
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Trade Unions in Sri Lanka under Globalisation:  

 
 Reinventing Worker Solidarity 

 

by 

S. Janaka Biyanwila  

UWA Business School, 

Organisational and Labour Studies 

Student No: 0168857 

 

 

 

This thesis presented for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

The University of Western Australia 

August 2003 



 

 

DECLARATION 

This is to certify that the thesis is the work of the candidate alone and has not been 
submitted in the whole or in part in respect of any other academic award. 

 

Signed ____________________________________________________________  

(S. Janaka Biyanwila) 

 

Date ______________________________________________________________  
 



 

Abstract 

 
This study examines trade union resistance to the post 1977 Export Oriented Industrialisation 

(EOI) strategies in Sri Lanka, and the possibilities of developing new strategic options. In contrast 

to perspectives that narrow unions to political economic dimensions, this study emphasises the 

cultural and the movement dimensions of unions. The purpose of the study is to understand the 

ways unions can regain their role as civil society actors on the basis of building worker solidarity.  

 

The study is divided into two main parts. The first part focuses on the features and tendencies of 

social movement unionism as advancing new possibilities towards revitalising unions. Under 

globalisation, unions are faced with an increasingly casualised labour force with more women 

absorbed as wage workers. The promotion of labour market deregulation and privatisation, 

endorsed by neo-liberal ideologies of competitive individualism, illustrates the narrowing of 

unions to the workplace while undermining worker solidarity. The first part of this research 

describes the impact of :neo-liberal globalisation on trade unions; conceptualisation  of and 

resistance to globalisation; the essence of trade unions; social movement unionism and labour 

internationalism. According to social movement unionism perspectives, party independent union 

strategies, based on elements of internal democracy and structured alliances open the possibility 

of emphasising the movement dimension of unions.   

 

The second part explains the context of unions in Sri Lanka, focusing on three unions - the 

Nurses, Tea Plantation workers, and Free Trade Zone workers.  In terms of the structural context, 

Sri Lankan unions faced a multi-faceted weakening under the post-1977 EOI policies. The 

assertion of an authoritarian state, promoting interests of capital, enhanced the fragmentation of 

unions along party differences that were further compounded by divisions along ethnic identity 

politics. Moreover, the increasing militarisation of the state, which maintains a protracted ethnic 

war, reinforced coercive state strategies restraining union resistance and shrinking the realm of 

civil society. In confronting state strategies of labour market deregulation and privatisation, the 

enduring party subordinated unions are increasingly inadequate. In contrast, the three unions in 

this study express forms of party-independent union strategies. By analysing their modes of 

resistance – related to the articulation of worker interests, their organisational modes, and their 

engagement in representative and movement politics – the study explores the possibility of 

developing a social movement unionism orientation in order to regain their role as civil society 

actors.  
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With the launch of the “open economy” in 1977, trade unions in Sri Lanka entered a new 

mode of global integration that restrained their capacity to build worker solidarity. The 

new state strategies of privatisation and deregulation, also meant an increasingly casualised 

and ‘feminised’ labour force that reconstituted trade unions in terms of their engagement in 

representative and movement politics. This study examines trade union resistance to the 

effects of neo-liberal globalisation. In particular, it looks at developing new strategic 

options that can reinforce the movement dimension of unions. The thesis focuses on the 

ways unions are mobilised as civil society actors and what this means in terms of 

organising and building worker solidarity.  

 

Given the variety of ways unions are organised and mobilised, there is an ongoing debate 

underpinned by differing views on trade unions. Avoiding narrowly economic and political 

perspectives that emphasise institutional and state-centred approaches to unions, this study 

builds on society-centred approaches to unions, described as social movement unionism 

(Lambert, 2000; Waterman, 1993, 2001; Moody 1997; Webster, 1987). While a civil 

society, or a 'swords of justice' (Flanders, 1968; Hyman, 1999) standpoint on unions 

highlights organised collaboration or resistance, social movement unionism focuses on 

their movement dimension, meaning they are perceived as moral economic actors engaged 

in social transformation.  
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The normative issues posed by trade unions concern the collective struggles of workers in 

a moral economy. The moral economy is defined as “a set of norms and sentiments 

regarding responsibilities and rights of individuals and institutions with respect to others, 

extending beyond matters of justice towards a notion of “good society'” (Sayer, 2000). 

Trade union struggles against conditions of exploitation and subordination concern matters 

of justice and equality, as well as issues of care. The considerations of moral economy look 

at trade unions in terms of the interplay between instrumental actions and intrinsic values. 

Thus, unions give expression to the ways organised workers weigh their instrumental 

options with the evaluation of their consequences on human welfare (Sayer, 1999). In 

situating trade unions as moral economic and, in turn, civil society actors, the purpose is to 

understand how intentional collective actions of unions shape this interaction between 

instrumental actions (economy) and values, in order to build solidarity. As for strategic 

options, the core of this study looks at trade union limits and possibilities of developing a 

social movement unionism orientation. 

 

Historical Background 

Trade unions in Sri Lanka emerged in a context of a colonial plantation economy. The new 

wage labourers were embedded and shaped by feudal relations of production in an agrarian 

subsistence economy (Jayawardena, 1971: ix). The integration of workers in a colonial 

division of labour induced the buying and selling of labour in labour markets, first by the 

Dutch (1658-1796) then by the British (1796-1947). The role of trade unions in the anti-

colonial struggle and their integration into the post-colonial state were pivotal in 

democratising labour markets. In turn, their integration in a new international division of 

labour represents a rolling back of democratic arrangements.  

 

The relationship with the capitalist world market as a producer of primary products shaped 

the working classes and the division of labour in ‘Ceylon’. In this South Asian island, most 

plantation workers, engaged in tea, rubber and coconut crops, were migrant bonded Tamil 

workers from villages in South India. Along with migrant Indian workers, rural migrant 

workers formed the main source of wage labour in urban factories. Meanwhile, the 

mercantilist colonial state incorporated the new groups of propertied classes (land-owners, 

regional aristocracy, and merchants) who co-ordinated, as well as furthered, new property 

relations and relations of production. In countering the cultural and moral hegemony of the 

colonial state, the anti-colonial struggle and its cultural identities of nationhood, also 
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recognised the significance of an emerging labour movement. This critical role of the 

working classes in the independence struggle, democratised the post-colonial nation-state, 

extending state social provision (Ch. 7). 

 

The transformation of relations of production under colonial capitalism also changed the 

realm of social reproduction. While patriarchy existed prior to colonial capitalism in Sri 

Lanka, the changes in property relations and their legal dimension, reorganised the gender 

division of labour and power, restraining women’s status and access to property 

(Grossholtz, 1984:128). In terms of class formation, in the 1800s, the semi-proletariat 

women workers on the tea plantations represented the most marginalised and exploited 

workers in the island (Jayawardena, 1974:18). Even today, these women workers are 

entrenched in conditions of poverty and malnutrition, illustrating enduring structures of 

exploitation and subordination. While the majority of non-plantation women workers were 

engaged in subsistence farming, they also worked as unskilled workers in factories and as 

domestic servants in town (Ibid.).  

  

The participation of trade unions in anti-colonial struggles intertwined with a range of 

social movements, such as the religious revival (Buddhist, Hindu and Islam), the 

Theosophists, the Social Service Movement, and the Christian Temperance movement 

(Jayawardena, 1972: Ch. 7). The early struggles for social reform in the 1880s combined 

with working-class struggles a decade later. Formed by skilled factory workers in towns, 

the pioneering unions developed into a labour movement led by bourgeoisie and petty-

bourgeoisie men, and a small number of women (Ibid. 1974:18). This early history of 

unions in Sri Lanka also highlights the significance of cultural, thus moral economic, 

dimensions of worker struggles against a capitalist mode of production “brought in from 

outside” under conditions of colonialism and imperialism (Ch. 7.).  

 

The early civil society in Sri Lanka unfolds with the universal adult franchise in 1931, that 

established elected representation, while institutionalising and domesticating social protests 

through working class parties and trade unions (Uyangoda, 2000:62). By the time of 

independence in 1947, unlike in India, the colonial state incorporated the early anti-

colonial nationalist movements (Ibid.). Nevertheless, trade union struggles led by working 

class parties, inserted class relations within the boundaries of civic status. In the post-

independence period, the labour movement as a key civil society actor, coincided with 

Sinhala and Tamil ethno-nationalist social movements that emphasised caste alliances 
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(Ibid. :63). Meanwhile, the emergence of the ‘human rights movement’ following the 1971 

youth insurrection, and the re-assertion of the women’s movement in the mid 1970’s, 

revealed the exclusionary practices of the labour movement. The realm of civil society 

drastically retreated with the 1983 anti-Tamil violence and the 1988-89 period of ‘terror’. 

By the mid 1990s, civil society re-emerged with actors engaged in human rights, 

constitutional reform, democratic governance, peace and conflict resolution, and women’s 

rights (Ibid. :74). 

 

The incorporation of unions into the post-colonial development state, institutionalised 

union strategies while subordinating them to political parties. The unions expanded, 

particularly during the ‘closed economy’ 1956-77 period, democratising labour market 

institutions and establishing corporatist relations. However, nearly 80 years after their first 

appearance, and 30 years after independence, the Sri Lankan unions had exhausted their 

capacity for popular mobilisations. The fragmentation of trade unions weakened their 

movement dimension, therefore, their identities as credible actors in civil society.  

Export Oriented Industrialisation 

The post 1977 Export Oriented Industrialisation (EOI) strategies illustrate how the 

integration of unions in the new international division of labour further weakened worker 

solidarity. The state promotion of “international competitiveness” as a “national” interest is 

primarily based on undermining unions and weakening labour-capital corporatist 

arrangements. This narrowing of union claims on the economy and the polity, concerns a 

range of interrelated union challenges. These include the rise of an authoritarian state, 

ethno-nationalist state strategies, union subordination to political parties, the expanding 

informal sector workers and the entry of women into wage labour.  

 

In promoting interests of capital, the new authoritarian state restrained union engagement 

in representative and movement politics. Having won a landslide victory at the 1977 

elections, the United National Party (UNP) government introduced a new constitution in 

1978 establishing an executive presidential system. Along with the draconian Prevention of 

Terrorism Act (1979), the wide ranging powers of the executive centralised and 

concentrated state power by initiating the Emergency Regulations, Essential Services Act 

and by limiting the relative autonomy of the judiciary (ICJ, 1981; Stokke, 1997; Mallick, 

1998). These early constitutional changes combined with overt coercive state strategies in 

violently crushing the 1980 July strike, that dismissed over 40,000 workers with enduring 
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repercussions on strikers’ families (Fernando, 1988).  Moreover, the protracted ethnic war, 

unleashed with the 1983 anti-Tamil violence, made the authoritarian state an increasingly 

militarised one, which further restrained civil society.  

 

In the realm of representative politics, the ruling UNP party unions amplified the 

fragmentation of labour movement. In the early 1980s, the UNP party union, the JSS 

(Jathika Sevaka Sangamaya) was mobilised to harass, intimidate, and eliminate militant 

unions (Ch. 6.). This mobilisation of unions for party interests undermined union identities 

as corporate citizens and as actors in class relations. In promoting flexible labour markets, 

the unravelling of enduring corporatist arrangements limited unions to the workplace and 

disconnected them from other workers (Fernando, 1988). Meanwhile, the displacement of 

working class parties (the Lanka Sama Samaja Party - LSSP and the Community Party - 

CP) from the parliamentary system, following their embarrassing defeat at the 1977 

elections, restrained class politics of the labour movement  

 

The displacement of trade union class politics directly relates to post 1977 state strategies 

of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. The ethno-religious contradictions in the present, spread 

back into the cultural inventions of nationalism during the anti-colonial struggles 

(Kuruppu, 1984). Nevertheless, the rise of working class parties in the mid 1930s asserted 

class identities and interests over ethnic identity in democratising the state (Jayawardena, 

1980). However, the disenfranchisement of Tamil plantation workers following 

independence and the ethno-nationalist state strategies of the closed economy period 

between 1956-1977, gradually weakened the class politics of unions. In contesting working 

class party unions, the bourgeois liberal parties launched their own unions in the early 

1950s and the 1960s. While working-class parties promoted the rights of ethnic minority 

communities, they also engaged in episodes of racist agitation, particularly in the late 

1960s (Jayawardena, 1985). However, with the militarisation of the ethnic war beginning 

in 1983, ethnic identity politics overshadowed class politics narrowing the realm of civil 

society (Gunasinghe, 1984).  

 

The trade unions dilemmas, related to the authoritarian state and ethno-centric identity 

politics, also encompass changes in labour markets. The deregulation of labour markets 

pushed out workers in core labour markets, protected by industrial regulation, labour 

rights, better pay, and working conditions. As a result, more workers entered temporary, 

casual, part-time and home work with minimum labour rights. This casualisation of labour 
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or the expanding periphery of labour markets, also manifests the ‘feminisation’ of the 

labour force.  

 

The increased entry of women into labour markets or the 'feminisation' of the labour force 

is a significant feature of EOI strategies (Jayaweera, 1998; Alailima, 1994). While women 

increasingly entered wage labour, they also entered peripheral labour markets (casual and 

part-time labour), and sectors which are difficult to organise (migrant workers). 

Particularly in a context of retracting state social provisioning, women's work has 

intensified under the double burden of wage and non-wage household work (Jayaweera, 

1998). For the unionised women workers, enduring male-biased trade union cultures 

represent an additional burden (Rosa, 1989). In reinforcing patriarchal ideologies, the 

assertion of ethnocentric nationalism, relegated women into the private sphere, primarily as 

mothers, wives and daughters, while undermining their public identities as workers and 

citizens (Risseeuw, 1988; Thiruchandran, 1997; Hensman, 1996).  

 

The dilemmas faced by trade unions in Sri Lanka illustrate a wider phenomenon 

experienced by trade unions world-wide. The state promotion of unrestrained markets 

revealed the impotence of institutionalised, party-subordinated and male-biased union 

strategies, socialised by regulated economies. Nevertheless, trade unions in semi-peripheral 

or 'late-industrialising' economies (such as Brazil, South Africa, and South Korea), 

resisting authoritarian state forms are also developing new methods and terrains of struggle 

(Webster, 1988; Seidman, 1994).  

 

In asserting their movement dimension, these unions are reorganising their relations with 

political parties, building alliances with democratic social movements, and proposing new 

strategies of labour internationalism (Southall, 1988; Moody, 1997; Munck, 1988;2001). 

Described as social movement unionism, they emphasise state and party independent 

unions or independent unionism oriented towards contentious politics. In addition, they 

highlight issues of participatory democracy and structured alliances with communities and 

democratic social movements – women, human rights, ecology, peace movements and so 

on – within and beyond nation-states (Waterman, 1998; Seidman, 1994; Lambert, 1992). 

Emerging within and resisting authoritarian state forms, social movement unionism 

strategies illustrate new possibilities of redefining unions as civil society actors.  
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Objective  and Research Design 

The objective of this study is to understand the ways trade unions can regain their identities 

as civil society actors. In particular, it focuses on union strategies to build worker solidarity 

in order to resist the undermining of their bargaining capacities as well as their human 

dignity. This orientation flows from the weakness of actual union strategies in addressing 

the new challenges of market reforms. Accordingly, it includes an inquiry into: (a) the 

articulation of workers' shared interests; (b) how workers organise; and (c) the ways unions 

engage in representative and movement politics.  

 

This thesis is aimed at understanding factors that contribute towards building trade union 

capacities. Trade union capacities concern the ability to organise worker solidarity against 

class disadvantage, engaging in representative institutional politics and in contentious 

movement politics. The content of trade union capacities relates to practical and tacit 

competencies that are capable of organisational and cultural innovation necessary for an 

active and ‘politically skilled’ membership.   

 

The research design includes a case study method based on qualitative evidence. The way 

in which trade unions are positioned in this analysis and the types of research questions 

posed, is central to the gathering of evidence. Trade unions are situated here as collective 

(corporate) social agents, involving workers and their social relations with others.  Hence, 

the research questions explore trade union internal relations which shape union strategies. 

In focusing on the role of unions in representative and movement politics, the case studies 

represent mostly a meso level analysis. 

 

The research also recognises the author's interdependence as a social scientist with the 

object of study. Acknowledging that the production of knowledge is a value embedded 

process, the study draws on critical realism as an underpinning philosophy of social 

science to inform the conduct of empirical work (Bhaskar, 1989,1993; Wainwright, 1994; 

Archer, 1997; Creavan, 2000). This leads to situating science as an unfolding emancipatory 

project, aimed at understanding and transforming social structures that subordinate, 

subjugate and exploit workers.  

 

The study is aimed not at providing a complete social map for political intervention, but to 

recognise knowledge as a social structure, transformed or reproduced by social activity 

(Ch. 4.2.4.2.). This approach suggests an open social reality that is not reduced to “one 
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structure or one level of reality” (Wainwright, 1994:105-7). In asserting a better coherence 

between theory and practice, the study highlights the ‘practical adequacy’ in adjudicating 

between theories of social transformation (Wainwright, 1994; Sayer, 1992). Moreover, the 

emphasis on the normative content of union struggles, locates this study as a labour of 

“sociological imagination” (Mills, 1970). 

 

The main advantage of the case study method is that it provides an entry point to critically 

examine unions, both in theoretical and practical terms. The cases are approached from a 

theoretical framework that highlights the specificity of the context (situational logic) and 

its interdependence on the larger social reality (social system) (Sayer, 1995; Archer, 1997). 

Looking simultaneously from a number of 'observation points' provides diverse shadings of 

the differentiated and stratified total picture. While trade unions are heterogeneous in many 

ways, especially in a complex social division of labour, the aim here is to explain 

overlapping commonalties and their discrete linkages.  

 

The criticisms of the case study method arise when positioned in terms of a “sampling 

logic” of representativeness. However, the purpose of the study is to understand 

mechanisms and tendencies that generate specific forms of unionism or worker 

organisations. In this sense, the cases ‘represent’ quite large networks of phenomena, rather 

than small ‘sample points’. The cases are more likely to highlight changes involving a 

network of actors that coincide with responses to neo-liberal globalisation. In turn, these 

changes may not be deriving from reforms in the economic system. Nevertheless the trade 

unions react back upon these reforms. The research methodology relates to studying 

emergent properties and powers of trade unions, as related to people, structures and 

cultures – none of which are reducible to the others (Archer, 1997). This stratified view of 

the 'subject' allows a more nuanced approach to understanding the interplay of properties 

and powers of worker solidarity, at the levels of self, the person, the agent and the actor 

(Ibid. :254).  

 

In writing with trade unions rather than through them, the conduct of research involved 

establishing relationships of trust with union leaders, officials and members. While the 

substance and scope of these relationships varied depending on the context, they generally 

perceived me as a researcher whose praxis is fundamentally in support of the labour 

movements’ broader objectives. This commitment avoids blunting the critical analysis of 

unions. In critically explaining the properties and powers of unions, the study contributes 
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to discovering elements of union innovation and development, capable of reasserting their 

movement dimension.  

 

The case study method is primarily oriented towards explanation, and is based on both 

historical and comparative research. The historical focus explains the emergence of unions, 

their modes of organisation and mobilisation in a changing socio-economic context over 

time. Time is situated here as a theoretical variable aimed at explaining structural and 

cultural elaboration (Archer, 1997). The comparative research entails critical evaluation 

and explanation of each case study, dealing with structure and agency problems in terms of 

parallel culture and agency issues. This relates to analysing relations internal to cultural 

components (cultural-system integration) and cultural agents (socio-cultural integration) 

(Archer, 1988:xvi). The comparative research on organisational strategies and the 

articulation of worker interests also examines the interplay of local and global dimensions.  

 

The case studies include three levels of analysis. The macro-level analysis focuses on the 

trade union strategies in the realm of representative politics and movement politics. 

Representative politics involve systems of industrial relations and party politics, while 

movement politics relates to contentious collective action, entailing alliances with 

democratic social movements and communities. The meso level analysis focuses on modes 

of organisation, explaining the articulation of worker interests, issues of leadership, 

organisational knowledge and strategic orientation. This is interwoven with a micro level 

focus on worker interests and life politics, looking at the ways they give meaning to 

collective action.  

Sources of Data 

At an empirical level, the qualitative research includes data gathered from interviews, 

documents and participatory observation. The semi-structured/unstructured interviews 

involved trade union leaders, union members (male and female), labour activists, and civil 

society activists. There were also supplementary interviews with state bureaucrats, private 

sector managers, lawyers, journalists, activists and academics. In total, there were 72 

interviewees. The interview questions focused on a range of topics, which mostly began 

with their personal stories about becoming unionists. The general questions focused on 

when, how and why the union emerged. Along with the interviews, data gathered from 

documentary evidence analysed aspects of organisation, composition of members, strategic 

orientation, and relationships with other unions and organisations. 
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The documentary research process involved trade union publications, along with archival 

work scanning newspapers, magazines, journals, and other literature on trade unions and 

labour issues.  In addition, data gathered from governmental and international statistical 

sources and non-governmental research institutes, mostly focused on macro-economic 

information related to national, sectoral and regional socio-economic indicators. The 

participant observations conducted at workplaces, trade unions and public union forums, 

includes both Sri Lankan and South Korean contexts. In Sri Lanka, workplace observations 

included two hospitals and a garment factory. Moreover, numerous visits to the hill 

country, for discussions with unionists and other activists, including a weekend with a tea 

estate superintendent (manager), enabled broader observations of the plantations’ social-

cultural milieu. The collection of data was carried out from March 1999 to March 2000, 

encompassing an intensive field work period. 

 

The limitations of this thesis relate to an issue of accessing unions. My previous work with 

a small research organisation, engaged in democracy, human rights and women's rights 

issues, facilitated access to labour oriented activists. However, most dominant bureaucratic 

unions were suspicious of my affiliation with a non-governmental organisation (NGO) and 

sceptical of academic research in general. This antagonism towards NGOs (Ch. 2.3.2) and 

scepticism of academic research prevented access to most dominant unions, particularly to 

their activists and members. The constraints of accessing unions also concerned the general 

climate of union repression, the internal ethnic war, and the 1999 parliamentary and 

presidential elections (marred by violence).  

 

While all three cases involve similar categories of data, the specificity of the context also 

influenced the nature of the data gathered.  The categories of data focused on the 

articulation of collective interests, organisational mode, leadership styles and approaches to 

alliances and movement politics. The Plantation and Nurses narrowed my access primarily 

to officials, while restraining access to their workplace representatives or members. This 

defensive posture was more pronounced with the nurses’ union leader and some union 

officials. However, a number of PSUNU members were also willing to get their stories 

heard.  

 

The opportunity to act as a resource person to the Southern Initiative on Globalisation and 

Trade Union Rights (SIGTUR) conference in November 2001 in South Korea, was a 
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valuable experience that deepened the analysis of unions and labour internationalism. 

Along with participant observation, this opportunity enabled some in-depth interviews and 

a range of discussions with trade union activists from the South. The participation of a Sri 

Lankan union, the Free Trade Zone Workers’ Union (Ch. 10), facilitated the sharing of 

information and observation of local-global solidarity action. Finally, the short visit to Sri 

Lanka in December 2002 helped to fill some gaps in research discovered while writing the 

thesis. 

Rationale of Case Studies  

The selected trade unions represent situations where liberalisation reforms have had 

varying yet significant impacts. They are positioned in three diverse economic sectors, 

illustrating the division of labour in agriculture, industry/manufacturing and services 

sectors (Figure 1.). These unions also express different corporatists arrangements with the 

state and employers. Nevertheless, a key selection criterion was their independence from 

state or party subordination that characterised some forms of independent unionism.  

  

Figure 1. An Overview of Case Studies 

Case study  location Composition of workers 
nurses Services; urban; public 

sector  
Mostly women professional 
workers; multi-ethnic 

Plantations Agriculture; rural; private 
sector since 1992 

Mostly rural, low skilled, 
Tamil women; 

FTZ 
workers 

Manufacturing; semi-urban; 
private sector 

Mostly rural, semi-skilled 
Sinhala women 

 
  Research Questions 

1. articulation of worker interests 
2.  modes of organisation 
3. engagement in representative and movement politics 
 

 

The nurses union illustrates a union faced with public sector reforms and challenges of 

“new public administration” under neo-liberalism (Ch. 8). The plantation union, which was 

under state management from 1975 to 1992, entered a new set of relations with 23 

management companies following privatisation in 1992 (Ch. 9). The union in the Export 

Processing Zones or “Free Trade Zones” (FTZs) illustrates a core growth area for 

liberalisation strategies, and a context where unions are “discouraged” or essentially 

banned by the state (Ch. 10). As a result, the union is a partnership between a trade union 

and a women workers’ organisation, which is formally a non-governmental organisation 

 xi



(NGO). 

 

The three selected trade unions also represent diverse histories and express different 

organisational and structural capacities. Organisational capacities involve the conscious 

organisation of the members, while structural capacities are derived from agent’s positions 

within relations of production (Callinicos, 1989:87). The organisational capacities of the 

three cases relate to their varied strategic orientations, while the structural capacities 

concern their location in stratified workplaces with particular traditions of collective 

worker action.    

 

As a broad overview of the unions in this study, following the government launch of FTZs 

in 1979, the FTZ union began organising workers in 1982, resisting state and employer 

strategies undermining unions. Although the state later renamed these as Export Processing 

Zones (EPZs), the workers and trade unions continue to use the term FTZ or the 'zone'. 

New to wage employment, the workers in the FTZs are mostly young unmarried (Sinhala) 

women from semi-urban and rural areas.  

 

Launched in 1965, the union in the tea plantations illustrates a worker organisation in the 

context of semi-bonded residential labour entrenched in conditions of poverty and 

subordinated by ethnocentric identity politics. Most of the union members are women 

workers located at the bottom of the labour hierarchy in plantations.  

 

The nurses union, launched in 1969, accounted for nearly 95% of the public sector nurses 

in 2000. A majority of the members are women, and salaried professionals who have 

maintained only limited alliances with other workers. In short, while recognising 

differences in structural and organisational capacities of the three unions, the study looks at 

the ways they build worker solidarity in order to enhance their role as civil society actors. 

 

Research on Trade Unions in Sri Lanka 

Research on trade unions in Sri Lanka emerged during the seventies and the eighties with 

the work of a handful of dedicated scholars. The significant contributions that overlap my 

research include the work of Robert Kearny (1972) and Laksiri Fernando (1988) on trade 

unions and representative politics; Kumari Jayawardena (1973) on the rise of the labour 

movement; Kumidini Rosa (1987) on women workers in Export Processing Zones; Hollup 

(1995) and Nadesan (1993) on plantation workers. Most of these studies provide rich 
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historical and empirical accounts related to trade unions. This study builds on this work in 

order to theorise the contemporary context of unions in Sri Lanka, particularly under neo-

liberal globalisation. 

 

The rise of authoritarian state tendencies in the post 1977 liberalisation process influenced 

not only trade unions but also those who were studying them. With overt acts of violence 

against militant trade unions, labour activists, left intellectuals, university student 

movements and academic freedom, research on trade unions dissipated. Although a wide 

spectrum of research has emerged specifically addressing issues related to the impact of 

liberalisation policies, there is a lacuna of research on unions. The closest reference to trade 

unions occurs in research that focuses on the labour force and employment, which even 

then, has limited empirical evidence (Lakshman, 1997; Dunham, 1999; Dunham and 

Kelegama 1995; Rodrigo, 1992; Jayaweera, 1994).  

  

This thesis also reveals the inadequacies of the dominant perspectives on trade unions 

promoted by global financial institutions (IMF, World Bank, and Asian Development 

Bank). In advancing  ‘economic unionism’ (or business unionism) strategies these 

perspectives are grounded in neo-classical economics and eurocentric male-bias 

frameworks (Ch. 2.4). In June 1998, the latest economic unionism strategy was initiated by 

the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES), a German labour institution, with the launch of the 

National Association for Trade Union Research and Education (NATURE) involving 16 

major unions. The guest lecturers included representatives from the World Bank, IMF, 

Planning Ministry, and the PERC (Public Enterprise Reform Commission). There were no 

direct links with the universities, research organisations (NGOs) or labour oriented 

academics/activists.    

 

In terms of trade unions, the post 1977 Sri Lanka literature is mostly limited to workers in 

FTZs and plantations. Although access to the FTZs is effectively restricted particularly for 

labour oriented researchers, sporadic studies have focused on worker organisations in the 

FTZs (Rosa, 1989, 1994; Caspersz, 1998; TIE Asia, 1999; AAFLI, 1995). The work of 

Kumudini Rosa (1989) explains worker strategies in the FTZs related to new 

organisational forms, networks and collective action. Similarly, Caspersz (1998) provides 

an organisational and a comparative perspective of collective action across FTZs in the 

South East Asian region. Meanwhile, a range of literature focuses on living and working 

conditions of FTZ women workers highlighting the impact of EOI strategies on the rights 
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and dignity of workers (Jayaweera et al, 1994; Goonatilake and Goonesekera, 1988; Voice 

of Women, 1983).  

 

As for trade unions in the tea plantations, a range of literature makes passing reference to 

trade unions in a broader context of historical and structural changes (Manikam, 1997; 

Kurian, 1988; DeSilva, 1982). In terms of insider perspectives on plantation trade unions, 

three major trade union leaders, S. Thondaman (CWC), A. Aziz (DWC) (in Tamil) and S. 

Nadesan (UPWU) have published semi-autobiographical accounts of unions in the 

plantations (Thondaman, 1994; Nadesan, 1993). As for the nurses union, there is a lacuna 

in research on workers in the health sector in general and unions in particular.  

 

Most of the literature on unions is scattered in various labour oriented newspapers 

(Kamakaru Mawatha, Aththa), news letters (Voice of the Voiceless), union newspapers, 

alternative journals (Lanka Guardian, Christian Worker, and the Economic Journal), and 

documents from conference proceedings and pamphlets. While most union newspapers are 

in Sinhala and Tamil, most research publications are in English. In terms of statistical data, 

with the outbreak of ethnic war in 1983, data on the Northern and Eastern provinces are 

increasingly considered “guesstimates”, and since the mid 1980s, these two provinces have 

been excluded from most macroeconomic data on Sri Lanka. This gap also has 

implications for labour market information which is often subject to changes in definitions 

as well as statistical limitations of categories and coverage (Kelly, 1993). In short, this 

thesis builds on the historical and political economic perspective on trade unions, bringing 

together scattered evidence of union struggles under neo-liberal globalisation.  

 

The Relevance and Purpose of the Study 

This study is important for both theoretical and practical reasons. The study is an 

intervention in addressing the lacuna of trade union research in Sri Lanka. This lack 

specifically relates to the neglect of unions in the dominant discourse of socio-economic 

development. In terms of theory, it contributes towards current debates on trade unions and 

globalisation. In particular, the focus on the movement dimension of trade unions relates to 

engaging with perspectives of social movement unionism (SMU) (Lambert, 2000; 

Waterman, 1993, 2001; Moody 1997: Webster, 1988). In emphasising internal relations 

and knowledge production within unions, the study is geared towards generating a new 

interpretation of the fund of SMU ideas.  
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In highlighting the 'feminisation' of the labour force as a key feature of globalisation, the 

study offers a less masculine reading of unions. Acknowledging the dominance of core 

capitalist economies of the North in the knowledge production on unions, this study also 

takes a standpoint from the global 'South'. Along with the history of colonialism, the 

'South' highlights the subordinated and marginalised status of the peripheral economies in 

the global economic power hierarchy (Lambert, 2002: Ch. 4.3). In terms of disciplinary 

location, this advances a cross-disciplinary approach in social sciences suggesting a moral 

economic framework, which links normative theory in assessing economic matters (Sayer, 

1999:55). 

 

From a practical perspective, this study contributes towards union strategies in Sri Lanka. 

By emphasising the movement dimension, the aim is to highlight structural and cultural 

dynamics capable of building trade union capacities. This necessarily relates to a deeper 

understanding of the complex interchanges that produce organisational innovation and 

development. As a social science analysis of an actual movement, this study is about 

understanding social practices aspiring for emancipation. While explaining union 

articulations of emancipation and the ways they give concreteness to the dialectic of 

freedom (theory-practice unity), the study also points towards absences in actual union 

practices.  Trade union actual practices involve an invention of tradition grounded in 

human communities (Thompson, 1974; Callinicos, 1987:171).  In recognising the 

intentional collective agency of trade unions, this study highlights new union strategies in 

order to reinvent worker solidarity, capable of generating a social movement. 

