millard’s memorandum on the Caribbean, he 

argued that the development of a technical assistance programme was ‘‘in the interests of Canadian 

security. Recurrence of the events that took place in British Guiana may be more detrimental to 

Canadian interests than to British;” he added that Alcan Canada has “gained much from the mining 

of bauxite in British Guiana over the past thirty years” (LAC CLC Fond 45). Here Millard is 

referring to the election of Cheddi Jagan of the People’s Progressive Party in 1953, later overthrown 
                                                
58 And the Caribbean was a major recipient of Canadian foreign aid, about $25 million in 1970, in recognition of the 
region’s special status (Litvak and Maule 1975, 45).  
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by the British in a coup in 1954.59 Jagan’s party was an anti-colonial workers party that sought the 

nationalization of the bauxite industry. And in 1971 the fears of the Canadian state and labour were 

realized when a subsidiary of Alcan was nationalized in Guyana (Litvak and Maule 1975, 43).  

 

CCL Activities  

Given that one of the major areas of Canadian investment in the region was mining, it is 

fitting that the USWA decided to play such a significant role in the region.60 The CCL and key 

affiliates actively forged projects aimed at strengthening anti-communist union forces, as in the case 

of the USWA, which worked in this period to strengthen the ICFTU affiliate in Jamaica (Knowles 

1956, 1399). The IAC discussed the need to forge links with miners in Nicaragua who were 

employed by Canadian-owned Noranda and more generally in the region with aluminum workers 

(LAC CLC Fond 45). Unions in the Commonwealth Caribbean in this period included some 

industrial, some craft and some one big unions, called blanket unions (Knowles 1959, 1395; see also 

Joseph 1975); a popular workers’ slogan at the time was “more trade unionists and fewer trade 

unions” (Knowles 1959, 1395). Like in many other contexts in the South in this period, workers 

were unconvinced of the virtues of collective bargaining as the main strategy and function of trade 

unionism and instead found direct political action more fruitful (Knowles 1959, 1398). William 

Knowles argues that the USWA hired Kenneth Sterling, who had been an organizer in Norman 

Manley’s People’s National Party, to organize Jamaica bauxite workers (Knowles 1959, 1399). He 

also acted as “Secretary of the National Workers Union, Secretary-Treasurer of the Caribbean 

Aluminum and Allied Workers, Secretary of CAD-ORIT and [was] a leader of the movement for the 

federation of Caribbean sugar unions, waterfront workers’ unions, and the Caribbean Federation of 

                                                
59For more, see Tomasek 1959; Waters and Daniels 2005; Palmer 2010; Associated Press 2011.  
 
60 For more on the role of Canadian mining companies, see Gordon 2010; Young 1965; Litvak and Maule 1975.  
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Labor” (Knowles 1959, 1399). Overall, the ICFTU and ORIT strategy in the region was successful 

in building up anti-communist unions.61  

 

Strategic place of the CCL  

The CCL’s interest and role in the Caribbean began years before the Canadian government 

began their significant bilateral aid relationship in 1958. The members of the CCL and CLC IAC saw 

themselves as essential and strategic players in the Canadian Caribbean-based business interests in 

the region, and in their sense of their role in the ICFTU both as a bridge between the Americans 

and the British and as strategically situated vis-à-vis the Caribbean as part of the British 

commonwealth. In a memorandum written in 1954 by Millard to the department of external affairs, 

Millard argued that  

Canada is in a unique position: a shining example which the peoples of the British West 
Indies hope to follow. Despite their satisfactory record in certain territories, the British are 
still associated with the evils of colonialism . . . Moreover, because of our commonwealth 
relationships, common British traditions and similar political institutions, the Caribbean 
colonies are much closer to us than to the United States. Taken together, these factors give 
us the opportunity of playing an important role in the Caribbean area. (LAC CLC Fond 45)  
 

For Millard, the CCL and the Canadian state could and should have a significant role in the struggle 

over the direction of the Caribbean colonies as a strategic player “disassociated” with colonialism. 

The CCL’s interest and activity in the Caribbean predates that of the state. Seeing their role between 

that of the British and Americans, like the Colombo Plan, they understood their strategic place and 

basis for operations in the Caribbean in their political and cultural connection to the British Empire. 

Throughout the memorandum, Millard characterizes the strategic place of Canada as an enlightened 

member of the British Commonwealth that could serve the interests of anti-communism better than 

the British. He goes on to make the case that it is a Canadian duty to help “lighten the load which 

the British Government is now carrying” (LAC CLC Fond 45). The memorandum goes on to push 
                                                
61 For more, see Horne 2007; Waters and Daniels 2006.  
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for increased Canadian state involvement in the Caribbean and for further assistance to the labour 

strategy there. Millard specifically recommended the development of a technical assistance 

programme like the one operating as part of the Colombo Plan (LAC CLC Fond 45).  

In addition to the Canadian economic interest which are held in Latin America, there is 
another reason for a greater CCL participation in ORIT. Two of the main developed trade 
union movements in ORIT are found in the USA and in this country. ORIT must draw 
heavily on either of these experienced trade unionists. It is generally known that anti-
American feelings in certain countries in Latin America, make it difficult for American trade 
unionists to operate in these areas. Whether it is justified or not, Canadians are probably 
more acceptable than Americans in particular countries, and could make a valuable 
contribution to the work of ORIT.  
–Report by Martin Levinson, Director of the CCL IAD delivered at IAC meeting 1954 

(LAC CLC Fond 502-1) 
 

There is clearly a level of recognition that the CCL needed some level of distance from 

British colonialism and American imperialism to effectively build relationships and anti-communist 

trade unionism. Both Millard and Levinson expressed the strategic place of the CCL as capable of 

offsetting anti-British sentiment in the Caribbean and anti-American sentiment in Latin America. Of 

course, nowhere in these documents is there any critical account of why these sentiments exist, only 

how these sentiments factor into their strategy and how this context provides a unique role for the 

CCL. The perception that Canadian unionists would have greater chances for success in the 

Caribbean through dissociation from colonialism and imperialism has roots inside the thinking of 

the CCL committee, as exhibited by Millard’s memorandum but also in the analyses of ICFTU and 

ORIT officials who pushed for greater CCL participation in ORIT.62  

Later in 1954, Millard reported to the ICFTU executive board that the CCL could serve as a 

“goodwill ambassador” in the British West Indies, that it could make links between Canadian, US 

and Caribbean aluminum workers and could study the problem of ICFTU affiliates in Jamaica, 

Trinidad and British Guiana to strengthen their organizations. While this appears solidaristic, it 

                                                
62 Martin Levinson reported the suggestion that the CCL play a more significant role in ORIT to IAC members at an 
IAC meeting in 1954 (LAC CLC Fond 502-1).  
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should not be divorced from the broader war of position and the interest in promoting a certain 

kind of trade union model that operated in a conciliatory manner vis-à-vis capital. Millard’s 

memorandum on the Caribbean to External Affairs helps to bring out the actual politics of the 

relationships being built with workers in the region. These were alliances with ICFTU affiliates or 

those organizations that had the potential to become ICFTU affiliates; in many contexts these 

unions were quite small and unrepresentative. The thin solidarity is also evident in the case of British 

Guiana, where the CCL was explicitly aligned with the interests of Canadian capital and did not 

support the interests of the majority of workers in their desire for liberation and nationalization of 

industries.  

 

Common-sense Settler-Colonialism: Contradictions in Social Democratic Egalitarianism  
 

The most substantial relationship the CCL and then the CLC has had with any other trade 

union federation besides the British TUC and the AFL-CIO is with the Israeli Histadrut (CLC Fond, 

LAC; Shurem/Histadrut Collection, CJCCC; CALI Collection, CJCCC; for more, see Nastovski 

2014). The links between the Histadrut and Canadian unions and unionists that existed prior to the 

1940s expanded significantly in that decade, with CCF and union activists became active in pushing 

for the recognition of the Israeli state (Engler 2010).63 Through the 1940s and 1950s the relationship 

strengthened and began translating into projects and other activities by the early 1950s.64 The 

significance of this relationship is evident in convention reports throughout the Cold War period 

and beyond as Histadrut representatives were invariably honoured international guests alongside 

those from the British TUC and the AFL-CIO, most often also addressing the convention floor. 

                                                
63 On November 25, 1948 the CCL issued a press release calling for full recognition of the state of Israel (LAC CLC 
Fond 173-46); Canada recognized Israel in December of 1948. See Hahn 2001 for more on the role of labour in shaping 
US policy on Israel in this same period.  
 
64 CLC Fond, LAC; Shurem/Histadrut Collection, CJCCC; CALI Collection, CJCCC; For more, see Nastovski 2014.  
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Further evidence of their close relationship can be gleaned from resolutions, the inclusion of 

unconditional support for the Histadrut and Israeli state policies and practices in the international 

department reports at conventions and in federation publications, in the extensive travel of 

Canadian labour leaders to Israel generally on an annual basis, in donations to the Histadrut and 

Histadrut projects, and in the active participation of Canadian union leaders in organizations outside 

the federation aimed at supporting the Histadrut such as the Histadrut Trade Union Council.65 While 

this relationship began to decline in the 1990s, it is still visible today in the resistance against the 

Palestine solidarity efforts of union activists.66 And the Israeli flag still stands behind the officers 

table at the front of the CLC convention hall.  

[…]An international racial contract, which since 1948, has assigned a common interest 
between the state of Israel and powerful international political allies, while absenting the 
Palestinians as both “non-white” and stateless. The unique role of Zionism as an ideology 
that lays claim to anti-racist ideological space as a response to anti-Semitism in the history of 
Europe, the US and Canada, while at the same time advancing racialised interests of colonial 
expansion in the Middle East […](Abu-Laban and Bakan 2008, 32-33)  
 
The relationship between the CCL/CLC and the Histadrut evolved out of the efforts of 

Canadian trade unionists who worked to actively build support for Israel and through strong 

institutional alliances and political ties between the CCL/CLC and the Histadrut. We need to first 

situate the institutional and political ties that shaped this relationship within the international wars of 

position over capitalism and racial justice, visible in the competing narratives around the 

colonization of Palestine. The Histadrut and CCL/CLC were institutionally tied through the ICFTU, 

and bound together by a commitment to social democracy. They came to share a similar approach 

of selling social democracy as a means of combatting the pro-communist bent of many liberation 

struggles and labour movements aligned with liberation struggles. The political connections between 

the CCL/CLC and their similarity in approach is reflected in the membership of the CCF/NDP and 

                                                
65 LAC CLC Fond; Shurem/Histadrut Collection CJCCC; CALI Collection, CJCCC. 
 
66 See Nastovski 2014.  
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the Israeli Labour Party, to which each respective federation was politically aligned and through 

them also to the Socialist International. Like the CCL and CLC, the Histadrut was committed to 

coordinated effort within the ICFTU and organized projects throughout the Global South. The 

Histadrut also had their own international agenda regarding legitimizing their claim to Palestine 

(LAC CLC Fond 502-10).  

The Histadrut was a valuable player in the work of the ICFTU. In 1960, the Histadrut set up 

an important school of anti-communism called the Afro-Asian Institute for Labor Studies and Co-

operations.67 Their strategic role, based on selling the Israeli economy as an alternative to revolution, 

is evident in their success in Kenya. Their prominence and level of activity can also be attributed to 

their close connection to the Israeli state, which like the British TUC and the AFL-CIO in this 

period, gave them substantial political power and resources. The connection between the Histadrut 

and the Israeli state goes deep. Established as a pre-state pseudo-corporatist institution for settlers in 

Palestine, the Histadrut has remained intertwined with the state and even more so specifically with 

the Labour party up until today, despite waning in the mid-1990s.68 Though the USSR recognized 

Israel, the WFTU, to which Palestinian unions and most other unions in the region were affiliated 

to, condemned the formation of the Israeli state as form of colonization. This was an important 

point of difference between the two international labour federations and contributed to the strength 

of the WFTU in much of the Middle East.  

The Histadrut’s active support and involvement in the colonization of Palestine, in the 

context of an international war of position over anti-colonial workers’ movements, created 

challenges for their effectiveness in the fight against communism. Countering the narrative of 
                                                
67 For more, see Greenstein 2009. 
 
68 For instance, the Histadrut–Israeli state connection remains strong in terms of individual political ties, with many 
important Israeli politicians and heads of state coming out of the Histadrut leadership. The Histadrut not only owned 
and ran companies and gave out social welfare provisions, they also had a military wing. While the military wing was 
eventually replaced by the Israeli Defense Forces, the other sections of the Histadrut remain, working in tandem, where 
one wing serves as management in some industries and another serves as the union of the workers there.  
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colonization coming out of the WFTU became a critical piece on its own for the Histadrut, the 

Israeli state and supporters. Throughout the Cold War period, the extensive institutional links 

between the CCL/CLC and the Histadrut were held together and built by numerous organizations. 

Most prominently, there was the Histadrut Trade Union Council (HTUC). The HTUC came 

together through the joint efforts of Canadian labour leaders, union staff and a representative from 

the Histadrut (CALI Collection, CJCCC). This organization sought to educate Canadian trade 

unionists about the state of Israel and the Histadrut and help fundraise to build schools and 

hospitals in Israel, which they did in part by hosting fundraising dinners honouring Canadian trade 

union leaders, many of whom also sat on the HTUC itself (CALI Collection, CJCCC). The HTUC 

also organized annual tours of Canadian trade union leaders to Israel (Histadrut/Shurem Collection, 

CJCCC). The extensive effort of these organizers and organizations, which in the case of HTUC had 

four offices across the country and several paid staff, shows the level of institutional support that 

grounded and maintained this relation for decades. The work of the HTUC and their allies were very 

effective in promoting a narrative of the Israeli state as founded on and building an egalitarian 

society within the Canadian labour movement.  

Inside the structure of the CCL/CLC, this work was taken up most prominently by the 

Jewish Labour Committee (JLC), a Canadian incarnation of the American organization, which was 

formed by David Dubinsky as an anti-fascist organization to support trade unionists and Jews 

escaping from Nazi occupied territories during the war (Olmsted-Hughes 2011, 60).69 In Canada, the 

JLC – and Kalmen Kaplansky in particular, who went on to become the second director of the 

CCL’s IAD – became an important player in fighting for anti-discrimination laws in Canada (see 

Frager and Patrias 2013; Goutor 2011). In the work of the JLC, we see part of how support for 

Israel was reframed as an egalitarian project. In the context of the holocaust and the anti-Semitism 
                                                
69 Also see Collomp (2005) on the work of the American JLC, and Frager and Patrias (2013) for more on the Canadian 
JLC.  
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of governments like Canada, which refused entry to Jewish refugees, Israel became framed as a 

resolution to anti-Semitism.  

There is a great and living trade union movement in that country, just like yours. They are 
building trade unions like your own. And not only that, in a country which was waste, which 
was neglected for centuries, they also at the same time create jobs and industries and till the 
soil and do lots of other things which we don’t have to do. They are real pioneers, fighting 
every day in the year, fighting the elements, fighting ignorance, fighting disease  

–Charles Millard, introducing Histadrut representative A. Miller to address the CCL 
Convention Floor, October 3-7, 1949  

(CCL Convention Proceedings October 3-7, 1949, 92)  
 
The reframing of the establishment of Israel as an egalitarian project required making 

Palestinians absent. When we look at the relationship between the major ICFTU affiliates and the 

Histadrut, we see how the framing of a colonial project as an anti-racist struggle comes across as 

logical within societies that had been or continued to be colonizers themselves, or as in the Canadian 

case, were similarly built as settler colonies rooted in the displacement or genocide of the indigenous 

population. The CCL/CLC and Histadrut are not only connected by shared social democratic 

commitments, but also by a shared settler-colonial context. Similarly, they were interested in building 

social democratic states with redistributive measures and state ownership for the interests of the 

settler population. Their social democratic programmes were both premised on ideas of race and 

nation that functioned by omitting the indigenous population from their vision of equality and 

justice. Embedded in nations built through colonization, these federations accepted and reproduced 

the national narratives rooted in what Andrea Smith calls the logic of genocide, narratives in which 

colonization is reframed as pioneering and the indigenous population is erased. The nationalist 

framework and liberalism underlying the conceptions of racial justice that were operating in the 

programmes of these two federations is also visible in the way that racism, as in the case of the post-

World War II reframing of US based Pan-African solidarity, was reduced to acts of discrimination in 

a national context. This means that racial oppression became divorced from the history of 

colonialism and untied from capitalist development. While not all forms of racial oppression are 
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rooted in these histories, to divorce these histories is to leave unproblematized the way these 

processes have shaped global divisions of labour and the racial dimensions of these divisions, as well 

as the way they have produced structures that continue to uphold them, like the nation-state form 

itself. As in the case of the Hyde Park rally in 1914, the solidaristic relationship between the 

CCL/CLC and the Histadrut was a form of accommodationist solidarity premised on white 

supremacist logics. This translated into the CCL/CLC’s ongoing support for the colonization of 

Palestine. 

The relationship of the CCL and then CLC with the Israeli Histadrut, unlike the relations to 

unions built in Kenya, Southeast Asia and the Commonwealth Caribbean, was an alliance and 

partnership. While the goals of the Histadrut as an organization were quite different from that of the 

CLC and its predecessor federations, common to both was their dominant vision of worker 

emancipation (Nastovski 2014). The CCL and CLC were not engaged in a war of position over the 

politics and direction of the Histadrut; instead, this relationship was actually a part of the CCL and 

CLC’s local war of position for social democracy. The Histadrut and Histadrut allies did a very 

impressive job of framing the colonization of Palestine as not only an anti-racist project, but also as 

a picture of worker emancipation within the context of capitalism in the Canadian labour 

movement. The framing of the Israeli economy as an alternative to revolution and a model of an 

ideal social democratic state that could be emancipatory for workers was sold in the south and 

promoted inside Canadian unions. As in the broader global war of position, the relationship with the 

Histadrut operated as a part of the local war of position for social democracy inside Canadian 

unions. This was accomplished through publications, trips, projects and speeches. For instance, the 

Labour in Israel publication of the Canadian Association for Labour Israel (CALI), which was 

distributed to union members, extolled the virtues of the Israeli economy and the power of workers 

within it. The Israeli state was presented as examplary of the victories that could be borne of 
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alliances with the state and capital. The contribution of this work to creating social democratic 

common sense inside the Canadian labour movement is unclear; however, it was clearly effective in 

creating ongoing uncritical support for Israeli state policies for many decades.  

 

Counter-Currents  

While the actual extent of rank-and-file knowledge of support for the international 

programme in this period is something that is very difficult to assess.  The organized opposition and 

alternative models of labour internationalism built in this period, in part due to the level of early 

Cold War repression, is scattered. It can be found in the efforts of community solidarity 

organizations, political parties, and within the unions expelled from the CCL. Besides these sites, 

there were no doubt also expressions of dissent within the affiliates of the CCL and CLC at least 

from members of revolutionary socialist parties. For many of these workers, the activities of the 

CCL IAC were in fact betrayals of their politics and sense of justice. As in the case of international 

solidarity in the United States in the 1940s that grew out of Pan-Africanism, these counter-

tendencies included direct challenges to imperialism and labour imperialism. The extent and reach of 

these counter-currents requires further study. These are histories that would be very useful for 

thinking about the strategies of anti-imperialist international solidarity. Some studies have emerged 

in recent years, such as Tom Langford (2015) on the solidarity in Alberta’s Crow’s Nest Pass and 

Cynthia Wright’s 2009 study of the solidarity organizing with the Cuban revolution in the early 

1960s and centred on the work of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee (Wright 2009). These efforts 

constitute counter-currents to the dominant programme of the CCL and then CLC that developed 

in this period. And as I lay out in the next chapter, these counter-currents re-emerged with force in 

the 1970s to overtake labour imperialism and accommodationist solidarity, at least in terms of 

consent amongst the membership.  