 

Structure of the Study 

The study includes two main parts. The first part (Ch. 1-5) begins with a descriptive 

account of unions under globalisation followed by theoretical perspectives of social 

movements and union strategies. The second part  (Ch. 6-10) focuses on unions in Sri 

Lanka. Finally, the concluding chapter provides a comparative analysis of independent 

unionism bringing together the findings of the study into a coherent whole.  

 

The first part, unfolds by defining globalisation in Chapter 1, particularly with reference to 

markets, capitalism and social development. The key features of globalisation are then 

explained by focusing on the role of capital, state, and ideology. This analysis combines 

the conceptual understanding of globalisation with actual practices illustrating their effects. 

Thus, globalisation is described as a multi-faceted attack on trade unions disorienting 
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enduring forms of labour internationalism strategies.   

 

With globalisation conceptualised as an attack on trade unions, Chapter 2 takes a closer 

look at resistance to globalisation. This discussion begins with a literature review of 

contemporary theorising on resistance to globalisation. The absence of trade unions in this 

resistance literature illustrates the displacement of unions as civil society actors. The 

conceptualisation of movement politics relates to redefining civil society. By explaining 

the relationship between the state and civil society under globalisation, this chapter argues 

that the rediscovery of unions as actors in civil society concerns a re-valuation of 

citizenship. However, the dominant trade unions’ emphasis on the representative 

institutional strategies impedes the politicisation, coalition building and mobilisation of 

unions.  Nevertheless, in radicalising global civil society, the emergence of the World 

Social Forum in 2001 and the Global Justice and Solidarity movement represent the 

beginning of a potential new labour internationalism.  

 

In deepening the conceptual framework for understanding trade unions, Chapter 3 looks 

into the essential properties of trade unions. The moral economic framework suggested 

here defines the essence of trade unions as solidarity, which embraces a community of 

shared interests and value orientation towards transforming conditions of exploitation, 

commodification and alienation. The organisation of this solidarity is explained in terms of 

two models, described as democratic and bureaucratic unionism. Without reducing these 

models to ideal types, the aim is to analyse how modes of organising workers either 

restrain or enable the actualisation of their real interests in self-emancipation.  

 

In order to conceptualise the movement dimension, Chapter 4 focuses on theories of social 

movements that suggest an alternative social movement perspective. Based on independent 

democratic unionism, social movement unionism (SMU) suggests new strategies to 

reinforce the movement dimension of unions. The SMU situates unions as a counter 

hegemonic movement engaged in articulating an alternative ethical hegemony. As an 

empirical account of global SMU in practice, Chapter 5 describes the SIGTUR network 

and its articulation of a new labour internationalism.   

 

The second part on Sri Lankan unions begins with Chapter 6 describing the post 1977 

liberalisation reforms in terms of the changing role of capital, the state, and ideology that 

reconstitute unions.  In order to understand the dismantling of trade union capacities, 
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Chapter 7 focuses on the historical emergence of trade unions and their dominant 

tendencies involving party-subordinated unions and male-biased bureaucratic modes of 

organisation, which maintained only limited alliances.  

 

The next three chapters, 8, 9 and 10, look at three independent unions. The analysis focuses 

on the articulation of worker interests, modes of organisation and collective mobilisation 

and considers the limitations and possibilities of adopting an SMU orientation. The final 

chapter, or the concluding synthesis of the findings, compares and contrasts different trade 

union strategies and what it means in terms of worker solidarity. While all three cases 

illustrate forms of independent unionism, and a core element of SMU perspectives, they 

also depict variations in their strategic orientation. Following the discussion on their 

potential for developing an SMU orientation, the study ends with suggestions for further 

research.  

 

In summary, the post 1977 liberalisation reforms in Sri Lanka escalated the undermining of 

unions as actors in civil society. The inability of unions to organise an increasingly 

casualised and feminised labour force reveals the necessity and urgency of new union 

strategies. For unions, the core dilemma concerns addressing specific workers' interests 

while articulating them in terms of collective interests and universal humanist values of the 

labour movement. Amidst a general climate of union ‘paralysis’ there are new feasible and 

desirable alternatives. This study examines the possibilities of developing new union 

strategies, alongside and within the ‘old’ labour movement, in order to strengthen the 

movement dimension of unions. 
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Globalisation:  An Attack on Trade Unions? 

 

 

 

 
 

This chapter investigates globalisation and its impact on trade unions. In particular, it aims 

to demonstrate that globalisation involves a multi-faceted attack on trade unions in 

economic, political and ideological dimensions.1 Globalisation as a distinctive phase of 

internationalisation of capital illustrates the uneven integration of workers in a new 

international division of labour. The promotion of flexible labour markets and competition 

as the basis for socio-economic development is grounded in undermining trade unions.  

 

The chapter begins by defining globalisation in a historical and geo-political context of 

uneven development in a world system. The argument then unfolds in three interrelated 

main sections, focusing on the role of capital, the state, and ideology. The final section 

considers the implications of neo-liberal globalisation for unions and workers.  

 

In the economic dimension, the increasing internationalisation of capital involves the 

enhanced power of corporate capital. This new dynamic of corporate capital, illustrates the 

concentration of capital in the core capitalist economies in the North. The concentration of 

capital also relates to a restructuring of production which integrates, as well as fragments, 

workers in different regulation regimes. As a result, the restructuring of production has 

expanded the feminisation and casualisation of the labour force while intensifying the 

individualisation of labour.  
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In terms of the political dimension, the new role of the state relates to creating and 

maintaining conditions for capital accumulation and competition. It is also a role primarily 

in the interest of transnational capital (Wood, 1995). State strategies involving 

deregulation, privatisation and commercialisation of public administration are increasingly 

integrated with global institutions of economic governance ⎯ the IMF, the World Bank 

and the WTO. With international trade promoted as central to domestic economic reforms, 

the WTO has emerged as a key global institution promoting trade liberalisation. The role of 

the WTO complements the World Bank’s strategies of deregulation and privatisation 

dismantling corporatist arrangements. This integration of the state with global institutions 

of economic governance depicts the reconstitution of unions narrowing their claims on the 

economy and the polity. 

 

In the ideological dimension, neo-liberalism combines liberal individualism with active 

state promotion of competitive markets. By situating unions as a constraint on individual 

freedoms, F. Hayek, the main ideologue of neo-liberalism, argued for limiting the legal 

rights of unions. Thatcher’s policies (1979-92) in Britain represented the embodiment of 

Hayek’s anti-union perspectives, which strategically dismantled unions.  

  

The main dilemma for unions under neo-liberal globalisation relates to their inability to 

link local labour struggles globally. Contemporary labour internationalism highlights the 

limitations of international union confederations socialised in corporatist arrangements and 

Cold War politics. The old labour internationalism expressed by the ICFTU (International 

Confederation of Free Trade Unions), the WFTU (World Federation of Trade Unions), and 

most Global Union Federations (GFUs) or International Trade Secretariates (ITSs), are 

dominated by Northern white male leaders embedded in nation-state-centred, 

bureaucratised and centralised organisations. As a result, labour internationalism is 

approached as an extension of domestic foreign policy limiting contentious collective 

action and alliances with other internationalisms. Meanwhile, the emergence of an anti-

capitalist movement, encompassing a range of social movements, has opened the 

possibilities of a new labour internationalism.  

 

While not all Northern trade unions are critical of globalisation, this is not the case for 

most unions in the South. In the new international division of labour, where the South has 

emerged as the preferred location of production, workers and unions are faced with a 
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gamut of authoritarian state and managerial strategies. In turn, the uneven integration of an 

increasingly feminised and casualised labour force illustrates the challenges confronting 

labour internationalism, which must recognise diverse as well as shared interests. With 

labour internationalism a core element of union resistance, defining globalisation, clearly, 

is central to the discussion. 

 

1.1. Defining Globalisation 

There are three broad approaches to the contested concept of globalisation. First, the 

dominant neo-liberal version of globalisation asserts that economic deregulation, a 

minimalist state and engagement with global market forces deliver positive benefits for all 

(Hayek, 1980; World Bank, 1995). Second, the social democratic critique of globalisation 

considers the social impact of growing social polarisation and jobs crisis, and defends 

Keynesian strategies of an interventionist state (Barnet and Cavanagh, 1994; Hirst and 

Thompson, 1996; Martin and Schumann, 1997). And third, the radical democratic critique 

situates globalisation as a transition phase in the internationalisation of capital with 

possibilities of democratic transformations towards socialist alternatives (Moody, 1997; 

Lambert, 1999; Waterman, 2000).  

 

By situating globalisation as a transition phase, the radical democratic approach highlights 

the uneven internationalisation of capital with marked regional differences in capital-labour 

relations. The capital-labour relations, derived from changes in structures of production, 

involve a new international division of labour. This international division of labour 

fragments as well as deepens the economic integration of workers in diverse workplaces 

and relations of production (Moody, 1997:143). The uneven interconnections of these 

processes, and the differences in state responses to globalisation, characterise a distinctive, 

early phase of internationalisation, where a fully globalised economy is yet to be realised 

(Lambert, 1999:214-5).  

 

The approach to globalisation as a transition, highlights the emergence of the world 

capitalist economy with overlapping phases that include core-periphery dynamics. The 

core-periphery hierarchy relates to relations of power, consisting of political, economic and 

ideological domains, between different societies within the same world-system 

(Wallerstein, 1983). The rise of trade unions within this geopolitical hierarchy, also shapes 
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the articulation of their class interests in terms of nationalism, which reorganises identities 

of ethnicity and gender. 

  

The early guild systems, which elaborated as trade unions, coincided with the spread of 

factories and the bourgeois revolution towards the end of the mercantilist period (1492 to 

1789). Since then unions in the core capitalist economies of Western Europe and North 

America were socialised by two broad phases of industrial capitalism, from 1789 to 1900, 

and 1900 to the early 1970s. The first phase  (1789-1900) saw the early craft unions 

develop into industrial unions towards the late 1800s, and the emergence of national trade 

union federations (1888-99) (Heerma van Voss and van der Linden, 2002:2). The second 

phase (1900-1970) extended limited union rights, leading to their incorporation and 

subordination to political parties and the state (Hobsbawm, 1975, 1987, 1996; Munck, 

1988). The rise of corporate (monopoly) capitalism during this second phase coincides 

with socialist alternatives which reinforced corporatist strategies aimed at containing 

working class resistance (Munck, 1988). 

 

The transition to the globalisation phase that emerges in the early 1970s, characterises a 

reconstitution of corporatist strategies. The collapse of the Bretton Woods system of 

managed exchange rates in 1971 and the accumulation crisis beginning in 1975, signalled 

the enhanced power of finance capital as the driving force of globalisation (Amin, 1997:16; 

Burbach and Robinson, 1999). This new phase of internationalisation of capital was 

reinforced following the collapse of 20th-century attempts at socialism symbolised by the 

fall of the Berlin Wall and the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1989. As the following 

section will explore, globalisation, with core-periphery hierarchies, has reorganised unions 

by limiting their claims on the economy and polity. 

1.1.1. Changing International Division of Labour 
The transition to globalisation relates to changes in the international division of labour 

derived from the uneven capitalist development on a world scale. The early guild systems 

emerged in urban centres of Europe as a result of traditional artisans resisting the loss of 

control over their labour. Along with expanding division of labour, induced by the 

introduction of machinery, the capitalist relations of production compelled workers to 

organise (Munck, 1988:68). This early phase of machine-production gave way to mass-

production based on assembly-line technology and Taylorist scientific management in the 

early 1900s. Consequently, the centralised mass production transformed into decentralised 
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flexible production in the 1970s, with a new geographic flexibility that utilised advances in 

information and communication technology.  

 

The emergence of unions within the factory systems of Europe is embedded in an 

expanding international division of labour under colonialism. The English Industrial 

revolution that increasingly proletarianised the workforce at home is interdependent with 

the colonial expansion and the transatlantic slave trade (Wood, 1995:269; Potts, 1990). The 

spread of wage labour and contractual relations in the core capitalist economies also 

extended formal equality in the political and juridical levels. However, this equality was 

based on denying the fundamental inequality of capitalist economic relations (Wood, 

1995:269). Moreover, women and non-Europeans were largely placed outside the 

discourse of freedom and equality (Jayawardena, 1986). For peripheral workers, including 

Chinese and Indian ‘coolie’ labour, coerced into extractive industries and labouring in 

plantation crops, the colonial division of labour was embedded in the construction of 

modern racism (Munck, 1988:28-32). In providing ideological support for colonialism, this 

racism that legitimised a concept of natural and inherent inferiority, began in the late 1700s 

and continued even after the abolition of slavery (Wood, 1995:268).  

 

Colonialism and imperialism shaped the emergence of trade unions in the periphery 

beginning in the second phase of industrial capitalism (1900-1970). The rise of trade 

unions in peripheral economies represents the uneven spread of factories in a colonial 

division of labour. For example, capitalist manufacturing - the mechanisation and the 

division of labour – developed in many Latin American economies by the First World 

War; others followed the 1929 crash, and, in many African economies after the Second 

World War (Munck, 1988:74). In this uneven integration of wage labour, union strategies 

combined with anti-colonial struggles shaping the constructions of nationhood. In turn, the 

post-colonial developmental states integrated unions within corporatist arrangements, 

while subordinating them to political parties.   

 

The colonial division of labour gave way to a new international and gender division of 

labour following the relocation of labour intensive industries to peripheral economies. This 

new phase of capitalist and imperialist expansion was unlike the direct rule by a colonial 

administration that combined an armed occupation. Now it is co-ordinated through global 

institutions of economic governance, the IMF, the World Bank and the WTO. Under the 

U.S. hegemony, the initiatives of transnational capital and their co-ordination through 
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global economic institutions, are embedded in eurocentric and patriarchal strategies. In 

complementing these strategies, ethno-nationalist counter-projects, particularly in the 

South, have reinforced authoritarian state forms grounded in depoliticising and 

demobilising unions. In a context where markets are considered a precondition for 

“development”, globalisation characterises the undermining of unions in a new 

international division of labour in the interests of transnational capital.  

1.2. Capital, Markets and Development 

The expansion of capital under globalisation is based on representing markets as a pre-

condition for socio-economic development or a “system of development”. Given this 

contested representation, it is important to distinguish categories of capital, markets and 

development (Amin, 1997). Capitalism represents a mode of social production based on 

private property relations and the private ownership of means of production by a minority 

within a class system. It is also a system co-ordinated largely through markets (Sayer, 

1995:61). Markets refer “by nature to competition” (Amin, 1997:15). The conventional 

view of markets, primarily abstract markets, refers to the realm of exchange and the formal 

economy. This dominant representation of markets as “being zones of free, spontaneous 

conduct”, obscures the ways markets and exchange are socially embedded, meaning 

markets can be further socialised and politicised and behaviour within them changed 

(Sayer, 1995:122). This conceptual separation between markets and capitalism highlights 

the overlapping roles of trade unions as actors in labour markets, as well as, class relations.  

 

The concept of development is an ideological term defined by a specific desirable vision of 

‘good society’ (Amin, 1997:15; Sayer, 1995). As a result, the concept of ‘good society’ 

encompasses elements of social justice, care and social emancipation. With capitalist 

expansion driven by the search for profits, 'development' expressed in terms of full 

employment, equitable distribution of income or access to resources, is not implied by 

capitalism (Amin, 1997). According to Amin, “capitalism is not ‘a system of 

development’, that might be opposed, for instance, to the ‘socialist doctrine’” (Ibid.:14). In 

terms of the concept of development, trade union concerns with issues of social justice and 

of ‘good society’ highlight their role as moral-economic actors (Ch. 3.1.). Therefore, 

unions embody multiple identities. They are class, labour market as well as moral-

economic actors, in relation to capital, markets, and development. This conceptual 

differentiation is central to understanding the multi-layered economic attack on unions, 

which fragments union identities and narrows them to the workplace. While the 
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internationalisation of capital under globalisation is based on promoting markets as 

development, the actual dynamics of capitalism under globalisation illustrates a radical 

concentration and centralisation of capital. 

1.3. Concentration of Capital 

The expansion of capital, or the internationalisation of capital, involves the movement of 

capital across nation-state boundaries elaborating a new international division of labour. 

Internationalisation refers to a specific expression of competitive capitalism, where  

“the search for enhanced profit by capital through the continued indirect 

exploitation of dependent formations and increased foreign direct investment in 

other metropoles” (Jessop, 1999).  

The internationalisation of capital under globalisation is driven by corporate capital or 

Transnational Corporations (TNCs). These actors illustrate the concentration and the 

centralisation of capital in core capitalist economies in the North. The concentration of 

capital relates to the “growth in the size of units of capital (or corporations)” and 

centralisation concerns “increased control over assets or markets by fewer firms” (Moody, 

1988:102;1997:75-79). In the pre-globalisation phase, corporate strategies were 

characterised by Multinational Corporations (MNCs) with dominant operations within a 

particular national location.  By utilising advances in information and communication 

technology to decentralise production, the TNCs confronted the confines of the nation-state 

to emerge as “genuinely footloose companies”. Nevertheless, a vast majority of production 

still comprised of nationally based companies with transnational reach (Wood, 1998:7; 

Moody, 1997).2  

 

The global corporate map of TNCs concerns key actors. These key actors of capitalist 

expansion represent an ‘organised minority’ of capitalist classes embedded in specific 

historical and cultural contexts. The global corporate map includes Anglo-American and 

European Multinational Corporations, Japanese and Korean conglomerates and Chinese 

family businesses as key actors (Chen, 1995).  Each of these corporate actors manifest 

diverse ownership and organisational structures, market strategies, organisational cultures, 

employment relations and relations with the state (Ibid.). Although embedded in inter-

capitalist rivalries, these actors function in specific economic cultures with a high degree of 

social and political interaction among members through family networks, educational 

experiences, interlocking directorates, business associations and pressure groups 

(Bottomore and Brym, 1989:22). With the capacity to command a range of economic and 
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cultural resources for co-ordinating action (Ibid.:12), these corporate actors influence state 

power and state capacities aimed at enhancing their mobility locally and globally. In the 

process, these actors also reinforce paternalist patriarchal practices, subjugating workers 

and altering union strategies in the interest of profits.  

 

The internationalisation of capital illustrates an increasing collaboration of capital, 

involving the three most developed regions (metropoles) of the world: Western Europe, 

North America, and Japan, along with the South East Asian newly industrialised countries 

(Leisink, 2000:6; Hirst and Thompson, 1996). Assessed in terms of trade and direct 

investment, globalisation gives way to a regionalisation or a ‘triadisation’ where the U.S., 

Germany and Japan emerge as the key players of the tricontinental economy of the North 

(Brenner, 1999; Hirst and Thompson, 1996; Walker, 1999). Thus, regional trade blocs, 

such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the European Union (EU), 

and the Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), are core economic regions of 

globalisation and inter-regional competition.  

 

Corporate mergers and acquisitions are significant features of the global restructuring 

production that depict the concentration of capital. Mergers and acquisitions constitute a 

“change in ownership of productive capacity, not an increase of it” (Ietto-Gillies, 

2002:182).  In developed countries, mergers and acquisitions accounted for nearly 82% of 

total foreign domestic investment (FDI) outflows during 1997-99 (Ibid.: 19). Mergers and 

acquisitions represent a faster form of “penetration into a market and a country”, where 

companies acquire new capacities by buying up existing firms and gaining new flexibility 

in terms of suppliers and consumers (Ibid.: 23). In  2001, the developed countries, or the 

Triad (European Union, United States and Japan), remained the prime destination of FDI, 

accounting for more than 75% of the global total (World Investment Report, 2001). 

Meanwhile, the share of flows to developing countries has declined since 1998, reaching 

the lowest levels since 1991 (Ibid.). This concentration and centralisation of capital is not 

the opposite of competition, but one of its expressions, and a core feature of globalisation 

(Wood, 1998:7). Accordingly, corporate strategies aimed at gaining control over 

production and reducing labour costs also involve the restructuring and rationalising of 

production.  
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1.3.1.1. Restructuring and Rationalisation of Production 

The restructuring and rationalisation of production under globalisation is driven by the 

TNCs. While integrating workers in different regulation regimes, the TNC strategies are 

grounded in weakening the bargaining position of workers (Ietto-Gillies, 2002:117-9). This 

restructuring is characterised as a decentralisation of production or a “peripheralisation of 

production”, which disconnects industry from ties to unionised core labour forces, and 

allowing corporate capital a new geographical flexibility (Massey, 1984:32). The 

decentralisation of production is intertwined with the rationalisation of production, 

represented as lean production, which emphasises a continuous improvement in quality and 

the reduction of inefficiency (Moody, 1997:87-88).   

 

The TNCs, in contrast to MNCs, exhibit an overall “network” configuration in their 

location, organisation and ownership dimensions (Ietto-Gillies, 2002:47). While all three 

dimensions are interdependent, in terms of ownership, the TNCs combine full-ownership, 

with partial ownership and non-equity arrangements, aimed at minimising risks (Ibid. :39-

62). In terms of organisation, the network enterprise represents a new form of economic 

organisation, co-ordinating decentralised production in the Information Age (Castells, 

2000). The network enterprise represents a 

 “network made from either firms or segments of firms, and/or from internal 

segments of firms working in a strategy of changing alliances and partnerships, 

specific to a given product, process, time and space, based increasingly on sharing 

of information” (Ibid.:10-11).  

The network is defined as a set of interconnecting flexible and adaptable nodes, which 

evolve with the environment and reconfigures centralised hierarchies. These changes, 

induced by the circulation of information, in turn, create new networks (Ibid.).  

 

The domination of TNCs over communication and media technology is central to the 

functioning of decentralised production systems (Ietto-Gillies, 2002). Compared with the 

technology of the MNCs, which benefited from technological advances such as the 

intercontinental telegraph cable, the new technology of micro-electronic and 

communications systems added new dynamics to the operation of TNCs (Lambert, 1999; 

Castells, 2000). The decentralised production systems characterise global commodity 

chains, where a series of production phases are separated in time and space (Moody, 

1997:69). The global commodity chains are also value chains that add value at each phase 
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of the production chain (Ibid.: 73). The location of each node in the value chains illustrates 

the fragmentation of the labour processes that undermine workers’ capacity to organise. 

 

The flexibility of global commodity chains induces competition among localities, as sites 

of investment, directly effecting workers and unions. The uneven territorial integration of 

workers allows capital to change the base of conflicts over wages, work rules or local 

government (Stroper and Walker, 1989:225). Thus, employment relations are differentiated 

in complex ways involving skills, work discipline, standards of living, work life prospects, 

and bargaining power (Ibid.: 211). The range of locational choices enhances the power of 

corporate capital to disorient workers’ “place-based experiences and solidarities” by 

introducing new workers “lacking experience and commitment to existing class practices” 

(Ibid.:226). In turn, location emerges as the new “competitive weapon in the drive to 

squeeze ever more surplus out of labour” (Lambert, 1999). The network enterprise, 

inducing competition in terms of location, also relates to the rationalisation of production, 

which reorganises work and workers.  

1.3.1.2. Lean Production 

The functioning of global commodity chains involves the rationalisation of production 

described as ‘lean production’. Rationalisation, from the standpoint of capital, involves the 

profit maximisation by utilitarian calculation and accounting, and the “elaboration of 

specialised knowledge and expertise within a professional, bureaucratic administration” 

(Hyman 1987:28). Under lean production, production operates in accelerated time frames 

(real time) with minimum buffers of inventory (Just-in-time or JIT strategies), as well as 

production capacity and personnel. It also relies upon sub-contracting and out-sourcing 

(Moody, 1997:87-88). Accordingly, lean production illustrates a ‘flexibilisation’ of 

production that combines  

“information age technology and worker experience, with archaic forms of work 

organisation such as contracting out, casualisation, old-fashion speed-up  and the 

lengthening of work time” (Moody, 1997:86). 

 

The transformation of work and workers under lean production, concerns the development 

of ‘flexible’ work. The emergence of 'flexible work' and 'flexible workers' relates to 

expanding activities (multi-tasking) in job demarcation, shifting from collective to 

individual pay bargaining (individual contracts). Accordingly, flexible work reduces 

permanent, full-time workers while increasing part-time, temporary, self-employed, 
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contract and casual work arrangements (Tickell and Peck, 1992:196). A key feature of 

flexible work is the increased entry of women into wage labour, feminising the labour 

process. More importantly, women are mostly absorbed into casualised work (Moghadam, 

1999; Eslon, 1999).3 The casualisation of work has transformed the socialisation of 

production integral to the industrial era, enhancing the individualisation of labour (Castells, 

2000:12). The individualisation of labour under flexible production has  

“subjected direct producers to market imperatives in historically unprecedented 

ways, by making their very access to the means of subsistence and self-

reproduction market dependent” (Wood, 1995:156). 

Thus, the integration of an increasingly divided and stratified working class in flexible 

global chains of production, is an uneven process amplifying the individualisation of 

labour and intensifying competition among workers (Moody, 1997:186). 

 

Figure 1. 1 Globalisation and Workers 

 

F
↑Casualisation (perip

decent
Interna

Interna
concent  

Triad
(Combi  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 

 

 

 

In the Sri Lankan context, the peripher

Trade Zones or Export Processing Zo

garment industry. Production in most 

on a demand pull system, matching pr

where necessary. The ‘feminised’ labo

minute task specialisation, where job t

 

Globalisation 
tionalisation of capital, 
ration and centralisation;
isation; North-South 

ned & uneven transition)
L
lex
her

rali
tio  

di

ali

nes

gar

odu

ur

rain
Production  
sed (lean production) 
nal division of labour
abour force 
ible workers =  
al  labour markets) + Feminisation 

vidualisation  
of labour  

sation of production concerns the launch of Free 

, which absorb mostly women workers into the 

ment factories involves batch production, based 

ction with need (JIT) and using sub-contracting 

 process in the factories characterises rigid and 

ing is confined to a single task (Chandratilleke, 

11



1997:156). Often penalised for the slightest delays in achieving production targets, the 

workers frequently work overtime due to their low wages. Driven by authoritarian forms of 

labour control, lean production in Sri Lanka is based on restraining unions and 

undermining the collective identities of workers (Ch. 6 & 10.). 

 

To sum up, the economic dimension of the attack on trade unions relates to the enhanced 

power of corporate capital to differentiate employment relations inducing competition 

among workers and undermining worker solidarity. Globalisation represents the 

concentration and centralisation of capital in core capitalist economies in the North, which 

reproduce a hierarchy of national economies and nation-states. In this new international 

division of labour, the restructuring of production illustrates the casualisation and 

feminisation of the labour force. The rationalisation strategies, which accompany the 

restructuring of production have intensified work, while amplifying the individualisation of 

labour. These changes in the economic sphere are intertwined with a political dimension, 

where one of the new roles of the state is to limit trade union claims on the economy and 

the polity. 

 

1.4. Transforming Role of the State 

 
“we have a system that might be called global governance without 
global government, one in which a few institutions ⎯the World 
Bank, the IMF, the WTO⎯and a few players ⎯the finance 
commerce and trade ministries, closely linked to certain financial 
and commercial interests⎯dominate the scene, but in which many 
of those affected by their decisions are left almost voiceless.”  

Joseph Stiglitz, Former Vice-president and senior 
economist of the World Bank, (2002) Globalisation 
and its Discontents, p.22., Penguin Press: London.  

 

The political dimension of the attack on trade unions relates to the transformation of the 

role of the state. The state is an historically specific institutional system that mediates and 

conditions state power. State power is distinct from the exercise of that power, which is 

determined by class alliances as well as the division of labour. Thus, the state is a terrain of 

class alliances and class struggles, and a set of institutional relations engaged in the active 

co-ordination of an expanding division of labour (Sayer, 1995). Globalisation illustrates a 

reconstitution of state power in an uneven global scale with core-periphery power relations. 
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With transnational capital influencing the international division of labour, the new active 

role the state has to perform is “primarily in the interests of capital” (Wood, 1998:12).  

 

The institutional form of the state is central to co-ordinating the expanding division of 

labour and the allocation of resources among given ends (Sayer, 1995). The integration of 

the state with global institutions of economic governance is a significant factor influencing 

class alliances and class struggles. As a result, the subordination of post-colonial states of 

the South within global policy regimes involves new class alliances that promote interests 

of the TNCs. Shaped by the process of internationalisation, the nation-state is 

simultaneously a concentration of class power and a node of resistance (Wood, 1998).  

 

The nation-state as a site of class struggle is intertwined with articulations of nationalism. 

The construction of nationalism is embedded in the complex contradictory effects of class, 

gender and ethnic struggles.  In effect, while laying claim to the liberal-pluralist notion of 

‘neutrality’, the modern state is capitalist, patriarchal, and (often) racist (Sayer, 1995:Ch. 

6). More importantly, the very structure of advanced capitalist production “tends to 

fragment class struggle and to domesticate it, to make class struggle inward, to make it 

very local and particularistic” (Wood, 1999:10).  

 

The nation is a collectivity that binds people in a common identity (Callinicos, 1987:135). 

It is also an ‘imagined political community’ (Benedict Anderson) embedded in the 

‘invention of tradition’ (Hobsbawm, 1983). The ‘nation’ refers to a “a community bound or 

aspiring to its own state and transcending class antagonisms” (Callinicos, 1987:218). The 

articulation of specific relations between the national identity and the state is intertwined 

with state intervention in the economy. As a result, competitive capitalism requires an 

interventionist state, which acts as a collective authority representing capital as a whole 

(Amin, 1997:15). This relationship between capital and the state that separates the 

economy from the polity, also relates to the historical elaboration of the state as an 

institutional complex (Callinicos, 1987:177),   

1.4.1.1. State in a Historical Context 

The historical context of state formation within capitalism that separated the ‘economic’ 

sphere from the ‘political’ sphere, is intertwined with core periphery dynamics (Wood, 

1995:31). The emergence of the modern nation-state in Europe relates to the construction 

of the ‘sovereign individual’ and the ‘free and equal’ wage labourer, detached from 
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customary, prescriptive and communal identities and obligations (Ibid.:208-9; Ch. 3.1.). 

Modifying the old liberal orthodoxy based on limited government and constitutionalism, 

Keynesian welfare state forms emerged following the 1928 collapse of the core capitalist 

economies. This reorganisation of the state extended democracy and citizenship rights, 

fostering collective involvement in public institutions. Moreover, the Keynesian strategies 

transmitted into peripheral States encouraged capital-labour corporatist arrangements, 

although primarily in the interest of colonial capital.  

 

With the post Second World War reconstruction of core economies, the Keynesian welfare 

states expanded union claims on the polity and the economy. However, Keynesian 

strategies of central planning and managed exchange rates unravelled with a new capitalist 

crisis beginning in the 1960s. This crisis resonated with the persistence of unemployment, 

underemployment and inflation. As the prescription for managing the economic crisis, neo-

liberal monetarist strategies advocated flexible (floating) exchange rates and deflationary 

policy settings while retracting the welfare state and restraining unions. These policies also 

reinforced the interests of finance capital to expand and to make profits without actually 

engaging in production (Amin, 1997:34; Wood, 1995).  

 

In the periphery, decolonisation gave way to developmental states and import substitution 

regimes. The role of unions in the nationalist struggles were central to democratising the 

development states that initiated nationalisation programs, state social provision and 

extended limited union rights. Meanwhile, the emergence of the Non-Aligned Movement 

in the context of Cold War rivalry, opened up new possibilities of capital-labour corporatist 

arrangements through various authoritarian state forms. By the early 1980s, the 

developmental states were beginning to re-organise towards Export Oriented 

Industrialisation (EOI) strategies, which aimed to address the enduring structural maladies 

of unemployment, poverty and illiteracy, along with accumulated debt dependence. 

However, the promotion of neo-liberal monetarist strategies by global institutions of 

economic governance, characterised as the ‘Washington Consensus’, or the Wall 

Street⎯U.S. Treasury⎯IMF complex, often exacerbated the economic crisis by retracting 

state social provision (Stiglitz, 2002). In turn, globalisation represents the reconstitution of 

state forms, in the interests of Northern metropolitan finance capital, ‘rolling back’ 

democratic tendencies of Southern developmental states (Ch. 2.3.).  
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1.4.1.2. Changing Role of the State 

The changes in the role of the state in the core economies reflect a transition from a 

Keynesian Welfare National State (KWNS) to an emergent Schumpeterian Workfare Post-

national Regime (SWPR) (Jessop, 1997). The KWNS aimed at securing full employment 

in relatively closed national economies, mainly through demand-side economic 

management and collective bargaining in labour relations (Ibid.: 572). In contrast, the 

SWPR promoted flexibility and permanent innovation, ‘entrepreneurs’, open economies 

and intervention on the supply-side to strengthen the “structural competitiveness of 

relevant economic spaces” (Ibid.). In the periphery, diverse SWPR state forms were 

reinforced through the supervision and the encouragement of global institutions of 

economic governance, which promoted “international competitiveness” as development. 

 

The new role of the state is to enhance ‘international competitiveness’ by promoting 

privatisation and the deregulation of labour markets, and to restrain wages and collective 

bargaining. For Export Oriented Industrialisation strategies in peripheral economies, wages 

are considered a ‘drag’ on international competitiveness, “rather than a contributor to 

consumption” (Tickell and Peck, 1992:195). As a result, the ‘competitive advantage’ of 

regional development in the periphery is based on creating deregulated territorial enclaves, 

disciplining and controlling workers (Friedman, 1999).   

 

While guaranteeing the functioning of deregulated markets, the state is the main “conduit 

between capital and the global market” (Wood, 1998:12). Thus, capital needs the state in 

multiple ways to maintain the conditions for accumulation and competition (Wood, 

1998:12). Capital needs the state for direct subsidies and rescue operations at taxpayers 

expense (Mexico, Asian Tigers); maintaining labour discipline and social order in the face 

of fiscal austerity and labour market ‘flexibility’; and enhancing the mobility of capital 

while blocking the mobility of labour (Ibid.). In a North-South context, the Northern states 

hosting TNCs are to sustain the viability of corporations and to gain access to other 

markets and labour forces (Ibid.). Meanwhile, the Southern states are often compelled to 

“act as transmission belts for other, more powerful, capitalists states” (Ibid.: 13).  

 

The state is imperative for the functioning of markets and economic co-ordination (Wood, 

1999; Weiss, 1997). The strength of external economic pressures is largely determined 

domestically, and the effect of such pressures varies with the strength of domestic 

institutions (Weiss, 1997:Ch. 2). In turn, different types of state capacity affect industrial 
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vitality and domestic adjustment to global forces. The dominant neo-liberal perspective 

situates the state in value neutral, ahistorical terms, as a benign institutional complex. 

However, problems of the state are not only internal to the state as a (bureaucratic) 

institutional system but also derive from the effects of the capitalist regime of 

accumulation, particularly its social relations of production which reorganise other power 

relations (Sayer, 1995:196). In terms of global pressures on democratic labour market 

institutions, nation-states do have the power to shape policy. Accordingly, “the question 

that should be asked is what are the strategic choices the states are making and why they 

are taking particular reform routes rather than others”  (Lambert, 1999:215). The 

reorganisation of labour markets for the purposes of international competitiveness relate to 

the ‘rationalisation’ of the state as a set of institutional relations.  

1.4.1.3. Rationalising the State  

The emphasis on the institutional dimension of the state concerns the rationalisation of the 

state characterising a shift from government to governance (Jessop, 1997).4 In 

“decentralising government” (World Bank, 1997) capital now relies on a range of non-state 

actors or “partners” to gain state objectives. The shift towards governance is aimed at 

restraining state planning while emphasising the commercialisation of the state. State 

planning is now limited to those functions the state should perform for a market economy. 

Thus, the responsibilities of the state for the level of unemployment or the rate of economic 

growth are placed outside the scope of governments (Gamble, 1988:26). Accordingly, 

attempts to plan or successfully intervene in some aspect of development of the wider 

system in order to effect change are considered to be futile, naïve and dangerous (Sayer, 

1995:75). Meanwhile, the encouragement of market-oriented transactions in government or 

the commercialisation of the state, often creates new public sector ‘executive agencies’, 

encouraging managerial discretion over the use of a given budget (Mackintosh and Roy, 

1999:2-5).  

  

In reorganising the state, the governance discourse relies on the notion of “partnerships” to 

achieve state objectives. Governance also involves meta-governance, in which governance 

operates in the shadow of government (Jessop, 1997:575). The new (provisional) role of 

the national state relates to its "primary instance" of meta-governance or providing ground 

rules of governance and social cohesion in class divided societies (Ibid. :573-578). The 

development of parallel state networks of a public, semi-public or para-public character 

directly relates to unifying and controlling the state apparatus in symbiosis with the 
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dominant party (Poulantzas, 1978:239). While deploying a relative monopoly of scientific 

knowledge and information, these parallel state networks are significant for the 

rationalisation of the state (Jessop, 1997).  

 

Accompanying privatisation and deregulation strategies, the rationalisation of the state 

relates to the commercialisation of the state, which adapts the state to market oriented 

transactions. Accordingly, the broad agenda of the World Bank in rationalising the state 

involves “subjecting the state to more competition”, “boosting competition within civil 

service”, “more competition in provision of public goods and services” and “contracting 

out services” (World Bank, 1997:9). In the discourse of New Public Management, 

governments are to operate in a similar manner to a private enterprise, where 

entrepreneurialism in public management is claimed to improve government performance 

(Terry, 1998:197). However, this public “entrepreneurial” emphasis restrains democratic 

values of public sector management while enhancing authoritarian state tendencies (Ibid.: 

198).   

1.4.1.4. Authoritarian State Forms     

The new role of the state in promoting the interests of TNCs has reinforced the 

authoritarian tendencies of the state. The authoritarian state forms mobilise a gamut of 

interventionist powers that override both parliamentary and coporatist mechanisms of 

representation (Gamble, 1988:182). Authoritarianism is defined here as organised power 

embedded in the institutional structure of the state, with covert and overt manifestations, 

contingent upon the existence or the absence of formal, much less substantive, democracy 

(Jalal, 1995:3). The restriction of democratic political representation of trade unions and 

labour movements is central to the neo-liberal agenda of a minimum but a strong state. The 

altering of political representation reflects a limitation of union claims on the economy and 

as a citizens movement on the polity (DuGay, 1999:80).  

  

In the North, the authoritarian state tendencies advanced new forms of corporatist 

arrangements promoted by social democratic parties (such as Labour parties). In these neo-

corporatist arrangements, workers are to gain by co-operating with management in a 

company-based ‘win-win’ culture, which promotes only enterprise unionism (Moody, 

1997). However, the compromises inherent in these neo-corporatist arrangements have 

undermined unions. In the context of Australia, the unions agreed to a strategy of “positive 

mutual co-operation” under the 1983 “Accord” between the Australian Labour Party and 
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the ACTU (Australian Council of Trade Unions). This neo-corporatist strategy, described 

as ‘best practice unionism”, involved a range of productivity-based compromises 

(Lambert, 1999). These reforms also coincided with employer militancy, which repressed 

unions in the late 1980s and in the late 1990s. In 1996, the newly elected Liberal-

Conservative coalition government promoted individual contracts (Australian Workplace 

Agreements) further fragmenting collective bargaining and directly undermining the union 

membership base (Ibid.).  

1.4.1.5. The South  

In the South, a key feature of authoritarian state forms pursuing Export Oriented 

Industrialisation (EOI) was the early suppression of militant unions and progressive 

segments of the labour movement. The promotion of EOI strategies reinforced militarised 

authoritarian state forms in post-colonial Asia. Many Southeast and South Asian nation-

states are embedded in armed conflict, involving separatist ethnic conflicts within their 

own borders and/or with neighbouring nation-states. The militarisation of the state on the 

basis of ‘national security’ (Henk, 1995:44) also represented the spread of markets as 

democratisation  (Ch. 2.3.0). In promoting the interests of capital, the state restrained 

unions through retracting rights of association and collective bargaining, as well as 

coercive strategies, curbing strikes, protests and pickets. Meanwhile, the mobilisation of 

party and/or company subordinated unions manufactured consent for the capitalist 

hegemony unifying and controlling the state. 

 

The launch of EOI strategies particularly in South East Asia and South Asia reinforced 

authoritarian state strategies based on patriarchal ethno-nationalist strategies. Women 

workers were absorbed into the EPZs, small factories, sweat shops or home based units, 

“feminising” the labour process. While the EPZs have increased women's autonomy and 

bargaining power, this has run parallel to discriminatory practices at the workplace, in 

labour market institutions, and in communities (Beneria, 1999:73). The enduring 

patriarchal tendencies of dominant unions also neglected the need to organise women 

workers, particularly in a context where unions are essentially banned (Ch. 2.4.). More 

importantly, the authoritarian patriarchal state strategies based on subordinating women’s 

interests, exacerbated the devaluation of their critical role in the reproductive economy in 

“unpaid, unmarketed, caring activities” (Elson, 1999:612). Thus, reducing labour costs is 

not simply sought out by transnational capital, it is actively created through militant anti-

unionism and paternalist patriarchal practices (Munck, 1988:128).  

 18



 

In Sri Lanka, the EPZ’s were launched in 1978, under a new government (the UNP) that 

came to power in a landslide electoral victory in 1977. The new government introduced an 

executive presidential system through the 1978 constitution, effectively centralising state 

power. The government also initiated the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) in 1979, 

sanctioning security forces to dispose of bodies secretly, and “opening the way for worst 

kinds of extra-judicial executions” (Sieghart, 1987). These authoritarian state strategies 

also restricted union and worker rights in the EPZs with violent reprisals directed at 

suspected activists (Fernando, 1988). In maintaining labour discipline and control, the 

coercive state induced a climate of fear among workers in the EPZs, undermining 

organised labour and worker activism (Ch. 5.).   

 

In short, globalisation illustrates the assertion of authoritarian state forms, which limit 

union claims on the economy and polity. This changing role of the state in creating and 

maintaining the conditions for capital accumulation is reinforced by global institutions of 

economic governance. 

   

1.4.2. Global Economic  Governance  and the State 

“The WTO does not act to preserve monopolies and privilege, but works 
to accomplish the reverse. Competition and openness is the opposite of 
monopolies and privilege, helping create a level playing field on which 
countries of the world at all stages of development can freely exchange 
goods and services.”  

Mike Moore (2003), former director-general of the WTO.   
 

“… at Doha, the WTO was at best silent and at worst opposed… nothing 
on transparency and improving democracy… no exclusion of public 
services from continuing service trade talks… no inclusion of labour 
standards … and future negotiations on investment issues …WTO rules 
precedence over environmental and health and safety …  Clearly WTO 
continues to be a part of the problem, instead of the solution” 

Marcello Malentacchi, general secretary International Metal 
Federation at the World Social Forum, January 2003. 

 

The role of global institutions of economic governance, particularly the IMF, the World 

Bank and the WTO is reconstituting and undermining unions. In facilitating the expansion 

of capital (finance, industrial and merchant capital), the global institutions of economic 

governance are dominated by the vested interests of core capitalist economies. Global 

economic governance is based on multilateral economic institutions (the IMF and the 

World Bank) and a loosely structured network of multilateral agreements (Moody, 1997:7). 
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While the roles of the IMF and the World Bank are to integrate domestic policy regimes of 

nation-states into global capitalist strategies, weighted by the interests of finance capital, 

the WTO is geared towards deregulating international trade and investment. 

1.4.2.1. The WTO 

The WTO is a key actor in reinforcing the power of corporate capital through its co-

ordination of the world trading system. The interests of the North, in particular, U.S., 

Canada, E.U., and Japan, dominate the WTO’s agenda. The international trade and 

investment agreements of the WTO simultaneously engage in ‘deregulation’ as well as ‘re-

regulation’. Deregulation is aimed at removing state restrictions on a range of public 

concerns such as labour, education, health, water and environment. Conversely, re-

regulation aims to expand markets, protecting profits and private property.  

 

The Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI) promoted by the WTO in 1995, 

exemplified the vested interests of international trade liberalisation. According to the MAI, 

member governments would treat foreign investors no less favourably than domestic ones. 

This meant restraining nation-state capacities to articulate domestic as well as foreign 

policy (George, 1999a). However, the original draft of the MAI was retracted in October 

1998 following protests by global social movements, NGOs and trade unions, alongside 

some governments. While similar protests at the 1999 Seattle meeting restrained the WTO, 

the 2001 Doha meeting, held under heavy security, managed to negotiate a new round of 

trade talks. Under public pressure, the WTO statement at Doha suggested “making the 

WTO's operations more transparent ... to improve dialogue with the public” (Moore, 2002). 

   

The WTO’s strategic orientation, driven by TNC’s interests, is to expand markets into all 

spheres of social life creating tradable goods (George, 1999a).  

As a result, the deregulation of international trade is a strategic mechanism transforming 

the state and its capacities. From the WTO’s standpoint, 

 “The rush of new members during the Uruguay Round demonstrated that the 

multilateral trading system was recognised as an anchor for development and an 

instrument of economic and trade reform”(WTO, 2001).   
The trade liberalisation agenda accompanied mechanisms to enforce trade laws, such as 

creating an international court of ‘justice’ to subordinate national laws as ‘barriers’ to trade 

(George, 1999a). In 1999, the WTO denied the European Union discretion over foreign 
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policy in the ‘banana decision’, by situating the Lome Convention and Europe’s favourable 

treatment of former colonies as a trade barrier (Ibid.).   

 

The deregulation of the world trading system in the 1990s, transferring public property 

rights to private interests, involved some key reforms. These included: the Agreement on 

Trade-Related Investment Measures (TRIMs); the Trade-Related Intellectual Property 

Rights (TRIPs); and the Agreement on Agriculture (AOA) (Bello, 2000). For example, by 

signing on to TRIPs, high tech TNCs like Microsoft and Intel, gained exclusive rights to 

monopolise innovations in knowledge-intensive industries. The TRIMs facilitated 

biotechnology firms like Novartis and Monsanto to monopolise genetic codes of nature 

such as seeds, plants, and animal life (Ibid.). And, the AOA deregulated agricultural 

markets in the South allowing the agri-business TNCs to consolidate their system of 

subsidised agricultural production (Ibid.). Five years after implementing the AOA (1995-

2000), developed countries exported more into the developing countries, illustrating a 

stagnation and even a deterioration in trade performance in Southern agricultural products 

(WTO, 2000). Evading substantive changes in the world trading system that might 

redistribute power and resources, the WTO continues to promote markets, asserting “… we 

do not believe that concerns about adjustment costs and income distribution are meaningful 

arguments against trade liberalisation.” (Moore, 2002).  

1.4.2.2. Labour Standards 

The role of the IMF, the World Bank and the WTO in promoting flexible labour markets is 

based on subordinating the International Labour Organisation (ILO) in terms of the 

advancement of labour standards (O’Brien et al, 2000). This institutional subordination of 

the ILO relates to the strategic interests of metropolitan capital, as well as the institutional 

path-dependence of the ILO.  

 

The role of the ILO, since its inception in 1919 under the Treaty of Versailles, has 

promoted an ideology of corporatism (capital-labour compromise) enshrined in procedures 

of tripartism (state, labour and capital). However, the ILO’s minimum labour standards, 

which primarily focused on protecting workers in core capitalist economies, weakened the 

“lingering momentum towards labour internationalism across borders” (Wangel, 

1988:289). It was the entry of peripheral workers in direct competition with the core 

capitalist economies that made labour standards more widely applicable (Ibid.). Moreover,  
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"the idea of the universal harmonisation of labour legislation as a measure to 

counter the differentiation between different sections of the world market ignores 

the fact that the strategy of export-oriented industrialisation … directly contradicts 

this goal" (Ibid.:303).  

The notion of ‘minimum labour standards’ offers unions in the South, ‘only marginal 

support’. Accordingly, the ILO acts as an "ideological reference point for the promotion of 

associative rights" (Ibid.). While the ILO conventions are the only detailed global labour 

rights standard, there is no international mechanism for their enforcement, and nation-

states are not compelled to endorse them. For example, although Sri Lanka has ratified ILO 

conventions on Freedom of Association (agriculture 1921; 1948) and Collective 

Bargaining (1949), their application is restrained under the priorities of EOI strategies 

aimed at deregulating labour markets. 

 

The deregulation of labour markets is based on restraining the actual application of labour 

standards and new legal instruments (such as the European Social Charter and the North 

American Agreement on Labour Cooperation). The WTO Ministerial meeting in 1997 

issued an outright rejection of labour standards,  

“we reject the use of labour standards for protectionist purposes and agree that the 

comparative advantage of countries, particularly low-wage developing countries, 

must in no way put into question” (ILO, 1997).  

As far as the IMF-World Bank and the WTO are concerned, "the ILO might as well close-

up shop" (Breman, 1995). 

1.4.2.3. Stabilisation and Structural Adjustment 

The ‘stabilisation’ and ‘structural adjustment’ strategies of the IMF and the World Bank 

are grounded in promoting privatisation and deregulation. The pressures of the IMF and 

the World Bank are significant in reconstituting state strategies, particularly for the debt 

dependent economies of the South. While the World Bank advocates structural adjustment 

policies focusing on production and interrelated markets, the IMF advocates stabilisation 

policies, managing exchange rates and removing capital controls (Lakshman, 1997). The 

stabilisation policies affect trade unions in terms of wage cuts through currency 

devaluations and reductions in government expenditure on social provision. 

  

The World Bank’s structural adjustment policies (or SAPs) have far reaching consequences 

on trade unions by targeting labour market flexibility and privatisation. Labour market 
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flexibility represents the varied ways labour regulations are codified and applied over 

specific territorial boundaries. The casualisation and feminisation of the labour force are 

the main effects of labour market flexibility. The strategy of privatisation, dismantling the 

core of the trade union movement in the public sector, is central to the attack on unions. 

Privatisation generally results in a loss of jobs and the increasing casualisation of work. In 

terms of state power, privatisation reinforces the executive branch of the state to exercise 

more direct control over the bureaucracy of public sector workers, whose bargaining 

capacity is increasingly weakened. This concentration of power in the executive branch 

reinforces authoritarian state forms, willing to exercise coercive strategies to implement 

privatisation. For example, the privatisation of the electricity sector in South Korea 

illustrates an on-going trade union struggle in this regard.    

1.4.2.4. The Privatisation of Korean Electricity 

The privatisation of the Korean electricity sector led to a strike by workers towards the end 

of February 2002. By May 2002, the government retreated to direct coercive action against 

the workers (KCTU, 2002). This privatisation episode relates to the World Bank’s 

‘structural adjustment’ strategy following the 1998 Asian crisis, opening-up the 

telecommunication, power, and gas sectors for privatisation. The strikers demanded the 

withdrawal of the privatisation plan, the conclusion of collective bargaining, and the 

reinstatement of dismissed workers. As the initial stage of privatisation, the government 

established five regional power companies in April 2001. From their inception, these 

regional companies were hostile towards the union that was formed in June 2001. With the 

dismissal of nearly 7,000 workers over two phases and more retrenchments expected, more 

than 5000 workers launched a strike in late February 2002 (Ibid.).  

 

The government strategies positioned union protest as a criminal offence, and reiterated a 

stance that “crime must be punished” (Ibid.). The coercive power of the state was deployed 

through the management of the regional power companies, the Prosecutors Office, and the 

police. In asserting the government’s commitment to privatisation, with "no let up in 

privatisation", the public was warned “to get ready for the worst” (Ibid.).  Meanwhile, the 

state was risking the potential breakdown of electricity distribution to over 60% of Korea's 

electricity consumers. The power companies launched legal action against the union and 

the striking workers in March 2002, suing nearly 14% of the union members out of a total 

of 5,609 members (Ibid.). Management filed for a court injunction to freeze the bank 

accounts, wages, and pension allowance of 49 leaders, a strategy that was later extended to 
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all the union members who “refused to return to work” (Ibid.). The Korean state deployed 

the police force to break up the strike, which raised concerns of human rights violations. In 

March, the main union, the KCTU, filed a petition in the National Human Rights 

Commission exposing police harassment of striking workers (Ibid.). 

 

In resisting the coercive state, the striking workers also invented new tactics. First, the 

striking workers dispersed into different areas in groups of five to ten, in a "guerrilla stay-

away strike" (Ibid.). Second, a special "Family Taskforce" was organised in all the 

communities surrounding the power plants to initiate and co-ordinate protest rallies across 

the country. However, the police apprehended most workers, threatening them with 

criminal prosecution and ordering them to write a “return to work statement”. 

Nevertheless, the strike also gained solidarity from the international labour movement with 

letters of protests by the ICFTU, ITF, ICEM, UNI, IMF (metal), and the PSI. The South 

African union, COSATU (Confederation of South African Trade Unions) and the SIGTUR 

(Southern Initiative on Globalisation and Trade Union Rights) labour network initiated 

national level action. The campaign mostly conducted through the internet included a 

special English website (www.base21.org) with copies of protest letters and information on 

actions taken (Ibid.). The campaign also depicted new modes of struggle by utilising new 

communication and information technology, the internet, email, fax machines, and mobile 

phones.   

 

The trade union struggles in South Korea confronting authoritarian state strategies, are an 

illustration of worker resistance to the World Bank agenda promoting privatisation. Thus, 

the World Bank’s neo-liberal strategies offer not only competitive advantage for capital but 

also the capacity to influence and disarm high-wage, labour-rights-recognised territories 

(Lambert, 1999:3). In enhancing rights of capital, the World Bank’s promotion of “flexible 

labour markets” represents the narrowing of unions to the workplace, which aimed at 

depoliticising unions.   

1.4.3. World Bank, 1995: Workers in an Integrating World 

The World Bank’s Annual Report in 1995, Workers in an Integrating World, articulates the 

dominant strategies aimed at reconstituting trade union identities and interests. While 

recognising trade unions as “a cornerstone of any effective system of industrial relations”, 

(World Bank[WB], 1995:79), the Bank firmly narrows the role of unions to the enterprise 

level, or economic (business) unionism (Ch. 2.4.). Hence, “[t]he experience of several 
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countries indicates that bargaining at the enterprise level can be an appropriate framework 

for achieving positive economic effects” (Ibid. :83). While limiting unions to the enterprise 

level, the Bank’s strategy is to narrow employment contracts and the scope of collective 

bargaining. According to the Bank, the countries that achieved the greatest gains for 

workers took advantage of international opportunities and relied on market forces rather 

than the state in allocating resources (Ibid.:10).  

1.4.3.1. Flexible Labour Markets 

The Bank argues that an “increase[d] labour market adaptability is essential in all regions 

of the world” (Ibid. :110). The Bank qualifies using the term “labour market flexibility” 

since it has meant “pushing wages down and workers out” (Ibid.). Nevertheless, the Bank’s 

promotion of “wage flexibility and labour mobility” is based on limiting state intervention 

in labour markets as well as social welfare provision.  

“While most important reforms consists of lifting constraints on labour mobility, 

wage flexibility, as well as breaking ties between social service and labour 

contacts” (Ibid. :110). 

By retracting state social provision, the aim of labour market flexibility is to increase the 

market dependence of workers. The Bank’s ‘lifting constraints on labour mobility’ 

specifically refers to the elimination of labour protective measures on the retrenchment and 

hiring of temporary workers.  

“If management is willing to enter into agreements about capital-labour ratios, 

apprentice programs, and the conditions under temporary workers are hired, the 

law should not forbid it” (Ibid.: 84). 

In promoting flexible labour markets the Bank represents the social wage as an 

international cost of production. Thus, the delinking of social services from labour 

contracts directly narrows worker interests to the workplace, the labour market and the 

sphere of production, while obscuring their responsibilities within families and 

communities in the sphere of social reproduction (Ch. 2.4.).  

 

By situating trade unions primarily as labour market actors, their 'success' is measured in 

terms of productivity. According to the Bank, for the period 1980 to 1993 the greatest 

“success” was in South East Asia and South Asia, where the average productivity doubled  

(Ibid. :13). In Africa, Latin America, the Middle East and the “transition” economies of 

Europe and Central Asia labour productivity turned negative during the same period. 

However, in the South Asian high productivity economy, the Bank bemoans that the Indian 
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trade unions have opposed structural adjustment in  “propping up part of the economy most 

in need of reform” (Ibid. :81-82). 

 

The Bank’s strategy to limit state social provision accompanies suggestions for intervening 

in labour markets. However, this intervention is limited to establishing workplace 

standards, minimum wages, and special protection for women and minorities. This advice 

situating trade unions as an ‘interest group’ similar to women and minorities, overshadows 

the power imbalance in the employer-worker class relation. Therefore, the core aim is 

towards limiting union rights of freedom of association and collective bargaining. In the 

process, the Bank makes passing reference to the ILO’s Freedom of Association 

convention (no. 87), with no mention of the Collective Bargaining convention (no. 98) 

(Ibid. :86). For the Bank, the role of trade unions in flexible labour markets is to enhance 

labour productivity at the enterprise level and promote “partnerships”. In obscuring the 

fundamental inequality of capitalist relations of production, the Bank’s immediate aim is to 

enclose class conflict to individual enterprises, “to decentralise and localise class struggle” 

(Wood, 1998:11).  

1.4.3.2. Unions and “Negative Behaviour” 

According to the Bank, unions have had both “positive” and “negative” effects on the 

restructuring process. The foremost objective is to promote company unions as 

'constructive'. As the main example of positive trade union engagement, the Bank 

highlights enterprise level unions in Malaysia (Ibid. :80). The negative effects of unions 

relate to the ‘monopolistic behaviour’ of unions, where unions increase wages for their 

members (Ibid. :81). As examples, the cases include unions in Pakistan, Kenya, Malaysia, 

Korea and Spain. Meanwhile, the Bank commends unions in Israel and Mexico that 

“rallied behind governments committed to adjustment programs”, but the report laments 

that “this constructive role of labour confederations have been rare” (Ibid. :84).  

 

The point of departure for the report is to situate the unions as having gained too much 

power. Thus the reforms to increase labour market flexibility concern curtailing unions 

from capturing “economic rents”.  

“In less competitive environments unions will attempt to capture economic rents 

and will ally themselves politically with their employers and with politicians who 

promise to perpetuate those rents” (Ibid. :82). 
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With an eclectic range of trade union examples, devoid of historical context and without 

reference to regional economies and politics, the Bank’s discourse is grounded in a neo-

classical economic paradigm that reduces union to abstract labour markets (sec. 1.5.1.1). In 

turn, the key theme of the report is that, in general, unions behave negatively:  

“unions do often act as monopolists, improving wages and working conditions for 

their members at the expense of capital holders, consumers, and non-union 

(unorganised) labour. The higher wages the unions win for their members either 

reduce business profits or get passed on to consumers in the form of higher prices. 

Either result leads unionised firms to hire fewer workers, increasing the supply of 

labour to the unorganised sector and depressing wages there” (WB.:81). 

 

In curtailing this “negative” behaviour, or union claims on the economy and the polity, the 

Bank explicitly legitimises authoritarian state forms (Breman, 1995). The Bank insists that 

“not all countries that repress unions adopted inefficient labour policies” (WB.: 86), and 

the key example here is “Korea before 1987”. This was a period of a militarised 

authoritarian regime that engaged in the violent repression of the independent labour 

movement and the student movement (Seidman, 1994). Thus, the denial of the workers’ 

rights to organise, according to the Bank, is not an obstacle to the achievement of 

economic efficiency (Breman, 1995).  

 

The arguments against unions on the grounds that they distort efficiency or equity is not 

supported with any clear-cut empirical evidence (Lee, 1998a). More importantly, they 

obscure the ways in which trade unions resist and steer power imbalances in concrete 

labour markets, further socialising market behaviour and redefining issues of equity, 

efficiency, equality, and empowerment. The ways in which labour mobility is restrained in 

concrete geographically-localised labour markets fail to enter the Bank’s approach to trade 

unions. Although the Bank acknowledges the “importance” of recognising worker rights, 

this discourse is grounded in privileging employers’ liberty over that of the workers 

(Breman, 1995).   

 

To sum up, the political dimension of the attack on unions relates to the new role of the 

state in maintaining conditions for accumulation and competition. The increasing influence 

of the World Bank, the IMF and the WTO on domestic policy regimes has reconstituted 

unions within new corporatist relations, limiting unions to the workplace. This 
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reorganisation of unions also concerns changes in the ideological realm, directly 

undermining values of worker solidarity and the collective identities of workers. 

 

1.5. Ideology: Neo-liberalism  

 
"What's the single most important thing to learn from an 
economics course today? … What I tried to leave my students 
with is the view that the invisible hand is more powerful than the 
hidden hand. Things will happen in well-organised efforts without 
direction, controls, plans. That's the consensus among economists. 
 That's the Hayek legacy." 

Lawrence Summers, (1998) former secretary of the U. S. 
Treasury Department and former Chief Economist of the World 
Bank. 5

 

The dominant ideology of the internationalisation of capital under globalisation is neo-

liberalism. Ideology is generated and produced at the intersections of power and is a site of 

struggle (Bhaskar 1993:119-120). In addition, ideologies are “articulations of interests and 

means by which agents are invited to accept a certain identity” (Callinicos, 1987:6). In 

turn, neo-liberalism as an articulation of capitalist class interests, invites workers to accept 

specific social identities as employees. This new identity for workers encouraging 

competitive individualism is fundamentally opposed to the values of worker solidarity. By 

reducing workers to atomised economic actors, competitive individualism undermines 

worker identities as class, as well as, moral economic actors (Ch. 3.).  

 

Neo-liberalism represents a legitimising identity (Castells, 1997:8), introduced by the 

dominant institutions to extend and rationalise their domination, by way of strategically 

located social actors (industrial and financial capitalists, media, think tanks, academics, and 

politicians). In 1947, starting from a gathering of liberals from advanced European 

economies under the Mont Pelerin Society, F. Hayek and his colleagues, mostly U.S., 

German, British, and French liberal intellectuals, launched a counter-revolution against 

Keynesianism, or the source of social democratic politics (Cockett, 1994; Wainwright, 

1994). Since then, think-tanks promoting neo-liberal policies have multiplied on a global 

scale and have sought to undermine social democratic politics and trade unions (Cockett, 

1994). By representing corporatist mechanisms and union legislation as "special 

privileges", neo-liberal precepts of F. Hayek and its practical implementation by Margaret 

Thatcher and Ronald Reagan oversaw a decisive offensive against trade unions. Thatcher’s 
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attack on the miners union in 1984, similar to Reagan’s assault on the air traffic controllers 

in 1981, was symbolic of the neo-liberal agenda (Marsh, 1992; Moody, 1988). 

 

Neo-liberalism, as a political ideology, combines liberal individualism of rights based 

minimal state with competitive markets as a “free society”.  As a result, the capitalist 

economy “retains the market mechanism but employs the ‘countervailing powers’ of the 

state intervention to ensure a rate of growth substantially higher than the normal expansion 

achieved under a ‘free’ system" (Lichtheim, 1975:344-5).  

 

The emphasis on individualism in neo-liberalism excluded women as individuals by 

subsuming them under the family and the private sphere (Waylen, 1986:85). The neo-

liberal rejection of concepts of social justice and the welfare state has amplified women’s 

burden of care in the absence of state social provision (Ibid. :96). This emphasis on the 

“public” sphere of production, while subordinating the “private” sphere of reproduction is 

central to the neo-liberal ideology of competitive individualism, which has reconstituted 

class, gender and ethnic power relations.   

 

Neo-liberalism, as an economic discourse, is grounded in an ideology of market 

competition. The ideology of market competition reflects a hegemonic “common sense” 

(Gramsci), encouraging an uncritical conception of the world that serves to depolitcise the 

masses (Martin, 1998:99). Accordingly, the neo-liberal “common sense” represents 

markets as the interests of the people, expressing novel forms of “market populism” 

(Frank, 2002). Rife with internal contradictions, market populism has inhibited the very 

same values, such as democracy and non-hierarchy, which it claims to promote.  

“It (market populism) is screechingly democratic, and yet the formal institutions of 

democracy have never seemed more distant and irrelevant than under its aegis. It 

speaks passionately of economic fairness, and yet in the nineties the American 

economy elevated the rich and forgot about the poor with a decisiveness we hadn’t 

seen since the 1920s” (Frank, 2002).     