 253 

Conclusion 

The CCL became seriously engaged in international politics in the early Cold War. They 

lobbied the state, sent leaders and staff abroad, and built a substantial infrastructure to maintain and 

expand their role in the international labour wars of position. The bulk of this work was undertaken 

through the mechanism of development aid and operated to support and protect the interests of 

Canadian and American capital. While functioning to undermine the efforts and struggles of workers 

in Africa, Asia, the Middle East and the Caribbean, the leaders and staff that built the CCL 

programme in this period saw themselves as working for and protecting the conditions of Canadian 

workers. This programme reflected the success of the philosophy of social partnership that came to 

dominate the Canadian labour movement in this period and the underlying national and racial 

dimensions that shaped a community of interests that would operate to support imperialism.  

 



 

 254 

Chapter 6 
 

Wars of Position Heat Up:  
The Birth of CIDA, the New Left and the Worker-to-Worker Model, 1968–1989 

 
By the late 1960s, the global political and economic landscape had shifted significantly. 

American imperialism (as well as resistance to it) had grown, most former colonies had won or were 

fighting to win liberation, and in some places anti-communist repression was beginning to soften. By 

the mid-1970s the fissures in the social compact of the Fordist era were becoming visible. The 

victories of the anti-communist battles of Western states in the 1950s and 1960s to dominate, 

manipulate, or crush anti-colonial movements that were aligned with the communist world meant 

that there were numerous newly independent states open or being opened for business. While this 

opening was explicitly what labour organizations like the CLC (and CCL) had fought for, it began to 

pose a problem for them in the 1970s as the operations of the Bretton Woods institutions to 

radically remake global production were starting to have more impact on the terrain of class struggle 

for workers in the North. The stagnation in the North following the crisis in 1973 and the birth of 

neoliberalism ushered in the era of accelerated “accumulation by dispossession” in both the global 

North and South.1 The 1970s saw the expansion of the global reserve army of labour, and alongside 

this, an intensification of work and a driving down of wages and labour conditions in many 

locations.  

Responses to the rise of neoliberalism and the remaking of conditions of work in Canada 

varied by union, region, and industry (Sefton MacDowell and Radforth 2006; Palmer 1992; Man 

2004; Carroll and Shaw 2001; Gindin and Stanford 2003; Clark 2002; Stanford and Vosko 2004; 

Braedley and Luxton 2010; Fanelli and Thomas 2011). On the one hand, there were some 

                                                
1 As noted earlier in the dissertation, Harvey’s idea of accumulation by dispossession draws from Marx’s concept of 
primitive accumulation to theorize the accumulation resulting from the implementation of neoliberal policies (see 
Harvey 2003; Glassman 2006).  
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tremendous fight-backs in terms of strikes, political mobilizations, the development of new unions 

and strategies, reconstituted unions such as the Canadian Union of Postal Workers (CUPW) and the 

CSN, and through the new militant left nationalist labour central rivalling the CLC, the 

Confederation of Canadian Unions (CCU), established in 1969. On the other hand, the CLC 

thought that they could hold onto the Fordist compact through a deepening of their social 

partnership with the state and capital. It is in this context that a new battle arose over the direction 

of labour internationalism in Canada, one characterized by the emergence of a model of 

international labour solidarity that sought to challenge the accommodationist politics of the CLC.  

In this chapter, I explore how the institutional side of labour internationalism in Canada, 

represented by the work of the CLC international department, develops in this period. There were 

clear continuities from the previous period. For example, the CLC IAD continued to be very active 

in their support of Israel evident in the involvement of Canadian union leaders in local Zionist 

organizations like CALI and HTUC, inviting Histadrut leaders to speak at conventions,2 and 

travelling to Israel on annual tours.3 The CLC also maintained its development aid programme. In 

this chapter, my focus will be on the CLC’s management of development aid projects which 

continued to be the CLC IAD’s central activity and would expand tremendously in this period, 

ending only very recently in 2013.  

The primary focus of the department on the management of development aid reflects a 

coalescing of the activities in the 1950s and 1960s, many of which, like the Colombo Plan, had been 

supported by the state on an ad hoc basis. Their orientation to the South, as a site of opportunity for 

what they saw as the maintenance and expansion of the material gains of workers through the social 

                                                
2 Histadrut leaders, staff, or representatives were invited to every convention during this period. And unlike many other 
international guests other than the British TUC and the AFL-CIO, they were always given time to address the 
convention floor (for more on this, see Nastovski 2014).  
 
3 See Nastovski 2014. 
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pact via the expansion of Canadian and American capital, continued to be a central impetus for aid. 

However, we also see the relation to Southern workers shift in this period from one in which they 

pose a threat through anti-capitalist leanings and anti-capitalist political trade unionism to a more 

serious concern with the threat they pose as a reserve army of labour. I situate the politics of this aid 

work within the shifting economic and political strategies of the CLC, one that meant a movement 

towards a more formal pact with capital within an explicitly nationalist framework. I then introduce 

the grassroots labour internationalism that develops in this period that challenges labour 

imperialism. I explore the roots of the “worker-to-worker” model and argue that it exemplifies 

transformative solidarity. My analysis draws out the strengths and limitations of this approach as a 

model for transformative grassroots labour internationalism.  

 

Solidifying Alliances: 
The CLC and the Birth of the Canadian International Development Agency 

 
In 1972, CLC President Donald MacDonald was elected president of the ICFTU (LAC CLC 

627-24). A loyal and active affiliate of the ICFTU for many years, the CLC had just established a 

more formal arrangement with the Canadian state to expand their support for ICFTU and ORIT 

programmes. This relationship with the newly established Canadian International Development 

Agency (CIDA) developed in December 1969 when CIDA agreed to support the CLC’s funding 

programme on a matching basis of 3:1 (LAC CLC Fond 392-2).4 The CLC IAD went from a staff of 

one throughout the 1950s and 1960s to a large department with several staff and a very large budget 

made possible through funding from the Canadian aid agency. The expansion of their international 

programme meant that throughout the 1970s and 1980s the department was involved in a wide 

                                                
4 For more on the politics and development of CIDA, please see Carty and Smith 1981, Pratt 1984, 1996a, 1996b; Barry-
Shaw and Oja-Jay 2012. 
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range of international labour development projects across every continent.5 As the apparatus of the 

IAD expanded in the 1970s, this also meant that some of the CLC staff were stationed to directly 

manage projects abroad.  

While the Canadian state had been providing funding for “technical assistance” programmes 

to the CCL since the Colombo Plan, this new government agency and the CLC’s relationship to it 

afforded a more stable funding source and was the basis for substantial expansion. Over the course 

of the more than forty years that CIDA provided funds to the CLC IAD and later directly to some 

big affiliates (or the NGO’s managing these projects for the affiliates), there have been hundreds of 

different labour development projects throughout the world. It is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation to specifically evaluate the diverse projects that have made up this history of 

development aid management.6 To get a better sense of the general politics of these projects, one 

can look to the literature on the ICFTU and ORIT since this money was directed to supporting 

projects designed and often carried out by or with these organizations (LAC CLC Fond 600, 491- 9, 

637-14). 

 

Anti-Communism and the Globalizing of “Free Trade Unionism”  

ORIT was founded in 1951 as a regional organization of the ICFTU for the Americas to 

strengthen free trade unionism, though as Rodriguez Garcia notes, what constitutes “free” was 

selectively limited, given the admission of some very conservative unions with close ties to their 

respective states and company unions (2004, 118).7 ORIT had a semi-independent status from the 

                                                
5 Discussions of the need for expansion began in 1971, with CUPE arguing that the current director John Simonds 
should at least get an assistant (LAC CLC Fond 600).  
6 While my archival research did lead me to a good number of the financial records and reports on these projects, to 
actually evaluate and assess these projects requires a lot more research and resources.  
 
7 Rodriguez Garcia provides a detailed picture of the politics of ORIT. An example of their selective policy was their 
refusal to expel the Cuban affiliate who became loyal allies of the Batista regime that took power through a coup in 1952 
(2004, 122).  
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ICFTU and spent much of its early years focused on wars of position against unions in Latin 

America that belonged to the Confederación de Trabajadores de América Latina (CTAL, 

Confederation of Workers in Latin America), which was set up in 1938 and included a broad 

spectrum of socialist- and communist party-linked as well as popular front trade unions (Rodriguez 

Garcia 2004, 114).8 Though the AFL engaged in many of their labour imperialist projects through 

the AIFLD9, they were also influential in the establishment and the political direction of ORIT 

(Rodriguez Garcia 2004).10 Others like Anthony Carew argue that the AIFLD and ORIT became in 

fact so intertwined that “the two organisations became almost indistinguishable” (Carew 2002).11  

It is important to note that despite changes in ORIT’s political priorities and strategies over 

the years – from hard-core anti-communism of the 1960s and early 1970s to a more social 

democratic approach from the late 1970s on – a constant was the commitment to “‘workers’ 

education as the most important instrument to spread its ideology” (Rodriguez Garcia 2004, 126). 

The educational projects designed by ORIT were often created in coordination with the AIFLD, 

various universities, the ILO, and UNESCO, though Rodriguez Garcia argues that at times these 

projects were created in competition with the AIFLD. The model of trade unionism promoted was 

one that supported the development of collective bargaining but which saw strikes as extreme 

actions only to be used as a last resort (Rodriguez Garcia 2004, 127-28). However, when they were 

in contexts where there were strong leftist unions, they would often adopt a model that was more 
                                                
8 Rodriguez Garcia notes that the CTAL was already in decline in this period, and so the ORIT’s fight against 
communism did not heat up until the Cuban revolution (Rodriguez Garcia 2004, 125-28).  
 
9 See Radosh 1969; Buhle 1999; Scott 1978a; Sims 1992; Scipes 2010a; Olmstead-Hughes 2011. 
 
10 It is important to note that in the 1960s the CIA was active in the work of ORIT (Rodriguez Garcia 2004, 127; see 
also Gumbrell-McCormick 2000; Scipes 2010a; Carew 1998; Olmstead-Hughes 2011).  
 
11 The extent to which these organizations were intertwined is important. If, as Carew notes, they were virtually 
indistinguishable, then the CLC’s activities in this period can be said to be more directly supportive of the coups and 
other activities that the AIFLD were involved in throughout this period (see Radosh 1969; Hirsch 1974; Spalding 1976, 
1984, 1992; Sims 1992; Buhle 1999; Scipes 2000, 2010a). An assessment of this is beyond the scope of the dissertation. 
For a complete picture of the politics of the CLC’s ORIT projects, one would have to look at each of the projects 
directly and explore the minutes of ORIT in this period.  
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political (Rodriguez Garcia 2004, 127-28). Rodriguez Garcia argues that this strategy was very 

successful in spreading the model of free trade unionism and attributes this success partly to the 

financial support of American and Canadian unions (and some other ICFTU affiliates) (Rodriguez 

Garcia 2004, 127).  

The CLC’s decision to use CIDA funding to support projects directed through ORIT and 

ICFTU reflected their ongoing commitment to a united approach to the international labour wars of 

position. This contrasted with the tendencies toward wars of manoeuvre within the international 

labour movement often opted for at times by the AFL and then AFL-CIO, which by 1969 had 

disaffiliated from the ICFTU. The differences in the approach of the CLC and the AFL-CIO 

challenges the belief, held by some, that the CLC was basically an arm of the AFL-CIO in 

International affairs. There is no doubt they were allied in many cases, but they also differed on 

others. We see the tensions between the two federations in the CLC’s rationale for focussing more 

explicitly on projects within the sphere of ORIT. In December 1969, CLC President Donald 

MacDonald argued that the new CIDA-matched projects should be focused within the sphere of 

ORIT to “offset the influence of the AIFLD in these areas” (LAC CLC Fond 491-12). This was also 

meant to fill the funding void that might have been created if the AFL-CIO left ORIT following 

their disaffiliation from the ICFTU (LAC CLC Fond 491-12). Of the five programmes the CLC 

committed to operate in 1971, they agreed one should be in the Caribbean and one in Mexico (to set 

up a school in Cuernavaca close to the ORIT headquarters in Mexico City)12 as well as one in 

Anglophone Africa and two in Francophone Africa (LAC CLC Fond 600).13  

                                                
12 The Cuernavaca project entailing the establishment of an ORIT school for labour education in Cuernavaca Mexico 
was one of the first projects following the new arrangement with CIDA. Absent in an initial report (March 1972) on the 
training of 35 trade unionists is any discussion of strategies to confront employers.  
 
13 An example of one of these projects is the Caribbean project, which entailed bringing Caribbean students to the 
labour college (LAC CLC Fond 491-12).  
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As in the case of their projects through the Colombo Plan and within the Caribbean, the 

selection shows their sense of their specific place and role in the international sphere. The CLC saw 

themselves as having a special relationship with the English Caribbean and geographically and 

politically as having a special role to play as a model social democratic federation within ORIT. 

Explaining the principles of the CLC’s international policies at a seminar in 1969, MacDonald 

argued that Canada wields a special influence owing to not having been  

tarred with the brush of imperialism or of exploitation of subject peoples in other lands. It is 
true that we are not without blemish in many respects, but the fact remains that we are 
acceptable where others are not, we are welcomed as advisers, as counsellors, as friends, 
where those of some other nations are not. (LAC CLC 491-14)14  
 

As in the cases of the Colombo Plan and the Caribbean, the CLC saw and presented itself as a 

benign and progressive force in the global arena.  

After the CIDA decision to extend funding to the CLC, the CLC sent off a letter to the 

ICFTU education department to notify them that they were now in a position to finance a number 

of workers’ education projects (LAC CLC 600). We see the deep commitment to ICFTU oversight 

in the CLC’s decision in 1970 to seek ICFTU approval for any project that had not been designed 

directly by the ICFTU or through ORIT (LAC CLC 600). As noted by Rodriguez Garcia, these 

projects generally promoted a form of economic trade unionism. The CLC supported educationals 

grounded in the philosophy of social partnership more akin to the approach of the major 

continental European affiliates, which were also closely aligned to their respective social democratic 

parties; the CLC can be seen as a part of the social democratic shift in ORIT in the late 1970s.15 We 

                                                
14 Like the leadership in the CLC, NDP Leader David Lewis argued that Canada has “a special place of trust among the 
developing nations. We emerged as an independent nation almost a century before them, but we also emerged out of 
colonial status. We have never [had] an imperial goal or imperialistic intentions” (from Hansard quoted in Sharma 2001, 
429). 
 
15 This philosophy of social partnership is also reflected the work of the CLC in the ILO in this period where they were 
pushing for the establishment of a Caribbean institute for labour studies in meetings with the department of labour and 
external affairs in 1969 (LAC CLC Fond 631-19). The purpose of this school was to support trade union education, 
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see the principles of social democracy in the types of courses that were offered in the CIDA-funded 

projects; for instance, courses were developed on setting up cooperatives and credit unions (LAC 

CLC Fond 491-12).16 Their decision to support educationals designed within the ICFTU reflect their 

ongoing commitment to a united front for free trade unionism and their alignment with the social 

democratic federations of Europe that dominated the ICFTU after the AFL-CIO’s departure (LAC 

CLC Fond 491-12). The CLC’s political alignment with the social democratic federations in the 

leadership of the ICFTU in this period is also visible in the ascent of MacDonald to the presidency 

of the ICFTU.  

The CLC’s international projects were generally with unions or workers’ organizations that 

were affiliated to the ICFTU or ones that were supported or courted by the latter or one of its 

regional organization like ORIT. Several projects reveal the CLC and ICFTU’s continued interest in 

pursuing the development of rival unions in places where there were communist- or Marxist-

oriented anti-colonial political trade unions and in strengthening existing anti-communist unions. 

This often involved promoting union practices developed by unions in the North. This is evident in 

projects such as those of the CLC that provided support for the CISL education institute (LAC CLC 

Fond 600). The approach of the CLC and other social democratic federations in this fight against 

communist parties or Marxist-leaning anti-colonial labour movements meant that their efforts were 

often channelled, as in the case of CISL, to build and support the development of economic trade 

unions. The CISL is a union federation that was established (with the support of ICFTU affiliates) 
                                                                                                                                                       
management education and government inspector training as well as “tripartite seminars on special topics” (LAC CLC 
Fond 631-19). 
 
16 The emphasis on cooperatives and credit unions in some of these early CIDA educationals also reflects the politics of 
Donald MacDonald who came out of the CCF and the cooperative movement in Atlantic Canada (see 
www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/donald-macdonald/). In discussing the relationship with CIDA, the CLC 
saw itself as needing to take a leadership role in setting up cooperatives and working with the churches and farmers’ 
unions to develop a fund for worker and peasant education (LAC CLC Fond 627-24). That the IAC supported the 
production of bulletins and audio-visuals for use at local meetings and the giving of talks around the country to build the 
fund reveals their commitment to this programme (LAC CLC Fond 627-24). While not involving many members, the 
intention was to be transparent about what it was doing and to sell this vision of labour internationalism.  
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to rival the Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro (CGIL, General Italian Confederation of 

Labour), which is the largest trade union federation in Italy and was affiliated to the WFTU (LAC 

CLC Fond 600). CISL is the second largest federation in Italy today and, as with the work of ICFTU 

affiliates in France, was established to present a more conciliatory model of trade unionism (see 

Filipelli 1989; Olmsted-Hughes 2011).  

The confluence of strong ideological commitments to anti-communism coupled with 

different philosophies of social partnership have shaped the designs of these projects has been 

explored in much son the ICFTU, the AFL-CIO, ORIT, AIFLD and the British TUC (Davis 2000; 

Van der Linden 1999; Radosh 1969; Romualdi 1967; Buhle 1999; Scipes 2010a; Rodriguez Garcia 

2004). These projects need to be understood in the context of the Cold War wars of position inside 

certain labour movements, and within those between national union federations and within the 

international trade union movement.  

On the whole, these projects can be understood within the politics of the ICFTU as an 

organization in this period. These projects represent a continuum from the CLC’s involvement in 

the Colombo Plan in the early days of the IAD, their participation in wars of position for social 

democracy and their underlying belief in social partnership steeped in the white supremacist logic of 

development. While these projects remain rooted in the politics of anti-communism, they also arose 

out of a real belief by many of the members of the IAC that the expansion of the methods and 

strategies of Northern trade unions was an effective method and model for improving the lives of 

workers in the South and the North. These projects reflected a genuine belief in social partnership 

rather than class struggle as a philosophy and model of trade unionism that Southern workers could 

learn from and adopt to reach the prosperity of the North.  

 The belief in the need to globalize their model of trade unionism was evident in the CLC’s 

involvement in the early labour development aid projects through the Colombo Plan and in the 
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Caribbean. The philosophy of social partnership shaped an approach that framed solidarity as 

support for the development of trade union expertise, experts and business agents that mirrored the 

white supremacist logics occluding the interests of capital that is evident in the rationales and 

rhetoric arising from the Northern states.  

An ICFTU pamphlet on the international solidarity fund (that coordinated many of these 

projects in this period) claimed that the developing world needed “the capital and the technical 

know-how to climb out of the rut which they had been so long confined” (LAC CLC Fond 642). 

Echoing this sentiment, former CLC IAD director Kalmen Kaplansky, expressing disappointment 

with the poor results of the development model, argued that some Third World countries “are 

grouping their way towards [modernization]; still others have yet to begin in earnest the struggle to 

overcome their backwardness” (LAC Kaplansky Fond 3).  

Underlying this analysis is a white supremacist and liberal logic that erases colonialism, as 

well as the historical development of capitalism and imperialism that produced and reproduces the 

current global divisions of labour. Central to the logic of development, as noted by Robert Carty and 

Virginia Smith, is that capitalism (and how capitalism has developed in the North) is the model for 

Southern development (Carty and Smith 1981, 33). Carty and Smith note that this approach to aid 

ignores “the historical facts of colonialism and neo-colonialism.” The evolutionary premise behind 

the idea of development functions to mask the historical role of imperialism and colonialism and 

occlude the contradictions of capitalism while reinforcing entitlements rooted in the logic of white 

supremacy (Nastovski 2015).  

 

The Threat of the Southern Worker  

While there are many continuities from the early Cold War period, there are also changes in 

this period. For one, the emerging crisis of the social pact contributed to the increased prominence 
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of a set of underlying anxieties that also came to frame the labour development work, that of the 

threat of Southern workers as a reserve army of labour. The way in which Southern workers were 

framed as threats to conditions in the North was not new (and mirrors the views of Southern 

workers as immigrants), but it becomes more prominent as the rationale for aid in this period. The 

depiction of Southern workers as a threat to the conditions of workers in the North was present in 

the discussions in the early days of the development of the IAD. Echoing its early depictions of 

Southern workers as threats, the Brandt report (1980) on international development – which 

involved the participation of Canadian trade unionists and which was produced by the Independent 

Commission on International Development Issues (ICIDI)17 – situated aid as a necessary means to 

protect social democracy and the social welfare state (Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981; Murphy 

1986). The Brandt report stated that “the state of poor countries ‘pose a serious threat to the 

international economic structures sheltering the north’” (Carty and Smith 1981, 2). Aid, therefore, 

would serve as a means to ameliorate the direst of conditions to maintain the social pact and reduce 

the potential threat Southern workers posed to the North. This approach included the worker 

education programme coupled with a strategy to support the interests and expansion of American 

and Canadian capital. 

 

Exploring the Logic of Development: 
The South as Opportunity for Strengthening the Social Pact 

 
Romeo Maione, director of the CLC IAD from 1973 until 1975 when he was hired by 

CIDA, argued in a pamphlet on internationalism to USWA District 6 members that “we are moving 

into an era of ‘hard core internationalism’ in the sense that it’s going to affect our future, our jobs, 

our incomes, everything” (LAC CLC Fond 637-14; 491-10). To understand the politics of this 

development work, we must situate it within the CLC’s broader political and economic direction in 
                                                
17 It included former CLC President Joe Morris.  
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this period. Specifically, we need to explore how they saw themselves responding to the new realities 

of the emerging practices made possible through the architecture of Bretton Woods which they had 

supported. I argue that the CLC continued to see the South as an opportunity for maintaining and 

securing the conditions won in the post-WWII compromise by supporting the expansion of 

Canadian capital. In this period, they sought to deepen this social partnership modelled on the social 

democratic union federations of Europe that had developed different versions of tripartism. This 

also meant an active attempt by the CLC to deepen their relations with the state and shift more 

explicitly towards an alignment with national capital.  

From the early 1950s, the IAC’s rationale for aid was based on the South as a market for 

Canadian goods. For the IAC, this meant spreading their model of trade unionism and supporting 

the expansion of American and Canadian capital. This approach parallels that of the AFL-CIO; 

President George Meany argued that labour prosperity was tied not to a buy-American strategy, but 

to a strategy to get the rest of the world to buy American (Frank 2000, 103).18 Aid money was an 

important mechanism for the expansion of Canadian capital. CIDA, like the aid programmes of the 

Canadian state that preceded it, was primarily designed to support the interests of Canadian capital.  

The new relationship with the CIDA is not surprising given the CLC’s close relationship to 

the state in aid projects, their correspondence with external affairs on foreign policy, and their close 

relations through the ILO. The closeness is also reflected in the movement of CLC leaders and staff 

into positions in the ILO and the state (Maione to CIDA; Morris to the Board of the Bank of 

Canada; McDermott to Ambassador to Ireland).19 Through the CIDA relationship, the relationship 

                                                
18 Dana Frank argues that this “trapped the AFL-CIO in an ideological and strategic mindset that would limit its 
response to those same crises” (Frank 2000, 104). 
 
19 What is also telling is that the CLC invited the Canadian ambassador to Mexico to the school to present certificates to 
the graduates (LAC CLC Fond 491-12; Hawkins 1973).  
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between the CLC and government grew closer as the CLC became increasingly dependent on CIDA 

funding to run its international programme.  

In the planning of a national conference on international affairs in Niagara Falls in 1971, the 

IAC invited ILO and ICFTU representatives but also Mitchell Sharp who by this time had moved 

from minister of Trade and Commerce and minister of Finance to his post as minister of External 

Affairs (LAC CLC Fond 600).20 This conference is very telling of the shifting analysis of the CLC in 

this period. For one, it indicates some movement away from AFL-CIO in that representatives or 

leaders of the international unions headquartered in the United States were not invited as guests to 

this conference as they once had been at a similar conference in Niagara Falls in the 1950s. Mitchell 

Sharp’s presence reveals the CLC’s interest in working alongside the state in foreign affairs. Also, 

Sharp’s approach to Canada–US relations, which he published in 1972, is quite close to that of the 

CLC in this period, that is, of maintaining strong ties with the United States but also developing 

Canadian capital to reduce dependency on the United States.21 Lastly, underlying this shifting policy 

vis-à-vis the Americans is the CLC’s discussion of the rise of multinational corporations (MNC’s) 

(LAC CLC Fond 600).  

Until the 1970s, the CLC firmly supported the architecture for the new imperialism emerging 

in this period through the policies of the IMF, the World Bank and the GATT. This continued in 

activities like the CLC’s membership and involvement in the Canadian Institute of International 

Affairs (CIIA). The CIIA, established in the 1930s, was restricted to British subjects, statesmen and 

business leaders, and was partly funded by the Massey Foundation and then the Rockefeller 

Foundation.22 They organized meetings in Washington with Canadian and American business 

                                                
20 For more on Mitchell Sharp, see www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/mitchell-william-sharp/.  
 
21 For more, see www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/third-option/.  
 
22 For more, see http://cictoronto.ca/history/.  
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leaders, government officials and labour representatives. At the 1975 meeting in Washington,23 

intended to “promote frank and confidential exchange of info and ideas with members of 

governments and senior officials,” focused on the views of the United States (LAC CLC Fond 627-

24). Meeting participants included the presidents and CEOs of Molson, Ford Canada, Simpsons, 

Maclean Hunter, GM, Falconbridge, Int. Chamber of Commerce, Bell Canada, Canada Steamship 

Lines, Southam Press, Eldorado Nuclear, International Nickel Company of Canada, Alberta Gas 

Truck Line Company, Alcan, London Life Insurance, IBM, DuPont, Imperial Oil, Massey-Ferguson, 

and the Bank of Nova Scotia as well as the president and dean of arts of York University and the 

dean of social science of Laval University (LAC CLC Fond 627-24). Union participation included 

representatives from the CLC, the Canadian Paperworkers union, and Grace Hartman, president of 

CUPE (LAC CLC Fond 627-24).24  

One notable consequence of the CLC’s involvement in the CIIA was their support for 

Canadian participation in the Trilateral Commission (LAC CLC Fond 494-13). The trilateral 

commission is a right-wing corporate think tank established by David Rockefeller and some US state 

actors in 1973 and was made up of about 300 members, mostly international business and 

government figures but also including some media, academics and “conservative labor” people 

(Sklar 1980, 1-2; see also Gill 1991). Holly Sklar argues that the purpose of the commission was to 

“engineer an enduring partnership amongst the ruling classes of North America, Western Europe 

and Japan – hence the term “trilateral” – in order to safe-guard the interests of Western capitalism” 

(Sklar 1980, 2).  

Despite the objectives of the Trilateral Commission, we also see a growing anxiety about the 

implications of these objectives for workers in the policies of the CLC. Though the expansion of 

                                                
23 A similar tour was organized in March 1973.  
 
24 In 1969, MacDonald noted that along with their projects through the ICFTU, ORIT, and the ILO, the IAC worked by 
giving presentations to the government, the UN and through the (LAC CLC 491-14). 
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Canadian and American capital had been their strategy for security since the time of the birth of the 

International Department, we see fissures in this approach in the 1970s. While CLC’s shifts in this 

period remained firmly in the philosophy of social partnership, there is a move in this period 

towards support for protectionist policies (marking a divergence from the CLC’s longstanding free 

trade policy).25  

And while supporting the Canadian participation in the trilateral commission, they also 

sought to secure some input from trade unions in the process of the development of the argument 

of the MNCs. The CLC felt that their proximity to New York would allow them to participate in 

UN bodies to ensure trade union input in the formulation of MNC regulation, such as through the 

UN Commission on Transnational Corporations (UNCTC) (LAC CLC Fond 627-24). What the 

CLC sought was the establishment of “a MNC treaty policed by a special tripartite UN agency with 

a complaint structure similar to the ILO” (LAC CLC Fond 627-24).26 The CLC thought that such 

policies could, for instance, get the IMF “to prepare guidelines to help governments in the task of 

adequately reporting financial transactions of MNC’s” or to deal with tax evasion or to punish 

crimes of crushing unions (LAC CLC Fond 627-24).  

The CLC’s strategy remained firmly loyal to the architecture of Bretton Woods. It did not 

seek to challenge the mechanisms for the expansion of American and Canadian capital because this 

was still at root their principle strategy for maintaining the social pact. This is underscored by the 

fact that they did not, for instance, support initiatives coming from the South, such as the New 

                                                
25 We see this in their support in 1973 of the Burke-Hartke bill in the United States which it called “a practical way to 
deal with a serious economic and social problem” (LAC CLC Fond 491-12). Also, at the 1970 CLC convention, there 
were challenges from the floor over free trade policies and the threat of Third World competition (Smith 1992, 42). At 
this time the CLC secretary treasurer defended the position as best for the economy as a whole. This is important 
because we see that the idea of the Southern worker as threat was not something limited to the leadership and to the 
social democratic politicians involved in the Brandt report; but also thought and feared by members (we see this in the 
rise of economic nationalism in this period). His defense also shows the CLC’s continued analysis in 1970 that the best 
interests of Canadian workers was served through the expansion of both Canadian and American capital.  
 
26 It is interesting to note that despite their framework of social partnership they thought that voluntary codes would be 
completely useless (LAC CLC Fond 627-24).  
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International Economic Order (NIEO). The NIEO proposal was brought forward by the non-

aligned movement to challenge neo-colonialism through international financial institutions, 

including loans and aid that functioned to maintain global divisions of labour (Carty and Smith 1981, 

33).27  

 

Tripartist Dreams  

The CLC was beginning to see the rise of MNCs as a potential threat unless it they could be 

brought into a tripartist framework and made to uphold some of the main material and social gains 

of the social pact. Besides their plans through the UNCTC, the CLC was also devising policy 

through the newly formed British-North American Committee (BNAC) set up in 1969. A document 

drafted by the BNAC that MacDonald signed off on in 1971 argued that the CLC must study the 

beneficial effects and potential dangers of the development of the multinational corporation (LAC 

CLC Fond 600). This document declared that “a strong and vital continuing tripartite relationship is 

essential to a viable world order – but such strength and vitality will only be maintained in a larger 

context involving many other nations than the three represented on this committee,” those three 

being Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom (LAC CLC Fond 600).28 In line with this, 

there was a meeting of Canadian ILO representatives set up for September 1975 that included 

several leaders and senior staff in the CLC to discuss recommendations on tripartite machinery for 

the upcoming ILO convention. As noted by Stephen McBride and Miriam Smith, by the mid-1970s 

the CLC was clearly shifting towards an explicit tripartism that had it move closer to the interests of 

Canadian capital from what had previously been a Keynesian framework (Smith 1992, 37). This was 
                                                
27 See Cox 1979. 
 
28 In line with the white supremacist logic that in part frames the globalizing of their model of trade unionism, this 
BNAC document argues for the study of the possibility of internationally linked trade unions, and that they “must 
involve our three countries and might develop conclusions that would be of general application throughout the world” 
(LAC CLC Fond 600).  
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a process, however, and it did not go uncontested. For instance, Smith notes that the CLC’s director 

of research “initially felt that to break with the US would be ‘committing economic suicide’” (Smith 

1992, 43). Despite the resistance to change of their longstanding continental strategy, the CLC began 

participating in tripartite consultative exercises in a government task force (such as Blair-Carr) and 

sought a state-led industrial strategy that would benefit Canadian capital in alliance with labour 

(Smith 1992, 52). Smith notes that the aim was to help support the expansion Canadian 

manufacturing and increase Canadian ownership and the improvement of training and development 

of technology (Smith 1992, 52). And while the tripartite apparatus never developed in Canada as it 

did in some parts of Europe, it does reflect the CLC’s changing strategy in this period and their 

interest in solidifying the social pact and support for the interests of Canadian capital abroad.29  

While the CLC’s shifts away from US imperialism in this period might be seen as 

progressive, it is important to underscore that the new orientation was no less imperialist. As noted 

in the work of Jerome Klassen (2007, 2009) and Todd Gordon (2010), this period saw the rise of 

Canadian imperialism. Gordon notes that though Canada is a sub-superpower nation this does not 

mean it is removed from the imperialist drive of capitalism for ever expanding markets etc…and 

that Canadian foreign policy is driven by the goal of creating the conditions for the successful 

international expansion of Canadian corporations (Gordon 2010, 10). Like US labour imperialism, 

the commitment of the CLC to the overall infrastructure of the IMF, the World Bank and the 

GATT supported forcible “liberalizing markets in the South and displacing indigenous communities 

. . . especially evident in the financial and mining sectors” (Gordon 2010, 10); this was a continuation 

of its alignment with Alcan in Guyana and Jamaica in the 1950s. 30 Aid has always been a mechanism 

                                                
29 For reasons why this did not pan out see Smith 1992 and McBride 1983. It is also important to note that corporatism 
was an idea promoted in the early part of the 20th century by Canadian capitalists (Heron and Siemiatycki 1998, 15). 
 
30 Scotia and Royal Bank each have long histories in the Caribbean. Canadian mining in Latin America, Asia pacific and 
Africa also has deep roots but has intensified over the last 20 to 30 years (Gordon 2010, 10).  
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of this expansion and a way to both subsidize this expansion through the state and to sanitize it as 

charitable. We need to situate aid in this overall framework of the strategy of the Canadian state in 

this period, a strategy which the CLC supported. As Sharma notes regarding the strategy of the 

Canadian state in 1969, the priority was export-led growth to make Canada more internationally 

competitive (Sharma 2001, 20). Unsurprisingly, CIDA fits within this overall strategy to increase 

international investment and Canadian exports through aid tied to the purchasing of Canadian 

goods. Sharma, quoting the parliamentary debates of 1969, points out that the rationale was that 

“such investment can make a meaningful contribution to our international development efforts and 

at the same time improve the competitive position of Canadian firms in world markets” (2001, 20).  

It is therefore important to situate the CLC’s new strategy within the philosophy of social 

partnership. These practices reflect a shift in terms of the sections of capital the CLC aligned with, 

specifically from regional to national, rather than a challenge to American imperialism as such. The 

CLC still sought, though somewhat more cautiously, the architecture for the new imperialism, but 

with a clearer focus on how Canadian capital could grow their interests within it. The CLC remained 

critical of the economic nationalism of the day represented by the Waffle and the emergence of the 

rival labour federation the CCU (LAC CLC Fond 627-24). And the CLC’s strategy was one that 

stressed “business labour cooperation rather than a nationalism of pushing for public ownership” 

(Smith 1992, 55). As I discuss in the analysis of the counter-current to the CLC’s internationalism in 

this period, the economic nationalism of parts of the left in this period were less conciliatory with 

capital and supported nationalization rather than tripartist management.  

 

Aid Management  
 

Beyond all of this, there are some serious problems with development aid as a mechanism of 
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solidarity.31 I argue that there are three characteristics typical of the process of aid management that 

prevent it from being a transformative form of international labour solidarity: the role of the state in 

the design and management of aid projects; the paternalism embedded in such projects; and its 

limitations in building solidarity amongst workers across borders (Nastovski 2015). 

One issue is that the funding relationship led to a dependency on state funding which 

contributed to the effectiveness of CIDA guidelines operating to restrict the nature of projects. At 

the level of the CLC, CIDA funding for many years made up the vast majority of the operating 

funds of the IAD, including for staff salaries. This meant that the wages of the staff of the 

international department depended on CIDA.32 By the early 1990s, CIDA funding accounted for 

approximately two-thirds of all staff salaries and all other costs associated with project management, 

including travel, housing and living expenses (CLC Historic Materials Box 1of 2 011/C6).  

The orientation and guidelines of CIDA limited the extent to which this funding could be 

used to challenge the activities of capital and the processes of neo-colonialism. If we understand the 

intention behind international labour solidarity as mutual aid in confronting exploitation, then an 

international programme made up primarily of the negotiation and management of state aid falls 

short. A CIDA-commissioned evaluation of the CLC’s International Affairs Department in 1988 is 

revealing of the impact of the funding relationship. The report notes that “the current core program 

is as much a response to the availability of CIDA funding and to CIDA funding categories as it is to 

the CLC’s perception of the needs of trade unions in developing countries” (CLC Historic Materials 

Box 1of 2 011/C6). Key is to note that in the early days the CLC had anticipated the problem of 

CIDA control over the direction of their work. At the 1971 conference on international affairs, they 

had proposed to CIDA that none of the monies would be used for administration, salaries or 

                                                
31 For more, see Baaz 2005, 2007.  
 
32 For more on the effects on this dependency, see Barry-Shaw and Oja-Jay 2012.  
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expenses of congress personnel (LAC CLC Fond 600). The influence of the state in shaping what 

projects were designed and adopted was further deepened when the CLC and several its affiliates 

obtained charity status for their development funds. The parameters accompanying the adoption of 

charitable status meant that project design was not only shaped by CIDA’s priorities of the day but 

by those governing the maintenance of one’s charitable designation.33 

Besides specific aspects of the design and operation of development aid projects is the 

deeper problem of how this mechanism mediates relations between workers. On a basic level, the 

development framework that underlies aid projects creates neo-colonial relations of managers and 

managed rather than relations forged through a confrontation of capitalism, imperialism, and 

unequal social relations borne capitalist development. This mechanism has been ineffective as a 

means of making international connections between workers. The relationships built between 

unions via aid negotiation and management were (and remain) generally restricted to staff and/or 

leaders of different unions who carry out projects and correspond with CIDA and partner unions in 

the South. In the CIDA evaluation of the work of the International Affairs Department in 1988, one 

of the criticisms of the department was that they did not actively involve affiliates or do internal 

education (CLC Historic Materials Box 1of 2 011/C6). The aid mechanism has limited potential 

because it does not draw on the power of workers to resist or to form solidaristic relationships that 

can become a means of new forms of resistance. The development aid model does not organize 

relationships between workers themselves in a manner to build capacity to confront capitalism and 

                                                
33 By the late 1980s, decisions were shaped not only by CIDA priorities but by the state’s definitions of charity, i.e., what 
they determine to be non-political work. This translated into a practice whereby a significant portion of what was 
considered international solidarity work was in actuality precisely charity work or humanitarian aid and could not be 
channelled towards building workers’ organizations and struggles internationally or anything that would be precisely 
aimed at class struggle, challenging imperialism and the institutions of neo-colonialism. The effectiveness of state 
oversight of the design and management of labour development projects is evident in the CLC’s international affairs 
department management action plan in 1991. In this plan, they discussed the move to the adoption of charity status and 
argued that much of the international work was in fact of a “humanitarian nature” and so should be eligible for charity 
status (CLC Historic Materials Box 1 of 2 011/C6).  
 