This market populist ideology, an elaboration of economic liberal perspectives, equates 

markets with individual liberty and subordinates the civic status of workers (Ch. 2.2.). In 

reinforcing the interests of capital, market populism complements enduring liberal fears 

against the ‘tyranny of the majority’ or ‘democratic excess’ (Buchanan, 1997:220). In 

contrast to organicist notions of society (Durkheim) that emphasise "harmony", a feature of 

liberal thought is "the insistence that conflict is fruitful" (Bobbio, 1990:22). In encouraging 
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social identities that foster market competition, social knowledge is reduced to an 

individualist approach described as “methodological individualism”. 

1.5.1.1. Individualism and Human Capital  

The neo-liberal economic discourse is grounded in methodological individualism, which 

narrows society to a simple aggregation of individual behaviour. Methodological 

individualism asserts that explanations of social phenomena can only be adequately 

explained in terms of the beliefs, attitudes and decisions of individuals (Blaug, 1980:44). 

The expression “methodological individualism” was introduced by Schumpeter in 1908, 

and later extended by Karl Popper into the philosophy of science (Blaug, 1980:44). 

Methodological individualism situated knowledge as an individual attribute undermining 

the social character of knowledge (Wainwright, 1994). In Hayek’s version of 

methodological individualism, illustrating a subjectivist positivism, “the social world is 

constituted solely by individuals’ conceptions”  (Fleetwood, 1995:53).  

 

The core of neo-liberalism promotes not an ‘ordered competition’ but a ‘competitive order’ 

where the state creates conditions favourable to ‘markets’ (Hayek, 1948:107-18). 

Consequently, markets are represented as “zones of free, spontaneous conduct”, obscuring 

the socially embedded nature of markets and exchange (Sayer, 1995).6 The neo-liberal 

discourse soon dominated the liberal economic discourse and went on to colonise other 

social sciences, claiming the superiority of its’ method (Fine, 1999). The individualist and 

value-free (positivist) approach to science, meant reducing society to a formal “model 

building” exercise.  

 

Neo-liberal strategies in Public Choice theory extend methodological individualism to 

dismiss Keynesian state planning as the ‘Road to Serfdom’ (Hayek, 1944). Accordingly, 

Public Choice theory narrowly defines individual behaviour as self-interest based on 

“rational choice” behavioural assumptions (Sayer, 1995:158: Buchanan, 1977). Derived 

from the neo-classical economics model of utility maximising rational economic-man, or 

the homo-economicus, competitive individualism is seen as inevitably beneficial at a social 

level. By emphasising problems internal to the state bureaucracy, Public Choice theory 

argued that politicians and bureaucrats act rationally to maximise their own interests 

(Niskanan, 1971; Tullock, 1967; Buchanan, 1977).  
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In substituting markets for economic co-ordination, Hayek introduced the concept of a 

“catalaxy” to refer to clusters of economic activity (Sayer, 1995:70-74). The catalaxy was 

described as a dispersed, complex, internally diverse, spontaneous evolutionary 

development. Moreover, its diverse qualities are unknowable to a single mind or 

organisation (Ibid.).  Consequently, the market is projected as the optimum mechanism to 

co-ordinate the dispersed creative entrepreneurial activity of institutions, groups, and 

individuals. For Hayek,   

“a large economy can be prosperous only if it relies on competitive prices to co-

ordinate individual effort by condensing all the information fed into the market by 

many thousands of individuals” (Hayek, 1980). 

By placing individual rights at the centre of a ‘competitive order’, the neo-liberal discourse 

emphasised institutional structures based on a concept of the ‘rule of law’ (Buchanan, 

1997). In this perspective, rules are not allowed to differentiate, under a principle of 

generality, among individuals and groups (Ibid.: 221).  With markets represented as the 

core of a ‘competitive order’, the focus on the individual level enhanced micro-socio-

political interventions, which act to undermine values of worker solidarity and collective 

strategies of workers. 

 

The concept of ‘human capital’, which stresses skills and knowledge of workers, is central 

to the neo-liberal agenda of undermining unions. Human capital refers to formally non-

economic forms, relations, resources and values which are then brought within utilitarian 

notions of social actors oriented towards enhancing competitiveness (Fine, 1999:13). The 

extension of “human capital” to the macro-social level concerns the concept of “social 

capital”, where social is seen as “anything that is not reducible to individualistic exchange 

relations”. Thus, social capital is “anything other than tangible assets” (Ibid.: 8). The 

World Bank’s (1997) promotion of “social capital” deploying a language of 

“decentralisation” and “participation”, reconstitute the strength of domestic state 

institutions (Fine, 1999:11).  In particular, the World Bank’s encouragement of 

partnerships with NGOs and other decentralised initiatives are based on marginalising 

unions. This deployment of 'human capital' directly overlaps with a Schumpeterian 

emphasis on mobilising social as well as economic sources of flexibility and 

entreprenurialism (innovation) at the micro-social level in the interest of extracting profits 

(Jessop, 1999:17). In promoting competitive individualism, the “human capital” discourse 

redefines workers’ identities and interests in terms of  ‘enterprising workers’.  
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1.5.1.2. Enterprising Workers  

The deployment of individualism in neo-liberalism combines concepts of entrepreneurs 

with competition, or the ‘enterprise culture’ with the ‘opportunity society’ (Jessop, 

1997:564). In social theory, the ideal of the entrepreneur emerges in Weber’s account of 

commercial society and the ‘work ethic’ where the free will (the subjective realm of 

individuals) is the underlying logic of social outcomes. By situating human life in 

entrepreneurial terms, the owner of that life becomes responsible for his or her own self-

advancement and care (DuGay, 1999:85). Thus enduring social structures of 

unemployment and poverty are explained in terms of individual choice in a market system 

that creates “opportunities”.  

 

The ‘enterprising worker’ is a flexible worker, multi-skilled and self-motivated towards his 

or her own career development. By focusing on the micro-social level, new management 

strategies concentrate on winning the “hearts and minds” of workers. These strategies 

modify elements of trust, co-operation, loyalty and organisational culture, in the interest of 

reducing labour costs and enhancing labour productivity (Storey, 1992:266). As a result, 

workers are constantly monitored for their work motivation, labour utilisation and 

commitment (Ibid.: 265). In asserting management control over labour, the aim is to 

redefine the self-understanding of workers, their capacities and interests.  

 

The neo-liberal emphasis on the ‘enterprising worker’ and the liberty of the worker is often 

secondary to the liberty of the consumer. This focus on the rights of the consumer is based 

on a model where the "invisible hand" (Samuelson) of self-regulating markets co-ordinate 

the actions of utility-maximising rational economic-men (Sayer, 1995). However, this 

abstract model of individuals as social atoms, is based on ignoring history, the normative 

assessment of choices and enduring hierarchies of power relations. Thus, the “enterprising 

worker” represents primarily an ideal type of a skilled, white, male worker, and not 

“unskilled” women and ethnic minorities. By conflating labour with capitalist enterprise, 

the neo-liberal ideology of ‘enterprising workers’ constructs identities where it is 

capitalists and not the workers who ‘produce’ (Wood, 1995:156). Meanwhile, the emphasis 

on consumer sovereignty evades attention to the sphere of production where workers 

liberty and control over their work is increasingly curtailed (Sayer, 1995:121). 

Consequetly, the neo-liberal emphasis on worker liberty is grounded in a devaluation of 

liberty in terms of citizenship rights as illustrated by Hayek’s approach to trade unions.  
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1.5.1.3. Hayek on Trade Unions: Outlaw Them 

Hayek’s arguments represent the core of neo-liberal discourse on trade unions, which focus 

on principles of association or trade union rights and corporatist arrangements. By claiming 

that unions are coercive of individual freedom, Hayek stresses the “rule of law” in order to 

limit the civic status of unions. According to Hayek, 

“Most people, however, have so little realisation of what has happened that they 

still support the aspirations of unions in the belief that they are struggling for 

“freedom of association,” when this term has in fact lost its meaning and the real 

issue has become the freedom of the individual to join or not to join a union” 

(Hayek, 1960:268). 

For Hayek, unions are inherently “coercive” and “violent”, and have become “uniquely 

privileged institutions to which the general rules of law do not apply” (Ibid.).  

 

The main thrust of Hayek’s argument is to dismiss corporatist arrangements by situating 

trade unions as “monopolies” with too much power relative to employers. Tripartism, for 

Hayek, is a government strategy that legitimised union coercion, where unions gained 

strength by “exploiting other workers” and distorting the cost of labour. Unions were seen 

as a major factor for the decline of the British economy, and “trade union legal privileges 

were the chief cause of unemployment” (Hayek, 1980). Thus, he rejected German “co-

determination” strategies expressing “industrial democracy” and promoted U.S. unions as 

rightfully  “refusing to assume responsibility in the conduct of business” (Ibid., 1960:277).  

  

For Hayek, trade unions were the main reason why labour markets do not clear at full 

employment, since “full employment requires continual change in the relative wages” 

(Hayek, 1980). In this monetarist version of the economy, unions are reduced to an 

economic frame, in which the economy is co-ordinated through the price system. Thus, 

getting the “prices right” meant restraining “wage rigidities” induced by trade unions. 

Accordingly, trade unions interrupted Hayek's version of “free society”, and he 

vociferously asserted the “futility of negotiating reforms with union leaders until deprived 

of legal privileges” (Ibid.). 

 

In restraining unions, Hayek focused on the mechanism of the rule of law, in particular, on 

picketing, closed shop and secondary strikes. For Hayek, “the unions rely on the picket-

line as an instrument of intimidation” where  
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“even so-called “peaceful” picketing in numbers is severely coercive, permitting a 

kind of organised pressure upon individuals which in a free society no private 

agency should be permitted to exercise” (Ibid., 1960:274-5).  

Similarly, closed shop and secondary strikes depict a “coercion of individuals” (Ibid.).  

 “We must also regard as inadmissible methods of coercion all secondary strikes 

and boycotts which are used not as an instrument of wage bargaining but solely as 

a means of forcing other workers to fall in with union policies” (Ibid.).     

The only beneficial role that the unions play in Hayek’s approach is primarily as ‘friendly 

societies’ assisting members against “peculiar risks of their trade” (Hayek, 1960:277). 

According to Hayek, unions are “undesirable” but the “legal prohibition of trade unions 

would not be justifiable”, partly because in "a free society much that is undesirable has to 

be tolerated" (Ibid.:275). However, with the rise of Thatcherism, Hayek would later alter 

this position.  

“I would be prepared to predict that the average worker’s income would rise fastest 

in a country where relative wages are flexible, and where the exploitation of 

workers by monopolistic trade union organisations of specialised group of workers 

are effectively outlawed” (Ibid., 1980).  

1.5.2. Thatcher as the Embodiment of Hayek 

The emergence of Thatcherism in Britain illustrated the actual practice of Hayek’s 

perspectives on trade unions. Thatcherism, or policies pursued since Margaret Thatcher 

came to power in 1979, adopted a neo-liberal accumulation strategy. The core of this 

strategy was based on deregulation, privatisation and the commercialisation of the state 

sector (Jessop et al, 1988). Thatcherism launched a new, militant, class struggle from 

above that undermined democratic gains of workers and their families achieved by the 

Keynsian welfare state. Her neo-liberal agenda claimed that these policies were in the 

interest of the “nation”, the defence of law and order, the right of management and sound 

economic principles (Miliband, 1987). According to Hobsbawm, Thatcherism was 

launched with more confidence than the conservatism of old Toryism, due to the  

“weakening of and divisions within the working class and the self-ruination of the Labour 

Party” (Hobsbawm, 1989:66). 

 

Thatcher was a disciple of Hayek, and a Social Darwinist who justified her programme 

with the single word TINA, short for ‘There Is No Alternative’ (George, 1999). Thatcher 

met Hayek soon after becoming the leader of the opposition Tory Party in 1975, at a 
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meeting arranged by the Institute of Economic Affairs (IAE), a key neo-liberal think-tank 

(Cockett, 1994). The IAE actively promoted neo-liberal policies during the Thatcher years, 

eliminating the conservative ‘Wets’ faction of the Tory party (Ibid.). According to 

Margaret Thatcher, in her autobiography The Downing Street Years, Hayek and Milton 

Friedman were “…the greatest exponent of free enterprise economics” following Adam 

Smith (Thatcher, 1993:618).  

 

The neo-liberal strategies of Thatcherism, similar to “Reaganomics”, targeted trade unions 

as a key reason for the crisis in capitalism. According to Thatcher,  

“I never ceased to believe that, other things being equal, the level of 

unemployment was related to the extent of trade union power. The unions had 

priced many of their members out of jobs by demanding excessive wages for 

insufficient output, of making British goods uncompetitive” (Thatcher, 1993:272). 

Radical reforms in industrial relations under Thatcher redefined the realm of citizenship. 

While strengthening private rights of capital, Thatcherism systematically undermined civil 

liberties of autonomous local government, freedom of speech and the press, and democracy 

in general (Hobsbawm, 1989:224: Ewing and Gearty, 1990). Similar strategies repressing 

unions in the global South transmitted through production chains and global institutions of 

economic governance. Thus, the Thatcherist project illustrates a specific state strategy best 

described as authoritarian populism. 

1.5.2.1. Authoritarian Populism 

Thatcherism is described as an authoritarian populist regime (Hall, 1988), encapsulating 

contradictory features of a “dominative and ‘authoritarian’ form of democratic class 

politics” (Hall, 1988:153). It is also paradoxically rooted in ameliorating populist 

discontents (Ibid.). Although anti-statist in dismantling the welfare state, Thatcherism was 

“highly state-centralist and dirigiste in many of its strategic operations” (Ibid.). 

Thatcherism also represented an emergent accumulation strategy expressed in terms of a 

state strategy, which seeks to institutionalise this project (Jessop et al, 1988:43). While 

Thatcherism appealed to the interests of “petty-bourgeoisie and small capital”, it exeplified 

an ideological strategy driven by multinational and finance capital interests (Ibid.:35).  

 

The statist strategies of Thatcherism redefined democracy by representing markets as 

‘popular will’. By claiming that “enemies of democracy” were within and outside, 

Thatcherism demobilised trade unions, along with democratic social movements, feminists, 
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anti-racists, gay-lesbians, anti-militarists and ecologists. In weakening the welfare state, 

this statist strategy re-concentrated power in un-elected and unaccountable bodies below 

the central level, and centralised power in the executive beyond the scrutiny of the 

parliament (Ibid.:177).  

 

Thatcher’s minimalist state strategy centralised the state and strengthened the police force, 

narrowly defining the ‘rule of law’ as internal security. This was achieved by passing 

several acts giving police more power, increasing pay, manpower, inter-unit co-ordination 

and equipment. According to Thatcher,  

“Although the government would make it clear that the police enjoyed its moral 

support and would improve police equipment and training, the constitutional limits 

on us in this area (industrial relations) were real and sometimes frustrating” 

(Thatcher, 1993:100). 

These coercive state strategies of Thatcherism simultaneously manufactured consent by 

deploying conservative notions of family and community.  

 

Thatcherism attacked trade union activism as questioning of authority and as undermining 

the moral community represented by the patriarchal family. In its deployment of family, 

Thatcherism illustrates a tighter compatibility between patriarchy and capitalism (Tusscher, 

1986). The increasing absorption of women into the peripheral labour markets with low 

wages, maintained women’s dependence on the man’s income and women’s capability to 

offer ‘servicing duties’ required within patriarchal relationships (Ibid.:80). A marked 

feature of the neo-liberal policies of the Thatcher and Reagan period is the feminisation of 

poverty (Gamble, 1988:200).  

 

Thatcherist strategies promoting the interests of multinational capital enhanced the 

subordination of the South to the interests of the North. Thatcher’s ‘enemies outside’ were 

agents proposing alternatives to markets and capitalism, in particular the Soviet Union and 

international communism (Ibid. 55-57). Thatcher paralleled Reagan’s strategies of 

increasing military budgets, expanding the Cold War Atlantic alliance (NATO) to sustain 

an aggressive stance towards the Soviet Union. This defence of capitalism reinforced the 

‘security state’ discourse extending the power of the state over the individual (Ewing and 

Gearty, 1990:207). In reinforcing interests of the North, Thatcherism and Reaganomics 

proposed the alleviation of poverty in the South through a ‘trickle down theory’, 

dismissing demands from the South for redistribution. For Thatcher, international trade, 

 36



inevitably, leads to increasing ‘productivity’, where "the creation of wealth was the way to 

tackle poverty” and not the redistribution of world resources (Thatcher, 1993:170).  

1.5.2.2. Undermining Unions 

Thatcherist attacks on unions, informed by Hayek’s perspectives, targeted three main 

areas: picketing, the closed shop, and ballots. Thatcherist reforms in industrial relations, 

the Employment Acts of 1980, 1982, 1988 and 1990, and the Trade Union Act of 1984, 

decisively altered the capital-labour relationship by changing the legal status of trade 

unions (Marsh, 1992:74).  

 

More than industrial relations legislation, Thatcherism utilised contract law, criminal law 

and common law to undermine the legal status of unions and peaceful worker protests 

(Ibid.). Thatcherism mirrored Hayek’s perspective on picketing and secondary strikes by 

limiting them “strictly to those who were themselves party to the dispute and who were 

picketing at the premises of their own employer” (Thatcher, 1993:99). The reforms 

restricted cross-firm or industry-wide solidarity action, limiting freedom of assembly and 

peaceful protest (Ewing and Gearty, 1990:84). In changing the legal status, the Trade 

Union Act of 1984 made trade unions liable for civil action in tort and claims for damages 

could be pursued against trade union funds (Marsh, 1992:33). According to Thatcher,   

“We proposed also to set limits on the damages which could be awarded against 

trade unions, though of course there would be no limit on the fines which a court 

could impose for contempt – a most important qualification” (Thatcher, 1993:273). 

This was a powerful sanction that held non-compliance by trade unions as a contempt of 

court for which trade unions may be subjected to an unlimited fine. If the contempt 

continued, the courts were empowered to seize union funds. Several unions were fined for 

contempt, particularly the National Union of Mine workers (NUM) (Marsh, 1992:97-98).  

 

These changes in the legal climate encouraged segments of the private sector employers to 

be more persistent in de-recognising unions, particularly in printing and shipping. In the 

public sector, the denial of public sector unions (General Communication Headquarters in 

1984), privatisation, and the centralisation of the state, weakened a core segment of the 

union movement (Ewing and Gearty, 1990:131). Throughout the period of Thatcherism, 

1979-92, the dominant national trade union, the Trade Union Congress (TUC) was kept out 

of access to the government (Marsh, 1992:111-138). 
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The implementation of privatisation represents a frontal attack on trade unions. The 

privatisation strategy first targeted the coal industry and the miners unions. After retracting 

from earlier efforts in 1981, the Thatcher government carefully planned the next major 

showdown with the NUM in 1984  (Marsh, 1992:120-125). Coal stocks were built up at 

power stations, alternative sources of supply identified, the security forces prepared, 

detailed contingency plans drawn up by Whitehall, and a tough new chairman appointed 

(Ibid.).  The miners strike which began in March 1984 lasted eleven months, and was 

crushed by carefully orchestrated splits within the NUM while isolating it from the rest of 

the labour movement (Ibid.).  As an episode of public order policing, the miners strike 

highlighted the “militarisation of the police” under Thatcherism (Ewing and Gearty, 

1990:85).    

 

By weakening the link between unions and the Labour party, Thatcherism aimed to 

depoliticise the trade union movement (Marsh, 1992:115). The 1984 Act insisted that trade 

unions should ballot their members every ten years for approval to operate their political 

funds. However, all unions who had funds, voted to retain them while some (including the 

civil service union) voted to set one up for the first time (ibid.:154).  

 

In reorganising unions, Thatcherism sought to de-legitimise union leaders in the guise of 

‘genuine democracy’ which narrowed democracy to procedures or the ‘rule of the game’. 

Thatcherism encouraged union members to challenge their leaders, not in public union 

forums, but in courts  (Marsh, 1992:99). According to Thatcher,  

“I was convinced that rank-and-file unionists felt very differently to the union 

bosses about the reforms, in due course, we must liberate them by breaking down 

the closed shop and by ensuring genuine democracy within the unions; then they 

themselves would bring the extremists and union apparatchiks into line” (Thatcher, 

1993:101).  

The reforms on the closed shop enforced more stringent conditions aimed at discrediting 

the political legitimacy of union leadership. According to Thatcher, closed shop reforms 

were aimed at giving workers, 

“who might be dismissed for refusing to join a union the right to apply to an 

industrial tribunal for compensation. There would be a legal right of complaint for 

those arbitrarily expelled or excluded from union membership. We would extend 

the present protection for employees who objected to joining a union because of 

deeply held personal conviction. (Thatcher, 1993:273). 
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In undermining collective identities and interests of workers, Thatcherism reinforced 

worker identities as ‘enterprising workers’ and unions as ‘privileged monopolies’. 

Thatcher’s deployment of the coercive state apparatus illustrated the new role of the state, 

in serving the interest of capital. Consequently, Thatcherist anti-union strategies restricted 

the legal scope of unions within and outside, disrupted union activities, manipulated union 

elections, encouraged anti-union sentiments and derailed union strategies (Gamble, 1988). 

In restraining union claims on the economy and the polity, Thatcherist neo-liberal ideology 

was grounded in promoting competitive individualism.   

1.5.2.3. Consolidation of Neo-liberalism 

Thatcherism as an actual practice of neo-liberal policies depicts the consolidation of neo-

liberalism at a political level. The form and function of the state under Thatcher reinforced 

the interests of the TNCs in a core capitalist economy restraining unions and worker 

solidarity. With competitive individualism as the basis of liberal democracy and of ‘good 

society’, neo-liberalism is based on narrowing unions to the workplace as an economic 

interest group while de-legitimising contentious action and disconnecting their alliances 

with other workers (Ch. 3).  

 

The attack on unions in core capitalist economies transmitted into the semi-periphery and 

periphery legitimised authoritarian state forms that promoted ‘free trade’ and ‘open 

economies’. For example, Thatcher visited Sri Lanka in 1984 and addressed the 

parliament, supporting the government in power (the UNP) that had launched ‘open 

economy’ or liberalisation policies in 1977. Sri Lanka was the first South Asian economy 

to pursue EOI strategies under the aegis of the World Bank. By the time of Thatcher’s 

visit, the ruling government had centralised the state, dismissing 40,000 striking workers in 

1980 and banning unions (Fernando, 1988). Moreover, Thatcher’s visit was symbolic of an 

ex-colonial capitalist state encouraging a post-colonial state to act as a transmission belt for 

the promotion of Northern TNCs’ interests.  

 

To sum up, neo-liberal globalisation as an early phase of internationalisation illustrates a 

multi-faceted attack on unions. In the economic dimension, the internationalisation of 

capital involves the concentration and centralisation of capital in Northern core economies, 

which elaborated a new international division of labour. The new forms of work derived 
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from the decentralisation of production have enhanced the casualisation and the 

feminisation of the labour process, while amplifying the individualisation of labour. 

 

Table 1.1: Effects of Globalisation on Trade Unions.  
 

 Neo-liberal globalisation Effects 
Capital • Concentration & 

centralisation 
• Flexible production 
• Lean production 

↑ Differentiate employment relations 
↑ Casualisation  
↑ Feminisation of labour process 
↑ Intensification of labour 

State • Deregulation 
• Privatisation 
• Commercialisation of 
public sector  

↓ union rights 
↓ collective bargaining 
↓ social provision  
↑ Authoritarianism  
↑ Rights of capital 

Ideology • Competitive 
individualism 

• “enterprising worker” 
• Patriarchal ethno-

nationalism 

↓ social solidarity 
↓  Democracy, ↓ civic rights 
↓ Social Justice  
 

 

 

In the political dimension, the new role of the state is to promote the interests of capital, 

based on strategies of deregulation, privatisation and the commercialisation of public 

sector. This reorganisation of the state, increasingly integrated with global institutions of 

economic governance, the IMF, the World Bank and the WTO, is grounded in limiting 

union claims on the economy and polity. In the ideological dimension, neo-liberal 

ideology, which promotes competitive individualism and identities of “enterprising 

workers”, is fundamentally opposed to the values of worker solidarity. By representing 

markets as development, neo-liberalism is based on restraining union identities as moral-

economic actors engaged in issues of democracy and social justice. This economic, 

political and ideological attack on trade unions, particularly in the South, has reinforced 

authoritarian state forms. In turn, the neo-liberal accumulation strategies undermining 

unions also highlight the dilemmas faced by unions in terms of labour internationalism. 

1.6. Dilemmas of Workers Movement 

“The WTO is one of the key lightening rods – especially during 
the 1999 Seattle Ministerial – of a well-organised movement 
specifically targeted against such alleged organs of global 
corporate dominance”  

Mike Moore, Former head of WTO (2003:8) 
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The question of labour internationalism is at the core of the dilemmas faced by trade 

unions under neo-liberal globalisation. Labour internationalism refers to cross-national and 

non-territorial solidarities and organisations of an egalitarian and democratic nature, which 

are based on a common commitment to transforming the subordinated status of labour 

(Waterman, 1998; Ch. 3.2.1.3.). Under globalisation, the changing international division of 

labour and new forms of labour control have reconstituted the working-classes, unions, and 

strategies of labour internationalism.  

 

The expanding division of labour represents a fragmentation as well as an interconnection 

of workers in multiple relations of production in diverse cultural spaces. The main changes 

reconstituting the working classes characterise the shrinking core of full-time workers, 

increasing part-time and casual workers, and the feminisation of the labour force. Unions 

are increasingly faced with the dilemma of addressing specific interests of a differentiated 

and stratified labour force while placing those interests in the universal humanist value 

orientation of the labour movement. This also relates to difficulties of the working-classes 

in capturing or even influencing their own organisations (Moody, 1997;Ch.3.3.1.). 

1.6.1.1. Limits of Corporatism 

The enduring forms of labour internationalism are based on corporatist industrial relations 

systems that were socialised by Keynsian welfare state strategies. While corporatism 

involves diverse interpretations, here it is defined as an expression of class compromise 

between capital and labour, recognising structural interdependence and possibilities of a 

bargained outcome. Historically, corporatist strategies integrated unions, encouraging 

nation-state centred industrial unionism and Labourist strategies. However, previous 

strategies of nation-state centred, labour-popular, or labour-community alliances, are 

dismantled with the new role of the state in promoting flexible labour markets (Waterman, 

1993).  

 

In the core capitalist economies, corporatism relates to union strategies of Labourism and 

labour-popular alliances. Expressed in Keynesian welfare state formations, social 

democratic strategies of Labour parties are geared towards the institutionalisation of trade 

unions within systems of industrial relations. However, the promotion of partnerships or 

‘new corporatism’ has decentralised collective bargaining, narrowing unions to the 

workplace and weakening their bargaining capacities (Lambert, 1999). In the periphery and 

semi-periphery, the developmental state strategies established corporatist mechanisms, 
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subordinating unions to the political parties. Thus, union strategies include both labour-

popular and labour-community alliances and extends their relatively narrow role within 

industrial relations systems to demand state social provision. However, the state promotion 

of EOI strategies along with militant anti-unionism, have restrained the legal recognition of 

unions, the scope of collective bargaining, and the space for peaceful public protest. For 

example, in Sri Lanka, the launch of EOI strategies and the EPZs in 1978 was based on 

maintaining non-unionised workplaces. Although unions were legally recognised in the 

EPZs in 1999, the state and employers continue to undermine unions (Ch. 6 & 10).  

 

The weakening of working class parties that provided leadership to the labour movement is 

a significant element in reconstituting corporatist relations. The working-class parties 

(communist and socialist) which articulated an alternative to capitalism have been nearly 

dissolved with the disintegration of the Soviet Union (Hobsbwam, 1989:162). Most 

Communist Party strategies have shifted towards a social-democratic frame (Waterman, 

1993). Meanwhile, the dominant tendencies within Labour parties illustrate a convergence 

towards neo-liberal strategies.  

 

The Labourist strategies that were primarily based on an ideology of collectivism, 

promoted a narrow essentialist approach to class identities. By homogenising the working 

class, Labourism evaded issues of internal class differentiation as well as class 

interdependence with other identities, in particular gender, ethnicity and religion. The focus 

on the institutional dimension also subordinated union identities as moral-economic actors 

within the labour movement.   

1.6.1.2. Labour Internationalism 

The neo-liberal strategies reconstituting of labour internationalism are aimed at de-

politicising and disempowering unions in a global scale. The dominant international union 

actors, such as the ICFTU (International Confederation of Free Trade Unions), WFTU 

(World Federation of Trade Unions), and Global Union Federations (GUFs) are 

increasingly restrained by their incorporation into global institutions of economic 

governance (Moody, 1997). Their nation-state centred strategies that developed under Cold 

War rivalries, have reinforced cross-national union alliances as an extension of domestic 

foreign policy and diplomacy, restraining the movement dimension of labour 

internationalism (Lambert, 2003).  
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The ICFTU has emerged as the key international union federation, while the WFTU 

functions at a modest level comprising of working-class party based unions from the semi-

periphery and former socialist economies (WFTU, 2001). The WFTU lobbies the UN, in 

which the Southern nation-states are more visible, while the ICFTU is more integrated with 

institutions of global economic governance. Unlike the ICFTU’s economic unionism, the 

WFTU’s political unionism expresses a wider political agenda. The WFTU congress in 

New Delhi 2000, promoted strategies adopted by the UN convened summits in the 1990’s, 

particularly the World Summit for Social Development in 1995 (Ibid.).  

 

The way the ICFTU and the WFTU are positioned in the present context is problematic 

(Waterman, 2000). They both primarily engage at the level of the nation-state, neglecting 

other parts of the labour movement and alliances with other democratic social movements, 

in particular, the women’s movement (Moghadam, 1999: Jayawardena, 1988). The ICFTU 

mostly represents the workers’ agenda of Northern core capitalist economies, while the 

WFTU is “looking backwards rather than forwards” (Waterman, 2000).   

 

Most GUFs are engaged in institutionalised collective bargaining strategies. Nevertheless, 

a few GUFs participate in international solidarity campaigns such as the ITF (transport 

workers), the ICEM (chemical, energy and mining workers), and the IMF (metal workers). 

For example, the International Transport Workers Federation (ITF), launched a successful 

campaign in June 1996, against ‘flags of convenience’, a mechanism for international 

capitalist ship owners to evade labour and safety regulations (Munck, 1999:18). According 

to Moody (1997), the GUF/ITSs embody the potential for developing a multi-layered 

strategy in dealing with TNCs’ production chains. However, the GUFs are  “dominated by 

partnership-minded union leaders from the U.S., Japan, Germany and Britain”, with 

inadequate engagement in global solidarity campaigns (Moody, 1997:280). 

 

In summary, the dominant forms of labour internationalism, expressed in ICFTU, WFTU 

and GFUs, are heavily bureaucratised, nation-state oriented, eurocentric, male-biased, 

technocratic, and restricted in their internal democracy (Waterman, 1999; Moody, 1997). 

With domestic foreign policy and diplomacy as the basis for labour internationalism, most 

of these international labour organisations, as well as national affiliates, have neglected a 

range of alliances with other counter hegemonic social movements (Waterman, 2000).  
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1.6.1.3. Alliances 

The building of union alliances with other social movements is central to labour 

internationalism under globalisation. Previous strategies of Labourism and political 

unionism often neglected potential allies with humanist interests, engaged in anti-racist, 

anti-imperialist, anti-sexist, anti-militarist, anti-authoritarian, and anti-pollution struggles 

(Waterman, 1999:3). The dominant unions, socialised in corporatist nation-state-centred 

strategies, have often evaded addressing contradictions within unions, among unions and 

other parts of the labour movement (women, migrants, casual and part-time, self-

employed, and unemployed) (Ibid.). 

 

The 1999 Seattle protest, ‘the Battle of Seattle’ against the WTO ministerial conference is 

considered as the beginning of a new labour internationalism  (Waterman, 2000). The 

Seattle protest expanded into similar protests in Prague, Genoa and a range of other cities, 

highlighting the social consequences and the human cost of the unchecked spread of global 

capitalism (Glasius and Kaldor, 2003). Consequently, they expressed an anti-capitalist 

movement rather than an anti-globalisation movement (Ibid.).  

 

The launch of the World Social Forum (WSF) in 2001, in Porto Alegre Brazil, involved a 

range of social movements that contested the neo-liberal globalisation. The WSF coincided 

with the World Economic Forum, a forum of key corporate capital and state actors engaged 

in reinforcing the hegemony of finance capital. As opposed to the ‘Anti-Corporate’, ‘Anti-

Capitalist’, or ‘Anti-Globalisation’ labels, the WSF (2001) suggests describing this (anti-

capitalist) movement as the Global Justice and Solidarity Movement (GJ&SM) (Waterman, 

2003). The WSF encouraged a number of similar networked social forums, including the 

Asian Social Forum held in India in January 2003. What the GJ&SM highlights is the 

common agenda of the labour movement with other social movements (women, peace, 

ecology, human rights, and fair trade) asserting “another world is possible”. The GJ&SM 

indicates a broader change in the political climate involving the formation of a new 

political milieu and an intellectual shift (Callinicos, 2001).  

 

While trade unions and labour networks are included in the GJ&SM, trade unions are not 

the key actors. Although national and international trade unions at Seattle in 1999 

represented nearly half the participants, they were “neither initiators or leaders” 

(Waterman, 2000). At the same time, what Seattle illustrated was a coalition of anti-

capitalist forces and internationalists realising the centrality of the labour movement for the 
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transformation of the status quo of the world economy (Ibid.). According to Waterman, the 

GJ&SM highlights a new mode of organising resistance, communication between and 

among actors and an emphasis on the cultural realm of resistance (Waterman, 2003).  
 

For revitalising labour internationalism, the new organising modes relate to transforming 

bureaucratic modes towards networks geared towards collective contentious action. The 

engagement in contentious action involves building alliances based on improving 

communication (Waterman, 1998). Accordingly, improving communication between the 

unionised, non-unionised, and non-unionisable workers (such as unemployed and home-

workers), extends to communicating across other internationalisms involving issues of 

women, ecology, peace, human rights and so on  (Ibid.). Improving communication also 

means engaging with innovations in media and information technology. However, the 

neglect of the labour movement to intervene in the political space of media, utilising new 

communication and information technology, are key elements undermining the labour 

movement as an efficacious counter hegemonic movement in the Information Age  

(Castells, 1997:360: Ch. 2.2.). Thus, transforming the dominant labour internationalism, in 

particular of the ICFTU and the GUFs, is central to revitalising labour internationalism 

(Ch. 5.).  

 

To sum up, the dilemma of labour internationalism concerns the new international division 

of labour enhancing the casualisation and the feminisation of the labour process. The 

expanding unorganised workers also highlight the limits of institutionalised corporatist 

union strategies, entrenched in eurocentric, nation-state oriented, male-biased, and 

technocratic tendencies. The assertion of an anti-capitalist movement (GJ&SM) beginning 

in 1999, also marks the beginning of a new labour internationalism that highlights the 

necessity of new alliances, new modes of communication, and new (cultural) strategies to 

resist the multi-faceted attack on unions (Waterman, 2003). 

 

1.7. Conclusion 

The main argument in this chapter is that neo-liberal globalisation illustrates a 

multifaceted, economic, political, and ideological attack on trade unions. Globalisation, as 

an early phase of internationalisation of capital illustrates a new international division of 

labour integrating an increasingly stratified and differentiated global labour force. Driven 

by the interests of transnational capital, the integration of workers in different employment 
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relations across a range of localities has enhanced competition among workers while 

undermining worker solidarity and unions. 

  

In the economic dimension, the concentration of capital in the global North involves a 

centralisation of capital.  This centralisation relates to the restructuring of production that 

shifted labour-intensive production to low-wage, non-unionised sites in the periphery. 

Consequently, the rationalisation of production, based on lean production methods, has 

enhanced mechanisms of labour control while intensifying work. In the political 

dimension, the new role of the state is increasingly concerned with ‘international 

competitiveness’, which is grounded in restraining union claims on the economy and 

polity. Particularly in the South, the integration of state policies with global institutions of 

economic governance, the World Bank, the IMF and the WTO, has reinforced authoritarian 

state strategies that depoliticise and disempower unions.  

 

In the ideological dimension, neo-liberalism is premised on promoting competitive 

individualism that emphasises individual liberty while restraining the civic status of 

unions. By promoting markets as “popular will” and worker identities as “enterprising 

workers”, neo-liberalism is grounded in restraining freedom of association and values of 

worker solidarity. The Thatcherist authoritarian populist state, as an embodiment of 

Hayek’s neo-liberal agenda, directly undermined unions and their identities as moral-

economic actors.  

 

Neo-liberal globalisation as a multi-faceted attack also highlights the inadequacies of 

dominant forms of labour internationalism. In reproducing bureaucratic, male-biased, and 

eurocentric modes of organisation, dominant labour internationalism absents alliances with 

unorganised workers as well as other internationalisms. As a result, enduring 

internationalist strategies are reduced to an extension of domestic foreign policy, 

neglecting contentious collective action capable of building solidarity among a 

differentiated and stratified global labour force. Thus, the challenge of a new labour 

internationalism relates to recognising the specific interests of an increasingly feminised 

and casualised labour force, while placing those interests in the universal humanist agenda 

of the labour movement. Consequently, a new labour internationalism encompasses a 

broader context of trade union resistance to globalisation, which is explored in the next 

chapter. 
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1 According to Ross and Martin(1999) “European unions are under siege”(368), which Hyman 
(2001) qualifies as “they are under very different types of siege”(169). 
 
2 While the role of finance capital is central to the functioning of TNCs, in the context of the South, 
the TNCs are visible actors undermining unions. 
 
3 “Feminisation” of the labour process relates to the increased entry of women into previously 
“masculinised” production jobs and as producers to the world market. It also highlights the ways 
concrete definitions of femininity, masculinity and heterosexuality construct world of work/labourer 
reinforcing capitalist patriarchal structures (Mohanty, 1997:12).  The term ‘casualisation’ is used 
here to emphasise the breaking down of the neat dichotomy between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ sector 
work. The “casualisation” of jobs illustrates the deviation of both public and private sector 
employment practices from the norm of “secure, permanent, full-time jobs, with pension rights and 
other benefits” (Elson, 1999:61).  
  
4 Institutions are defined here as “those systems or structured processes of interaction (comprising 
rules, relations and positions as well as habits and other practices) that are relatively enduring and 
identified as such” (Lawson, 1997). 
 
 5 Lawrence Summers, quoted in The Commanding Heights: The Battle Between Government and 
the Marketplace that Is Remaking the Modern World, by Daniel Yergin and Joseph Stanislaw.  New 
York: Simon & Schuster.  1998, pp. 150-151.  
 
6 The concept of embedded includes the ways in which transactions and other economic actions 
involved are set within social relations and presuppose trust and inter-subjective understanding 
among actors (Sayer:1995:88). 
 

 47



 

 

2

 
 
 
 

Resistance to Globalisation: 

Rediscovering Civil Society 

 

 
 
 
 

The previous chapter describes why globalisation represents a multi-faceted attack on 

unions; this chapter focuses on how unions are resisting. Its' particular aim is to explain 

union resistance in the realm of civil society. The chapter begins with an overview of 

the literature, articulating resistance to globalisation. In analysing the way resistance is 

characterised in this literature, the overview highlights the absence of trade unions and 

the labour movement in these perspectives. This neglect reveals the inadequacy of 

union strategies to assert their worker-employer relationship (class position) as a 

citizen-state relationship (civic status) aimed at redressing economic justice claims. 

Therefore, the core of this chapter is an inquiry into the unions’ rediscovery of civil 

society, which represents a re-valuation of citizenship.  

 

The rest of the chapter unfolds in four main sections. The first section analyses the 

relationship between the nation-state and civil society. Returning to the issue of the 

state (Ch. 1.4.), the aim here is to explain the gaps in situating the nation-state as 

increasingly powerless under globalisation. Civil society defined as interrelated to the 

state, this section critiques the representation of civil society as an autonomous sphere. 

The dominant orientation of resistance to globalisation promotes politics of 

recognition, which emphasises the realm of culture as the new terrain of struggle. The 

rise of politics of recognition, displacing union politics of distribution, has revealed the 

inadequacies of union strategies in the realm of civil society. The second section 

examines the concrete context of civil society in the global South. The promotion of 

markets, as democratisation by global institutions of economic governance, has 
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reinforced authoritarian state forms in the South. In undermining class identities, these 

authoritarian state forms create consent in a range of patriarchal ethno-nationalist 

strategies that shrink the realm of civil society. Faced with multiple constraints, unions 

in the South are also engaged in self-criticisms aimed at articulating strategies for 

union renewal. Nevertheless, these union strategies of renewal are embedded in 

dominant union tendencies, which limit union potential as civil society actors. Thus, 

the third section explains the core features of economic unionism that narrow union 

struggles to the realm of production and markets. In the process, economic unionism 

evades the realm of reproduction involving families and communities, which 

influences popular struggles for social justice. The fourth section examines the 

possibilities for unions to rediscover their role as actors in civil society. This 

rediscovery relates to combining claims for economic justice with cultural claims, 

aimed at democratising the state and radically politicising civil society. The chapter 

ends by analysing the World Social Forum in terms of resisting globalisation as a 

“people’s international” which also depicts a re-valuation of citizenship.    

 

2.1. Resistance to Globalisation: A Survey of Literature 
 
The literature survey of resistance to globalisation is aimed at locating and explaining 

the role of trade unions. With economic justice claims of trade unions expressing 

specific class interests, the survey looks at some key political economic perspectives on 

resistance and social transformation (Amin, 1997; Gills, 2000; Germain, 2000; 

Mittelman, 2000). While these perspectives broaden and deepen the conceptualisation 

of resistance, the absence of trade unions is a significant lack in articulating counter 

hegemonic struggles in civil society.  

 

Gills (2000) asserts a set of core values, expressed in global solidarity practices that are 

directed towards rediscovering civil society. Articulating these global solidarity 

practices in terms of potential structural transformations, Mittelman (2000) focuses on 

the coexistence of social movements with other forms of contestations in submerged 

networks of everyday life. With an approach to history that situates 'social time' as a 

multi-layered, uneven and complex process, Germain (2000) suggests transformative 

possibilities of collective agency in differentiated spheres of resistance. In a similar 

historical materialist reading of globalisation, Amin (1997) promotes an alternative 

humanist project of globalisation that articulates a socialist agenda.  
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2.1.1. Centrality of the “Political” 

Asserting the centrality of ‘the political’, the collection of scholars in Gills (2000) 

volume suggests a ‘guiding ideology’ of new global practices of solidarity. Avoiding 

‘the grand strategies of the past’, they promote a pluralist approach enabling a variety 

of cultural understandings.  According to Gills (2000), neo-liberalism characterises the 

simultaneous weakening as well as the activation of social forces of resistance (Gills, 

2000:3). To reconstruct the politics of resistance, Gills (2000) advocates the right to 

rebel,  

“… that is on the inalienable right of society and social forces to  protect 

themselves from the destructive vagaries of the regulated (or ‘self-regulating) 

market and to choose their own  meaningful ways of constituting their 

solidarities and their collectivities and their identities to this end” (Gills, 

2000:7) 

Contesting elitist “globalisation-from-above”, the assertion of an effective 

“globalisation-from-below” involves countervailing forces of labour, social movements 

and the state. This resistance from below transcends exclusionary practices of the past, 

and narrow localism or traditional nationalism. Thus, developing “new roles of 

leadership from the global ‘South’, and by labour and women from the South in 

particular” is significant for resistance (Ibid. :8). For the labour movement, Gills 

suggests regaining international solidarity by overcoming constraints of “exclusionist 

practices, native prejudices, bureaucratic organisation and corporatists structures” 

(Ibid.: 7). The implied exclusionist practices, particularly in terms of trade unions, 

relate to their frequent neglect of “women, some categories of white-collar workers, 

migrants, subordinate ethnic or racial groups, informal sector workers, children and 

older people” (Ibid.: 162).  

 

The aim here is to rediscover civil society by developing new practices of global 

solidarity. In constituting a ‘global civilisation’, the aim is to avoid the disarming of 

civil society induced by Keynsian welfare states or ‘national’ social democratic states 

of the past era (Ibid.: 9). This involves moving “beyond the era of the religious 

universalist, the liberal cosmopolitan, and even the socialist internationalist” strategies 

(Ibid.). The core values of the “guiding ideology” include equality, social justice, and a 

“moral duty to fellow humanity” based on “creation of just and prosperous society”. 

However, the core values advocated here reflect an euro-modernist discourse of 

progress where the dominant liberal masculine notion of justice evade an ethic of care 

(Tronto, 1994) (sec. 2.5.1. below).   
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2.1.2. Multi-layered Resistance 

Mittelman's (2000) approach of a multi-layered understanding of resistance deepens 

Gills' (2000) “guiding ideology”. The category of resistance in Mittelman combines 

Gramsci’s concept of counter hegemony, Karl Polyani’s notion of counter movements, 

and James C. Scott’s idea of infra-politics. The concept of counter hegemony as a 

framework of resistance involves “a philosophy of praxis that encourages subaltern 

groups’ critical understanding of their subordination in society” (Mittelman, 2000:168).  

Moreover, the counter hegemony emerges from a new “common sense” that links 

theory with practice. In constructing this national-popular movement, "social 

movements simultaneously occupy local, national, transnational and/or global spaces” 

by way of new communication technology. As for counter movements, social 

movements coexistence with submerged networks of everyday life that embody 

alternative values and lifestyles that often avoid contestations (Ibid.: 171). Finally, as 

for infrapolitics, resistance highlights “everyday forms of resistance conducted 

singularly and/or collectively, but which falls short of openly declared contestations” 

(Ibid.: 172). In turn, Mittelman suggests a structural transformation in which “different 

forms, agents, sites, and strategies of resistance emerge from the conjunctures and 

disjunctures in the global political economy” (Chin and Mittelman, 2000:45). While 

this pluralist approach highlights a differentiation of resistance, it evades explaining the 

relationship between class and other identities in a historically specific capitalist social 

formation.  

 

2.1.3. Empowering Family and Community 

From a historical perspective, Randall Germain, situates globalisation as a set of 

globalising practices, largely limited to the domain of capitalism (Germain, 2000:71). 

The framework for this historical inquiry draws on Fernand Braudel’s world systems 

theory, which portrays a social totality in an organic coherence around the domains of 

material life, the market economy and capitalism (Ibid.: 71). By placing these domains 

in relation to one another in a social totality, Germain focuses on the institutional 

dimension of globalisation. In particular, the aim is to understand how and through 

which types of institutions that capitalism, defined as “the quest for massive 

accumulation largely through speculation,” can and should be resisted  (Ibid.: 71). As a 

necessary intellectual task, this historical perspective is based on three main elements: 

a) a transformative view of human beings; b) interdependence of ideological and 

material basis of social practices; and c) a focus on institutions to understand social 

practices  (Ibid.: 72). Germain’s historical approach represents a nuanced historicity 

where time and space continue to refuse the unproblematised compression. As opposed 
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to many globalisation theorists, historical record is seen as far more complex and 

ambiguous. Moreover, processes of globalisation, related to the formation of national 

communities, the concept of individual and the idea of humanity, emerged in Europe 

from about the mid fifteenth century and lasted until the mid eighteenth century  

(Germain, 2000:72).   

 

With globalisation characterised as social practices in the domain of capitalism, 

resistance emerges from the domain of material life and the market. In the domain of 

material life, the empowerment of the family and community relates to securing the 

provision of local employment, health, leisure, community-related services and a safe 

and secure environment for resisting sudden disruptions to the social fabric  (Germain, 

2000:84). In the domain of the market, the strengthening of the state is aimed at 

“insulating” the market economy from the “speculative logic of capitalism”, is based 

on a massive accumulation of wealth (Ibid.: 84). Thus, enhancing the political 

accountability of the state which is pursued through a representative democratic 

process is central to “a rethinking of community within the context of global pressures” 

(Ibid.: 86). This differentiated resistance in the domain of capitalism constructs a 

historical approach emphasising: a) ‘social time’ and its multi-layered, uneven and 

complex impact upon thought and action; b) an awareness of institutional 

differentiation; and c) transformative possibilities engendered by collective agency  

(Ibid.: 88). However, the “empowerment” of family and community in the domain of 

material life, as articulated by Germain is more complex and ambiguous, and implies a 

problematic (euro-modernist) representation of material gain as empowerment.   

 

2.1.4. The “People’s International” 

Amin's (1997) analysis of resistance takes a step further by suggesting a “people’s 

international” grounded in a humanist socialist project. In a historical materialist 

approach somewhat similar to Germain, Amin highlights the transformative potential 

of an emerging world economy towards a humanist socialist project of globalisation 

(Ibid. :5). Emphasising a re-launching of development in the global South, the aim is to 

contest eurocentric versions of modernism, in both liberalism and socialism. 

Globalisation in this approach, refers to the integration of productive systems of the 

entire planet into the capitalist system. Thus, the present world system, particularly 

since 1990, is characterised by two main forms of erosions: a) an auto-centric 

development of nation-states delinking the sphere of social reproduction from 

accumulation; and b) the centre and periphery region divide, illustrating new 

dimensions of polarisation (Ibid.: 3). The new forms of polarisation illustrate five 
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monopolies in the centre: technological; financial; access to natural resources; media 

and communication; and weapons of mass destruction (Ibid.: 3-5).   

 

For Amin, the economic management crisis of the present world capitalist system is a 

crisis of underconsumption. The profits derived from production lack sufficient outlets 

in the form of profitable investments capable of further developing productive capacity 

(Ibid. :x). At a national level, neo-liberal policies “lock economies into deflationary 

spirals of stagnation, managing or containing, rather than solving the crisis” (Ibid.). 

The undermining of alternative growth models of the South and the East illustrates a 

crisis of the nation-state, “reviving centrifugal movements” where the shattered unity 

of the ruling classes attempts to gain legitimacy “upon ethnic aspirations of their 

disoriented people” (Ibid. :xi).  

 

Asserting that “development is not synonymous with market expansion”, Amin 

promotes a re-launching of development based on a polycentric world with a new 

concept of regionalisation (Ibid. :105). Existing regional trade blocs, such as NAFTA 

(North American Free Trade Area) and the Lome Convention illustrate “neo-

imperialist concepts, inadequate for reducing the development gap” (Ibid.). In 

reorganising globalisation, taking into account regional and local autonomy, Amin 

suggests  a ‘coherent delinking’ which demands a democratisation of the United 

Nations system and revising the concept of “development assistance” (Ibid.: 106). 

While the democratisation of United Nations system is needed, Amin’s overly general 

and abstract “alternative” expresses a statist project that is suspicious of “new” social 

movement theories.         

 

In terms of ideology and ‘social thought’ (or social theory), Amin’s approach is critical 

of “new” social movement theories, originating from both economistic and post-

modern perspectives. As a result, Amin distinguishes bourgeois thought from modern 

thought in order to highlight the misrepresentations of capitalism, via Weber, as “a 

rational ethos working to liberate the world from the thraldom of age-old irrational 

norms” (Amin, 1997:134). Bourgeois thought representing “economic rationality as an 

absolute value” is aimed at legitimising emergent forms of social organisation by 

claiming “the end of history” (Ibid. :135). Countering the “economistic biases and 

contradictions of bourgeois systems”, Amin’s approach suggests a link between 

“metaphysical worldview of tributary (or precapitalist) societies and more advanced 

societies" (Ibid.).  
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For Amin, “new” social movement theories, based on the post-modernist critiques of 

capitalism is “an intellectual non-starter” (Ibid. :136-7). With its adulation of difference 

and of empiricism, post-modernist theories complement “conventional economistic 

management practices designed to perpetuate capitalist practices” (Ibid.). Thus, the 

uncritical respect and support for “new” social movements “in the spirit of democratic 

equity … carries the risk of an anti-theoretical bias no less dangerous than its opposite, 

the prejudice of dogmatic theory” (Ibid.: 139-140). Linking theory with practice, Amin 

advocates a social reconstruction from the grassroots to states, to regions and to the 

world system as a whole. This reconstruction prepares the ground for a “people’s 

international”, capable of challenging the new configuration of capitalist world order  

(Ibid.: 150-51). While Amin is pointing towards the central problematic of developing 

a multi-layered resistance, he evades explaining how to organise and mobilise this 

“people’s international” which combines the pluralism of ‘new’ social movements with 

a socialist project of distributive justice.   

 

2.1.5. The Absent Labour Movement 

While the literature on resistance to globalisation is rich in analysis of globalisation 

both historically and across a range of social dimensions, the absence of organised 

labour and the labour movement is both limiting and revealing. Out of the reviewed 

literature, Germain’s volume evades the labour movement altogether. Similarly, 

Amin’s critique of globalisation has little to say about trade unions or the labour 

movement (Amin, 1997). Meanwhile, Gills' (2000) collection of articles devotes three 

out of eighteen articles to labour-related issues. Finally, Mittelman (2000) situates the 

“global division of labour and power (GDLP)”, interacting with new regionalism and 

resistance politics, as integral to the  “syndrome of globalisation” (Mittelman, 2000:4). 

Labour, particularly the working class, is considered powerless in this GDLP, where, 

“… the asymmetry between capital and labour will not be resolved by 

imminent unity of a global working class. Not only is the bourgeoisie of the 

world uniting more rapidly and more effectively than is the proletariat, but also 

labour is predominantly particularistic and local” (Mittelman, 2000:57).  

 

While the reviewed literature points towards a reconfiguration of resistance, it is also 

grounded in a central absence. The purpose of this chapter is to explain the neglect of 

the labour movement and trade unions as something that is actively represented as non-

existent, and as a non-credible alternative to what exits (Sousa, 2003). In particular, 

this section explains the generative mechanisms that disqualify the trade unions, 

making them invisible, unintelligible, or discardable.    
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Resistance to globalisation concerns social and political participation involving issues 

of citizenship and the state. The articulation of citizenship rights concerns 

complementary social forces of private property, law and the state (Fine, 1984:206). 

Moreover, the realm of citizenship in terms of political, social and civil rights, 

determines the relative power of employers and workers and their room for manouver, 

as well as, the moral-cultural norms regarding work and workers.  

 

2.1.6. Citizenship and Social Movements   

Citizenship refers not only to a set of rights and obligations, but also to individual and 

collective involvement in public institutions (Johnston, 1999). The enagement in public 

institutions as agent, user, object, constituent and organiser of public interest, 

highlights the interrelationship between social movements and citizenship (Barbalet, 

1988:97). “While social movements may advance the development of citizenship, 

citizenship rights also facilitate the emergence of social movements” (Ibid.).  

 

Citizenship is both a status and a set of rights that defines (non)membership as well as 

(non)participation in a community (Barbalet, 1988:2,15). Accordingly,  

 “The participation by citizens in the modern nation-state entails legal 

membership of a political community based on universal suffrage and therefore 

also membership of a civil community based on the rule of law” (Ibid.: 2). 

Different types of political communities give rise to different “citizenship regimes” that 

determine “the boundaries and the terms of membership within public institutions” 

(Johnston, 1999). While citizenship is a status attached to full-membership in a 

community, those who posses this status are meant to be treated equally with respect to 

rights and duties associated with it (Barbalet, 1988:5). Status is related to expectations, 

capacities, and entitlements. Moreover, status is attained through struggle, which in 

turn defines the boundary conditions of social order (Ibid.: 17). 

 

The emergence of citizenship in modern nation-states is interrelated to the historical 

development of capitalist society (Marshall, 1950). While citizenship rights in 

principle, concern the interests of all who share them, in practice, they serve distinct 

group interests and especially distinct social classes differently (Ibid.: 19).  

 

The constitution of citizenship involves three main elements of political, social and 

civil rights (Marshall, 1950). The presence or the absence of these three elements in the 

articulation of citizenship regimes relates to specific class formations and the 
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configurations of power and authority (Marshall, 1950: Barbalet, 1988). Civil rights 

represent “rights necessary for individual freedom”, involving the rule of law and a 

system of courts (Ibid.: 6). The civil rights in a capitalist social formation, primarily 

concern property rights and rights of contract.  But they also include rights to freedom 

of thought and speech, religious practice and assembly and association (Ibid.: 19). 

Social rights concern “rights to the prevailing standard of life and social heritage of 

society” (Ibid.: 6). Finally, political rights refer to the “right to participate in the 

exercise of political power” (Ibid.) While civil rights are “rights against the state, 

social rights are entitlements “guaranteed by the state” (Ibid.: 20).  

 

Although political rights are aimed at modifying structures of inequality, their impact 

has been “less than impressive” (Marshall, 1950: Barbalet, 1988:49). This weakness 

highlights the relationship between private property and the rule of law as well as the 

development of political rights over-time through social struggle (Barbalet, 1988:49; 

Fine, 1984:189). The inclusion of social rights within citizenship, thus illustrates more 

democratic forms of private property, law and the state, that aim towards redressing 

social inequality (Ibid.; Fine, 1984:208). The tension between civil rights and social 

rights in capitalist societies, also mean that the state has a propensity to defend 

different elements of citizenship differently (Ibid.: 21). In turn, the threat to social 

rights from civil rights is essentially a class threat (Ibid.), as well as a masculine threat. 

The masculine threat relates to the subordination of women’s identities as citizens to 

the private domain, which involves patriarchal notions of family, community and the 

nation (Walby, 1997:166-179; Yuval-Davis, 1997).  

 

Modern democratic citizenship rights develop in different historical, social and 

institutional contexts (Barbalet, 1988:43). Citizenship is a contingent historical process, 

which unfolds through time, and  the attainment of citizenship in capitalist social 

formations is one of class struggle (Ibid.: 29-43). The struggle not only reflects 

demands of lower class, but also “the dominant class requirement for security” (Ibid.: 

43). The importance of working class struggle for the development of citizenship rights 

include three significant qualifications (Therborn in Barbalet, :34). First, working class 

struggles for democratic citizenship are protracted struggles and are “seldom successful 

by themselves”. Second, the labour movement success in attaining bourgeois 

democracy is influenced by “victorious foreign armies”, domestic allies, and splits in 

the rank of ruling class. Third, while citizenship may expand through protracted 

struggle in alliance with others, the introduction of democratic initiatives, their timing 

and form, is not “the prerogative of those struggling for their rights” (Ibid. :34). 
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However, Barbalet critiques Therborn on the second and third points, showing wars 

that have generally diminished citizenship rights and democratic initiatives such as 

suffrage, were more an “act of containment than of emancipation” (Ibid. :86).  

 

The emergence of collective social action in terms of social movements is most crucial 

for the expansion of citizenship, particularly at times when “the resolve of those 

opposing increasing participation is at its highest”. Social movements highlight the 

“precarious and contingent” character of citizenship rights. For example, the use of 

civil rights to achieve industrial or political rights is often related to the success of the 

social movements rather than a logical outcome of previously attained civil rights (Ibid. 

:101). While social movements are often defined in terms of their capacity to mobilise 

resources, they also reconfigure “the cultural definition of the citizenship structure and, 

therefore, the host community on the one hand, and the excluded aspirant group on the 

others” (Ibid.). The struggle for citizenship, whether described in terms of class or 

movement, primarily depends on “how the participants define themselves” in class, 

gender, ethnic, national, sexual, or other categories (Ibid. :106). In turn, as a citizenship 

movement, the labour movement redefines not only identities of workers as citizens 

and as class agents, but also as civil society actors. 

 

2.2. State and Civil Society 
 

The notion of civil society, although riddled with contradictions and contestations, 

provides an important basis for the analysis of the societal role played by trade unions 

(Hyman, 2001:57). The dominant tendency to ignore unions in terms of resistance to 

globalisation is based on an argument that  situates the state as increasingly powerless. 

This section examines the “powerlessness of the state” and the “autonomous civil 

society” perspectives. While articulating civil society as a site of hegemonic and 

counter hegemonic struggles, this section argues that the state-civil society is 

embedded in a concrete core-periphery hierarchy of global capitalism.   

 

2.2.1. The Powerless Nation-State?   

While the "resistance to globalisation" literature mostly emphasises the political 

economy, Castells (1996, 1997, 2000) highlights the realm of culture and community 

as new sites of resistance. Complementing the dominant discourse, Castells situates the 

state as increasingly powerless under contemporary global capitalism (Hirst and 

Thompson, 1996; Castells, 1997). In the process, Castells dismisses the civil society as 

an outdated modernist project. In this framework, the nation-state is made powerless 

 58



by: a) global flows of capital, goods, services, technology, communication and 

information; b) plural identities challenging the (re)construction of national identity; c) 

supranational institutions; and d) centrifugal tendencies of  decentralising 

administrative power to regional and local levels (Castells, 1997:243). According to 

Castells,  

“Thus, while global capitalism thrives, and nationalist ideologies explode all 

over the world, the nation-state, as historically created in the Modern Age, 

seems to be losing its power, although, and this is essential, not its influence” 

(Ibid.: 243).  

For Castells, the increasing powerlessness of the nation-state is a core tendency of 

globalisation, although given its sustained influence is incomplete. This state influence 

refers to its regulatory capacity and the “defensive communalism of the nation” (Ibid.: 

307-8).  

 

The conceptualisation of the nation-state as powerless means resistance is no longer 

built in the realm of civil society. According to Castells, the rise of network-society, or 

global network capitalism (GNC), reconstitutes identity in late modernity, because “the 

network society is based on the systematic disjunction between the local and the global 

for most individuals and social groups” (Ibid, 2000:11). In a network society, building 

of “intimacy on the basis of trust, requires a redefinition of identity, fully autonomous 

vis a vis the networking logic of dominant institutions and organisations” (Ibid:11). 

Under these new conditions,  

“… civil societies shrink and disarticulate because there is no longer continuity 

between the logic of power making in the global network and the logic of 

association and representation in specific societies and cultures” (Castells, 

1997:11).  

In dismissing struggles in the realm of civil society, Castells’ argument makes a giant 

leap from the power of global networks to the “logic of association” without explaining 

the emergence of corporate agency. Thus, Castells fails to substantiate why social 

actors would choose to emphasise communal identities over civic identities. There is 

also a lack of evidence to substantiate his argument.  

 

The disarticulated and shrinking civil society in Castells’ framework induces a search 

for meaning that reconstructs “defensive identities around communal principles” 

(Ibid:11). As opposed to “modernity”, the process of social change takes a different 

route in “late modernity” where,  
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“subjects, if and when constructed, are not built any longer on the basis of civil 

societies, that are in the process of disintegration, but as prolongation of 

communal resistance” (Ibid:11). 

Accordingly, the resistance to hegemony emerges from the space of community and 

the construction of identities.  

 

The construction of communities in “the Information Age” relates to redefining social 

identities. “Identity is people’s source of meaning and experience” (Ibid.: 6). Identities 

influenced by social roles (as workers, employers, mothers, and so on) organise 

meaning. Moreover, social roles themselves organise function of these identities (Ibid.: 

7). By defininig the notion of meaning as the “symbolic identification by a social actor 

for the purpose of her/his identity” Castells moves from structure to the realm of 

agency, in particular, to subjectivity (Ibid.: 7). However, Castells avoids explaining the 

linkages between cultural values and the trans-cultural dimension of access to material 

resources. The emphasis on identity reduced to cultural values or a simple ‘defence of 

communities’ that reify culture, fails to describe contradictions and complementarities 

embedded in cultural transformation (Archer, 1988:xv). 

 

The centrality of the symbolic content of identity leads Castells to suggest three 

identity forms described as legitimising, resistance, and project identity. The 

legitimising identity (hegemony) is “introduced by the dominant institutions of society 

to extend and rationalise their domination vis a vis social actors”. Civil society, for 

Castells is generated by the legitimising identity, which represents  

“a set of organisations and institutions, as well as a series of structured and 

organised social actors, which reproduce albeit sometimes in a conflictive 

manner, the identity that rationalises the sources of structural domination” 

(Ibid.: 8).   

Civil society, according to Castells, is grounded in increasing powerlessness of the 

state, and is subsumed within the state and the network. In proposing a pluralist project, 

the resistance to hegemony concerns differentiated struggles constructed around 

resistance and project identities. Thus, the resistance identity (counter hegemony) is  

“generated by those actors that are in positions/conditions devalued and/or 

stigmatised by the logic of domination, thus building trenches of resistance and 

survival on the basis of principles different from or opposed to those 

permeating the institutions of society”.  

Meanwhile, the project identity expresses an alternative hegemony and relates to  
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“when social actors, on the basis of whichever cultural materials are available 

to them, build a new identity that redefines their position in society and, by so 

doing, seek the transformation of overall social structure” (Ibid.: 8).    