 

 274 

imperialism and so challenge nationalism and the role of the border in maintaining global divisions 

of labour. As such, the development aid model does not pose a real threat to the processes that 

sustain the power of capital to reproduce uneven landscapes.  

It is in this context that the Worker-to-Worker model emerged in several unions and 

councils, a practice largely organized by rank and file activists. While we see the antecedents of this 

model in the mid-1960s on Cuba, this model develops as a strong counter-force to the CLC IAD in 

the 1970s. 

 

Worker-to-Worker: A Transformative Model of Solidarity 
 

In the 1960s, solidarity movements re-emerged inside the Canadian labour movement and 

became a significant force through the 1970s and 1980s. The model of grassroots international 

labour solidarity that union activists developed in this period is significant because it served as a 

transformative force. In Canada, the re-emergence of grassroots international labour solidarity and 

solidarity movements in the late 1960s as part of the “New Left;”34 many of the activists at the 

forefront of the building of a grassroots labour internationalism in Canada came from the New Left. 

They became politicized and active as students or as young workers against the US invasion of 

Vietnam, the coup in Chile, feminist and LGBT organizations or as part of Canadian left nationalist 

                                                
34 While Old Left activists were always involved in doing international solidarity, for the New Left this became a very 
central piece of many their organizations, whether they were involved in work against US imperialism in Vietnam or 
supporting fledgling socialist governments and liberation struggles. In Canada, a considerable number of activists 
decided to enter the labour movement to develop this work. These New Left activists helped to bolster the diminished 
presence of old leftists whose presence in the union became marginal or entirely stamped in various locals and regions 
since the mid-1940s. In Canada, Roussopoulos notes that the New Left emerged with the nuclear disarmament 
movement in the late 1950s and was associated with the rise of student and youth activism, which focused on doing 
grassroots organizing (Roussopoulos 2006, 39-45). There were also strong currents in the New Left that tied the struggle 
against capitalism to the necessity for the liberation of women, black, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transsexual (LGBT) 
communities. The rise of the New Left was important in challenging the climate of repression inside and outside the 
labour movement and created new openings to battle the Cold War victors inside the labour movement over the 
direction and nature of labour internationalism.  
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groups like the Waffle.35 Many of these activists became trade unionists who engaged in solidarity 

work in their unions or were members or staff of solidarity organizations or NGOs that worked 

with and supported solidarity efforts within the labour movement. The US invasion of Vietnam and 

then the coup in Chile sparked the growth of numerous solidarity organizations across Canada. The 

desire of many of these activists to make solidarity efforts an integral aspect of union work led to the 

rise of international solidarity work inside the labour movement. As noted by one interviewee, some 

of the central activists became union activists through international solidarity work which for was 

initially “the most attractive part of trade unionism.”36 

By the 1980s, international solidarity work became particularly visible inside the labour 

movement, garnering attention and support and leading to various forms of workplace and 

community solidarity actions. The campaigns of the 1970s and 1980s included work for 

disarmament, solidarity with Cesar Chavez’s movement of migrant agricultural workers, and most 

significantly solidarity work in Latin America, including Cuba (see Wright 2009), against the coup in 

Chile and then the struggles in Central America, including El Salvador, Nicaragua and Guatemala, 

and the struggle against South African Apartheid.   

A broad number of organizations engaged in solidarity work. Central American solidarity 

organizing consisted of a network of groups such as the Latin American Working Group (LAWG) 

in Toronto and the British Columbia Trade Union Group (BCTUG) in Vancouver.37 The Chilean 

solidarity movement was composed of a whole array of small organizations that sprouted up across 

the country, ones set up by activists from a range of political backgrounds, from faith groups to 

                                                
35 The Waffle was Canadian left nationalist socialist organization that worked within the NDP. They sought the 
nationalization of industry, were critical of American imperialism and called for limits on foreign investment in Canada 
(for more, see Bullen 1983; Waffle Party 1969). 
 
36 Union activist #2 [interviews] 2011. 
 
37 The numbering of these interviews do not correspond to those in my previous work (Nastovski 2014), as a result of 
re-organizing efforts for my dissertation. Union activist #1, #3, #4, #6 [interviews] 2011; union activist #13, #26, #27, 
#39, #40, #47, #49, #50 [interviews] 2012).  
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Chilean refugees who arrived in Canada post-coup (CLC Fond, LAC). In the case of South African 

apartheid, the South African Congress of Trade Unions Solidarity Committee (SACTU-SC) did the 

most significant work inside the labour movement.38  

There were also organizations that did work in building solidarity inside the labour 

movement that worked on a number of solidarity efforts simultaneously, such as the Saskatoon 

Solidarity Committee, Labour World and the Saskatchewan International Labour Development 

Project (SILP). Augmenting this work were efforts outside the labour movement, sometimes by the 

same organizations as was the case for LAWG and the Saskatoon Solidarity Committee, whose work 

did not exclusively focus on mobilizing within the labour movement. In addition to this was the 

broader work happening within migrant and refugee organizations, on campuses, in religious 

organizations, and within broader New Left groups and left political parties.  

Examining how activists in the 1970s and 1980s worked to transform labour 

internationalism in Canada helps to think through prospects and challenges to doing this work 

today. I argue that the model these activists developed, which is an example of a transformative 

model of solidarity, is something important to learn from. The strengths of the model lie in the way 

it draws from models of class struggle unionism, including its emphasis on building worker capacity 

and working-class power through the adoption of practices that enabled some workers to re-think 

their political practice. Based on interviews with union activists who organized international labour 

solidarity in the context of the Canadian labour movement in the 1970s and 1980s, I consider some 

of the specific lessons we can draw from their organizing. I begin with a discussion of the model 

they developed, of why and how it was transformative, and then move onto an analysis of the 

strengths and successes of this model followed by a few of the significant challenges and limitations.  

                                                
38 See Luckhardt 2006; Freeman 1997; Southall 1994; Saul 2010; Nastovski 2014. For more about the South African 
Congress of Trade Unions, see Luckhardt and Wall 1980.  
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Grassroots International Solidarity  

In the late 1970s, activists based in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, engaged in building grassroots 

international solidarity and sought to reflect on the problems of doing international labour solidarity 

work (Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981). These efforts translated into the publication of Partners 

in Imperialism: The Canadian Labour Congress and Social Democracy in the Third World in 1981, which was 

available at many union conventions throughout the early 1980s. This booklet reflects the 

movement that was afoot inside the Canadian labour movement in the 1970s and 1980s to develop a 

different model of labour internationalism.39  

The booklet, and the SSC which authored it, reflect this movement in several ways. One, the 

booklet focused on exposing and discrediting the anti-communist politics of the CLC, the main 

Canadian labour federation since 1956, and of the ICFTU, and on how their activities ran counter to 

the work of numerous liberation struggles and militant worker movements internationally. Two, the 

committee was active around two key areas, anti-apartheid work (including support for movements 

in the frontline states of Southern Africa such as Mozambique, Tanzania and Angola40 and struggles 

in Central America, including Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatemala. Three, the committee 

consisted of activists from a variety of political stripes on the broad left, including those coming 

from the New Left, both party and non-party affiliated Marxists and Socialists, social democrats, left 

nationalists, those coming out of development organizations, faith groups and emerging NGOs, and 

sometimes a combination of several of these backgrounds.  

                                                
39 While I do discuss the Québec labour movement to give some of the broader context, I do not get into an analysis of 
Québec labour internationalism in this period. This is because of the substantively different climate within the Québec 
labour movement in this period tied to the rise of Québec left nationalism. There were also significant moves to reinvent 
labour internationalism in Quebec in this period. For instance, the Confédération des syndicats nationaux (CSN), a 
conservative Catholic union set up in 1921, made serious strides to build international solidarity as part of their 
reinvention as a secular and radical union in the 1960s (see Mills 2010; Guntzel 1993).  
 
40 The Southern African frontline states were Angola, Botswana, Lesotho, Mozambique, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia 
and Zimbabwe after 1980 (see www.sahistory.org.za/organisations/frontline-states).  
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The SSC was a microcosm of what was developing amongst groups of activists inside the 

labour movement across Canada in this period. Groups of workers, whether establishing formal 

organizations or informal networks, had been sprouting up since the late 1960s and early 1970s to 

create a different model of labour internationalism. Activists interested in building genuine 

international trade union solidarity set up organizations and adopted a variety of strategies to 

develop what many activists termed worker-to-worker solidarity inside their unions.41 While these 

groups did not all exclusively focus on changing the nature of internationalism inside trade unions, 

their efforts within trade unions had the effect of becoming a significant counter-current vis-à-vis 

the dominant practices of labour internationalism since World War II. This was an era of hot 

contestation over the definition and practice of solidarity.  

The work of these activists posed a challenge to the existing international practice within the 

labour movement, engaging in efforts aimed at member education, mobilization and action inside 

and outside the workplace. This included solidarity efforts aimed at combating imperialism (e.g., 

Vietnam), to support revolutionary movements, liberation struggles and fledgling socialist 

governments (e.g., Nicaragua), as well as struggles combating internal repression and fascism (e.g., 

Chile and Guatemala). Other struggles were a combination of these goals such as the work in 

support of Chile, Cuba, and Nicaragua. These solidarity efforts varied in their specific demands and 

in their strategies.  

 

The Worker-to Worker Model  

Key to the connection between these various actors engaging in diverse solidarity efforts was 

the basic model they adopted and which defined their practice: worker-to-worker solidarity. In very 

                                                
41 Union activist # 1, #2 and #4 2011 [interviews] 2011; union activist #21, #24, #26, #37, #39, #40, #42 and #44 
[interviews] 2012.  
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basic terms, the worker-to-worker model focuses on building relationships across borders between 

workers themselves. Activists involved in this work emphasized their commitment to mobilizing 

solidarity amongst and between rank-and-file workers and community allies, facilitating links with 

trade unionists internationally, and supporting worker self-activity.42  

Understanding the worker-to-worker model entails considering what it is not, namely, trade 

union diplomacy, aid, charity or anti-communist practices and policies aimed at undermining, 

controlling or attempting to co-opt international labour movements, parties or liberation 

movements and struggles. Underlying this model is a different vision of union operation that values 

mobilizing at the base, that asks members to take action rather than give a donation or listen to a 

speech of a head of another union congress.  

 

Grassroots Labour Internationalism as Class Struggle Unionism  

The dominant current shaping the “worker-to-worker” model drew from militant models of 

labour organizing often associated with the radical left.43 Most of the strengths and successes of this 

the worker-to-worker model arose from the way it emerged from practices and ideas associated with 

class struggle unionism emphasizing union democracy, mobilization and politicization of the rank 

and file and building on a broader class basis for challenge capitalism.  

Several activists I interviewed explicitly discussed the work they were doing as class struggle 

unionism or connected it to a wider effort to build and support more militant unions or worker 

                                                
42 An important document framed by this approach is the booklet produced by the newly established CUPE National 
International Solidarity Committee in the late 1980s. This booklet was a guide for locals and councils for setting up 
relationships with other unions and workers organizations at the international level.  
 
43 This did not mean that all those involved in building this movement identified with the radical left or with class 
struggle unionism. Some activists adopted this approach based on the democratic ethos of the New Left that was an 
important current in this era but were committed social democrats.  
 



 

 280 

actions.44 The strategies and goals following from class-struggle oriented unionism are visible in 

many aspects of the worker-to-worker model of internationalism. For instance, this is evident in 

their emphasis on rank-and-file self-activity and direct action in the practice of labour 

internationalism. This was part of a larger goal of building rank-and-file capacity through facilitating 

experiences of resistance and building relationships between workers internationally as part of a 

widening the horizons of possibilities of resistance.  

I argue that these activities are what Gramsci would call counter-hegemonic practices. 

Counter-hegemonic practices are those that challenge the hegemony, or dominance and power, of 

the ruling class, both in terms of control over the material and political mechanisms of the society, 

but also the ideas that accompany and legitimize their control and justify capitalist social relations. 

This relates to Gramsci’s wider view of revolutionary strategy represented in the ideas of war of 

position and war of manoeuvre. Counter-hegemony is a part of the war of position. These counter-

hegemonic practices of the worker-to-worker model, which derive from class-struggle models of 

union action, are what make this model transformative both in the sense put forward by 

Featherstone (2012) and Johns (1998).45 This orientation shaped the movements and types of 

struggles organizers chose to build solidarity with and the transformative impact this model of 

solidarity had locally via the strategies they employed. Critical to the transformative potential of this 

model of solidarity is the way it operated to support the goals and strategies of different international 

struggles that challenged the status quo of the global division of labour (and the global socio-

economic status quo based on the legacies of colonialism and both past and existing imperialism.) 

To assess the possible transformative impact of this work on the diverse movements organizers 

                                                
44 Union activist #3 and #4 [interviews] 2011; union activist #14, #21, #22, #25, #40, #47 and #49 [interviews] 2012.  
 
45 This includes its potential to transform political landscapes, social and economic relations, the practice of certain 
actors themselves and the way they think through their own location, relation to others, sense of agency, and 
understanding of social change inclusive of what constitutes effective union strategies and tactics.  
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were working in solidarity with would require a much larger study. Here, I take up Featherstone’s 

(2012) contention that solidarity efforts have the potential to be transformative of the local social 

and political terrain, focusing on the transformative impact of this model for Canadian workers. 

Specifically, what was important about this was the way this organizing was counter-hegemonic 

through the experiences they facilitated and the goals of their work. While classic educationals were 

at the core of the work, this work was also a site of counter-hegemony through an emphasis on 

worker-led solidarity actions and control, building relationships between workers internationally, and 

challenging imperialism and labour imperialism.  

In the next section, I consider some of these transformative elements of the worker-to-

worker model in practice. I begin with two aspects of the rank-and-file focus of the worker-to-

worker model and how the experiences they facilitated were counter-hegemonic practices. The first 

is the emphasis on worker power and direct action; the second is the building of relationships 

between workers. Next I consider the anti-imperialist analysis and opposition to the labour 

imperialism and accommodationist solidarity of the CLC. Then I look at how the demands for 

worker power and control translated into the development of worker-led spaces for international 

solidarity within different locals and councils and provincial and national unions. Finally, I move on 

to an analysis of the limitations of this work.  

 

Counter-Hegemonic Practices  

The focus on building solidarity between workers – for instance, organizing solidarity 

amongst students or women or within the LGBT community – distinguishes this model of solidarity 

from others dominant at the time. Nelson Lichtenstein notes in his book State of the Union that the 

New Left in the United States turned their sights towards the working class with a focus on rank-

and-file issues and organizing (Lichtenstein 2002, 170). The rank and file focus was also a feature of 
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currents of the Canadian New Left and became a strategy of many new organizations and parties, 

ranging from Marxist autonomists to left nationalist groups like the Waffle party (Bullen 1983; High 

2001, 202-3; Sangster 2006, 47).46  

This meant that organizers specifically framed solidarity as a component of class struggle 

more generally. This is visible in the analyses developed and articulated through educationals, the 

emphasis of organizers on worker power and self-activity,47 as well as the strategic place of workers 

to act in solidarity within their workplaces. For example, the work of the SACTU-SC targeted the 

Canadian capital and the state, and it focused on how international capital operated in South Africa 

to support the apartheid system and profit from it through the racist division of labour it upheld.  

 

Worker Power and Direct Action  

The emphasis on worker self-activity highlights the way solidarity efforts can also be 

practices that strengthen the local by building capacities for resistance. Part of this was the way 

organizers mobilized workers to use their own strategic place and power as rank-and-file workers to 

engage in solidarity efforts within the workplace. In the case of the work against South African 

apartheid, the experiences of self-activity facilitated by organizers emphasized the power of workers 

to engage in solidarity through direct action; this included various forms of direct action taken by 

workers in grocery stores across the country as well as workplace disruptions.48 Emphasizing self-

activity also translated into a number of workplace actions that took place between March 8 and 

                                                
46 Union activist #4 and #6 2011 [interviews]; union activist #7, #25 and #40 [interviews] 2012. There are numerous 
differences between the New Left in Canada and that in the US. One difference is the prominence of nationalism 
amongst the Canadian New Left. Also, the turn to the working class in the US did not translate into significant efforts at 
building international labour solidarity inside unions until a bit later. Johns dates the rise of significant international 
labour solidarity in the US as beginning in the late 1970s (Johns 1998).  
 
47 This approach, emanating from revolutionary left politics, posits the source of worker emancipation as laying with 
workers themselves and their ability to act.  
 
48 Union activist #1 [interview] 2011; union activist #21, #40, #42, #47, #57 and #59 [interviews] 2012.  
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March 15, 1986 involving postal, longshore and telecommunication workers.49 The week of action 

involved workers risking their own livelihoods and subjecting themselves to possible disciplinary action for 

their stand in solidarity against apartheid. This is an example of a coordinated direct action that mobilized 

the power of workers place in the workplace, one that emphasized their collective power to engage in 

economic and political disruptions through their strategic location in the labour process.  

The week of action is an example of solidarity mobilized at the grassroots, of winning 

institutional support and becoming a site for strengthening both the struggle against apartheid and 

the capacity to resist locally. In this way, solidarity as self-activity is itself a school of war. As Engels 

argued in The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845), the process of participating in acts of resistance 

are transformative because they serve as sites of learning. Featherstone, following from this idea, 

contends that this practice of resistance can be part of a process of politicization (Featherstone 2012, 

7) by emphasizing practice about worker self-activity. In working to do this, activists challenged 

hegemonic ideas about union practice and the potential for resistance and change.  

Another example of the way this work promoted the self-activity of workers is the way 

delegations to Nicaragua were organized in the Prairies and Western Canada. Members who went on 

delegations took on organizing the next delegation. This was a model to share the work, adding a 

level of sustainability. Underlining this practice was also an assumption that members would learn 

through these experiences and develop the confidence and skills to become organizers themselves. 

Solidarity as action here was a transformative process because it reframed solidarity in a way that 

drew links between struggles by calling on workers to rethink the nature of their own struggles and 

to think about their power to act in new ways.  

 

 
                                                
49 Pacific Tribune, March 5, 1986; South African Congress of Trade Unions Solidarity Newsletter 86 #2 [April] 1986; 
Nastovski 2014.  
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Building Relationships 

Organizers facilitated experiences that were transformative and counter-hegemonic through 

efforts to the build relationships between rank-and-file workers. The Central American work 

emphasized solidarity through direct worker-to-worker relationships and conversations. This 

happened through the series of delegations to Nicaragua throughout the 1980s and through the 

various shop-floor meetings in Nicaragua with rank-and-file workers and leaders of the new 

Sandinista unions to talk about strategies and challenges of building unions within a revolutionary 

context.50 These experiences operated as sites of questioning and rethinking of the common sense of 

business union practices.51 Activists did this by organizing delegations, conferences and hosting and 

touring trade unionists across the country with the explicit intention of widening the view of 

members about the possibilities of worker power, about the possible tactics and strategies and goals 

beyond the collective agreement.52 Committees and organizations that were doing solidarity work in 

the labour movement were also involved, bringing a tremendous number of international trade 

unionists not just to councils and locals, but even, in the case of the organizing in Prairie provinces, 

to workplaces themselves to facilitate conversations and relations that reached beyond even the layer 

of rank-and-file workers involved in the union.  

An example of how this was done as a part of conscious political education is seen in the 

efforts of Dave Werlin, who served as president of the Alberta Federation of Labour (AFL) and 

who did much to support worker-to-worker solidarity. As noted by a couple of interviewees, Werlin 

set up an international committee in the federation and worked to bring South African and Central 

                                                
50 This was also true of the South African work. The SACTU-SC organized and facilitated meetings and educationals 
with thousands of workers across the country throughout the 1980s (Freeman 1997, 140–1, 354; Luckhardt 2006, 14; 
Southall 1994, 177; Saul 2010). 
 
51 Union activist #2, #4 [interviews] 2011; union activist #22, #40 and #59 [interviews] 2012.  
 
52 Features of international events themselves deepened and strengthened this organizing. For instance, the huge 
migration of Chilean refugees after the coup in 1973 had a major impact in many cities and towns (union activist #1 and 
#3 [interviews] 2011). 
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American activists to speak about their struggles as a means of building solidarity – but also as an 

opportunity to “broaden the perspective” of the membership.53 An example of how this had impact 

can be seen in other interviews in which activists spoke about the impact of what they had learned 

through these relationships and the sharing of stories of struggle. One interviewee noted that her 

union adopted a host of new strategies through the relationships developed in the process of 

building international solidarity:  

Our bargaining has been very much influenced by what’s going on internationally and what 
unions have won, their strategies, and how deregulation is happening. In Norway, for 
instance, they successfully stopped deregulation. We need to know what’s going on to 
develop our own strategy.54  
 
The relationships developed were therefore often an effective means of challenging 

hegemonic notions of union practice and developing new strategies through the sharing of 

experiences of struggle. These experiences were important for overcoming one of the big challenges 

when trying to build international labour solidarity, that is, the abstraction of international solidarity 

and workers internationally from the terrain of union struggle. Such abstraction is a product of many 

factors (detailed discussion of which are beyond the scope of this thesis), including the role of real 

physical distance as well as hegemonic ideas such as white supremacy that can function in many 

parts of the Global North to mediate views and relations with workers in the Global South. The 

latter is visible in xenophobic responses to migrant workers as well as ideas of development that 

posit union action in the North as more advanced or that the source of uneven development as lying 

with a whole range of explanations that are linked to notions of race. And so, these relationships 

contested notions of international solidarity as a form of charity. Charity models reinforce white 

supremacy because they operate under a logic that omits history and the way resources accumulated 

                                                
53 Union activist #2 and #4 [interviews] 2011. It is important to note that this was met with much resistance from the 
CLC, which saw the international as their jurisdiction.  
 
54 Union activist #6 [interviews] 2011.  
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in the Global North. It also denies mutuality by framing workers internationally as victims and 

power as material resources held in the Global North rather than the power of workers to act 

collectively.  

 

Anti-Imperialism and Class Struggle  

Following from and supporting the efforts to facilitate new politics and conceptions of 

struggle through experiences of worker direct action and the building of relationships is the way 

organizers confronted the history and reality of imperialism. Organizers explicitly drew connections 

between the struggle of workers and anti-imperialism, specifically that anti-imperialism is integral for 

the possibility of worker justice or emancipation.  

In many of the campaigns, the connection between anti-imperialism and possibilities of 

worker justice was central, for instance, in the cases of American imperialism in Central America and 

imperialism and colonialism in Southern Africa. The connections organizers made resonated 

strongly in the Canadian context in this period because of the climate of left nationalism dominant 

in this era. While many of the activists engaged in developing the worker-to-worker model would 

not themselves identify as left nationalists, the general climate of left nationalism and its analysis of 

and emphasis on imperialism was part of the context in which the organizing happened. A close 

alignment developed between left nationalism and anti-imperialism in this period. This alignment, 

operating to contest imperialism and labour imperialism, is quite different from the US context 

where nationalism fuelled labour imperialism (Scipes 2010b). In Canada, it was the “continentalist”55 

position inside labour in this period that saw the prosperity of workers as tied to the success of 

American capital locally and abroad, translating into support for US imperialism. The dominant 

                                                
55 By “continentalist,” I refer to the forces inside the labour movement that sought closer ties with the United States and 
US unions. I put this in quotations because like the idea of “international” unions, Canadian and American 
continentalism, is a misnomer since it excludes Mexico.  
 



 

 287 

Canadian left nationalism of this time identified fighting American imperialism as central to the 

emancipation of workers in Canada and internationally.56  

 

Class and Nation  

In Canada, the spike in class conflict in the mid-1960s happened at the height of American 

ownership in the Canadian economy (Palmer 2009, 222). In the 1970s, nationalist sentiment fuelled 

resistance to the shutdown of factories and was part of often-successful strategies to win public 

support that translated into legislative changes offering some protections for workers facing plant 

shutdowns (High 2001). An important part of the rise of the popularity of economic nationalism 

inside the labour movement in this period had to do with its connection to militancy and its success 

as part of the strategy of different workplace struggles. Steven High argues that economic 

nationalism lent strength to efforts to resist plant shutdowns in the 1970s and 1980s: “The 

convergence of economic nationalism and the anti-shutdown movement resulted in a fundamentally 

different understanding of the issue in Canada; every time a mill or factory closed, it signalled the 

negative effects of American domination over Canada” (High 2001, 212). High notes that the role of 

economic nationalism as part of the analysis and strategy around plant shutdowns and other 

                                                
56 Unlike in the American New Left, left nationalism was a formidable force in Canadian and Québécois New Left 
organizations (and was also prominent amongst some old left parties) and became significant in shaping the politics of 
the student and labour movements in both places. The left nationalism of dominant strands of Old and New Left forces 
was a significant feature of the militancy of this period. The nationalist feature of the rise of the New Left in Canada and 
Québec meant that new leftists developed analyses distinct from those in many parts of Europe and the United States. 
These analyses often placed national sovereignty as critical to the overall class struggle and a prerequisite for a socialist 
Canada/Québec (Palmer 2009). The nationalist thrust on the left was nothing new; it had been a current in the CPC 
(Ryan 1975) and other Old Left formations and was common amongst other communist parties and liberation struggles 
around the world in this period, becoming especially pronounced after the dissolution of the Comintern. While many of 
the activists I interviewed would not identify as left nationalists, this was a wider significant force inside the labour 
movement in this period and part of certain political battles, strikes and part of internal efforts to re-vision struggle goals 
and possible strategies, and so on.  
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struggles worked to garner public support and led to legislative changes that strengthened the legal 

power of Canadian workers with respect to shutdowns (High 2001, 209).57  

 

Dependency Theory and Anti-Imperialism 

Anti-imperialism became a part of the left nationalist analysis, particularly via dependency 

theory and its emphasis on imperialism as a phenomenon that conditions work, the nature of class 

struggles, and social and economic life in Canada more generally. The theory of Canada as a 

dependency, Kellogg notes, developed in the 1960s and 1970s and grew out a combination of 

Harold Innis’ staples theory and Andre Gunder Frank’s theory of dependency/underdevelopment 

(Kellogg 1989, 341).58 Gunder Frank’s theory of dependency emerged from what he saw as the 

conditions of the economies of the Global South. Canadian left nationalists saw Canada as similarly 

subject to US imperialism and, like the Global South, Canada was “lacking a strong industrial 

bourgeoisie of its own” (Gordon 2010, 15). Gordon notes that Canadian left nationalists concluded 

that because of this, Canada is dependent economically on the United States (Gordon 2010, 15) and 

so national independence via challenging US imperialism was critical to the possibility of a socialist 

                                                
57 This was not just limited to the level of workplace struggles; left nationalism became a substantive force in the labour 
movement in Canada in this era. Miriam Smith argues that the CLC shifted from continentalism to economic 
nationalism in the mid-1970s (Smith 1992). This happened for several reasons. One was the rise of American ownership. 
High notes that foreign ownership in manufacturing, mostly American, rose from 38% to 54% from 1926 to 1963 (High 
2001, 201). Two, the popularity of left nationalism amongst the many New Left forces coupled with the New Left “turn 
to the working class” in the 1970s meant many of these activists began workplace or union organizing. Three concerns 
the role of international unions, still the majority in the early 1970s, in barring or intervening in Canadian strikes and 
other workplace actions to quell militancy as well as their sometimes undemocratic, conservative and bureaucratic 
structures. Joan Sangster argues that for many left labour activists, Canadian unions were smaller and more autonomous, 
making them potentially more militant and more democratic (Sangster 2006, 60). Many New Left activists worked within 
their unions to break from American unions and to support the development of Canadian unions, and some were also 
active in building an alternative left nationalist Canadian labour federation, the Confederation (previously Council) of 
Canadian Unions (CCU) (Sangster 2006, 43).  
 
58 According to David McNally, for Innis “the trade relation with a metropolitan centre structures the pattern of 
economic development in a country like Canada” because of the centrality of economic activity focused on the 
extraction and export of unprocessed materials to the metropolitan centre (McNally 1991). Kellogg sums up Frank’s 
theory of the dependency relationship. Firstly, the global economic order is a set of hierarchal chains between metropolis 
and satellites (Kellogg 1989, 343). Secondly, central to this relation is the extraction of surplus from the satellite by the 
metropolis. Thirdly, as a result the satellites could never develop economically and politically to the level of the 
metropolis (Kellogg 1989, 343).  
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Canada (Kellogg 1989; Scott 1978a; McNally 1991; Gordon 2010).59 The struggle for national 

sovereignty included efforts to halt American investment and to push for the nationalization of 

numerous industries and for the Canadianization of unions. This work involved efforts to bolster 

labour struggles and strengthen demands for the expansion of the social welfare state.  

The adoption of this theory to describe an industrialized white-settler colony in the Global 

North built the idea of affinity between anti-imperialist struggles in the Global South and that of 

socialists in Canada. Hence, the analysis of imperialism that developed in this period created a strong 

basis for a sense of mutuality between workers in Canada and those workers fighting imperialism in 

the Global South because of the framing of a common fight against US imperialism. Chandra 

Mohanty, like Samora Machel, argues that solidarity is forged in terms of mutuality and recognition 

of common interests and is, therefore, a process of coming together to fight (Mohanty 2003, 7).60 

The connection drawn lent force to the idea of the necessity of supporting other struggles against 

American imperialism.  

Exemplifying this connection is the series written by Jack Scott about American labour 

imperialism. The first book, Yankee Unions, Go Home! (1978a), considers US labour imperialism in the 

Global South.61 The second book, Canadian Workers, American Unions (1978b), following from the 

first, specifically focuses on delegitimizing the role of US unions in Canada. For many left 

nationalists, the fight against US imperialism and US labour imperialism was a local struggle, but also 

entailed supporting similar struggles internationally.  

 

                                                
59 See Kellogg 1989 and McNally 1991for more on the problems of applying this theory to the Canadian context.  
 
60 However, it is important to note that for Mohanty the forging of mutuality happens across difference rather than 
arising from likeness (Mohanty 2003, 7). Mohanty argues for a conception of solidarity as standing with another over 
and against a third allows us to see solidarity as a communicative process towards constructing a basis for connection 
over and against differences (Mohanty 2003, 7).  
 
61 American labour imperialism also was part of the rationale for breaking from US unions and for developing spaces for 
local control over internationalism.  
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Challenging Labour Imperialism and Accommodationist Solidarity 

For the foreseeable future, the most concrete acts of solidarity will continue to take place 
below the level of the Congress, and often in defiance of it.  

–Marv Gandall (1986, 17) 
 

This anti-imperialist orientation also entailed challenging US labour imperialism and the 

labour imperialism and accommodationist solidarity that marked the work of the CLC. The worker-

to-worker model eclipsed and served for a time to delegitimize the authority of the CLC 

international department and the vision of internationalism represented in their operations. Their 

work of building a new model of labour internationalism was itself a challenge to the operations of 

the CLC in that it offered an alternative to their model. However, the worker-to-worker activism 

also directly took on the policies, practices and formal ties that the CLC’s international department 

promoted. The direct challenge they posed is symbolized by the production and distribution of the 

SSC’s Partners in Imperialism, which was met with hostility and resistance by some leaders and staff.62  

Institutionally, from the time the CCL set up its international department in 1953, Canadian 

unions made international affairs the purview of this department.63 Resistance to this limited 

jurisdiction and the ideological orientation of the department and committee existed prior to the 

1970s. However, this conflict intensified in that decade when activists worked to raise the issue of 

labour imperialism and change the direction of Canadian labour internationalism and how it was 

operationalized. Activists involved in Central American and Southern African solidarity in this 

period often confronted the CLC International Affairs Department at conventions, but also at union 

                                                
62 This was part of a broader challenge to business union and social democratic forces within trade unions and their 
strategies in this period. As one interviewee recollects about their view of the CLC’s internationalism at the time, “if you 
don’t care about changing your own world, why would you care about changing someone else’s?” (Union activist #3 
[interviews] 2011). The battles around international policies were intertwined with challenges to accommodationist 
philosophies of trade unionism happening on numerous fronts in this period.  
 
63 It is important to note that for some international unions, international policy was the purview of the American 
leadership of the union.  
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schools, labour council meetings, and federations of labour.64 The nature of the battles between 

activists and CLC leadership and staff varied depending on the politics of the issues. For instance, 

the South African work was often met with more hostility and some activists engaged in solidarity 

work with Central American struggles noted that the climate was sometimes open enough to lobby 

some leaders and staff.65 

As one interviewee notes regarding the political battles over labour internationalism in this 

period, the debates were “happening in union meetings around resolutions and at conventions 

around resolutions.” Some of what activists had to confront was red-baiting, explicit efforts to shut 

down tours and delegations or to intervene in them, and efforts to undermine or redirect fundraising 

efforts of activists (CCL Convention Proceedings 1944-56; CLC Convention Proceedings 1956-88). 

Activists I interviewed shared many such stories. A common tactic used by CLC leadership and staff 

was to block resolutions by arguing that they ran contrary to CLC policy.66 This was because many 

of the resolutions put forward by activists were to support unions that were not in, nor had relations 

with, the ICFTU, such as in the case of SACTU. This jurisdictional argument was also the go-to for 

CLC representatives at labour councils, schools or federation events; these representatives would try 

and shut down discussions and activities by arguing that international affairs are the exclusive 

domain of the international department.67 The jurisdictional argument and the ones following from 

it, such as the importance of formal links and affiliations, operated to provide further impetus to 

demand more local control over international issues. 
                                                
64 The direct challenge to the CLC’s international practices also took the form of exposing some of the problematic 
aspects of their policies and practices historically. The Saskatoon Solidarity Committee pamphlet is one such document 
that circulated amongst left circles, bookstores and between solidarity organizations and which was sold at union 
conventions.  
 
65 I cannot get into the specifics of all the conflicts and points of convergence here. For more on the nuances, see 
McFarlane (1989), Gandall (1986), Luckhardt (2006), Southall (1994), Freeman (1997), and Nastovski (2014). 
 
66 Union activist #1 and #2 [interviews] 2011; union activist #21, #22, #25, #37, #42, #45, #47, #56, #57 and #59 
[interviews] 2012. 
 
67 Union activist #1 and #4 [interviews] 2011; union activist #57 and #59 [interviews] 2012.  
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The responses by organizers to these institutional barriers included direct defiance of the 

CLC International Department or ignoring them completely, developing grassroots support through 

mobilizing and educating members and local and council leadership, working to expose problematic 

aspects of their policies and practices, pushing for more local control, and offering an alternative 

model to the work of that department. Direct conflict between solidarity activists and CLC staff and 

leaders took place at conventions but also in council meetings and CLC educationals. It was evident 

in interviews that particularly in Western Canada there was a broad lack of interest and respect for 

the CLC in general, which translated into mostly ignoring their positions and the charting of their 

own policies.68 Examples of this include the history of the Vancouver and District Labour Council 

(VDLC), which has a proud history of defying CLC policy. There was also the Grain Services Union 

(GSU), which despite pressures from various union bodies, engaged in solidarity with WFTU-

affiliated Mozambiquan workers.69 One of my interviewees recounted that during the British Miners’ 

strike (1984-85), Dave Werlin supported bringing striking miners to Canada and touring them across 

the country despite the objections of the CLC, which, taking the lead from their sister federation the 

British, did not engage in or support solidarity efforts.70  

Grassroots organizing was an important way that activists dealt with these institutional 

challenges. They sought to build power and support by going to members directly, and this meant 

that they had incredible reach. Organizers found space to speak or raise issues on the agendas of 

meetings of locals and councils, sometimes touring international union guests to meetings of local 

unions or to workplaces themselves. The various solidarity campaigns operated differently in how 

they got this done, but most involved the work of activists across the country organized either as 

                                                
68 Union activist #1, #2, #3 and #6 [interviews] 2011; union activist # 7, #9, #13 and #20 [interviews] 2012.  
 
69 Union activist #2 [interviews] 2011; union activist #22, #23 and #24 [interviews] 2012.  
 
70 Union activist #3 [interviews] 2011.  
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loose or more formal networks and organizations. This strategy required that these activists draw 

upon the significant capacity they had due to the commitment of community-based solidarity 

activists spread out throughout numerous towns and cities and also was due to the knowledge and 

skills of migrants and refugees.  

While the International Department often got their policy papers approved at conventions, 

the International Department had little power to stop the core of the work of activists, which 

occurred at the local and workplace level. The scope and level of engagement of union members in 

these solidarity movements meant, for instance, that while the International Department supported 

the anti-Sandinista unions, they were unable politically to shut down the solidarity work extended to 

the new Sandinista unions or union support for these. The political backing of certain unions, like 

the Canadian Union of Postal Workers and the United Auto Workers Canadian Section (which 

became the Canadian Auto Workers [CAW] in 1984), particularly in the case of the anti-apartheid 

work, provided considerable strength to efforts to oppose the internationalism of the CLC.  

 

Worker Control  

The last strength of this organizing that I would like to note is how activists pushed for and won 

measures for democratic control over international solidarity work and decision-making in several 

unions. As I just noted, the organizing of activists on the worker-to-worker model had substantial 

reach, significantly raising the level of knowledge and engagement in international solidarity by rank-

and-file workers in several unions. This led to both political and structural changes to the practice of 

labour internationalism in Canadian unions, including the development of international committees. 

The institutional spaces workers won to do rank-and-file-directed and -led international solidarity is 

part of the success of the struggle against the policies and practices of the CLC International 
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Department. This was also a part of a larger process going on in this period, resulting in the building 

of women’s committees, anti-racism and workers of colour caucuses, and LGBT committees.  

Throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, international committees and funds were set up in 

federations, councils, locals, national and provincial unions, and Canadian sections of internationals. 

While labour councils were sites of contestation and worker-led international solidarity prior to this 

period, the development of committees and funds is something that arose at this time and was 

largely a product of the efforts of activists engaged in worker-to-worker solidarity. Committees 

sprung up in councils, locals, and provincial and national unions and sections of them. These new 

bodies ranged from very grassroots committees that were rank-and-file-based and interested in 

building direct worker-to-worker links through twinning projects, tours, and delegations to boards 

that managed CIDA-funded projects with often limited member involvement.  

Some of these committees were elected and others appointed by the leadership. and they 

varied in their structures and mandates. For instance, some focused on development aid projects 

such as the SILP, which was set up to be a rank-and-file-run body to decide on and work to carry 

out development projects with partner unions, with matching CIDA funds. These funds, run by 

boards, staff and leadership and/or committees, were originally established in the dominant private 

sector unions and in many ways mirrored the work of the CLC International Department in that 

solidarity as a practice was about the negotiation and management of development aid projects. 

However, many of these, such as SILP which was supported by CUPE, the Saskatchewan 

Government and General Employees Union (SGEU), the GSU, and the Retail, Wholesale and 

Department Store Union (RWDSU), engaged in projects that ran counter to the anti-communist 

framework and were designed to be a part of building relationships with partner unions 

internationally in line with the worker-to-worker model.71 Projects like SILP were a hybrid between 

                                                
71 Union activist #2 [interviews] 2011; union activist #22, #23 and #24 [interviews] 2012. 
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committees and funds because they developed and carried out education work and managed CIDA 

funded projects. Others focused on doing educational work inside their union or engaging in 

mobilization of workers to support various solidarity actions. The type of institutional mechanism 

for doing international labour solidarity that developed in specific unions is directly linked to the 

campaigns the core activists were involved in and their general orientation to international solidarity 

practice. For instance, the nature of the struggles in Central America meant that material resources 

were an important aspect of solidarity work. This was less prominent, for instance, in the case of the 

work against apartheid because, while funds were raised for SACTU, the priority was building the 

international campaign through boycott, divestment, and sanctions against apartheid South Africa.  