 

For Castells, resistance to the GNC (network) emerges from networks based around 

alternative values and a non-network structure. Social movements and politics are 

shaped by the “interplay between technology-induced globalisation, the power of 

identity (gender, religious, national, ethnic territorial and socio-biological) and 

institutions of the state” (Ibid.: 2). The non-network structures concerns communities, 

described as religious, national, territorial, and ethnic “communes … which, does not 

allow connections outside its own set of values” (Castells, 2000:16, 23). However, 

these actors out of the network are destined for a fragmented communalism, unable to 

contest the power of instrumental flows and cultural codes of the network (Castells, 

2000:23). In this representation, Castells fails to recognise the problem of separating 

civil society (“network”) and community (“commune”) without seeing these domains 

of collective existence influencing, affecting or constituting each other (Chandhoke, 

2000:35).  

 

Civil society as a hegemonic construct or a legitimising identity conveys the 

“internalised domination and legitimation of an over-imposed, undifferentiated 

normalising identity” rather than elements of democracy and civility (Castells 1997:9). 

Although Castells is stressing the state-civil society dialectical unity (Gramsci), civil 

society is exhausted of any positive connotation of democratic social change that 

Gramsci projected. While social movements (ecologists, feminists, religious 

fundamentalists, and nationalists) are the potential subjects of the Information Age 

(Ibid.: 361), they emerge by resisting the reconstruction of institutions in civil society 

(Ibid.: 358). However, Castells preclude a differentiated notion of social movements 

themselves, (related to issues of inter-subjectivity and multiple identities), and the ways 

in which class relations and commodification permeate communities and 

communalism. More importantly, his dismissal of the state as a site of power in the 

network society (Castells, 2000:23), fails to explain the dynamic relationship between 

the state and capital.  

 

2.2.2. State and Capital 

The powerlessness-of-the-state thesis can be critiqued through three main approaches. 

From a formal economic approach, globalisation illustrates a reconstitution of state 

capacities, reasserting the role of the state in terms of institutional relations and 
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allocational issues (Weiss, 1996). From a substantive economic perspective, the 

expanding division of labour in a global scale, combines with domestic class relations 

which induce an active role of the state, to maintain conditions for capital accumulation 

and competition (Wood, 1998:12). Finally, from an institutional control perspective, 

the enhanced role of power and knowledge in government has reinforced specific 

economic relationships that are central to reasserting state power (Wainwright, 1996).   

 

From a formal economic perspective, Weiss (1996) argues that the powerlessness-of-

the-state thesis absents the enduring and active role of the state. This active role of the 

state concerns the “state capacity to adapt to external shocks and pressures by 

generating ever-new means of governing the process of industrial change” (Weiss, 

1996:4; Ch. 1.4.). According to Weiss, Globalism perspectives that see a convergence 

of neo-liberal market based strategies (Hirst and Thompson, 1996), exaggerate the 

actual effects of an uneven process of internationalisation (Weiss, 1996:188-9). 

Whether the uneven internationalisation of capital is a divergent or a convergent 

process is a contentious issue. But, the more urgent debate is to understand the 

changing nature of the state.  

 

The changing nature of the state is analysed by Weiss primarily in terms of its 

institutional complexes that adapt to external forces. Rather than a decline, the states 

develop and act, reflecting their uneven capacities (Ibid.: 9-10). State capacity is a 

product of institutions governing domestic linkages, more than policy ‘tools’, the level 

of international integration or the private-sector weakness (Ibid.: 8). Analysing the 

sources and varieties of state capacity for governing industrial transformation, Weiss 

argues that state-informed and state-embedded institutions play an active role in the 

operation of markets and global economic integration. While internationalisation 

heightens national differences, state capacity to form robust domestic linkages between 

government and industry, in a dynamic integration, will matter more rather than less 

(Ibid.: 212). This institutional analysis of the state is deepened by Wood (1998), 

locating the nation-state in a historical context of capitalist accumulation and of class 

struggles.    

 

From a substantive economic perspective, the new active role the state has to perform 

is primarily in the interest of capital (Wood, 1998:12; Ch. 1.4.). As opposed to 

Castells’ separation of the nation-state from other non-territorial state forms, the state is 

not simply the traditional nation-state. It also concerns narrowly local and sub-national 

states, as well as supra-national state forms (Ibid.:13). According to Wood, the 
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historical and systemic specificity of capitalism relates to its tendency to fragment and 

to privatise struggles. As opposed to Castells’ account that situates civil society as 

absorbed into the state, Wood’s account privileges the state as the primary site of 

struggle. However, this emphasis on the state reconstituted by transnational capital, 

down-plays the nation-state as a modernist project, embedded in the production of 

knowledge.  

 

Focusing on the role of power and knowledge in economic governance, Wainwright 

(1994) argues that the neo-liberal perspectives, although libertarian in rhetoric (Ch. 

1.5.1.1.), in practice have centralised and concentrated the state. Moreover, these 

practices are driven by an authoritarian technocracy that simultaneously critiques state 

intervention (Ibid.: 56). The critique of the Keynsian welfare state launched by Hayek 

and the Austrian school, focused on the character of knowledge and of social order. 

Hayek saw the attempts by the Keynsian welfare state to centralise dispersed economic 

knowledge (in a catalaxy) as unrealistic in practice (Ibid.: 52). In contrast, the neo-

liberal approach suggests co-ordinating a decentralised individualised economic 

knowledge by way of an unregulated price mechanism, prioritising the role of financial 

institutions. Thus, adapting the state to the needs of international finance capital, on the 

basis of “international competitiveness” and “investor confidence”, is central to the 

“rationality of the government” (Wainwright, 1994).  

 

The deployment of knowledge and, implicitly, of government rationality (or 

governmentality) under neo-liberalism, sustains the state as the epitome of reason and 

modern science (Wainwright, 1994:265-7). The governmentality expressed in social 

engineering state strategies aspires to a knowledge of inexhaustible detail and 

continuous control (Ibid.). The new active role of the state, influenced by Hayek, is to 

act as a scientific subject (Ibid.:267). This involves a performance, grounded in a 

positivist notion of science, dominated by an instrumental understanding of society and 

economy, which combines “forms of experiential and practical knowledge, ignored by 

orthodox economic theorists of all political colours” (Ibid.: 268-9).  

 

The reinforced power of the state under neo-liberalism, illustrates the application of 

intellectual “scientific” tools provided by Hayek, that ignores civil society as a realm of 

class struggle.  The neo-liberal governmentality reproduces the capitalist state single-

mindedly, adapting and modernising to face challenges from below, while 

reconsolidating the power of central government to maintain order (Ibid.: 269). The 

state deployment of science in order to maintain conditions for capital accumulation, as 
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the scientific subject, often locates unions as 'unscientific' or 'non-rational' actors in 

civil society resisting 'modernisation'.   

 

Drawing on these perspectives, the state characterises a historically specific 

institutional system that mediates and conditions state power (Figure 2.1.). 

Globalisation driven by transnational capital, rather than making states powerless or 

irrelevant, has reconstituted state power in an uneven global scale. In turn, the neo-

liberal tendencies that shape the capitalist character of the state, necessarily transform 

the institutional form (Fordist character) of the state and in turn, redefine the state-civil 

society (and public-private) relationships. 

 

Figure 2.1.          Globalisation and State Power 
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2.2.3. The State-Civil Society Relationship  

The varied ways the state-civil society relationship is articulated provides an entry 

point to explain how the class position (employer-worker) is separated from and 

subordinated to civic status (citizen-state). There are three dominant approaches to 

interpreting the notion of civil society. First, civil society is combined with the state 

(Locke, Rousseau, Adam Smith), where civil society is seen as “the arena of social 

relationships which could nurture active citizens whose participation in political life 

ensured that the government reflected the popular will” (Hyman, 2001:57).  Second, 

civil society is seen in Hagelian terms as “an arena of conflict and competition, which 

would prove socially destructive, without the existence of a relatively autonomous state 

which could impose law and order” (Ibid.: 57). Third, civil society is seen as a realm of 

freedom, separate from the state (in a libertarian vision) restraining the potential 
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repressive state by way of a “vigorous civil society comprising a network of voluntary 

associations” (Ibid.). Combining the second and third approaches, the contemporary 

dominant (Tocquevillian) discourse situates  civil society as an autonomous sphere.  

 

The revival of interest in civil society as an autonomous sphere has emerged 

particularly in the context of changes in authoritarian state regimes (such as eastern 

Europe, southern Europe and Latin American dictatorships) and the rise of “new” 

social movements (Ibid.). Seen as a “potential threat to the regime”, these authoritarian 

regimes often deliberately suppressed the development of “civil society as an 

autonomous sphere of social life” (Ibid.: 57). By contrast, "the construction and 

stabilisation of a post-authoritarian order required the cultivation of a sphere of 

voluntary social relationships” (Ibid.). According to Hyman, the ways in which 

economic power fits into this particular understanding of civil society, or the “balance” 

between citizens-state and the worker-employer relationship is critical for trade union 

strategies.  

 

2.2.4. The “Autonomous Civil Society” 

The dominant discourse on civil society is a representation of an “autonomous civil 

society” that is grounded in an ideology of individualism and political pluralism. Civil 

society is therefore not only separated as a “political space outside of state" (Gellner, 

1994:5), but also equated with individualism and the protection of private property 

(Fukuyama, 1992:117). In defining civil society as the realm of freedom, the 

“autonomous civil society” discourse complements Hayek’s notion of the market as a 

spontaneous product of civilisation, treating all actors equally and instrumentally 

(Wainwright, 1994). Accordingly, the sphere of public activity, independent of the 

state, is reduced to the market, which also meant reducing the realm of civil society to 

the market (Ibid.: 57).       

  

With the state reduced to the institutional architecture of governance, the “autonomous 

civil society” perspective equates democratisation as marketisation. Revealing the 

tension between democracy and liberalism, this version of liberal democracy means not 

freedom for democracy, but freedom from democracy (Kingdom, 1992:69). Therefore, 

civil society and, in turn, democratisation is reduced to a competition among rival 

political groups expressing values of instrumental exchange relations and competitive 

individualism (Diamond et al, 1990). This rendition of civil society overlaps Alex de 

Tocqueville’s perspectives, later incorporated into Durkheimain social theory, as well 

as versions of pluralist political science (Gibbon, 2002:31). In this version, civil society 
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as a plurality of organised interests groups plays an “organically conservative role”, by 

protecting the state from spontaneous popular resistance from below as well as 

shielding those with a “significant stake in society” from the state it self (Ibid.). 

 

The “autonomous civil society” discourse complements the discourse of “deepening” 

civil society in promoting pluralism. These pluralist perspectives (Mouffe, 1984; Kean, 

1988) highlight the de-participation and demobilisation related to the ‘cultural 

massification’ generated by information and communication systems (Gibbon, 

2002:31). The individualisation of work and the diversification of consumption 

patterns have expanded multiple forms of subordination, diffusing a plurality of 

conflicts that represents a “fragmentation” of civil society. For the pluralist, 

contemporary civil society depicts a complex system, increasingly shaped by the 

symbolic rather than material production and less subject to state control (Melucci, 

1989:19). However, the perspectives of a "fragmented" civil society emphasising a 

plurality of struggles, disguises and confuses their relationship to the capitalist 

economic system (Wood, 1995). In turn, the “deepening” of civil society discourse 

evades “confronting the state and its various power apparatuses” (Gibbon, 2002:30).  

 

The privatisation of public power, transforming the institutional form of the state, is a 

key mechanism in creating historically novel tendencies of ‘civil society’ (Wood, 

1995:254). In restraining public spending and social provision, exchangeability 

(‘tradable’ goods and services) is made an absolute value and a norm. Thus, social 

rights, encompassing collective social goods, are redefined in terms of civil rights of 

capital and consumers. Accordingly, the realm of civil liberties, like freedom of 

expression or the press, are evaluated not by the breadth of opinion and debate, but by 

“the extent to which the media are private property, and capital is free to profit from 

them” (Ibid.:255). This privatisation of public powers, reduces civil society to the 

private sphere, emphasising civil rights, decoupling the public authority from social 

responsibility (social rights), as well as exploitation and domination (political rights) 

(Ibid.:254). 

  

The new powers of citizenship concerned with individual liberty influenced by the 

liberal doctrine, has coincided with the devaluation of the political sphere of 

citizenship. This devaluation of citizenship, which is also the core argument in this 

chapter, relates to the separation and subordination of the class position (employer-

worker relationship) to that of civic status (citizen-state relationship). According to 

Wood (1995), “the devaluation of citizenship entailed by capitalist social relations is an 
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essential attribute of modern democracy” (Ibid.: 211). Civil society is therefore an 

incomplete realm of perfect freedom or democracy, “marred by oppression in the 

family, in gender relations, in the workplace, by racist attitudes, homophobia and so 

on” (Ibid.: 255). This echoes, civil society in capitalism as defined by Marx as a “site 

of crass materialism, of modern property relations, of struggle of each against all, and 

of egotism” (Bottomore, 1991:83). Consequently, the rediscovery of civil society 

relates to situating the working class not as “class in” but a “class of” civil society in 

articulating an alternative hegemony (Gibbon, 2002).  

 

2.2.5. Alternative-Hegemony 

By combining elements of civil society as an autonomous sphere (Hagel) with the civil 

society-state dialectical motifs of Marxism, Gramsci revived the concept of civil 

society, as a strategic arena of transformative politics or counter hegemonic struggles. 

The conceptual difference between the state and civil society, for Hagel, was geared 

towards preserving the universality of the state and individual freedom (Wood, 

1995:240). In contrast, Marx transformed the distinction between the state and civil 

society by insisting that “the state expressed the particularities of civil society and its 

class relations” (Ibid. :241). Gramsci distinguished the cultural and the economic 

dimensions of civil society, by assigning civil society with a positive connotation of 

democratic social change.    

 

Civil society, for Gramsci, is dialectically interrelated to the state and embedded in the 

construction of hegemony (Martin, 1998:136). Hegemony represents a political 

account of consent whereby extra-economic forces of domination reinforce “a 

‘dominant ideology’, favourable to the reproduction of capitalist relations of 

production” (Ibid. :134). Linked with the notion of ‘organic crisis’, hegemony is both 

structural and political (Ibid. :134, 66).  The political is simultaneously coercion and 

consent. Consequently, the state represents a combination of political society and civil 

society (State =  political society + civil society), thus, “a hegemony protected by the 

armour of coercion” (Gramsci, 1919:262-2; Sassoon, 1980:113).  

 

In the state-civil society dialectical relationship, state institutions (such as the 

bureaucracy and the legal system) simultaneously occupy spaces in political society 

and civil society (Ibid. :112). Accordingly, the state is engaged in a “struggle for 

hegemony over civil society” (Martin, 1998:69). The realm of civil society, 

encompassing institutions of a constitutional state, diffuses class relations beyond its 

concentration in the state throughout society and its cultural practices. While each 
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moment of hegemony expresses a relationship of class forces, the state also has an 

‘ethical function’ in trying to influence the economic sphere, where certain 

compromises are both possible and necessary. According to Gramsci, 

“every state is ethical in as much as one of its most important functions is to 

raise the great mass of the population to a particularly cultural and moral level, 

a level (or type) which corresponds to  the needs of the productive forces for 

development and hence to the interests of the ruling classes (Gramsci, 

1919:258). 

 

Gramsci reformulated the notion of civil society in terms of its interrelationship 

between institutions and social relations. Therefore, civil society represents a complex 

institutional apparatus, as an “ensemble of organisms commonly called private” that 

organise hegemony and ‘spontaneous consent’ (Bottomore, 1991:83). With the notion 

of the state firmly rooted in a historical context, the relationship between the state and 

civil society is related to the nature of class forces in either modern or feudal 

characteristics of specific states, and to the development of forces of production 

(Sassoon, 1980:114-115). Gramsci acknowledged the complexity of civil society in 

advanced states with parliamentary or constitutional states, in contrast to more openly 

coercive autocracies (Wood, 1995:241).  

 

The civil society in Gramsci, represents a terrain of counter hegemonic (anti-capitalist) 

struggles grounded  “not only to its economic foundations but to its cultural and 

ideological roots in everyday life”  (Wood, 1995:241). In turn, the strategic orientation 

of this counter hegemonic struggle, representing a ‘war of positions’, concerns a 

theory-practice unity, which represents an ethical-political moment or praxis.1 Politics, 

for Gramsci is a process, a dialectical development of continuity through change, 

involving mechanisms of coercion and consent. His philosophy of praxis, highlighting 

the primacy of concrete will over the actual (or the historical specificity over material 

determination), articulated a notion of truthfulness of judgement in practice (Sassoon, 

1980:27). This combination of historicism with humanism, was aimed at countering 

both vulgar materialism (necessity) and idealism (freedom) (Hoffman, 1984).  

 

Drawing from Gramsci, Urry (1981) articulates civil society as the ‘individualising 

sphere of the circuit of capital’s path to extended reproduction” (Urry, 1981:25). 

Consequently, civil society involves the three spheres of circulation, reproduction and 

struggle (Ibid. :73). The sphere of circulation is a “crucial mediator between the sphere 

of production and the social relations in civil society” (Ibid. :18), which involves a 
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sphere of individual exchange based on freedom and equality. The conflicts in the 

sphere of circulation are primarily economistic ones that situate workers as consumers 

(Ibid. :43). The sphere of reproduction concerns the biological, economic and cultural 

reproduction of labour power, focused in and around the family household, which is 

relatively independent from capitalist relations and the state (Ibid. :75, 79). This 

economic grounding of civil society is intertwined with culture, which in turn informs 

the mobilisation of counter hegemonic struggles.  

 

Civil society as a space of counter hegemonic struggles concerns the articulation of an 

alternative hegemony, illustrating the relationship between the struggle against and the 

struggle for. The articulation of a counter hegemony encompasses: a) the struggle 

against may or may not contain a struggle for; b) the primacy of the possible (or 

concrete will) over the actual; and c) the cultural, intellectual and moral dimensions of 

counter hegemonic struggles (Sassoon, 1980:114). While versions of Gramscian 

perspectives stop at counter hegemony or the struggle against (such as critical theory 

and identity politics), others have used alternative hegemony to represent a struggle for 

socialist theory and politics (Laclau, 1985).   

 

The alternative hegemony represents a political struggle relating to different levels or 

moments of a political class consciousness that encompass intellectual, cultural and 

moral as well as the economic terrains. The articulation of an alternative hegemony 

consists of working-class counter-hegemonic struggles, forming a permanent alliance, 

a historic bloc, with popular struggles, transforming identities as ‘people’ aimed 

towards constructing a “popular will”. This involves transforming relationships of 

different groups combined under the hegemony of the dominant class, by tactically 

engaging with the ethical and cultural form of the hegemony (Sassoon, 1980:116). In 

contrast to the dominant notion of civil society, grounded in ahistorical individualism 

and universality, the orientation of an alternative hegemony is a rediscovery of civil 

society, expressing a social humanity, in a concrete humanism (Bhaskar, 1993).   

 

Trade unions, by rationalising capitalist relations of production as well as pointing 

beyond them, occupy both hegemonic and counter hegemonic tendencies. Trade unions 

are often situated within hegemonic tendencies, particularly by the “autonomous civil 

society” perspectives. In turn, the narrowing of trade union struggles in the realm of 

citizenship to economic participation is grounded in neglecting the cultural realm that 

influences union strategies in movement, institution, community and network 

dimensions. Accordingly, the assertion of cultural justice claims or politics of 

 69



recognition, displacing union struggles of economic justice, is central to restraining 

unions as actors in civil society.  

 

2.2.6. Politics of Recognition 

Trade unions, as civil society actors, are located in the intersections of communities as 

well as representative institutions of the state. In turn, social justice claims or 

citizenship claims intertwine both politics of distribution (economy) with politics of 

recognition (culture). Politics of recognition refers to social justice claims asserting 

“the recognition of distinctive perspectives of ethnic, ‘racial’ and sexual minorities, as 

well as gender difference” (Fraser 1999:25). In contrast, politics of distribution refers 

to economic justice claims, emphasising economic redistribution and access to 

economic resources (Ibid. ). 

 

The introduction of the “recognition-distribution dilemma” for Nancy Fraser is aimed 

at engaging with the “complexities of contemporary ‘postsocialist’ political life” (Ibid. 

1997:11). The “paradigmatic form of political conflict” in the late twentieth century is 

the “struggle for recognition” (Ibid.). Accordingly, “[i]n these ‘postsocialist’ conflicts 

group identity supplants class interest as the chief medium of political mobilisation” 

(Ibid.). Politics of recognition has emerged as a prominent social justice claim, 

expressed by campaigns for national sovereignty and sub-national autonomy, and new 

social movements, including movements for international human rights. Castells, 

emphasis on identity politics and social movements demonstrates the contemporary 

“culturalist” theory that rationalises maldistribution as merely a secondary effect of 

misrecognition (Ibid. 2000:111). To resolve this “complex political field with little 

programmatic connection”, Fraser examines the relations between the recognition-

redistribution claims, particularly in cases where both must be pursued simultaneously, 

while minimising conflicts between them (Ibid. 1997:13,31).  

 

Fraser (1997) makes an analytical distinction between cultural and economic injustice. 

The remedy for economic injustice is a political economic-restructuring, which 

involves  

“redistributing income, reorganising the division of labour, subjecting 

investment to democratic decision making or transforming other basic 

infrastructure” (Ibid. 15).  

The remedy for cultural injustice concerns  

“cultural or symbolic change… recognising and positively valourising cultural 

diversity…more radically… transforming societal patterns of representation, 

 70



interpretation and communication in ways that would change everybody’s 

sense of self” (Ibid.).    

While redistribution remedies presuppose an underlying conception of recognition, 

similarly, recognition remedies presuppose a version of redistribution. There exists a 

“mutual interference” between redistribution and recognition claims. While 

redistribution claims promote group de-differentiation, recognition claims advocate 

group differentiation (Ibid. :16). As a result, the “recognition-distribution dilemma” 

refers to claims of those who are “subject to both cultural and economic injustice”.  

 

In a spectrum of social collectivities, the working class is located in the extreme that 

fits the redistribution model of justice. Trade unions as class collectivities are engaged 

in remedies requiring political economic distribution. Nevertheless, the working classes 

also suffer cultural injustices, “the hidden (and not so hidden) class injuries” (Ibid.: 17). 

Trade unions are threatened by the recognition of differences that undermine their class 

unity. According to Fraser, “the only way to remedy the injustice is to put the 

proletariat out of business as a group.” This highlights a central facet of economic 

unionism that narrows unions as “group interest”, which is discussed later in this 

chapter (sec. 2.4.). In the opposite end of the spectrum, collectivities are rooted in 

culture and here Fraser explores the case of homosexual collectivities. The 

collectivities in the mid-range of the spectrum are described as bivalent collectivities, 

which are both gender and “race” (Ibid. 19). As a result, gender and ethnicity concern 

both political-economic and cultural remedies.  

 

In terms of recognition, Fraser (2000) articulates a status model that emphasises the 

status subordination to determine “what is impeding participatory parity in any 

particular instance?” (Ibid. :119). By treating recognition as a question of social status 

effected by “institutionalised meaning and norms”, Fraser (2000) elaborates 

recognition not as a “group specific identity but the status of individual group members 

as full partners in social interaction” (Ibid. 113). This approach grounds cultural 

misrecognition to the “workings of social institutions that regulate interactions 

according to parity-impeding cultural norms” (Ibid.). Moreover, the redistributive 

subtext of the recognition concerns access to economic resources that impede equal 

participation. Accordingly, politics of recognition, that devalues and displaces politics 

of distribution (of power and wealth) while reifying group identities and oppressive 

forms of communitarianism, potentially exacerbate economic inequalities and “risk 

sanctioning violation of human rights and freezing the very antagonisms it purports to 

mediate” (Ibid.). 
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Acknowledging the interrelationship between recognition and distribution, Fraser 

(1999) suggests an affirmative and transformative model to minimise conflicts between 

them. The broad approach in this model suggests “socialism in the economy plus 

deconstruction in the culture”. The transformative remedies for redistributive justice, 

therefore, range from social welfare programs to democratic decision making about 

basic socio-economic priorities (Ibid. 1997:26). As opposed to affirmative remedies, 

transformative remedies reduce social inequality without creating “stigmatised classes 

of vulnerable people, perceived as beneficiaries of special largesse” (Ibid.). 

Transformative remedies promote “coalition building”, encouraging solidarity in 

relations of recognition” (Ibid. :32). This merger of politics of distribution with 

recognition is significant for union strategies and the rediscovery of civil society (see 

2.5.). 

 
Figure 2.2.  Trade Union Potentials and Counter Hegemony 
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The discussion has so far dealt with the absence of trade unions and the labour 

movement as actors in resistance to globalisation. Resistance to globalisation redefines 

the realm of citizenship as well as civil society. The representation of the state as 

increasingly powerless is a dominant argument conflating civil society with markets. In 

contrast, the realm of civil society is explained as a site of hegemonic and counter 

hegemonic struggles with the potential for articulating an alternative hegemony (Figure 

2.2.). The articulation of an alternative hegemony relates to contesting and 

transforming the cultural and ethical form of hegemony. For trade unions, the 

rediscovery of civil society relates to linking politics of distribution with recognition 

aimed at re-valuing the realm of citizenship. In order to elaborate the concrete context 
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of civil society under global capitalism, the next section takes a closer look  at the 

subordinated status of the global South.  

 

2.3. Civil Society  and the South 
 

The civil society-state relationship is embedded in the uneven development of 

capitalism with core-periphery hierarchies. The subordination of the South in the geo-

political hierarchy of nation-states is reinforced by the conflation of economic 

liberalisation (marketisation) with political liberalisation  (democratisation). In 

promoting marketisation as democratisation by the global institutions of economic 

governance, the IMF, the World Bank, and the WTO, have legitimised authoritarian 

state forms (Ch. 1.4.3.) In turn, unions in the South are engaged in a broader struggle of 

defending democracy and citizenship. The discussion that follows focuses on the 

reconfiguration of civil society in the South, internal critiques of unions and the 

dominant union strategies that undermine the civic status as well as class identities of 

unions. 

  

The North-South distinction, as a central facet of globalisation, is an expressive and 

necessary differentiation that is defined politically rather than geographically (Lambert 

and Webster, 2003). The South characterises various forms of “authoritarian statism 

and corporate dominance”, related to the shift from the colonial to the new 

international division of labour that induced new manufacturing activities in the 

periphery (Ibid. :16). While the “South” refers to a particular status of subordination in 

the global economy, the Southern trade union identities are conditioned by the 

historical experience of “colonialism and racism”, as well as  “political independence 

struggles and the disillusionments of the post-colonial era” (Ibid.). In turn, the North-

South categories contain a heavy presence of the past (colonialism) and the outside 

(migrants) in each category. For example, “Certain South East Asian (union) leaders 

are deeply conscious of their families' experience as indentured labourers on 

plantations” (Ibid. 16). The Southern identity is also marked by a more intensive 

“negative impact of neo-liberal globalisation”, related to downsizing, casualisation and 

privatisation (Ibid.). Thus, the North-South distinction highlights the specificity of 

peripheral class formations in a new international division of labour.  

 

The emergence of the working-class in the peripheral colonial context is characterised 

as a highly coercive, slow and incomplete process (Munk, 1988:60). It is incomplete in 

the sense that certain access to land and alternatives to wage-labour have shaped the 

way the working class and class-consciousness is constituted (Ibid.: 60).2 Moreover, 
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factories in the South are ‘islands in seas of petty commodity production’ (Andrea & 

Beckman quoted in Brandell, 1991). In effect, organised wage labour in the periphery 

interact within a complex social organisation which includes various forms of property, 

multiple ways of appropriating labour, and myriad processes of circulation and social 

practices (Ahmed, 1985). In a new international division of labour, the integration of 

this diverse working class within nation-state boundaries involves new class alignments 

in a transnational context.  

 

The subordinated status of the South in an uneven internationalisation of capital, relates 

to new class alignments, mediated by global institutions of economic governance. This 

new class alliance, a complex formation of social forces, characterises the emergence 

of a new historical bloc, which incorporates transnational interests of capitalists, 

sections of the managerial and skilled labour force and the military and cultural elite 

(Wilkin, 1997:32).3 In the contemporary context of global capitalist hegemony,  

“this bloc depends on integrating not only transnational capital but also 

significant parts of world’s workforce which are able to maintain and help 

legitimise the hierarchical division of labour performing tasks that are not only 

productive but also concerned with order and control” (Ibid.:25).  

In reinforcing this subordinated status, the key actors include transnational 

corporations, governments in the North, aid agencies and non-governmental 

organisations. The power and authority of Northern states, influencing global 

institutions of economic governance, also shapes the state-civil society relations in the 

South. The promotion of markets as “democratisation” by this new historic bloc 

depoliticises the realm of civil society and neutralises popular resistance in the South.  

 

2.3.1. Marketisation as Democratisation 

The civil society-state relationships in the South are directly influenced by strategies of 

global institutions of economic governance promoting markets. According to this neo-

liberal perspective equating marketisation with democratisation,  

“civil society is a prerequisite for the promotion of both market capitalism and 

democratisation since civil society is instrumental in protecting individual 

rights and private ownership” (Fukuyama, 1992:117). 

Creating conditions for markets to operate is therefore seen as a precondition for 

developing civil society (Shaw and Quadir, 1997:43).  

 

The promotion of democratisation by the World Bank, IMF and the WTO is defined as 

a process of creating formal institutions of governance. In this Western Liberal 
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perspective, the core elements of democracy include competition among political 

organisations, ensuring political participation and maintaining civil liberties (Diamond, 

et al, 1990:6-7). In addition, democracy is grounded in a model of competition among 

nation-states. Consequently, the peripheral status of the South in a global division of 

labour, along with the state repression of popular mobilisations are ignored (Ibid.). 

Narrowed to a constitutional framework of governance, the emphasis on representative  

(procedural) over participatory (substantive) democracy is aimed at reproducing the 

status quo through the preservation of stability. For example, the IMF-World Bank 

agenda on governance by the late 1990s, focused on “the structure of the right 

institutions, of the improvement of the administrative, legal and regulatory functions of 

the state” (Wolfensohn, 1999). Complementing this state institutional reform, the 

“democratic consolidation” requires “skilful political crafting and courageous and wise 

policy choices by their leaders” (Diamond et al, 1990:34).  

 

This emulation of Western liberal democracy is geared towards “rolling back” the 

popular democracy that was gained in the aftermath of decolonisation (Patnaik, 2002). 

In India, for example, the urgency of adapting to needs of finance capital reflects limits 

on democracy. This involves a centralised presidential system, minimum votes to get 

parliamentary representation, restrictions on no-confidence motions and restraining 

public interest litigation (Ibid.: 1007). By undermining working class parties and 

minority parties, the aim is to reinforce the consolidation of bourgeois class rule, 

making democracy a “genteel bourgeois affair as opposed to mass participatory 

character” (Ibid.). For Castells, this is a legitimacy crisis of the party system “captured 

into the media arena, reduced to personalised leadership, pushed into unlawful 

financing, driven by and towards scandal politics” (Castells, 1997:343). This 

undermining of the trustworthiness of formal institutions and the narrowing of 

representative politics has complemented the emergence of non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) as key actors in civil society.  

 

2.3.2. Non-governmental Organisations 

The emphasis on creating formal institutions of governance that promote 

democratisation, concerns the governance of new partnerships (Ch. 1.4.). The NGOs 

play a significant role as the main state partners in civil society. Particularly since the 

mid-1980s, a considerable amount of international aid money was directed towards 

specific NGOs engaged in political reform (Shaw and Quadir, 1997:43). This 

reinforcement of NGOs as ‘agents of democratic grassroots’, particularly for the World 

Bank was based on their “indigenous and inherently ‘private’ content” (Gibbon, 
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2002:35). In the Tocquevillian civil society tradition, the NGOs are deployed as a 

‘buffer zone’ between the state and popular resistance, in safeguarding the status quo 

(Ibid.: 32).   

 

The neo-liberal representation of NGOs as 'agents of democratic grassroots', is based 

on severing the link between local struggles and organisation on the one hand, and the 

national and supra-national political movements on the other hand (Petras and 

Veltmeyer, 2000). In manufacturing consent for the neo-liberal hegemony, co-opted 

NGOs (Congos) foster neo-corporatists state-civil society relations in their 

collaboration with the state and global institutions of economic governance (Callinicos, 

2001). As mediators between local organisations, foreign donors, and national free 

market reformists, the NGOs, promoting self-help micro-enterprises (entrepreneurs) 

and international corporation, reinforce their dependency on external donors. This 

dependence de-politicises and de-radicalises “spheres of social life concerning women, 

neighbourhoods and youth organisations” (Petras, 2000). By avoiding politicisation 

and radicalisation, the co-opted NGOs reproduce authoritarian state forms in the South. 