The level of success organizers had in pushing back CLC control, challenging their policies 

and practices, and setting up spaces for worker control and decision-making over this work arose 

from a sense of mutuality that organizers cultivated, but also with extensive leadership support at 

different levels. The openness of various leaders for developing new practices of labour 

internationalism arose in part from institutional changes in this period.72 This had to do with the rise 

of the public sector and the Canadianization of unions, which meant Canadian sections of 

international unions leaving their international union and forming an independent Canadian union 

amongst the Canadian membership.  

 

 

                                                
72 In some cases, the support of leadership was a significant factor in expanding the work and gaining the political capital 
to fight. An example of this is the work of the SACTU-SC. Winning the support of the leadership of the Canadian UAW 
and the Toronto CUPW local were essential for building the base, politically and materially, to carry out their work. 
Other groups won leadership support of certain unions and built bases within the local to do this work and to expand it 
to local councils and provincial federations. A further impetus for this approach was the desire to get lower and mid-
level leadership to take on this work in their unions. For instance, in the case of organizing delegations to Nicaragua, 
local presidents or other low/mid-level leaders who were viewed as having more capacity to develop solidarity work in 
their locals upon return were often targeted (union activist #2 and #4 [interviews] 2011; union activist #20, #35, #37, 
#52, #57 and #59 [interviews] 2012).  
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New and Renewed Unions 

For Canadian unions to achieve goals of socialism, you first of all had to control your own 
institutions.73 

 
This movement for changing unions gave rise to new unions and the renewal of unions on 

explicitly class-struggle models. In established international unions, this meant fighting against the 

conservative force of American-based leadership and staff. Many new unions were breakaways from 

internationals, such as the Canadian Association of Industrial, Mechanical and Allied Workers 

(CAIMAW), which affiliated with a new militant left nationalist labour central, the CCU, which in 

turn had emerged as an alternative to the CLC. Others broke away from their internationals but 

remained affiliated to the CLC, such as the CAW, formed in 1984 after splitting from the UAW.  

Others were entirely new unions set up to organize workers traditionally neglected or 

ignored by much of the existing labour movement. One such union was the Service, Office and 

Retail Workers Union of Canada (SORWUC), a socialist feminist workers’ union set up in Western 

Canada with the express purpose of organizing in sectors that were female dominated and 

unorganized (Smith 2009). Other new unions that emerged in this period were largely in the public 

sector and, while not established with an explicit class-struggle model of unionism, were quite 

militant in this period due to the nature of their struggles. These struggles took place in a context of 

serious state efforts to limit the ability of public sector workers to bargain and strike, and so in some 

cases to organize at all, these unions had to take up more militant strategies and actions. Other 

unions reinvented themselves in this period. One was the CSN,74 which had historically been a 

conservative Catholic union that secularized and radicalized in the 1960s (see Mills 2010; Guntzel 

1993). Another example of this was the CUPW (see Parrot 2005; Langford 1996; Tufts 1998).  

 

                                                
73 Union activist #5 [interviews] 2011.  

74 In English, the name of this union is the Confederation of National Trade Unions (CNTU).  
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Openings  

Canadian left nationalism made it easier for activists to find spaces to talk to union members, 

find political and material support, and make institutional changes to sustain the work. The rise of 

Canadian unions contributed to the increased space that opened in this period to discuss and 

reinvent international solidarity. The new and renewed unions that came up at this time created 

openings to reinvent or resuscitate international labour solidarity. This climate meant new openings 

ideologically and structurally, creating openings for rethinking policy and taking positions 

independent of the CLC or US headquarters. This is because new and renewed unions were in the 

midst of developing their own politics, priorities and practices, and the breakaway unions were re-

evaluating their past policies and practices that had been designed predominately in the United 

States.  

Pressure was coming from below via the work of solidarity organizers, but the climate of 

rethinking and challenging past practice and existing structures meant that there were various unions 

with leaders open to these efforts to take labour internationalism in a new direction. There are many 

examples of leaders openly defying CLC policy and actively supporting the efforts of organizers 

engaged in building member-run grassroots international labour solidarity.75 For instance, CUPW 

and CAW provided political and material support in the work against apartheid. This happened 

despite the CLC’s lack of support for the ANC and outright opposition to SACTU and the SACTU 

Solidarity Committee. This is significant because the Canadian section of the UAW was historically a 

strong force inside the CLC. Other examples raised by interviewed activists was the openness of the 

new public sector unions and many of their leaders to building a new labour internationalism that 

                                                
75 An early example of this was in Québec with the CSN, where a committee was set up in 1970 to do member-run 
international labour solidarity.  
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was decentralized and member-driven and to challenging the Cold War politics of the CLC’s 

international department.76  

The principal strengths of the worker-to-worker model that I have outlined provide an 

important lens for evaluating practices of internationalism today. To what extent do these practices 

challenge hegemonic ideas that limit worker power and resistance? Do they address the processes 

that re-entrench global divisions of labour such as imperialism and neo-colonialism? And to what 

extent do they support the self-activity of workers and their control over international solidarity? I 

now turn to some of the limitations of this model and its specific manifestation in the Canadian 

context in the 1970s and 1980s.  

 

Limitations and Challenges 

There are almost countless challenges to doing effective transformative international labour 

solidarity work. A few of these are: 1. the incredible capacity needed to carry out grassroots work 

amongst workers spread across thousands of workplaces; 2. the number of competing struggles and 

possibilities for solidarity and coordination coupled with limited energy and resources; 3. hegemonic 

ideas of race, white supremacy, patriarchy, and nationalism; and 4. the opportunism, careerism and 

co-optation of some union leaders, members, and staff. Underlying this is the broader abstraction of 

international solidarity through hegemonic ideas, but also real physical distance and differences in 

politics, socio-economic climates/contexts, and in places like Canada the embedded normalization 

of business union practice that frames international solidarity as being at best a marginal issue within 

the work of the union. 

Many of these challenges were at work in the development of the worker-to-worker model 

in Canada in this period. Here I consider three interrelated limitations of the organizing that arise 

                                                
76 Union activist #2, #4 and #5 [interviews] 2011; union activist #12 and #23 [interviews] 2012.  
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from the strengths and successes of the model. The first are the drawbacks and contradictions in the 

economic nationalist climate, particularly the way it was a site for a strong sense of mutuality but 

simultaneously operated in a tension with international solidarity by privileging the national terrain. 

The second is the economistic reading of imperialism that was dominant in this period and the way 

that this meant a failure to tie imperialism to racism and white supremacy, Lastly, I look at the 

problem of the sustainability of this work; a major strength was the way that they could draw from a 

huge number of activists to maintain it. The labour-intensive nature of this work, though, was also 

part of its limitation because the number of people needed to sustain it fluctuates and is not always 

available.   

 

Limitations of Left Nationalism 

Lurking behind such protectionist policies is the utterly utopian notion that the national state can 
win decisive battles against international capital.  

–David McNally (1991, 239)  
 

For V.I. Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg, and more recent scholars of labour internationalism like 

Victor Silverman, nationalism is a principal part of the failures of labour internationalism historically. 

Both Luxembourg and Lenin lamented the rise of nationalism amongst socialist parties during the 

First World War, seeing this as a tragic setback for working-class power; “Each universal workers’ 

organization, from Marx’s own international workingmen’s association to the world federation, 

failed in the end to overcome the penetration of national interests in class concerns” (Silverman 

2000, 13).  

While left nationalism served for a time to support a basis for mutuality, the adoption of a 

nationalist strategy for labour is at odds with internationalism in the true Marxist sense of uniting 

workers transnationally, as it reinforces the use of borders to support inequalities between workers 

and sustain the global division of labour. The left nationalisms of this period were primarily 
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economic nationalisms. Different varieties of economic nationalism have been mainstay forces 

within many labour movements. In Canada, economic nationalisms in the organized labour 

movement long pre-date the era examined here (TLC convention proceedings 1900–1956; CCL 

convention proceedings 1944–1956). These have been prominent amongst unionists from an array 

of political viewpoints and connected to various strategies for labour. The diverse strategies that 

follow from these economic nationalisms include direct support for the interests of one’s employer, 

blocking immigration, promoting corporatism, working to improve the social welfare state, fighting 

US imperialism, and developing a national industrial plan with the aim of nationalization. There are 

many more strategies and various rationales connected to the different economic nationalist forces 

inside the organized Canadian labour movement throughout its existence. 

The dominance of economic nationalism as a strategy in many unions speaks for some the 

contradiction of trade unions themselves and their unequal power vis-à-vis capital (Hyman 1975; 

Anderson 1967). This leaves workers trapped having to choose between ultimately absurd or 

contradictory options to win more just conditions. Economic nationalism constitutes one of these 

contradictory options. It translates, for instance, into the CAW fighting for government subsidies for 

General Motors (GM) or lobbying for their own jobs by pushing for their employers to win 

government contracts as seen in the Made in Canada campaign. Joan Sangster argues that the 

“nationalist response to capital mobility . . . consequently ended up supporting ideas that Canadian 

capital was somehow kinder and gentler” (Sangster 2006, 52).  

Dana Frank, assessing the history of economic nationalist strategies of labour in the United 

States, argues that neither “free trade” nor protectionism can be strategies for the emancipation of 

workers (Frank 2000).77 McNally similarly argues that economic nationalism traps us in a paradigm 

                                                
77 I put free trade in quotation marks because it essentially a charter for the rights of corporations and not what is 
classically known in economic theory as free trade. 
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that has no out for workers, since it is a strategy that is rooted in competition and is ultimately 

ineffective in fighting the internationalized capitalist economy (McNally 1991, 233).  

Some of the relevant critiques of nationalism on the left that I argue also apply to left 

nationalism as a basis for building international labour solidarity include: 1. that it undermines/exists 

in a tension with internationalism as a goal by ultimately privileging the national terrain, as was the 

case with socialist parties during the First World War (Foreman 1998; Luxemburg 1976); 2. the way 

that nationalism tends to shapes alliances with national capital, the state and their interests (Frank 

2004; Gordon 2010, 16; McNally 1991; Kellogg 1989); 3. the way it reinforces the border, thereby 

functioning to sustain the global division of labour shaped by practices and legacies of colonialism 

and imperialism; 4. the way it obscures class antagonisms thereby serving as a barrier to 

revolutionary and transformative strategies for labour.78  

 

Limitations of Counter-Hegemony 

While Canadian unions in this period often supported more democratic practices around 

international solidarity and often created more room for more progressive policies, this was not 

because there was something essentially more progressive about Canadian unions or Canadian 

workers. We see this, for instance, in the fact that the CLC’s anti-communist politics and practices 

were not imposed by American unions; they arose from the interests and efforts of Canadian trade 

unionists, many of whom were in international unions but who built a specifically Canadian anti-

communist internationalism (LAC CLC Fond; Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 1981). These 

operations were locally derived or homegrown, or both, and had a specific Canadian orientation in 
                                                
78 Luis M. Pozo argues that nationalism is a mechanism of class accommodation in that it renders the reality of class 
divisions politically irrelevant by stressing the “organic” unity of dominant and dominated (2007, 55). Pozo argues that 
Gramsci’s interest in national unity in Italy “prevented him from realizing that if the nation-people represented a 
hegemonic principle characteristic of bourgeois hegemony, then they could hardly form the basis for non-bourgeois 
hegemonic projects” (2007, 57). A similar critique was raised against Canadian left nationalism by Steve Moore and Debi 
Wells in 1975, who argued that nationalism only operates to obscure “antagonistic class divisions between Canadian 
capitalists and workers” (Kellogg 1989, 338).  
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terms of their sense of their international role; reflecting a more social democratic orientation than 

that of US labour.  

The idea that a militant orientation within Canadian unions could be achieved through the 

eradication of American union presence prevented a deeper examination of the ideological and 

structural issues that also existed in Canadian unions. In this period, winning autonomy from 

American unions was often effective for making progressive changes inside particular unions and for 

supporting greater militancy.79 However, gaining autonomy from American unions was not enough 

in and of itself to transform Canadian unions into more militant or progressive institutions or to 

institutionalize a radically different kind of programme for international labour solidarity. The 

movements for autonomy did create openings for the reinvention of labour internationalism in this 

time of left upsurge. However, the structural changes that were won were not sustainable without 

continuous counter-hegemonic work to maintain a radically different programme. This is because 

structural and organizational changes do not themselves change the underlying assumptions and 

hegemonic practices and ideas such as white supremacy and the developmentalist logic embedded 

within the dominant liberal narratives of global history. In this way, Canadian trade unionists who 

were interested in changing the international practices of their unions faced much of the same 

problems as American trade unionists.  

While activists confronted important aspects of global inequality, such as the critical 

institutions of neo-imperialism, they did not always consider the underlying social dimensions born 

of the historical development of global divisions of labour. This is partly the result of dominant 

economistic analyses of imperialism in this period. An example of this is the lack of consideration 

for hegemonic ideas and practices of racism and white supremacy in the analysis, design or carrying 

out of international solidarity efforts. Only a handful people I interviewed thought through the role 
                                                
79 There are many examples of this starting from the 1960s. One example is the CAW. For more, see Gindin 1989, 1995; 
Yates 1990.  
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of race and racism in organizing international labour solidarity. This significant omission is reflective 

of the lack of prominence of the question and analysis of race amongst many of the mainstream left 

groups in Canada in this period. The omission of the question and priority of the question of racism 

is especially interesting given the context of a racist labour market and settler-colonial context 

(Bannerji 1993, 1995, 2005; Calliste 1989, 1994, 1995; Creese 1987, 1988, 2007; Creese and Wiebe 

2012; Das Gupta 1996, 1999; Das Gupta, James and Maaka 2007; Dei 1996; Frager 1989, 1992; 

Goutor 2007a, 2007b, 2011; Satzewich 1990, 1998, 2000, 2011; Sharma 1997, 2001, 2002, 2006a; 

Thobani 2000a, 2000b, 2007), and points to deeper issues within the Canadian labour movement’s 

consideration of the link between exploitation and oppression.80  

There were of course exceptions to this omission of the social dimensions of the global 

division of labour and its concomitant hegemonic ideas. For instance, the anti-apartheid work 

explicitly considered the relations between race and class. The effects of differences between 

workers internationally in the social as well as the material spheres are important for a critical lens 

for understanding how solidarity efforts can function to re-entrench uneven relations of power or 

leave intact underlying ideas that support it. We therefore need to think through how the 

developmentalist logic continued to operate in this period of renewal and resistance to labour 

imperialism. One of the consequences of not considering the social and ideological aspects of 

uneven relations is that critical underlying aspects can remain intact, such as the function of the 

border or the way paternalistic relations can be reinforced through solidarity consisting primarily of 

government development aid projects.  

 

 

                                                
80 Exceptions to this include work in the prairies that made direct connections between anti-racism, anti-colonialism and 
labour internationalism and the work against South African apartheid more generally (union activist #2 and #4 
[interviews] 2011; union activist #16, #51 and #53).  
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Limitations of Sustainability and Institutionalization  

One of the great challenges of this model of international labour solidarity was the labour 

power it required. As worker-to-worker solidarity was both labour-intensive and at times expensive, 

the question of sustainability was a significant underlying problem. The issues included a limited 

capacity of the core activists to sustain the work long-term alongside their paid work and the 

problem of bringing in new activists who could devote the amount of time and energy to do 

solidarity work, largely on a voluntary basis. The pool of available activists and their ability to 

provide a focused commitment to solidarity work was constantly in flux. This varied depending on 

what other struggles were happening locally and the availability of paid work that was suited to 

organizing. This meant either work that was not terribly gruelling and demanding time-wise – or as 

in the case of those activists who were employed in CIDA funded “Learners Centres” set up to do 

community education about international development – work where union international solidarity 

organizing could be integrated into their paid work.81  

The difficulty of capacity coupled with an increasingly difficult climate for unions as the 

1980s unfolded (Panitch and Swartz 1984; Palmer and Goldfield 2007) meant a decreasing reach. 

The capacity to sustain this intense level of activity was a great strength through the 1970s and 1980s 

but became a limitation as the pool of activists waned. Activists tackled the challenge of the amount 

of effort and energy needed to sustain this work through different strategies. For some, the setting 

up of committees and funds was the way to sustain the work; in other places, union leadership took 

on hiring staff to manage international affairs. In yet other places, the work simply ended sometime 

in the 1990s.  

Forms of institutionalization in the union structures was a logical move for many and in line 

with efforts to gain more direct control over international solidarity by workers themselves. 

                                                
81 Union activist # 2 and #4 [interviews] 2011; union activist #25, #26, #27 and #41 [interviews] 2012.  
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However, institutionalization sometimes had the effect of changing this organizing altogether. For 

instance, development aid projects became the core of the work of many of the unions that do their 

own international solidarity work through a committee, fund, staff person or via their executive 

board. Development aid projects, some argued, were a way to engage in solidarity without needing 

large amounts of time or people; they could draw on the institutional strength of the union, for 

instance by hiring a staff person to manage projects. CIDA funding therefore became a pragmatic 

option for sustaining this work. Many factors contributed to this becoming a dominant institutional 

means to sustain solidarity work. Part of this had to do with where some of the activists were 

institutionally located, that is, in NGOs. Many activists were critical of the role of development aid 

and the relationship with the state (Carty and Smith 1981; Barry-Shaw and Oja-Jay 2012); however, 

many of these activists also received salaries from CIDA that subsidized their solidarity organizing 

and so they also witnessed CIDA money being used to support effective solidarity activities.  

In an era of substantial left upsurge in Canadian unions, it is curious how the question of 

state funding did not become a significant debate or dilemma for those working to re-define 

international labour solidarity. As a practice, CIDA funding and development aid projects became a 

practical means to create and fund new union spaces and a means to more democratically carry out 

solidarity efforts. Activists were not blind to the problems of state funding and Canadian state 

interests internationally. Some of the problems include: 1. the way accepting this funding can 

function to legitimize the actions and interests of CIDA itself and the Canadian state; 2. how it can 

maintain the unevenness of power between “partner” unions and can reinforce hegemonic white 

supremacy; 3. the way that CIDA guidelines shape the design of solidarity projects including where 

these projects can take place; and 4. how projects fall short or run counter to efforts at tackling 

larger processes that shape exploitation and oppression. Despite reservations by some, the promise 

of funding and its potential to provide an institutional means of sustainability outweighed concerns.  
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On the level of practice, the increase in the number of funds, boards and committees that 

undertook union development aid projects were limited in that they minimized the role of members 

and member action. This is part of the contradiction inherent in the problem of sustainability. On 

the one hand, funding and development projects meant a higher chance of sustainability because 

these did not require a constant renewal of an activist base. But it is precisely this minimized need 

that undermines such development projects as a means of sustaining a different model of labour 

internationalism, particularly a model based on members engaging in solidarity action on a wide scale 

and building worker-to-worker relationships. The focus on the negotiation and management of 

development projects makes the role of rank-and-file workers in the international practices of their 

unions superfluous or unnecessary. This in turn undermined the new model and its transformative 

potential.  

In this examination of efforts to build international labour solidarity in Canada, based on 

interviews with a wide number of activists across the country, I have shown that the movement for a 

new model of labour internationalism in the Canadian labour movement in the 1970s and 1980s was 

a significant departure from the institutionalized Cold War internationalism of the CLC. This 

movement provides an example of a transformative model of rank-and-file-driven and -focused 

international labour solidarity. The efforts of many different organizations and loose networks of 

union activists came together in this period to create new practices of labour internationalism based 

on class-struggle unionism. Activists developed practices centred on workers and worker power for 

acting in solidarity and were victorious in efforts to win more local control and democratic oversight 

regarding the direction of international solidarity work. They also strengthened direct links between 

unions in Canada and unions internationally as well as union relationships with community solidarity 

organizations. Altogether, this led to substantial institutional changes and functioned to push back 

the Cold War diplomacy and anti-communist development projects that became dominant in the 
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Canadian labour movement from the time when international departments were first set up.  

This movement slowed in the late 1990s but contributed to some of the approaches and 

organizing practices that developed within the labour movement against NAFTA and then in terms 

of the anti-globalization protests. The decline of this movement was a result of numerous historical 

factors, including decreased capacity and incorporation into the structures of various unions, the rise 

of neoliberalism, and decreased union power. Some of these factors continue to shape the 

conditions in which labour internationalism is organized in Canada today. These include 

neoliberalism, uneven capitalist development, and ideological barriers such as white supremacy, 

racism, patriarchy, and nationalism. There are also several structural challenges that organizers faced 

in doing this work that continue to exist as barriers for doing international labour solidarity inside 

unions. Some of these structurally embedded barriers are linked to the limits of trade unions 

themselves and need further consideration. Examining practices of grassroots labour 

internationalism in more depth is critical to thinking through possibilities for transformative forms 

of worker solidarity and coordination across borders today.  
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Conclusion 
 

Thinking Forward  
 

To conclude, I would like to consider what all of this means for thinking about how we 

move forward in trying to build effective means of internationalizing labour power grounded in 

transformative forms of solidarity. Besides the various impacts of the new imperialism shaping the 

nature of class struggles today, this is especially timely in the Canadian context since the demise of 

CIDA in 2013 under the Conservative government.1 With the end of CIDA funding, the CLC’s 

primary role internationally as a manager of development aid funding also came to an end. This 

means that both the CLC’s IAD and the unions that sponsor their own development projects have 

had to think about how to do international work in the absence of state aid funding. However, this 

has also created an opportunity to think about the possibilities of solidarity and coordination outside 

of the development aid framework. This is an important juncture. It is a critical time to reflect on 

the current terrain of class struggle globally, to reflect on openings for strengthening union power 

and confronting the way capital pits workers against each other for jobs and investment, and to 

reflect on how labour internationalism might play a role in shaping the strategies of workers these 

conditions.  

 
Reviewing the Analysis:  

Competing Traditions of Labour Internationalism in Canada through the Cold War  
 

I begin with a summary of the dissertation and why, despite the focus on the Cold War, the 

issues raised here are relevant for thinking about labour internationalism in our time. I offer some 

																																																								
1 I cannot delve into the nature of labour internationalism in the post-Cold War era; this must be left for another project. 
However, I can say that this era included innovative experiments in trying to develop coordinative practices, work for 
collaborating politically in confronting trade agreements, and the continued dominance of the development aid 
programme, sometimes involving outsourcing of the management of this work to allied NGOs. It has also been marked 
by residual ideological conflicts between revolutionary socialist activists, social democrats and business unionists. For 
more on some of the features of the post-Cold War period please see Nastovski 2014 and 2015.  
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reflections and consider the implications of different aspects of my analysis for the prospects of 

transformative solidarity today and for labour transformation more generally. To do this I outline a 

few of the principal lessons we can draw from the competing traditions that have constituted labour 

internationalism in Canada in the Cold War period. I end with a short overview of some of the gaps 

that remain.  

The dissertation began by situating the challenges and prospects for labour internationalism 

within the developments in global political economy since the 1940s. Here, I introduced Rebecca 

Johns’ distinction between transformative and accommodationist forms of international labour 

solidarity. I argued that we need to think about how to build transformative forms of international 

labour solidarity, that is, practices that oppose nationalism and imperialism, if we are to pose any 

challenge to the way capital currently operates to create competition between workers for jobs and 

investment. This project, however, ran up against the very contradictions inherent within unions as 

products of and tied to capitalism. The limitations of unions as organizations shaped and bound by 

the vicissitudes of the market means that we must think beyond organizational solutions to 

internationalizing labour power to include an analysis of the issue of class consciousness. To that 

end, the dissertation explored the competing practices of labour internationalism within Canada 

during the Cold War with a focus on class consciousness. This demanded both an analysis of class 

formation in Canada and an unpacking of the orientation and rationale grounding different practices 

and approaches to labour internationalism.  

In the first chapter, I situated my discussion within the debates on labour internationalism. 

Due to the limited scholarship on labour internationalism in Canada, the discussion focused on the 

debates and issues drawn out in the work on labour internationalism more generally. I moved from 

this discussion to the literature on labour imperialism, focusing mainly on the work the AFL and 

AFL-CIO. There I outlined the dilemma of labour imperialism, arguing that the impetus for labour 
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imperialism has been shown to arise from within unions themselves rather than having been 

imposed by states. I outlined the dominant explanatory frameworks for labour imperialism, which 

include the labour aristocracy thesis, business unionism, social democratic anti-communism, 

nationalism, and racism or white supremacy. I ended with a short discussion of conceptualizations 

of solidarity.  

In Chapter Two I outlined my methodology, which is grounded in anti-racism Marxist 

feminist theory. Here I introduced my theoretical approach to this history which, drawing from 

Gramsci, aimed to dialectically trace empire thinking within the labour movement and with attention 

to the tensions between the dominant historical forces. For Gramsci, going beyond the limits of 

economistic trade unionism means “subjecting to scrutiny ‘the so-called commonsense and 

instinctual notions that had penetrated the workers’ movement” (Annunziato 1988, 162). As such, in 

that chapter I traced the competing practices of labour internationalism as wars of position within 

the labour movement over the aims and strategies of trade union action, over capitalism itself and 

vis-à-vis the social nature of global divisions of labour and their local manifestations. Following 

from this, I outlined how I centre the social nature of class formation and relations in my analysis of 

the class consciousness reflected in the international labour wars of position and the local wars of 

position over labour internationalism.  

In Chapter Three I situated the labour wars of position within some key features of 

Canadian class formation; specifically, I outlined the importance of Canada as a white-settler colony 

and highlighted the role of gender – but also of race, and whiteness in particular – in the hierarchies 

shaping the labour market in Canada. I argued that the way workers made sense of and confronted 

these local social divisions of labour helps us to make sense of how global divisions of labour were 

understood and confronted. To situate the labour internationalisms during the Cold War, I explored 

the tensions between the different politics shaping the labour movement in the interwar years. In 
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this period, there was heightened struggle between competing philosophies of trade unionism and 

this, I argued, laid the groundwork for the contests over labour internationalism that arose during 

the Cold War.  

In Chapter Four, I provided my theoretical approach to labour internationalism, teasing out 

Gramsci’s conception of wars of position, delving deeper into Johns’ distinction between 

transformative and accommodationist forms of international labour solidarity, outlining the nature 

of the dominant competing philosophies of trade unionism at work in the Canadian context, and 

exploring the relevance of the labour aristocracy thesis as well as race and nation as explanatory 

frames. In this chapter, I situated the institutionalized labour internationalism that emerged in 

Canada in the early 1950s by outlining the burgeoning approaches to internationalism of the closest 

institutional allies to the CCL. This included the ICFTU, the AFL and British TUC, the CIO, and 

the SI.  

Chapter Five considered the nature of the institutionalized labour internationalism that 

emerged in the early 1950s within the CCL. In that chapter I argued that the dominant labour 

internationalism that emerged in Canada in this period, that of the CCL, can be characterized as 

somewhere between labour imperialism and accommodationist solidarity. This is because, while 

some of the practices were explicitly geared to undermine certain forces within labour movement 

internationally and develop competing anti-communist alternatives, other efforts, while having 

similar effects, were sometimes framed as forms of solidarity. Through four pivotal the cases, 

Kenya, the Colombo Plan, the Caribbean and Palestine, I explored the way that these practices were 

steeped in a philosophy of social partnership and how this social partnership was related to and 

reflective of the nature of Canadian class formation and the dominant ideas of race and nation that 

emerged alongside this.  
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In Chapter Six, I turned my attention to the 1970s and 1980s, exploring the continuities 

between the early programme of the CCL and the CLC’s orientation in this period. From there, I 

moved on to the rise of the New Left and the transformations inside Canadian labour that gave rise 

to a significant counter-force to the internationalism of the CLC. I argued that this internationalism, 

referred to by activists as “worker-to-worker,” was a transformative form of international labour 

solidarity that operated to challenge the logic of capital and imperialism as well as the model of 

social partnership. In the chapter, I explored some of the key lessons that can be drawn from this 

history regarding how to effectively build transformative solidarity as well as some of the challenges 

we need to think through. Despite the challenges organizers faced, they were able to effectively build 

transformative forms of solidarity by focusing on direct engagement of workers at all levels of union 

activity.  

 

The Dangers of Dismissal: Why these Histories Still Matter  
 
Atrocities of the past now being an embarrassment . . . must be denied, minimized, or conceptually 

bypassed.  
–Charles W. Mills (2008, 1391)  

 
By far the most significant challenge to taking up the lessons of this dissertation lies in the 

efforts to dismiss labour internationalism and particularly imperialism and accommodationist 

solidarity as irrelevant to the struggles of labour today. There are many ways this happens, some of 

which I outlined throughout the dissertation.  

First, arising from some left nationalist frameworks, is the dismissal of the international on 

the grounds of it being abstract and disconnected from real struggle, which is locally rooted. While 

all struggles and organizing happen in the place where we are, this does not itself necessitate viewing 
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national borders as the limits of the horizon of struggle.2 This orientation not only misses the 

transformative possibilities present in solidarity organizing, as places where workers can rethink the 

nature of struggle, rethink strategies, and open to new ways to coordinate fight-back, but it also ends 

up reinforcing social partnership as the only way forward. This framework views the international as 

at best marginal, as the pet project of groups of left activists or, at its most cynical, as part of the 

public relations of the union. There is also an outright dismissal of labour internationalism that arises 

from business unionism, whether nationally, regionally, or workplace oriented, that sees 

internationalism, racism, colonialism and imperialism as outside the mandate of the union. Like the 

TLC in the late 1940s, this strong sectionalist orientation responds to the international with a firm 

mantra of local first. What is important to note and to consider is how close the stark business union 

response is to some on the nationalist labour left.  

Second, and similar to the hostility displayed in relation to discussions of racism and 

sometimes still also to gender, the dark sides of solidarity are seen by some as dirty little secrets best 

kept quiet. The tendencies to dismiss or refuse to consider the dark sides of solidarity are even 

stronger today than they were when the first exposés about the British TUC and the AFL-CIO 

began to appear in the late 1960s. Given the level of union decline in the neoliberal era, rather than 

facilitating more frank discussions about such difficult dilemmas within labour history, what we have 

seen instead is a greater unwillingness to acknowledge a whole range of very real contradictions and 

dilemmas facing union organizing today. While I think that for the most part this dismissive 

tendency comes out of a real sense of crisis and protectiveness over unions and their future, whether 

coming from academics or union activists, leadership or staff, in the long run not be willing to face 

these issues leads us away from any chance of resuscitating unions as important sites of class 

																																																								
2 This is augmented by the hegemonic national horizons framing of much of the scholarship on labour renewal in much 
of the Global North (or regional horizon in the case of discussions of movements in the European Union), which has 
meant that the problem of imperialism is rarely posed as a labour question.  
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struggle. This reluctance, I argue goes deep and is not limited to labour imperialism, racism and 

patriarchy, but includes a reluctance to rethink the terrain of struggle, union philosophies, and the 

basic features of how we organize. Today in Canada, the reluctance to radically rethink how we 

organize has meant an ongoing decline of unions as sites of class struggle, seen in the marked 

decline of strikes and the turn more and more to business union strategies that are dependent on 

lawyers and the courts rather than on mobilizing workers to resist.  

Third, because labour imperialism goes to the heart of some of the central contradictions 

within unions and their alignment with national or regional blocs of capital and states, another 

response is to dismiss solidarity outright as having been limited to the Cold War or to a group of 

leaders. As I have shown, this alignment goes deeper than the proclivities or opportunism of those 

who developed the international programme of the CCL/CLC. This is evident in the way that the 

programme was rooted in class formation in Canada as a white-settler colony and the dominant 

ideological battles within labour in the early 20th century which predated the Cold War programme 

of CCL and CLC. And while the contours of labour internationalism in Canada in the 1990s and 

beyond needs to be critically unpacked, we see the ongoing relevance of the issues that arose during 

the Cold War when we examine the CLC’s position in support of the coup against Hugo Chavez 

and their ongoing alignment with the Histadrut (see Nastovski 2014). The tendency to dismiss the 

dark sides of solidarity as product of and limited to the Cold War not only masks the ongoing 

ideological battles, but also prevents the development of a critical lens for evaluating these practices 

and for thinking critically about how to develop effective transformative forms of solidarity today. I 

argue that the various bases for the alignments of labour with national or regional blocs of states and 

capital remain serious obstacles for internationalizing labour power today.  

Finally, we have the problem of how disconnected the international seems from the everyday 

life of trade union members. This disconnection, while an issue of the organization of trade unions 
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today, is also a question of class consciousness. In this respect, I think there is much to learn from 

the efforts of the activists that built worker-to-worker solidarity in the 1970s and 1980s. They were 

successful, for a time, in making the international clearly relevant and connected to the shop floor.  

 

Not all Internationalisms Are Made Equal:  
Towards a More Critical Lens –  

Confronting Imperialism, Tackling Global Divisions of Labour  
 

Rather than consider these difficult dilemmas arising from these histories, what we find in 

many of the studies of labour internationalism today are footnotes or disclaimers to the historically 

complicated picture of labour internationalism. As a union activist, I understand the desire to move 

forward and to sustain, as Gramsci argued, an optimism of the will, this optimism, however, must be 

checked by the intellectual pessimism born of our assessment of the nature of capitalism and power 

of workers within it. Thinking about moving forward, it is important to sustain optimism about 

possibilities, but also to consider the dark sides in our assessment of potential for solidarity and 

coordination. As Featherstone argues, “solidarities are constructed through uneven power relations 

and geographies,” and so activists must “develop a reflective approach to solidarity where we see 

practices of solidarity in this tension, as a process of working through the existence of this 

unevenness of power” (Featherstone 2012). This means contending with the nature and logic of 

capitalism and imperialism. It means thinking about the real material inequities that characterize 

global divisions of labour and the way they operate in the local through the border. It means 

considering the connection between exploitation and oppression in thinking through international 

labour solidarity. This is why Johns’ framework, which centres imperialism and nationalism, is so 

important in helping us to develop a critical lens for current practices.  

The history of labour internationalism in the 20th and into the 21st century is very 

complicated, diverse and contradictory. I argue that to do this we need to situate the current projects 
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aimed at internationalizing labour solidarity and power in this history and the lessons arising from it. 

Through analyses, such as the one I have offered in this dissertation, it is possible to develop a more 

critical eye for the evaluation of current efforts and prospects for international labour solidarity and 

coordination. As the concept of accommodationist solidarity highlights, this is not an easy task. 

Even in cases where the intention of unionists is solidaritic, their actions may very well reinforce and 

work to sustain global divisions of labour and the processes underlying them. For those of us who 

do think that the international is important, without a critical lens to for examining these practices 

we may be left with the lauding of all efforts towards internationalizing the strategies of labour, even 

when they translate into the globalizing of strategies arising from the philosophy of business 

unionism.3 On the one hand, there might be the most amazing example of an effective transnational 

union merger, but it is not something that can function in and of itself to resolve the question of 

labour strength nor can it be replicated in across spaces irrespective of the histories and ideological 

terrain of specific labour movements.  

And so, we need to think critically about mergers, international framework agreements and 

efforts to expand the scale of collective bargaining. While the current field of efforts and 

experiments at internationalizing labour power vary quite widely in their effectiveness in terms of 

specific struggles and which can sometimes be quite useful, their limitations arise from their failure 

to contend with the problem that extensions of scale cannot in and of themselves work to combat 

the structural disadvantage workers find themselves in within these strategies due to the nature of 

capitalism. For instance, extending collective bargaining processes internationally does not tackle the 

lack of enforceability of these mechanisms, the role of borders in deepening the disadvantage of 

																																																								
3 This is part of the problem of models of international labour solidarity and coordination arising from the dominant 
analysis of globalization; they do not call into question the structure and strategies of business unionism nor its 
underlying liberal pluralism and acceptance of capitalism. Nor do they challenge the underlying global division of labour 
rooted in the history of colonialism, imperialism and patriarchy sustained through the policies and practices of northern 
states and capital.  
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various groups of workers, and massive increases in unemployment and informality. A global view 

of current conditions demands political solutions to these questions.  

As Silverman argues, international corporate campaigns, for instance, may help pressure 

employers but “cannot substitute for nitty-gritty organizing, the building of organizational capacity 

at the local level, the development of skilled union activists, the commitment to struggle over the 

long term that makes union power” (Silverman 2010, 159-60). Silverman suggests that activists 

therefore need to combine local and global organizing with more effective political action (Silverman 

2010, 160). In sum, to move forward effectively, we need to develop a more critical lens to the 

emerging experiments in internationalizing labour solidarity and power. This needs to be grounded, 

as was Johns’ framework, in an analysis of global capitalist development, class formation and the 

implications of the social nature of global divisions of labour.  

 

Lessons for Thinking Forward 
 

Speaking of the radical forms of international labour solidarity of the early CIO, Andrew 

Howard argues that while the corporatism of the 1940s made this no longer tenable, “we cannot 

assume that the collapse of the postwar class compromise will necessarily produce an opposite trend 

toward renewal of class-based militancy in the foreseeable future” (Howard 1995, 379). And in fact, 

what we have seen, as “living and working conditions for workers in the North have deteriorated [. . 

.] has not been the growth of revolutionary consciousness and organization but instead the rise of 

reactionary ideas” (Post 2010, 4). And so in this era of neoliberal austerity, capital mobility, and the 

rising global reserve army of labour, while the contradictions and limitations of the historic 

compromise with the state and capital is increasingly difficult to occlude, what we  have seen is the 

increased importance of thinking through the ideological underpinnings of social partnership to 

make sense of the limited resistance. The history of Canadian labour internationalism during the 
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Cold War highlights, first, the need to develop a critical lens to practices of labour internationalism; 

second, the need to challenge union philosophies rooted in social partnership; third, the ongoing 

importance of unpacking and challenging the underlying racial and national dimensions of different 

views of social partnership; and fourth, the need to learn from and revive transformative forms of 

grassroots international labour solidarity.  

 

Social Partnership: The Path to Nowhere  
 

The same social pact that gave the labour movement in Europe strength in the post-World War II 
period is that same thing that is now leading the labour movement astray.  

-Asbjörn Wahl (2004, 1)  
 

As I have shown throughout my analysis, the disarming of labour that was part of the 

building of social partnership between it, the state and capital in Canada in the early post World War 

II era helped to facilitate the infrastructure of the new imperialism that has been unmaking labour 

strength since the 1970s. As the social partnership has been unravelled, unions built on the 

philosophy of social partnership have found themselves lost, nostalgic and/or holding firmly to 

strategies that today no longer make sense under the reconfigurations of global capitalist production. 