 

2.3.3. Authoritarian State Forms 

The representation of democratisation as marketisation in the South has strengthened 

authoritarian state forms, “rolling back” democratic tendencies, while asserting 

patriarchal ethnocentric nationalist strategies. The mobilisation of state coercion in 

manufacturing consent, is an enduring historical process of capitalist liberal democracy 

and authoritarianism (Jalal, 1995; Ch. 1.4.1.4.). The state attempts to gain legitimacy 

(consent) by way of ethnocentric nationalism are grounded in restraining democracy 

(Sivanandan, 1984). This anti-secular construction of nationhood has enhanced the 

fragmentation of unions, limiting working class demands for redistributive remedies, as 

well as shrinking the realm of civil society.  

 

The articulation of nationhood in terms of politics of recognition overlaps the discourse 

of a “national security” state (Ch. 1.4.1.5.). By prioritising “national security”, the state 

enhances its capacity for monopoly violence and surveillance, depicting the 

“militarisation” of state (Freidman, 1999; Henk, 1995). This undermining of 

democracy, particularly in India, has restrained the institutionalisation of a modern 

democratic form of government, which was “part of the premise on which the freedom 

struggles was fought” (Patnaik, 2002:1006). The disillusionment with post-colonial 

states in much of the South, is reflective of this “rolling back” of democracy, 

undermining redistributive claims of working class parties and the labour movement.   
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In the South, the promotion of unregulated markets as democracy has substituted 

national level neo-corporatist arrangements between capital, labour and the state. The 

changes at the national level are complemented by new arrangements at a supra-

national level. In the supra-national context, the ICFTU-APRO (International 

Confederation of Free Trade Unions–Asian and Pacific Regional Organization) 

“regional dialogue” with Asian Development Bank (ADB) illustrates these neo-

corporatist strategies in practice. Launched by the ADB in 2002, this regional dialogue 

is grounded in promoting economic unionism strategies, situating unions primarily as 

depoliticised labour market actors, emasculated from openly-declared contestations 

(ADB, 2003). Thus, the projection of unions as organised interest groups or “friendly 

societies” engaged in an “organically conservative role” is illustrated by their inclusion 

within ADB’s “Social Protection Strategy” (Ibid.). For instance, in a national context, 

Indonesia abandoned its military union model by espousing a liberal democratic union 

model in the late 1980s (Lambert, 1993). However, these reforms did not represent a 

shift away from essential characteristics of authoritarian state unionism, due to the deep 

integration of the dominant union (SPSI) with the military (Ibid. 1993).  

“Under such conditions, union organisation exists to extend state control over 

the entire social, political and cultural life of the working class. Civil society 

ceases to exist” (Lambert, 1993). 

The neo-corporatist relations spreading across national and supra-national realms are 

aimed at depoliticising unions (see below 2.4). In undermining union politics of 

distribution, these neo-corporatist arrangements are embedded in the construction of 

nationhood and politics of recognition which have specific implications for women. 

 

2.3.4. Patriarchal Ethno-Nationalism 

The assertion of ethnocentric nationalism and communalism, while directly 

undermining working-class resistance has strengthened patriarchal structures.  The 

subordination of women, within notions of citizenship, relates to the separation of civil 

society into public and private domains, relegating women to the private realm. 

Women’s status as citizens within the public domain, is conditioned by the active role 

of the state constructing relations in the private domain, of marriage and the family 

(Yuval-Davis, 1997:23-35). Simultaneously, the depiction of the nation-state as an 

expression of masculine reason excludes women from the “social” and ascribes them to 

“nature”, where women, biologically, culturally and symbolically, reproduce the nation 

(Ibid.: 23-35). However, women are not simply passive victims in the constructions of 
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nationalism and nation state, but also active participants in various religious 

fundamentalist and fascist movements (Ibid.: 31).  

 

Although women are increasingly integrated within labour markets, their identity as 

workers in the realm of production is subordinated to that of reproduction (Mohanty, 

1997:22). The ethno-nationalist strategies reinforce this subordination, narrowing 

women to the private realm. In expressing the continuities of patriarchy between wage 

work and domestic work, trade unions are also entrenched in male-biased cultural 

practices. Thus, the polarity between the women’s movement and the labour 

movement, as well as within the women’s movement, highlights the redistribution-

recognition dilemma. This dilemma is reflected in dominant union strategies that 

emphasise the casualisation of the labour force while obscuring its feminisation. 

Although authoritarian state strategies restrict women's identities as citizens by 

retracting social provision, women’s collective action contests and transforms enduring 

patriarchal structures redefining the public/private domains.  

 

To sum up, the promotion of marketisation as democratisation in the South, has 

reinforced authoritarian state strategies that restrain the realm of civil society. The state 

governance of new partnerships is grounded in promoting markets which undermine 

redistributive claims of unions, while de-politicising the realm of civil society. The 

assertion of patriarchal ethno-nationalist strategies reinforces both cultural and 

economic injustices encountered by women and marginalised ethnic minorities.  Faced 

with the recognition-redistribution dilemma, unions are also engaged in internal 

critiques aimed at articulating union renewal strategies.      

 

2.3.5. Unions:  Internal Critiques 

The powerlessness of unions has led to internal critiques of unions themselves 

highlighting the loss of membership, union fragmentation and financial difficulties. 

This section looks at two concrete examples of two major union federations in India 

and South Africa. The evaluation document of the South African union (COSATU - 

Confederation of South African Trade Unions) is a detailed and comprehensive 

organisational analysis, describing each affiliate. Meanwhile, the Indian (CITU - 

Centre of Indian Trade Unions) document focuses on a political and ideological 

analysis avoiding organisational details of the federation or its affiliates.   

 

For the COSATU, the loss of membership is related to the lack of effective strategies to 

deal with casualisation and subcontracting, as well as the AIDS epidemic (COSATU, 
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2003:7). The key proposals were directed towards recruiting more formal sector 

workers, effectively supporting shop stewards, organising casual and temporary 

workers, and organising the unemployed. In terms of organisational restructuring, the 

advice is to use membership systems for planning and to monitor service delivery 

(collective bargaining, education, and so on). As for union education, the report 

highlights the draining of educators into the government skills training program and the 

fact that most affiliates have “zero budget for political education” (Ibid. :50). In terms 

of “gender mainstreaming”, the report highlights that gender is often seen as an 

“optional extra”, and stresses the need to increase “gender consciousness across the 

unions and the Federation”. The main suggestion of the report is to sustain union 

strategies aimed at retaining jobs and democratising workplaces (Ibid. :48). In terms of 

“future scenarios”, the option of continuing without change, according to the report, is 

likely to encourage “bread and butter unionism” (economic unionism). The alternative 

(optimist) strategy is to “convince its alliance partners that the current economic 

framework is not working for working class families”; instead it is promoting a 

“growth through redistribution” strategy (Ibid. :11).  

 

For the CITU, the loss of membership is linked to union fragmentation and 

communalism, which undermine “class consciousness”. While encouraging the 

building of alliances, the CITU report highlights the constraint of “class 

collaborationist pro-government” unions within the labour movement (CITU, 2003:4). 

Accordingly, the report suggests “unity without a vision of struggle, is futile and has no 

meaning” (Ibid.). While the strategy of one large federation is considered, the report 

suggests creating conditions for such an alliance “only after and through the process of 

several struggles of nation-wide character” (Ibid. :10). For CITU, the rise of 

communalism and casteism are key mechanisms, fragmenting unions and undermining 

alliances (Ibid. :5). In terms of recruitment, the report suggests organising contract and 

casual workers by engaging in “intensive grass-root level independent campaigns” 

(Ibid.). Citing the lack of “proper reports” from most State Committees, the CITU’s 

main criticisms suggest going beyond the “rituality” to improve organisational 

monitoring and reporting (Ibid. :7). This overlaps the report’s emphasis on improving 

communication among unions, rather than through “circulars/press statements” (Ibid. 

:9). The report acknowledges the criticisms against central leaders for not linking with 

their members in carrying out “united action”. But, these forms of engagement in 

“united action” is considered beneficial for addressing all workers, as well as “workers 

belonging to other unions” (Ibid. :8).   
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The reports express two different approaches to union renewal. The COSATU 

document is a more internal administrative analysis, concerned with reorganising 

relations with affiliates, resource sharing and co-ordinating strategies. The CITU 

document is a general document, focused on macro factors, in particular state strategies 

of communalism and its “commitment to policies dictated by imperialism”. The 

alternative-hegemony or the “vision” articulated by CITU is one of “class struggle and 

socialism” (Ibid. :1). Similarly, the COSATU document articulates a socialist strategy 

“by engaging in production issues and democratising the workplace” (COSATU, :48). 

However, both the CITU and COSATU strategies reflect dominant economic unionism 

tendencies that emphasise redistributive remedies while absenting recognition 

remedies.  

 

2.4.  Economic  Unionism 
 

The tendencies of economic unionism dominate union strategies in their institutional as 

well as movement dimensions. This section explains the way economic unionism 

separates and subordinates the realm of reproduction (families and communities) from 

production (wage work). In universalising capitalist relations of production, economic 

unionism is grounded in an instrumental economic rationality, derived from a 

masculine euro-modernist construct of "utility maximising economic man". As a 

hegemonic construct, economic unionism reduces economic justice claims of unions to 

the workplace as a “group interest”, complementing neo-liberal social engineering state 

strategies.  

 

Economic unionism concerns two main absences.  First, it ignores the specificity of 

workers and union identities in the South (2.3 above). Second, the economic rationality 

based on a political economy of interests, evades the moral-cultural dimension of union 

struggles. By ignoring the submerged networks of everyday life that influence worker 

identities and unions, as well as avoiding openly declared contestation, economic 

unionism reproduces cultural norms impeding participatory parity.  

 

Economic unionism is based on universalising capitalism where interpretations of 

proletarianisation and industrialisation are built around the European and North 

American experiences and then generalised to workers in diverse economic and 

cultural settings (Brandell, 1991:1). In turn, economic unionism complements neo-

liberalism in reinforcing the conflation of modernisation to Westernisation. Similarly, it 

obscures the effects of colonialism and imperialism that shape class formations and 
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union struggles in the South. By failing to recognise civil society as a realm of class 

struggle, economic unionism reinforces the moral and cultural hegemony of the North.   

 

2.4.1. Instrumental Economic Rationality  

Economic unionism defines trade unions with reference to labour markets, where 

worker interests are reduced to bargaining around wages and conditions of work. This 

restricted definition of trade unions, merely as actors in labour markets, is a hegemonic 

discourse that narrows unions to the formal economy of exchange and to the realm of 

production and circulation. Thus wage labour represents workers primarily as 

economic beings, engaged in instrumental market relationships in the sphere of 

circulation.  

 

The hegemonic discourse of economic unionism reinforces an instrumental market-

oriented analysis of unions. As advocated by the Wisconsin school of institutionalist (J. 

Commons, Selig Perlman and Phillip Taft) in the beginning of the twentieth century, 

union strategies were explained as labour markets actors, while evading issues of class 

antagonism between labour and capital in capitalist social formations (Moody, 

1988:53). More importantly, the institutionalist histories of the labour movement 

reflected a self-conscious defence of bureaucratic, nation-state strategies of the 

dominant American Federation of Labour at the time (Ibid.).  

 

The emphasis on markets in economic unionism complements a “utilitarian theory of 

action” rooted in rational-choice economic theory (Callinicos, 1987:114-122). In this 

image of 'Modernity's Man', workers as agents have "an ordered and consistent set of 

preferences" and they choose “that which will maximise utility for them defined by 

these preferences” (Ibid.: 114). This representation of human agency leaves out human 

power to evaluate through reflexive monitoring (Ibid.).  In the utilitarian theory of 

action, the human subject is 'simple weigher' or a bargain hunter, treating ends of 

action and desires as given or random (Ibid.: 118). In contrast, human agents are 'strong 

evaluators', that treat moral judgements as factual assertions (moral realism). The 

"treatment of value-ascription as a matter of irreducibly subjective choice" (moral 

relativism) is deeply embedded in a masculine Western culture that ignores social 

agents as strong evaluators with commitments to others (Ibid.). This version of markets 

absents the non-market realm of social reproduction, involving families and 

communities, which mutually interact with markets as well as shape social struggles.  
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By reducing worker identities to competitive individualism of labour markets, 

economic unionism emphasises wages over employment (Moody, 1988:66). Reflecting 

a shift from employment to income security, this emphasis on money compensation 

over employment characterises the narrowing of unions to the sphere of circulation. 

With markets as the point of reference, economic unionism situates the 

bureaucratisation of unions as an evolutionary rationalisation process, a form of “union 

maturity” (Moody, 1988:53; Ch. 3.3.2.). Thus, the task of union leaders is to adapt 

union structures to the changing demands of the market and ‘rational’ industrialisation 

(Ibid.). Complementing state social engineering, economic unionism reduces 

democracy to procedural rules, and membership participation, to the payment of union 

dues (Ibid.). In narrowing unions to markets, this approach emphasises the institutional 

dimension of unions (Ch. 3.3.1), where class demands from redistributive remedies are 

articulated as a political economy of interests.  

 

2.4.2. Political Economy of Interest  

The political economy of interest approach to workers’ economic justice claims locates 

the market as the defining moment of social production and ‘work’.  In this 

perspective, ‘work’ is narrowed to the public sphere and wage labour in industry and 

factories. In turn, the factory and the public sphere is exaggerated as the privileged site 

of subjugation, oppression and exploitation (Brandell, 1991). This privileging of work 

in the public sphere is grounded in subordinating and devaluing wage and non-wage 

work of women. In contrast to the political economy of interests associated with 

markets, the non-market sphere concerns a social economy of affection; relates to 

economic activities involving notions of solidarity based on trust and intimacy in 

communal and familial relations (Kanth, 2000).  

 

The political economy of interests overshadows the cultural dimension, influencing 

class solidarities as well as schisms. For example, the CITU and COSATU documents 

illustrate this absence of politics of recognition. While CITU recognises, cultural 

injustices of caste, the same is not extended to women or other minority ethnic 

identities.  While COSATU acknowledges limits to “gender mainstreaming”, there is 

an absence of recognising ethnic politics. In the process, they both neglect addressing 

issues impeding equal participation of women and minorities, particularly in terms of 

providing resources and conditions that makes participation meaningful.   

 

By situating workers as market actors, the political economy of interest is entrenched in 

patriarchal practices that devalue women’s wage work and obscure domestic labour 
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altogether (Chhachhi and Pittin, 1999). While the casualisation is a key concern for 

unions, the political economy interests neglect the feminisation of the labour force and 

its implications for unions (Ch.1.3.1.2.). Accordingly, union demands for wage and 

employment security in the sphere of circulation evade claims of social rights and 

public goods effecting the realm of reproduction.4 For example, both CITU and 

COSATU reflect this articulation of political economy of interests, situating members 

and workers as abstract subjects, located in equally abstract communities. While the 

term “working families” appear once in the COSATU document, the concept of 

"family", as a fundamental unit of social reproduction is missing from both documents.  

This absence also evades recognising the location of members in families, as well as in 

submerged networks of everyday life that influence union alliances and collective 

action.  

 

The lack of women’s participation in trade unions highlights enduring organisational 

and structural constraints of the sexual division of labour (Chhachhi and Pittin, 1999). 

These constraints include: male domination in unions, male-biased internal 

organisational structures, the dead-end nature of women’s jobs, the location of women 

workers in industries difficult to organise, and the "double burden", which implied that 

women simply did not have time for union activities (Ibid.). In turn, women workers 

found more immediate and useful support through coalitions, such as the church, ethnic 

groups, and civil rights groups, created around formal union structures, rather than 

through them (Ibid.). In neglecting these coalitions and the significance of the 

feminisation of labour, the CITU and COSATU’s organisational analysis represent 

enduring male biased tendencies that demobilise women workers.  

 

Economic unionism is simultaneously engaged in depoliticising and demobilising 

workers.  By locating unions as labour market actors, economic unionism narrows the 

realm of political and social rights of citizenship to that of civil rights. Consequently, 

unions are situated as an “interest group” in a pluralist framework that emphasises class 

differentiation. This recognition of difference depicts social classes as a cultural 

construct resembling “identity groups”. By categorising unions and class identities of 

workers as a matter of status, economic unionism pursues affirmative remedies 

reinforcing an approach to citizenship that assumes “class differences might be 

reduced, indeed eliminated, by altering social attitudes” (Barbalet, 1988:55). While it 

may reduce class identity and resentment, this approach to citizenship, rather than 

transforming class structures, tends to “ignore institutions of economic and social 

power which preserve class domination and exploitation” (Ibid. :58). For example, the 
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ICFTU’s promotion of trade union rights, emphasising the civil rights aspect of 

citizenship, in particular the right to organise, down plays claims of social and political 

rights. Particularly in the South, where globalisation has reinforced the “rolling back” 

of democracy, “Much more at stake for the working class movement in defending 

democracy than merely the freedom to organise” (Patnaik, 2000).   

   

Figure 2.3.    Economic Unionism and the South 
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To sum up, the absence of unions in the resistance literature relates to issues of 

citizenship, which involve politics of recognition and distribution in the realm of civil 

society. As an expression of economic and cultural roots of everyday life, civil society 

is a space of counter hegemonic struggles. Issues of citizenship and civil society are 

embedded in a concrete context of global network capitalism with core-periphery 

hierarchies of nation-states. The realm of civil society in the South is increasingly 

influenced by authoritarian state forms that promote markets as democracy while 

narrowing nationhood to patriarchal ethno-nationalist ideologies. The Southern unions 

as civil society actors are faced with multiple political, economic and cultural 

constraints. The internal union documents illustrate the dilemmas faced by unions that 

are articulating union renewal strategies. These dilemmas reveal the inadequacies of 

economic unionism, that avoid discussing parity impeding cultural norms and practices 

within unions, particularly in terms of women and ethnic minorities. In turn, economic 
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unionism is a hegemonic construct, undermining the transformative possibilities of 

trade unions and the rediscovery of civil society particularly in the South (Figure 2.3.). 

 

2.5. Rediscovering Civil Society 
 

“Revising the dominant neo-liberal policies is a 
monumental task, which makes the building of effective 
civil society alliances so crucial.” 

Marcello Malentacchi, General Secretary, 
International Metal Federation, at the World Social 
Forum, January 2003. 

 

The rediscovery of civil society is a re-valuation of citizenship, which asserts the class 

position (worker-employer relationship) within civic status (the citizen-state 

relationship). In the terrain of civil society, trade unions play a critical role as 

institutions engaged in representative politics as well as moral-cultural agents or 

“swords of justice”, engaged in contentious movement politics. In turn, the rediscovery 

of civil society concerns economic and cultural dimensions of citizenship, integrating 

politics of distribution with politics of recognition. 

 

Highlighting civil society as a terrain of contestation and struggle (Gramsci), Hyman 

suggests re-defining civil society as a network of citizenship associations, giving voice 

to all those faced by insecurity (Standing). Civil society is redefined here, not 

negatively in opposition to the state, but “positively in the context of the ideas and 

practices through which cooperation and trust are established in social life” (Ibid. :59). 

According to Hyman, unions need to go back to their roots, as agents of “social 

justice”, thus “redefining their ideals and objectives in the light of contemporary 

circumstances and their constituents’ contemporary aspirations” (Ibid. :61). This 

rediscovery of roots relates to resisting ‘Third Way’ efforts, which include neo-

corporatists arrangements and social-democratic unionism, strategically grounded in 

‘political economism’ (Hyman, 2001:55).  

 

In the European context, the renewal of trade unions as a social movement and as civil 

society actors, according to Hyman (2001) involves three strategic orientations. First, 

unions are to reassert their external relations, redefining their ideals and objectives in a 

contemporary context. Second, embracing “a form of ‘contentious politics’ (Tarrow) 

which is not calculated to win the sympathy and support of the powerful”. Third, 

collaborating with civil society bodies such as NGOs, particularly to avoid presenting 

themselves as “aspiring monopolist in the representation of civil society” (Ibid.: 62). 

Finally, in broadening the scope of trade unions, Hyman, following Waterman 
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(1998:2), suggests ‘adding to the lay trinity - liberty, equality, fraternity - the values of 

diversity, peace and ecological care’ (Ibid. :62).  

 

Hyman’s approach to reasserting the movement dimension of unions, however, 

neglects the North-South dialectical relationship in an international division of labour. 

In the process, Hyman avoids a differentiated framework to locate unions as actors in 

civil society, where the European unions simultaneously occupy local, national, 

transnational and global spaces. In a globally networked capitalist context, the 

struggles of European working classes for expanding citizenship is conditioned by the 

role of metropolitan nation-states and global institutions of economic governance 

reinforcing and legitimising authoritarian state forms in the peripheral nation-states. By 

delinking the European unions from the South, Hyman’s notion of solidarity expresses 

eurocentric tendencies which limit strategic options for labour internationalism, as well 

as possibilities of articulating a concrete humanist alternative hegemony. This 

misrecognition of unions in the South leads to explaining strategies, as expressed by 

Hyman, to integrate politics of distribution, with politics of recognition. 

 

2.5.1. Politics of Distribution  

The rediscovery of civil society articulates politics of distribution that recognise the 

concrete context of workers. Workers are embedded in communities with enduring 

forms of familial kinship relations, which also involve a sexual division of labour. 

Thus, worker struggles for economic justice, concern a social economy which 

highlights the necessity of integrating politics of distribution that affirm as well as 

transform politics of recognition. This leads to rearticulating politics of distribution, 

contesting the moral hegemony of the North, as well as forms of ethno-centric 

nationalisms that undermine the articulations of secular nationhood in the South. In 

particular, the aim is to engage in politics of distribution in a manner transforming 

cultural norms that impede participatory parity in any particular instance (Fraser, 1999, 

2000).  

 

The complicity of economic unionism with the moral hegemony of the North relates to 

its restricted scope of solidarity. This version of solidarity is grounded in a 

universalism emerging from a masculine euro-modernism and an abstract humanism. 

According to Waterman, “Westocentric universalism”, grounded in situating people in 

exchange relationships, as rational, utility-maximising self-interested individuals, 

represents a standpoint of “white European male bourgeois property owners” 

(Waterman, 1998:233). This version of universalism absents non-market relationships 
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of care work, mutuality and dependency as well as experiences of intimacy and 

affection (Ibid.). In the process, economic unionism obscures Third World movements 

such as the Non-Aligned Movement (1955-76) and anti-colonial protests (in the 1950s 

and 60s) that contested the Euro-modernist versions of history, Western imperialism 

and eurocentric notions of “good society”.  

 

In contesting the “Westocentric universalism” that reinforces the moral hegemony of 

the North, Waterman (1998) suggests transforming the dominant "monological ethic" 

with a "discourse or a dialogical ethic” of solidarity (Waterman, 1998:233). The 

"dialogical ethic" of solidarity recognises the unequal relationships in interpreting an 

ethic of universalism and accepts alternative possibilities proposed by the subordinate 

or the less powerful (Ibid. :234). While this dialogical ethic is oriented towards 

transforming the sense of self, patterns of representation and communication, it also 

depends upon removing constraints that impede equal participation. In recognising 

injuries of subordination, the transformative redistributive remedies suggested here 

encourage coalitions, reciprocity and solidarity in a North-South relationship. In a 

southern nation-state context, politics of distribution concern a politicisation of civil 

society, aimed at transforming authoritarian state forms and ethno-nationalist notions 

of nationhood. 

  

2.5.2. Politicisation of Civil Society 

The resistance to authoritarian state forms concern the democratisation of state 

institutions interrelated with a radical politicisation of civil society (Gibbon, 2002).5 

The democratisation of the state relates to “subjecting all state organs to democratic 

control” (Ibid. :42). According to Gibbons, using a Marxian framework, the 

democratisation of the state encompasses three moments: first, encouraging political 

deliberation in administrative decision-making, direct election of state officials and 

direct popular participation in state organs; second, linking democratisation with 

principles of participatory parity, where popular participation is made meaningful by 

the provision of state resources and conditions for participation. Accordingly, the 

deepening of participation concerns state provision of universal education and other 

social rights. And third, separating the state from religion and the means for monopoly 

violence, characterises processes of secularisation and of de-militarisation.   

 

The radical politicisation of civil society relates to re-coupling “political society,” 

(which takes a “public character”) with civil society. This process of “politicisation of 

civil society” and “the generalisation of political society”, is aimed at carrying 

 87



“pluralism to a higher and more politicised plane” (Ibid.). In order for pluralism in civil 

society to reach a “more politicised” level, restricting private property rights, as well as 

non-property based power and sources of domination, male domination in particular, 

needs to be addressed (Ibid.: 43). The criteria for these restrictions can be on the basis 

of participatory parity, integrating politics of distribution, with politics of recognition. 

Conversely, in terms of citizenship, this translates into integrating class relations (the 

employer-worker) with civic status (citizen-state). 

 

In the South, the radical politicisation of civil society relates to transforming the 

hegemonic constructions of nationhood and the nation. The construction of ethno-

centric nationalism, particularly in South Asia, is grounded in a rejection of secular 

nationalist and communist histories. The nation is both a cultural and economic 

construct, that integrates a sum of diverse, local and mutable traditions (Ahmed, 1994). 

The transformation of ethnocentric nationalism involves an ethical pluralism that 

extends beyond the abstract pluralism of liberalism, communitarianism and identity 

politics (Castells).  Ethical pluralism proposes the separation of religion from politics 

without undermining each other for the sake of an ultimate ideal. It also allows a 

version of ethical secularism, recognising the cultural claims of subordinated identities 

and the less powerful (Bhargava, 1994:40). Accordingly, ethical pluralism goes beyond 

the liberal pluralism and political secularism that suggests the separation of religion 

from politics, as an agenda of tolerance merely for the sake of a livable polity (Ibid. 

36). In encouraging the building of coalitions with potential allies, ethical secularism 

avoids the non-communitarian political secularism that has “little or no conception of 

community” (Ibid. 36).  

 

The politicisation of civil society concerns the articulation of a “popular will” which 

promotes transformative remedies combining socialism with deconstruction of culture 

(Fraser, 1999). This articulation involves a reinvention of “tradition” expressing a 

concrete humanism. Thus, the extended core values of solidarity suggested by Hyman, 

involving “liberty, equality, fraternity”, can be further elaborated with “democracy, 

secularism and socialism” (Ahmed, 1994:32). The articulation of a “popular will” is 

intertwined with building coalitions in a transnational context that signify a 

globalisation from below or a “people’s international” (Amin, 1997). As a concrete 

example of a “people’s international”, the World Social Forum launched in 2001 has 

emerged as an articulation of a potential alternative hegemony.   
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2.5.3. World Social Forum: Recognition + Redistribution 

The articulation of an alternative hegemony in the realm of civil society is 

simultaneously a national, regional and global project. In terms of concrete resistance 

to globalisation and as the beginning of a potential new labour internationalism, the 

World Social Forum (WSF) and Global Justice and Solidarity Movement (GJ&SM) 

warrant closer analysis. According to Sousa (2003), the WSF is a “counter-hegemonic 

globalisation” with a political novelty related to its’ “celebration of diversity and 

pluralism, experimentalism, and radical democracy”. Its’ “organisational novelty” 

rejects hierarchies, while emphasising “participatory democracy” and “networks made 

possible by the internet”. The WSF consists of “initiatives of transnational exchange 

among social movements, NGOs, and their practices and knowledge”. Sousa also 

identifies a range of limitations within the WSF related to issues of representation, 

internal democracy, transparency and hierarchies in participation.  

 

The WSF is characterised as “Subaltern Cosmopolitan Politics” that articulates a 

counter hegemonic project (Sousa, 2003). In the WSF's international committee, most 

represented groups are trade unions and feminist organisations. Although, the WSF 

illustrates a differentiated resistance, aimed at linking politics of recognition with 

distribution, it intently avoids articulating an alternative-hegemony capable of 

expressing a concrete humanist socialist alternative. In rejecting a socialist alternative 

the WSF has proposed a more abstract “social emancipation”, expressed by its slogan 

“another world is possible”. According to Sousa, the WSF is “not grounded on the 

principle of class struggle”. Thus, the WSF characterises the New Social Movements 

theorising (Ch. 4.) that articulates redistributive remedies in terms of politics of 

recognition. This overlaps the WSF identity more as a “meeting point and a cultural 

event” recognising international, regional and national struggles. In particular, the 

struggles at the “national level against the state or dominant national civil society” 

(Sousa, 2003).  

 

While the WSF and the GJ&SM illustrate a concrete, emergent social movement 

against neo-liberal globalisation, its’ refusal of a general theory limits recognising civil 

society as a space of class struggle and transformative politics. In inventing a “popular 

will” or a “people’s international”, the GJ&SM falls short of articulating an alternative 

hegemony that tactically engages with the ethical and cultural form of hegemony. 

Consequently, the ‘deepening’ or the ‘cultivation’ of pluralism within the WSF and the 

GJ&SM, is likely to reinforce tendencies of depolitcisation and in turn, bureaucracy, 

constitutional authoritarianism and an absence of democracy (Gibbon, 2002:40).  
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In summary, this section focused on the rediscovery of civil society, particularly in the 

context of the South. This emphasis on the South was prompted by the dominant 

eurocentric tendencies that restrain strategic options for labour internationalism. The 

rediscovery of civil society relates to linking politics of distribution with recognition. 

As opposed to the “organically conservative role” assigned to civil society by neo-

liberalism, the rediscovery concerns a radical politicisation of civil society which 

asserts class relations within civic status. In articulating an alternative hegemony in 

national and international scales, this revaluation of citizenship encourages values of 

pluralism (recognition) while promoting transformative remedies for redistributive 

justice. As an example of a counter hegemonic project re-valuing the realm of 

citizenship, the WSF contains possibilities as well as limitation for articulating an 

alternative hegemony encompassing a concrete humanism.  

  

2.6. Conclusion 
This chapter focused on resistance to globalisation, situating trade unions as actors in 

civil society. As opposed to the dominant approach to civil society as an autonomous 

sphere, civil society was defined as dialectically interrelated to the state and embedded 

in the construction of hegemony. Consequently, civil society is explained as a space of 

counter hegemonic struggles, expressing possibilities of an alternative hegemony. 

Union struggles as actors in civil society concern a re-valuation of the political sphere 

of citizenship, connecting the citizen-state status with the worker-employer 

relationship.  

 

In the realm of civil society, the resistance to neo-liberal globalisation on the basis of 

recognition and identity has displaced struggles for redistribution of power and wealth. 

In articulating economic justice claims of workers as a “group interest”, the dominant 

trade union strategies, described as economic unionism, foster the displacement of 

politics of distribution. Consequently, economic unionism reinforces parity impeding 

cultural norms that undermine politicisation, coalition building, and mobilisation.   

 

For unions in the South, faced with authoritarian state forms and ethno-nationalist 

strategies, the rediscovery of civil society relates to transforming enduring tendencies 

of economic unionism. The assertion of union identities as civil society actors concerns 

the democratisation of state institutions and a radical politicisation of civil society. In 

democratising the state, the aim is to encourage popular participation by demanding the 

state provision of resources for participation, along with the secularisation and the 

demilitarisation of the state. As for the radical politicisation of civil society the 
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orientation is to elaborate pluralism to remedy redistribution which promotes 

participatory parity as a normative standard. This radical politicisation of civil society 

also concerns going back to trade union roots as agents of “social justice”, which is 

discussed in the next chapter.        

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Gramsci’s metaphor of ‘war of positions’ represented a kind of trench warfare, as opposed to 

war of movements’ or a frontal attack. These two conceptual tools illustrate strategies and 
tactics, linking theory with practice, in specific concrete social formations (Sassoon, 1980 
1980 193).  

2 Class formations along with class struggles define the category of class, relationally, 
emphasising production relations, in a context of specific time and place (Bhal, 1993:166).   

3 The historic bloc depicts a moment of hegemony, a combination of structure and 
superstructure. It represents relationships of complex and contradictory classes and fraction of 
classes, “in a situation in which implicitly one mode of production is dominant but articulated 
with other modes of production” (Sassoon, 1980:121).  