This nostalgia is dangerous. It denies the nature of conditions of workers across the globe in this 

period, which while translating into social welfare for those in many Northern states, in this same 

period workers in the South were subject to strategies of dispossession and displacement often 

supported by these same states. This nostalgia is also dangerous because it does not demand a 

radical rethinking of union philosophies and strategies. Instead, we see the use of moral or legal 

arguments and strategies to plead for crumbs of the massive levels of accumulation being generated 

in this era, and even union support for the use of public funds to subsidize national capital to 

protect or to win investments for new jobs. These are the contradictions unions find themselves in; 

workers need to fight for their jobs, unions need to fight for these jobs, but this strategy goes 
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nowhere in the end because the forces of global capital make the victories short and fleeting. 

Ultimately these strategies do not build the capacities of workers to resist locally or to challenge the 

competition being fuelled between workers internationally.  

 

Race, Nation and Social Partnership  

The accommodationist tendencies of the union philosophy of social partnership and its 

related racial and national dimensions cannot be disregarded as the failure, sabotage or opportunism 

of sections of the labour leadership. This is evident today in the case of sections of the American 

working class who support the presidency of Donald Trump, the rise of far-right parties in Europe, 

the politics of Brexit, and in some of the responses within Canada to the Syrian refugee crisis or to 

the Temporary Foreign Workers Programme (TFWP) with nationalist and white supremacist vitriol, 

the ideological bases upholding various configurations of social partnership are far more deeply 

rooted. In the case of Trump, we see an economic nationalist politics that reinforces a sense of the 

moral entitlements due to the white working class. This force challenges free trade, but not from an 

anti-capitalist position. Trump and his supporters are not aberrations. Their framework is simply a 

barer expression of the racial and national dimensions that are part of the rationale of numerous 

strategies for national social partnerships since the rise of nationalism.4 This current manifestation of 

economic nationalism in the United States is not so far from the racism and nationalism present, say, 

in the actions of American and Canadian autoworkers in the 1980s who smashed Japanese cars.5 The 

racial and national dimensions of the alignment with national or regional blocs of states and capital 

is not an aberration, but rather a logical component of the sectional thinking that makes economic 

																																																								
4 We get a clear view of the ongoing relevance of this tendency in the Canadian context today in debates on the TFWP. 
The responses from some unionists in Canada have highlighted the racial and national assumptions embedded in their 
position on the program (see Goutor and Ramsaroop 2010). 
 
5	For more, see Frank 2000.	
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nationalism make sense. And so, as I have outlined throughout the dissertation, those who want to 

strengthen working-class consciousness and power need to contend with the imperial thinking that 

produces a sense of mutuality between workers, their employers, and the state rather than moving 

them to confront the processes that work to support exploitative and oppressive practices that 

deepen global divisions of labour.  

Racism, white supremacy and nationalism need to be considered in our thinking about class 

consciousness and the possibilities for transformative forms of solidarity. This poses challenges for 

some part of the revolutionary left in Canada. On the one hand, activists who were engaged in 

building transformative forms of solidarity did much, I would argue, to help support a response by 

labour to the onset of free trade that simultaneously challenged xenophobia. On the other hand, 

many sections of the left today are reluctant to rethink nationalism and have yet to develop a radical 

approach to racial justice. Although these issues are being taken up today by many younger activists, 

there is the problem that these activists either do not find themselves in unionized workplaces (as 

unionization rates have declined) or they do not see the labour movement as an important site of 

class struggle.  

 

Radical Reconfigurations: Counter-Hegemony and the Building of Class Struggle Unionism 
 

This brings us to the final point I would like to draw out from this research, and that is the 

need to revive class-struggle unionism, which is to make unions schools of war and sites of counter-

hegemony. This project necessarily entails a confrontation with the racial and national dimensions 

underpinning social partnership. Otherwise, without an international and historical lens to the 

problem of labour, we will remain stuck in confines of social partnership while we organize where 

we live and work. An international lens serves to illuminate the contradictions in the union 

philosophy rooted in social partnership. Transformative forms of international labour solidarity are 
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part of the overall effort to build an international lens to the problems facing labour. As counter-

hegemonic sites, experiences of transformative solidarity can shape a different conception of the 

terrain of struggle, while also being empowering experiences and sites that build new activists. 

 

Gaps Remaining 
 

Much remains to be studied in greater detail. In this dissertation, I have provided some of 

the broad strokes of a large historical period. There are many issues I could not address fully or at 

all; more needs be thought through and debated in order to assess and rethink the purpose and 

practice of labour internationalism and the possibilities for developing new mechanisms of 

international solidarity.  

I will end by outlining a few different areas that demand attention. For one, it would be 

useful to think more deeply about the relation between the CCL’s internationalism during the early 

Cold War and their human rights work. While I note this peripherally in a few areas of this 

dissertation, this would be useful to arrive at a clearer understanding of how accommodationist 

solidarity evolved. Second, it would be interesting to explore why the Canadian New Left did not 

develop a radical analysis of racial injustice. Third, following from the issues raised in this study, it 

would be useful to evaluate how this internationalism evolved in the 1990s until today. Fourth, 

understanding prospects for transformative forms of international labour solidarity also demands a 

closer look at how rank-and-file union workers in Canada think about international terrain as a part 

of the work of the union. Fifth, it would be useful to explore the connections and disconnections 

between anti-racist organizing and international solidarity activism inside Canadian unions today. 

There are also some important questions we need to consider. How do we build solidarity action 

that is itself an emancipatory activity, one that is anti-imperialist and aimed at challenging the 

reproduction of relations of inequality based on the historical development of capitalism? What does 
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that mean for the relationship between unions and state funding? How do we build solidarity actions 

that are member driven and that serve to simultaneously build local capacity rather than making 

more skilled managers? Addressing these questions is critical to any effort to rethink the possibilities 

of international labour solidarity today.  
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Appendix A:  

Interview Questions 
 
Background Questions: 
 
1. What union(s) do you come out of and how have you been active in your union? 
 
2. What drew you to become active as a trade unionist?  
 
3. Why did you become involved in international solidarity work?  
 
Organizing: 
 
4.  What were the goals of the international solidarity work you were involved in?   
 
5. What were some of the strategies and tactics of the work you did?  
i.e. types of actions you engaged in.  
 
6. In the organizing that you were/have been involved with, did/do you coordinate with 
groups or activists outside the labour movement? i.e. community organizations, NGO’s, 
political parties  
Or was the work focused solely within labour/amongst union activists and members? 
 
-If yes, what groups did you work with and how did you relate to them? i.e. via a network, 
coalition, more informally?  
 
-If no, why did you choose to focus on building solidarity solely within organized labour? 
 
7. What was/is the nature of your relationship with the unions/movements you work(ed) 
with internationally  
 
8. Did you work to connect your international solidarity organizing to other related local 
struggles? i.e. anti-colonial struggles in Canada, anti-racist, feminist struggles? Or local 
struggles around neoliberalism, etc…?  
 
-If yes, how did your organizing connect to struggles locally? What kinds of links did you 
draw? i.e. were these links reflected in how you organized? 
 
9. Was there a link between the international solidarity organizing you were engaged in and 
other struggles/organizing you were involved with within your union? i.e. around union 
democracy, toward greater militancy or against racism, sexism, homophobia? 
 
10. What role if any did the Canadian International Development Agency play in the work 
you were involved in?  
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Influence on Direction: 
 
11. When you were organizing, did you find international labour organizations such as the 
ICFTU/ITUC, trade secretariats/global union federations helpful in your organizing? Did 
their work influence your organizing?  
 
12. Did/Have the positions of the AFL-CIO on international issues influence/d the 
positions taken in your union? Or at the CLC?  
 

(For those organizing in the 80s only) 
How (if at all) did the strength of Canadian left nationalism within labour in the 80s 

influence your international solidarity work? 
 
13. Have any political parties (or ideologies) been an important influence on why and how 
you organize/d?  
 
Challenges: 
 
14. In your opinion, how have you seen labour international solidarity work change since 
you were first involved? Changes/Continuities?  
 
15. What kinds of challenges did/do you face in trying to build support and participation 
amongst union members?  
 
16. Was your organizing ever met with significant resistance by leadership or staff in your 
union or council/federation or the congress? (how, why?) 
 
Purpose/Vision: 
 
17. In your experience, what has been the focus of International Solidarity in labour?  
i.e. Diplomatic relations? Lobbying? Policy? Projects with NGO’s? Member mobilization?  
a combination?  
 
18. What are your thoughts on how international solidarity can be strengthened/deepened?  
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Appendix B 
Letter Soliciting Interviewees and List of Unions Contacted 

 
Katherine Nastovski 
Doctoral Candidate, 

Department of Social and Political Thought 
York University 

 
 
Attn: Union or Council Executive Board 
 
 Greetings, I am writing to request your participation in research I am conducting 
into the history of international labour solidarity in Canada. I am a union activist who is 
currently working on a PhD on labour history. This winter I will be travelling across Canada 
to interview union activists, leaders and staff who have been active around issues of 
International labour solidarity. There is currently no work done on this important aspect of 
our history as a labour movement. In this era of globalization, solidarity with workers 
internationally is even more important than ever. I hope that providing this picture of our 
history of international solidarity will be useful to help us reflect on how we organize in the 
future. 

I am interested in interviewing anyone in your union or council who has been active 
in these issues and who would like to share their experiences. The interviews would last for 
about half an hour to an hour and a half depending on how much detail the interviewee 
would like to share with me. Below is a schedule of when I plan to be in each region of the 
country. If there is someone from your union who is interested in being interviewed I can be 
reached by phone at 416-828-3851 or email at knastov@yorku.ca. If the dates that I will be 
in your region do not work, I can also arrange to set up an interview by phone. All the 
interviews will be confidential and the interviewee is free to answer only the questions they 
wish and may stop at any time. I greatly appreciate your help. The participation of union 
activists, leaders and staff are essential to making this project happen.   
 
Calgary: December 19-21 
Edmonton: December 22-28 
Vancouver: December 29-January 7 
Regina and Saskatoon: January 8-11 
Winnipeg: January 12-15 
Halifax, St. John’s, NB and Charlottetown: February 6-10 
Montreal: February 11-15 
Ottawa: February 16-21 
Sudbury and other Northern Ontario Cities: February 25-28 
Toronto and Southern Ontario: (Flexible) February 28-April 1 
 
 
In Solidarity,  
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Katherine Nastovski 
Doctoral Candidate in Social and Political Thought 
York University 
 
Department of Social and Political Thought 
York University 
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Appendix C: 

Informed Consent for Research 
 
Informed Consent Form for Social Science Research 
 
Title of Project:  
Struggles in Solidarity – Internationalism and Organized Workers in Canada 
 
Principal Investigator: Katherine Nastovski 
     PhD Candidate 
     Graduate Program in Social and Political Thought 

  York University      
 

Advisor:     Professor Himani Bannerji 
  Sociology Department 
  York University 

    
 
 
Purpose of the Study: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. Data that I collect from these interviews will be 
used to inform my PhD dissertation. The purpose of this research project is to examine the 
history of Internationalism within the Canadian labour movement. The people interviewed 
for this project have been involved in the labour movement as rank and file activists, staff or 
in leadership positions or have worked with labour organizations in the process of building 
international solidarity campaigns.  

 
Procedures to be followed:  
 
 This interview should take approximately one hour. The interview will be recorded in 
order to review your responses in more detail.  
 
Statement of Confidentiality:  
 

Your participation in this research is confidential. Confidentiality will be provided to the 
fullest extent possible by law. Your real name will not be used anywhere in the recording of 
this interview or in my interview notes. The recording of this interview and the notes I have 
taken will be stored and secured in a locked cabinet until the dissertation project is completed 
(approximately two years). After the project is completed all written notes will be shredded 
and recordings will be erased. Only I will have access to the recording and interview notes. In 
the event of a publication or presentation resulting from the research, no personally 
identifiable information will be shared. 
 
Risks and Benefits of Participation: 
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 I see these interviews contributing to a larger collective process of critical reflection of 
labour movement history and the history of solidarity movements. Some of the questions 
might make you uncomfortable due to the sensitive nature of the questions asked. All steps 
have been taken to minimize discomfort and you have the option to refuse to answer any 
question and to withdraw from the study at any time. As noted above, the identity of all 
participants will be kept confidential.   
 
Right to Ask Questions:  
 
Please feel comfortable to ask questions or raise concerns at anytime during the interview. 
After the interview you can contact me or my supervisor at anytime with questions or 
concerns about this study. Contact information can be found at the top of this form. You 
may also direct questions or concerns to the Social and Political Thought Graduate Program 
Office at York University (416 - 736 -5320), or if you have any questions about this process, 
or about your rights as a participant in the study, please contact the Sr. Manager & Policy 
Advisor for the Office of Research Ethics, 5th Floor, York Research Tower, York University 
(telephone 416-736-5914 or e-mail ore@yorku.ca). 

 
Voluntary Participation:  
 

Your decision to be in this research is voluntary. The decision not to volunteer will 
not influence the nature of the potential participants’ relationship with the researchers, York 
University, or any other group associated with this project ether now, or in the future. You 
can stop at any time. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer. 
The decision to stop participating , or to refuse to answer particular questions will not affect 
the participants’ relationship with the researchers, York University, or any other group 
associated with the project. Refusal to take part in or withdrawing from this study will involve 
no penalty or loss of benefits you would receive otherwise. If you choose to withdraw from 
the study, all data generated as a consequence of your participation shall be destroyed. 
 
 This research project has been reviewed and approved by the Human Participants 
Review Subcommittee, York University’s Ethics Review Board and conforms to the standards 
of the Canadian Tri-Council Research Ethics guidelines.   
 

You must be 18 years of age or older to consent to take part in this research study.  If 
you agree to take part in this research study and the information outlined above, please sign 
your name and indicate the date below.   
 
You will be given a copy of this form for your records. 
 
 
Legal Rights and Signatures: 
 
I                                           consent to participate in Internationalism and Organized Workers in 
Canada conducted by Katherine Nastovski.  I have understood the nature of this project and 
wish to participate.  I am not waiving any of my legal rights by signing this form.  My 
signature below indicates my consent. 
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_____________________________________________   
Participant Signature       Date 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________________________   
Person Obtaining Consent      Date 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix D: 
Certificate: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans 
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Appendix E: 
List of Archives Consulted 

 
 

Canadian Labour Congress Archives. Canadian Labour Congress National Headquarters,  
 Ottawa, Ontario, Canada (CLC). 
 
Canadian Labour Congress Fond, MG28-I103. Libraries and Archives Canada,  
 Ottawa, Ontario, Canada (LAC CLC Fond). 
 
Kaplansky Fond. MG30 A53. Libraries and Archives Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada  
 (LAC Kaplanksy Fond).  
 
Canadian Association for Labour Israel Collection (CALI). Canadian Jewish Congress  
 Charities Committee National Archives (CJCCC), Montreal, Québec (CJCCC CALI  
 Fond). 
 
Histadrut/Shurem Collection. Canadian Jewish Congress Charities Committee National  
 Archives, Montreal, Québec (CJCCC Histadrut/Shurem Fond). 
 
International Confederation of Free Trade Unions Fond. International Institute of Social  
 History, Amsterdam, The Netherlands (IISH ICFTU Fond).  
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Appendix F: 

Glossary 
 

 
ACCL            All-Canadian Congress of Labour 
AFL              American Federation of Labour 
AFL-CIO      American Federation of Labour-Congress of Industrial Organizations 
AIFLD          American Institute of Free Labor Development  
ARO             African Regional Organization of the ICFTU 
BCTUG        British Columbia Trade Union Group 
BNAC           British-North American Committee 
CAC              Canadian American Committee 
CADORIT    Caribbean Area Division of the Inter-American Regional Workers  
                      Organization 
CAIMAW      Canadian Association of Industrial, Mechanical and Allied Workers  
CALI             Canadian Association for Labour Israel 
CAW             Canadian Auto Workers 
CBRE            Canadian Brotherhood of Railway Employees 
CBTU            Coalition of Black Trade Unionists 
CCF               Cooperative Commonwealth Federation  
CCL               Canadian Congress of Labour 
CCU              Confederation of Canadian Unions 
CGIL             Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro (The General Italian  
                      Confederation of Labour) 
CIA               Central Intelligence Agency  
CIDA            Canadian International Development Agency  
CIIA              Canadian Institute on International Affairs 
CIO               Congress of Industrial Organizations  
CISL              Confederazione Italians Sindicati Lavoratori (The Italian Confederation of  
           Workers’ Unions) 
CLA              Chinese Labour Association 
CLC               Canadian Labour Congress 
CPC               Communist Party of Canada 
CPU              Communist Party of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
CSN               Confédération syndicats nationaux (also known as CNTU – the  
           Confederation of National Trade Unions)   
CTAL            Confderacion de Trabajadoes de America Latina (Confederation of Workers  
           in Latin America)  
CTC              Central Trabajadores de Cuba (Workers Central Cuba)  
CUPE            Canadian Union of Public Employees 
CUPW           Canadian Union of Postal Workers 
CWPA           Chinese Workers’ Protective Association 
DGB              Deutscher Gewertschaftsbund (Confederation of German Trade Unions) 
EATUC         East African Trade Union Congress 
FO                 Force Ouvriére (General Confederation of Labour – Workers’ Force) 
GATT           General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
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GSU              Grain Services Union 
GUF’s           Global Union Federation           
HTUC           Histadrut Trade Union Council  
IAC               International Affairs Committee (CCL/CLC) 
IAD               International Affairs Department (CCL/CLC) 
ICFTU           International Confederation of Free Trade Unions 
ICIDI            Independent Commission on International Development Issues  
IFTU             International Federation of Trade Unions 
IFLWU          International Fur and Leather Workers Union 
ILGWU         International Ladies Garment Workers Union  
ILO               International Labour Organization 
IMF               International Monetary Fund 
ITUC             International Trade Union Congress 
ITS’s              International Trade Secretariats 
JLC                Jewish Labour Committee 
KFRTU         Kenyan Federation of Registered Trade Unions 
KFTU            Kenyan Federation of Trade Unions (Formerly KFRTU) 
KoL               Knights of Labour 
LAWG           Latin American Working Group 
NAFTA         North American Free Trade Agreement 
NATO           North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
NDP              New Democratic Party 
NED              National Endowment for Democracy 
NIEAP          Non=Immigrant Employment Authorization Program 
NIEO            New International Economic Order 
NLI                New Labour Internationalism 
OBU              One Big Union 
OLI                Old Labour Internationalism 
ORIT             Inter-American Regional Workers’ Organization 
SACP             South African Communist Party 
SI                   Socialist International 
SILP               Saskatchewan International Development Project 
RILU              Red International of Labour Unions 
RWDSU         Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union 
SACTU          South African Congress of Trade Unions 
SACTU-SC    SACTU Solidarity Committee 
SEATO          South East Asia Treaty Organization 
SEIU              Service Employees International Union 
SGEU             Saskatchewan Government and General Employees’ Union 
SORWUC      Service, Office and Retail Workers Union of Canada 
SSC                Saskatoon Solidarity Committee 
TCLSAC        Toronto Committee for the Liberation of Southern Africa 
TFWP            Temporary Foreign Worker Program 
TLC               Trades and Labour Congress 
TUC               British Trades Union Congress 
UAW              United Auto Workers 
UE                 United Electrical, Radio and Machine Workers of America 
UFCW           United Food and Commercial Workers 
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UIL                Unione Italiana Del Lavoro (Italian Union of Labour) 
UNCTC         United Nations Commission on Transnational Corporations 
UNITE-         Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees – Hotel 
HERE            Employees and Restaurant Employees 
USAID           United States Agency for International Development 
USW               United Steelworkers        
WB                 World Bank  
WCL              World Congress of Labour 
WFTU            World Federation of Labour 
WUL              Workers Unity League 
VDLC            Vancouver and District Labour Council  
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