4  The instrumental economic rationality also concerns issues of commodity fetishism and 
alienation (Ch. 3.1.1.5.). Consequently, economic unionism undermines the potential for 
“reproductive” rather than “growth” economies, which can allow “a more humble and holistic 
approach to the world ecological balance” (Soper, 1991:273).  

5 The politicisation of civil society is directly opposed to neo-liberal strategies that reduce 
politicisation to partisan party politics. Politicisation here refers to a political awareness, 
which identifies and confronts relations of power that sustains conditions of oppression, 
subordination and exploitation.  
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Trade Union Essentials: 
 

Art of Solidarity and Participatory Democracy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With the previous chapter explaining why trade union resistance relates to rediscovering 

their role as actors in civil society, this chapter examines the roots or the essence of unions. 

Within a spectrum of trade union forms in practice, the three dominant tendencies reflect 

their roles in labour markets, class relations and civil society. These different modes of 

social interaction also point towards taking a closer look at emergent properties of trade 

unions. The aim of this chapter is to explain these emergent properties or the essence of 

trade unions in terms of three basic questions. What are trade unions? What are their 

essential properties or real interests? And what are the conditions for the actualisation of 

their power?  

 

The examination of essentials is about looking at universal features, some fundamental 

elements beneath the spectrum of appearances. The essence here refers to enduring 

structures of nature, possessing causal powers, which are socially reproduced or 

transformed. The essence entails dialectical tendencies embodying potentialities and not 

actualities (Bhaskar 1993, Sayer, 1995). In effect, particular (emergent) powers enable 

trade unions to develop new identities that transforms ways of acting, relating and thinking. 

 

In a nutshell, this chapter answers the three basic questions in the following way. The first 

question regarding what are trade unions, relates to a normative standpoint, particularly in 
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terms of a moral economy. Thus, trade unions are essentially moral economic actors. Trade 

unions as combination of workers organised against economic injustice, influence social 

norms and sentiments regarding economic activity.  In asserting normative issues posed by 

economic activities, trade unions are moral economic actors, conveying an open moral 

consciousness, along with the possibility and the desirability of an alternative moral 

economy.  

 

With trade unions defined as moral economic actors, the answer to the second question 

regarding essential properties is solidarity. If solidarity is the essence then what are their 

real interests? For workers who are organised against economic injustice, their real interest 

is a value orientation towards transforming the causes that give rise to social injustice. 

Thus, their value orientation is towards emancipation. This value orientation also means 

transforming mechanical forms of solidarity, based on instrumental relations with others, 

towards organic solidarity based on an ethic of care and trust. 

 

This leads to the third question regarding the actualisation of solidarity. The complexities 

of actual practice of solidarity are discussed in terms of two models: bureaucratic unionism 

and democratic unionism. While the bureaucratic model is entrenched in forms of 

mechanical solidarity, the democratic model embodies the potential for organic solidarity. 

As an empirical account of democratic unionism, this chapter explores a South African 

model and relates this to reclaiming real interests of trade unionism. 

 

3.1. Trade Unions and the Moral Economy   

The purpose of this section is twofold. First, to explain the dominant ways trade unions are 

defined. Second, to outline the broad historical social context of union struggles as moral 

economic actors. The main point is to highlight the relationship between union definitions 

and their implied strategic role as “swords of justice” (sec. 3.1.1.2.). In other words, the 

approach to trade unions presupposes a normative standpoint regarding economic activity 

or a moral economy.  

 

There are three dominant approaches to unions which situate them as actors in labour 

markets, class relations, and civil society. Trade unions as actors in labour markets consist 

of two main interrelated strands, described as the liberal model and the state intervention 

model (Touraine, 1984). The liberal model focuses on collective action in defence of 

economic interests where trade unions are seen purely as economic agents (Webbs, 1902; 
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Clegg, 1954; Ch. 2.4.). “A trade union as we understand the term, is a continuous 

association of wage-earners for the purpose of maintaining or improving the conditions of 

their employment”  (Webbs, 1894). In turn, the emergence of trade unions are separated 

from worker revolts and reduced to defending wage-levels and better working conditions 

for a given group of wage earners (Touraine, 1984:9). This expression of economic 

unionism shifted towards the study of collective bargaining, with the emergence of 

Keynsian welfare states, managing relatively closed economies that followed the Second 

World War (Ibid. :11).  

 

Recognising inadequacies of economic unionism, the state intervention model focuses on 

‘corporatism’ or a “theory of contractual relations between social partners” (Ibid. :15). 

Thus, trade unions are situated in terms of state intervention in labour markets and the 

behaviour of firms (Ibid.). While this liberal (social democratic) approach represents a 

“truly political theory of trade unionism’, it narrows unions to collective bargaining and 

positions them as a political interest group against the interests of employers (Ibid.). Both 

strands of the liberal model situate trade unions as actors in labour markets, based on 

formal exchange relations, which limit social history to the prism of the modern capitalist 

economy. 

 

Trade unions as actors in class relations, emerge from socialist theorists based upon 

historical materialist perspectives of economic relations (Hyman, 1971). While situating 

trade unions in terms of capitalist relations of production and class struggle, the socialist 

perspectives involve two main approaches. The optimists convey the revolutionary 

potential of unionism, while the pessimists criticise union co-optation and complacency 

(Ibid.: 4). The key proponents of the optimistic approach were Marx and Engles, who later 

expressed certain reservations. Their reservations concerned three main reasons along 

structural, organisational, and subjective limitations. First, structurally, as an organised 

segment of the working class, unions emerge as ‘an aristocratic minority’ of ‘privileged 

workers’. Second, organisationally, the passivity of workers reinforces conditions for 

leadership corruption. Finally, in the subjective realm, the acceptance of bourgeois values 

by workers or the ‘embourgeoisement’ of workers, limits their capacities to actualise their 

class interests (Ibid. :9).   

 

The pessimistic approaches to trade unions expanded as unionism and capitalist society 

developed and expressed three distinct standpoints on trade union integration (Lenin), 
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oligarchy (Michels) and incorporation (Trotsky) (Hyman, 1971:11).  The integration 

perspective reduced trade unions to the domain of the economy (economism) and 

subordinated to the political party as an assembly-line for the schooling of class conscious 

party activists (Lenin). Michels’ theory of ‘iron law of oligarchy’ saw union organisation 

inevitably leading towards an oligarchic control with an apathetic membership (Michels, 

1915:see 3.3.1.2.). Finally, the incorporation perspective limited the role of unions to 

maintaining the stability of capitalism, unable to overcome its narrow economism (Hyman, 

1971:35). Emphasising the open social totality, Hyman argues that the theoretical 

resolution of trade unions, as well as class struggle is embedded in “praxis of the struggle 

itself” (Ibid. :53).     

 

Trade unions as actors in the sphere of civil society overlap both labour market and class 

perspectives. The contributions of labour historians (such as Eric Hobsbawm, E.P. 

Thompson, Barrington Moore Jr., Eric Wolf, and George Rude) have focused on trade 

unions in terms of labour, popular and working-class struggles. Similarly, sociologists 

focusing on issues of popular movements, located union activism with issues of social 

mobilisation and transformation (Seidman, 1994). In terms of trade union theory, the social 

movement perspectives have linked unions with labour movement strategies (Webster, 

1988; Waterman, 1998; Lambert, 2000; Touraine, 1984). Accordingly,  

“trade union action has to be understood and analysed primarily as an expression 

of the worker’s movement, yet not all aspects of the trade union action are 

manifestations of the workers’ movement” (Touraine, 1984:23).  

Situating trade union in terms of the international division of labour, ‘social movement 

unionism’ approaches have focused the role of union organisation, particularly in the 

global South, in terms of worker-community and transnational alliances (Lambert, 1989; 

Moody, 1996; Waterman 1995; Ch 4.).  

 

As actors in civil society, union action is often interpreted as a defence of communities. 

The two main approaches in this perspective situate the basis of community as a 

proletarian revolt or conserving the status quo. Both approaches define and unite the 

working-class community by hardship (Touraine, 1984:7). The conservative approach is 

primarily concerned with an amelioration of the status quo or maintaining social order, 

which narrows unions to institutional representative politics. In contrast, the proletarian 

revolt approach highlights the movement dimension of unions that engages in contentious 

politics. This is still defence of communities, since,  
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 “…workers’ action appears not to be guided by self-interest or economic strategy 

but by a permanent revolt against intolerable hardship in the name of fundamental 

human rights such as ‘survival’ and ‘dignity’” (Touraine, 1984:7).  

However, both interpretations of worker action are better explained as “disruption and 

riots” than of “the organisation of a continuous collective activity capable of developing a 

strategy” (Ibid. :9). To sum up, among the dominant approaches to unions, those that 

situate unions in terms of class and civil society actors express the possibilities of an 

adequate substantive definition of unions.   

 

3.1.1.1. Trade Unions as 'Swords of Justice' 

While all three perspectives - unions as actors in labour markets, class relations, and civil 

society - highlight overlapping union identities, they also imply specific approaches 

concerning normative issues of social justice. The concept of moral economy is a way of 

thinking about the normative issues posed by economic activity in general, and union 

activism more specifically. Union struggles for fundamental human rights such as 

‘survival’ and ‘dignity’, inevitably concern matters of justice and equality. In turn, the 

moral economy refers to a set of “norms and sentiments regarding responsibilities and 

rights of individuals and institutions with respect to others” (Sayer, 2000). These norms 

and sentiments extend beyond matters of justice and equality to conceptions of the ‘good’, 

regarding needs and ends of economic activity (Ibid.).  

 

Trade union struggles as “swords of justice” (Flanders, 1970:15: Hyman, 1999a) highlight 

not only rights of workers, but also an alternative moral community. The conceptions of 

what is morally ‘good’ may often involve an idealised community, based on notions of a 

“good society” (Sayer, 2000). While moral values are also cultural values, they are only 

"incompletely culturally bound" (Ibid.). In effect, moral values are “influenced by trans-

cultural needs and capacities for cultural flourishing” (Ibid.).  

 

The alternative moral community implied in union struggles, situates the individual in her 

or his concrete singularity with "powers of ongoing reflexive monitoring of both self and 

society, which enables this subject to make commitments in a genuine act of solidarity" 

(Archer, 2000:295). This highlights workers as emotional beings with responsibilities 

regarding others, to their families and dependants, and future generations. These 

responsibilities and commitments toward others contradict the market logic of competitive 

individualism, which obscures the location of trade unions in concrete places, overlapping 
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spheres of social production and reproduction. Union struggles, thus, combine politics of 

distribution (economy) with recognition (culture) (Ch. 2.5.) 

 

For the market logic, individual self interest prioritises what will meet others’ preference – 

or what will sell – over what is right or good (Sayer, 2000). Contrary to the instrumental 

market logic that absents the normative dimension, trade unions as corporate agents 

express a conception of the ‘good’ and human flourishing in their committed 

responsibilities towards others. More importantly, these responsibilities are not based on 

obligation. In turn, union practices, resisting social injustices and the degradation of human 

dignity, concern not only workers, but also thinking, feeling human beings with desires, 

integrity and self-respect.  

 

In a concrete historical context, the rise of unions relates to working class struggles, which 

articulated potential alternative moral communities. These struggles combined active and 

creative participation in institutions of daily life, often coupling notions of labouring 

citizen with contentious movement politics as rebellious subalterns. In countering the 

moral relativism of liberalism, trade union struggles articulated that there are rational 

grounds to prefer one set of normative sentiments over another (Sayer, 2000; Bhaskar, 

1993). Thus, the definition of unions as moral economic actors, also relates to their 

emergence in a specific historical context of working class struggles. 

 

3.1.1.2. Organising Against Injustice 

The development of early craft unions in Europe coincides with working class and popular 

struggles against social injustice. These struggles also articulated a spectrum of potential 

alternative moral communities. The actual elaboration of these alternative moral 

communities were discredited and repressed as well as modified and adapted by the 

hegemonic bloc, promoting economic liberalism.  

 

The sense of moral injustice expressed itself, “time and again, in vast movement of 

radicalism, revolutionary trade unionism, Chartism, in riots and attempted armed uprising” 

(Hobsbwam, 1964:106). The Chartists (1838-48) attempted to influence the parliament 

through a series of petitions that were ignored (Ibid.). More specifically, similar to 

suffrage, the extension of the rule of law contained this resistance (Gibbon, 2002:46). 

Meanwhile countless uprisings such as the “Captain Swing” rebellion and Luddites, 

contributed to an incipient trade union movement. According to Hobsbwam,  
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“collective bargaining by riot was at least as effective as any other means of 

bringing trade union pressure, and probably more effective than any other means 

available before the era of national trade union to such groups as weavers, sea-men 

and coal miners” (Ibid. 1964:16). 

 

In terms of strategically organising against injustice, early guilds of artisans emerged 

among urban skilled workers mostly defending their occupational interests (Ibid.). These 

workers were a significant resource for the overall production process, and were well 

aware of the socio-economic gap between them and the unskilled workers. By the 1870s, 

the unskilled workers began organising into trade unions, which transformed the narrow 

occupational orientation of craft unions (Ibid.). The ‘new unions’ of the late 1880s, many 

of which formed the basis for contemporary trade unions, saw the development of unions 

both horizontally (across industry and sectors) and vertically (across wages and skills) 

(Hyman, 1975:50). Along with the expanding division of labour, the new trade unions 

were also embedded in class, gender and ethnic power hierarchies, which amplified the 

diversity among workers (Waterman, 1998:31). 

 

The workers movements cut across a range of spatial and cultural politics. In turn, they 

were influenced by national and regional politics, imperialism and militarism, as well as  

by inter-church and religious-secular conflicts (Mann, 1995). With the majority of urban 

working-classes gaining voting rights in 1867, the union movement in Britain increasingly 

identified with liberalism, although a minority supported the Conservatives (Lichtheim, 

1975:57). While in Britain and in the United States the unions allied with liberalism, on the 

European Continent they turned towards social democracy (Ibid. :59). These early 

tendencies of organised struggle and engagement with representative politics highlighted 

the possibilities of more democracy and more individual liberty as expressed in terms of 

idealised communities.  

 

3.1.1.3. Idealised Communities 

During the early phase of economic liberalism following the French Revolution, the 

idealised communities included notions of socialism, mutual aid, coorperation, and 

municipal communes. The idealised community expressed by Saint Simone (1760-1825) in 

France, “sought to fuse Enlightenment with romanticism, the heritage of religion with the 

impact of rationalism, faith with reason and mysticism with science” (Lichtheim, 1975:52).  
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Socialism emerged mostly as a philanthropic affair among the elite of labour (craftsmen) 

from about the 1820s (Ibid. :45). During the early phase of the labour movement, between 

1830 and 1850, the leaders were mostly socialists. The Fabian socialists of Britain, led by 

Robert Owen (1771-1858), Charles Fourier (1772-1837), and Saint Simone (1760-1825) in 

France, launched a moral critique of capitalism and the market. They redefined religious 

faith into humanism, focusing on the abolition of war, social oppression, racial intolerance 

and patriarchy (Ibid.: 55). Robert Owen initiated one of the earliest attempts to form an all-

embracing forum of trade unions (the Grand National Consolidated Trade Union of the 

1830s) prior to the inception of the British TUC (Trade Union Congress) in 1868 (Coates 

and Topham, 1980:94). Owen, criticising capitalism and the unrestrained spread of 

competition, experimented with communitarian or mutual co-operation projects with little 

success (Lichtheim, 1975:50).   

 

Communism in France emerged around 1840 as a proletariat movement geared towards 

armed insurrections quite distinct from the pacific and gradualist movements in Britain 

(Lichtheim, 1975:51). French syndicalists criticised parliamentary politics as bourgeois by 

definition, while highlighting trade unions as the organising force of the labour movement. 

Criticising the authority of the state and the church, the alternative communities expressed 

in Proudhon’s mutualism (a form of co-operative association) and Louis Blanc’s 

reformism, also unleashed anarchist tendencies  (Ibid. :64). Both Syndicalists and 

anarchists valued strong local communitarianism, while anarcho-syndicalists advocated a 

violent general strike spreading community by community, and a revolution followed by a 

utopia without national politics (Mann, 1995). However, Proudhon’s “radical petty 

bourgeois ideology” was entrenched in patriarchy, which reinforced fractures between men 

and women (Cliff, 1984:34-45).  

 

The liberal democratic tendencies that emerged from 1776 to 1848 in North America and 

Western Europe, were increasingly curtailed by 1848 (Lichtheim, 1975:58). The year 1848 

marked an abortive democratic movement in Germany, the final disappearance of peasant 

serfdom in Europe outside Russia, a proletarian insurrection in France, the failure of 

Chartism in England, and the publication of the communist Manifesto (Lichtheim, 

1975:58). By 1860’s a new tendency towards labour internationalism emerged with the 

founding of the International Workingmen’s Association or the First International in 1864, 

which was the most active defender of the Paris Commune (Hoffman, 1984). 

 

 100



 

The emergence of the Paris commune in 1871 depicted a historic resistance to economic 

liberalism, bourgeois democracy and nationalism (Hoffman, 1984). Influenced by 

tendencies of internationalists, mutualist and anti-statist anarchists, the Commune was 

mostly co-ordinated by elected working class members (Ibid.). Accordingly, the Commune 

was considered ‘the political rule of the producer’ where decentralised planning re-defined 

the concept of the state and parliamentarian representative democracy (Ibid.). The 

possibilities of participatory democracy illustrated by the Commune involved two main 

elements: first, it involved a deepening of democracy, that elected a wider range of 

officials who were held accountable by the right of recall, as well as the provision of 

buildings, printing presses, and so on, for encouraging popular participation (Ibid. :181); 

second, participation involving mass consent was embodied in organisation and discipline 

towards resisting reactionary capitalist forces (Ibid.). However, internal disunity as well as 

external repression actively undermined the Commune. The Paris Commune, nevertheless, 

illustrated a radical politicisation of civil society that initiated a democratisation of state 

institutions (Ch. 2.5.1.). It is within this broader context of worker mobilisations that trade 

unions emerge within colonial industrial capitalism in Europe. In the process, the organised 

worker struggles also revealed the structural causes of economic injustice as well as the 

moral-cultural consequences of economic liberalism.  

 

3.1.1.4. Labour Markets and Factory Regimes 

Trade unions emerged in a context where markets became the dominating logic of 

organising social production. The core of the new economy, based on generalised 

commodity production, was the free market in labour (Lichtheim, 1975:27). The 

hegemonic regime of economic liberalism promoted markets and competitive 

individualism as the mechanisms for transforming feudal master-slave relations. While 

workers were freed from feudal bondage, the new relations of production enhanced the 

need for new struggles. In turn, the structures generating unions relate to workers 

interaction with labour markets, the exploitation within factory regimes and the underlying 

processes of commodification.  

The emergence of the “free” market in labour coincides with the rise of capitalist 

bourgeoisie in Western Europe that inserted “economic liberalism into the constitution” 

(Lichtheim, 1975:41). By early nineteenth century, the “natural laws” of the self-regulating 

market was explained in terms of a "terrifying mechanical effectiveness" (Ibid. :16). The 
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free market in labour, achieved by the successful capitalisation of agriculture, eliminated 

“the class of small peasant-proprietors”. Thus, the workers were “free” in two ways, where  

“… as a free individual he can dispose of his labour-power as his own commodity, 

and that on the other hand, he has no other commodity for sale, i.e. he is rid of 

them, he is free of all the objects needed for the realisation of his labour (Marx, 

1976:272).  

 

The buying and selling of labour in labour markets expressed a new set of social relations 

between the self and others. In particular, human sentiments regarding each other were 

increasingly interwoven with contracts (Ibid. :17). This also meant the spheres of 

reproduction (families and communities) were now separated from and subordinated to the 

sphere of circulation or exchange. The exchange of labour mediated by money and wages 

situated workers as un-coerced willing participants in the labour market while transforming 

human labour into a commodity. However, the appearance of “free and equal” exchange, 

between sellers and buyers of labour obscured the exercise of unequal power relations 

between workers and capitalists. Thus, the normative standard by which “free and equal” 

exchange of labour operated in the market with the mediation of money entered a new set 

of power relations in production.  

“He who was previously the money-owner now strides out in front as a capitalist: 

the possessor of labour-power follows as his worker. The one smirks self-

importantly and is intent on business; the other is timid and holds back, like 

someone who has brought his own hide to market and now has nothing else to 

expect but – a tanning (Marx, 1976:280). 

 

The unequal relationship between the buyers and the sellers of labour power in the “free” 

labour market is an expression of the dominance of capital, where “capital is not only a 

thing but also a social relation” (Shaikh, 1988:71). Capital is concerned most of all with 

making of profit. The capitalist acumen of “buying cheap and selling dear” is dependent 

upon the production and exchange of commodities. For the capitalist owner the 

significance of the machine or technology lies not in its’ character as a means of 

production, but rather in its role as a means towards profit (Ibid.: 1988). The profits were 

made not only by lengthening the working day, but also by improved technology and by 

expanding the division of labour (Ibid.: 1988). According to Marx, the improvements in 

technology and the division of labour, or the elements of extracting relative surplus,  
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“…become a means of domination and exploitation of producers; they distort the 

worker into a fragment of a man, they degrade him to the level of an appendage of 

a machine, they destroy the actual content of his labour by turning it into a 

torment; they alienate from him the intellectual potentialities of the labour process 

in the same proportion as science is incorporated in it as an independent power; 

they deform the conditions under which he works, subject him during the labour 

process to a despotism the more hateful for its meanness; they transform his life-

time into working-time, and drag his wife and child beneath the wheels of the 

juggernaut of capital" (Marx, 1976:799). 

 

In the sphere of production, factory regimes describe the overall political form of 

production that regulates labour markets as well as workplace relations. The factory 

regimes refer to  "the means used to regulate struggles around the relations of domination 

in any workplace". They include the political effects of the labour process and the political 

apparatuses of production (Burawoy, 1985:87). The early factory regimes demanded a 

transformed human being. Accordingly, “the ‘working proxysms’ of the artisan or out 

worker must be methodised until the man is adapted to the discipline of the machine” 

(Thompson, 1963:398).  
 

The factory regimes in different modes of production also shape labour resistance. 

According to Burawoy (1985) the development of capitalism from the competitive to the 

monopoly phase illustrates a transition from despotic regimes (in which, coercion prevails 

over consent) to hegemonic regimes (in which, consent prevails along with coercion). This 

shift relates to the separation of the reproduction of labour from the process of production, 

which involves two distinct forms of state intervention in “breaking the ties binding the 

reproduction of labour power to the productive activity in the workplace” (Burawoy, 

1985:126).  First, state intervention through social insurance such as minimum wages 

reduced the “dependence of the workers’ livelihood on wage employment”. Second, 

factory legislation such as trade union rights, grievance machinery and collective 

bargaining, decreased the dependence of “wage employment” on workplace productivity 

(Ibid. :126). In the process, state intervention or its “modes of regulation” also shaped the 

struggles in the workplace or politics of production (Ibid. :87). Consequently, in different 

types of factory regimes, workers sought protection from tyranny by combination, 

resistance, collective representation in production and co-ordinating social insurance 

outside of production (Ibid.). In influencing specific forms of worker struggles, the factory 
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regimes also reconstituted human labour by reinforcing instrumental, impersonal relations 

in terms of the self, others and the natural world. 

 

3.1.1.5. Commodification of Labour  

The free market in labour consisted of a working class stripped (“freed”) of their means of 

production having to earn their livelihood by “selling their capacity to labour (labour 

power) to the capitalist class” (Shaikh, 1988:74). The value of labour power refers to the 

value of the means of subsistence necessary for the maintenance of the labourer. The 

difference between the value of labour power and value it is able to create, Marx called 

surplus value. This surplus value, which is work unpaid derived from the capital-labour 

relationship, is intrinsically exploitative. But the form of this exploitation is concealed 

beneath what appears to be a “free and equal exchange”, mediated through wages. In turn, 

wages represent only a portion of the value of what workers collectively produce.  The 

remainder, or the surplus value, is appropriated to form the basis of capitalist profit, “which 

in turn keeps the capitalist class willing and able to re-employ workers” (Ibid. :74).  

 

The extraction of surplus value is grounded in an unequal power relation between capital 

and labour. As an expression of unequal relations of production, the obscuring and 

securing of surplus value is related to the organisation of the labour process itself, or 

relations in production (Burawoy, 1985:32). The relations in production conceal the 

existence of surplus value in the concrete organisation of work, as well as the political 

ideological processes co-ordinating work (Ibid.). In the concrete organisation of work, 

relations of production are structured in two main ways. First, the reproduction of labour 

power and of capital that takes place within the factory, is separated from expenditure on 

labour which takes place outside the factory (Ibid.). Due to the institutional separation of 

ownership and control, at the point of production, capitalists are invisible and workers 

interact only with one another and with “managers who appear, like themselves to sell their 

labour power for an income” (Ibid.). Second, the separation of the conception from the 

execution of the labour process in organisation of work and the division of labour is 

grounded in the capitalist logic of surplus extraction (Ibid.). This fragments and 

individualises life on the factory floor while simultaneously making workers 

interdependent. The political ideological structure of capitalist control and surplus 

extraction, involves multiple strategies such as ‘games’ and ‘informal groups’, concealing 

exploitation in capitalist relations of production while co-ordinating interests of workers 

and management (Ibid. :38). 
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The invisibility of capitalist relations of production concerns a process of commodity 

fetishism, which universalises and naturalises a historically specific phenomenon of 

capitalism (Callinicos, 1987:140). In commodity fetishism, “social circumstances and 

social relations in which commodities are produced are obscured behind the commodity 

itself” (Sayer, 1995:76). Thus, the commodities once produced by human labour take a 

“mystical character”,  

“…to find an analogy we  must take flight into the misty realm of religion. There 

the products of the human brain appear as autonomous figures endowed with a life 

of their own, which enter into relations both with each other and with the human 

race…in the world of commodities...the fetishism which attaches itself to the 

products of labour as soon as they are produced as commodities, and is therefore 

inseparable from the production of commodities” (Marx, 1976:165). 

As a result, commodity fetishism represents capitalist relations of production as “relations 

between things rather than social relations” (Callinicos, 1987:140). 

 

The commodification of labour, transforming human labour into a commodity, is 

characterised by the dual process of alienation (individual) and estrangement (relations 

with others and nature). Alienation is the process whereby the unity of producing and the 

product are broken. Not only a worker’s labour becomes an object, an external existence, 

but it also exists outside the self, as something alien and it becomes power on its own 

confronting the self (objectification of labour) (Marx, 1961:69). Alienation primarily 

concerns the worker’s relationship to the products of their labour, which is also 

exacerbated by the division of labour in the production process (Sayer, 1995).  

 

Linked with alienation is a process of estrangement, which primarily refers to a way of life 

(Ollman, 1971:132). The outcome of production of labour power is a commodity that does 

not belong to the worker, and the product of worker’s physical and mental energy is a 

thing. Thus, the worker is estranged from this ‘thing’ as well as the activity of producing 

the thing (i.e. the labour process).  This dual mechanism of separation within the labour 

process is characterised as self-estrangement (Ibid.). The extension of this self-

estrangement across the division of labour and from interaction with nature (the species 

being) cascades into a series of separations. As a result, the direct producer is separated 

from the product, from his/her own labour, from him/her self, each other (in the nexus of 

social relations) and species being (Ibid.). The generative mechanisms of alienation and 
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estrangement, in turn, relate to the commodification of labour and commodity fetishism, 

concealing the exploitation of labour. However, the instrumental and impersonal relations 

reconstituting human beings as commodities, also provide the objective environment for 

becoming subjects as moral-economic actors.  

 

3.1.1.6. Separating the Moral from Political-Economic 

Economic liberalism transformed the norms and sentiments regarding means and ends of 

economic activity by dislodging the market, particularly the labour market, from the social 

realm. In turn, the understanding of social character of a human being was transformed to 

“free” individuals, free from bondage of feudal parochialism as well as sense of economic 

security (Lichtheim, 1975:25-26). The individual was increasingly subordinated as a means 

to economic ends, with the accumulation of capital as the purpose of economic activity. 

The “free” individual entering into “free and equal” contracts with one another, meant the 

separation of the private from the public domain. This isolation of different elements of 

experience, implied privatising the moral consciousness or limiting moral sentiments 

regarding social interaction, as well as one's own economic activity to the private realm, 

inculcating a moral relativist position. 

 

The ideology of individualism that emerged from the liberal theory of John Locke (1632-

1705), interconnected life, labour, property and liberty. Accordingly, "they were rooted in a 

state of nature in which men were free and equal" (Lichtheim, 1975:14). The liberal 

ideology of Locke, writing prior to the Industrial and the French bourgeois revolutions, 

amended the ‘just price’ doctrine of Thomas Acquinas by arguing that “the ‘market’ was 

the regulator of what justice signified in practice” (Ibid. :14). Locke, an absentee landlord 

and a stockholder in slave trading Royal Africa Company, was writing at a time of 

medieval England, when a majority of people had very little property or none at all (Ibid. 

:14). The moral economy Locke promoted, situated wealth creation as important and 

beneficial, but prioritised social order and stability (Ibid. :14). Adam Smith and the 

Scottish Enlightenment, writing almost a century later, complemented this version of 

liberalism to a certain degree, in an increasingly more complex economy (Ibid. :15). 

 

The Utilitarians' over-individual interpretations situated social beings as atomistic 

economic beings, compatible with the self-regulating markets. The Utilitarian school of 

Bentham and James Mill, at the peak of their influence in nineteenth century England, 

increasingly abandoned Adam Smith’s moral sentiments concerning social order and 
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stability (Lichtheim, 1975:14). The Utilitarians opposing the concept of “natural rights” as 

enshrined in the 1776 Declaration of Independence and the 1789 French Declaration of 

the Rights of Man, argued that all human action was reducible to the “calculus of pleasure 

and pain” (Ibid. :20). This perspective reduced self-interest to individual happiness (utility) 

which can be measured and generalised as the (weighted) sum of individual utilities. 

Moreover, social welfare was simply an aggregation of individual utility, interpreted as 

“greatest happiness to the greatest number of people”. Consequently, human beings were 

primarily atomistic economic beings and bargain-hunters, engaged in instrumental 

mechanisms of market exchange and competing with one another in a Darwinian notion of 

survival of the fittest.  

  

In countering the competitive individualism of Locke’s version of liberalism, Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (1712-78) emphasised the notion of collective will and democracy. Rousseau’s 

concept of individual and self-interest amended the Social Darwinist individualism. He 

focused on the interrelationship between individuals and the authority structures of social 

interaction (Pateman, 1972:103). By situating political institutions in terms of a social 

contract, Rousseau asserted that the public good was best served by consulting the general 

will, as distinct from the simple aggregation of individual wills (Lichtheim, 1975:31). 

Accordingly, the general will expressed a new way of approaching human 

interrelationships and power, where “all citizens were at the bottom united in recognising 

the existence of a common good” (Ibid.). This also overlapped the appeal to moral 

universalism in the nineteenth century which involved humanitarianism, concern for the 

lower classes and the abolition of slavery (Tronto, 1994:58).  

 

Rousseau’s theory of democracy and of social morality, while deepening liberalism also 

enabled the socialists to distinguish themselves from the liberals (Lichtheim, 1975). 

Rousseau extended a notion of participatory democracy, in which political participation of 

each citizen was a necessary condition in a democratic polity. Rather than an adjunct to 

formal democracy or a set of institutional arrangements, participatory democracy involves 

transforming relations between the self and others, which has a  

“psychological effect on the participants, ensuring that there is a continuing 

interrelationship between working of institutions and the psychological qualities 

and attitudes of individuals interacting within them” (Pateman 1972:22).  

Rousseau also argued that certain economic conditions were necessary for a participatory 

system, such as economic equality and economic independence (Ibid. :22). In turn, 
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Rousseau highlighted the contradictions of a moral community under economic liberalism 

that is grounded in separating normative considerations from economic activity. 

 

3.1.1.7. Liberalism and Moral Relativism 

Economic liberalism of the eighteenth century separated moral actors from economic and 

cultural considerations. This separation involved the “transformation of political identity 

and values, social distance and the move in the direction of cosmopolitanism as opposed to 

rigid parochialism” (Tronto, 1994:37). The emerging political institutions, such as the 

parliament, along with the expanding division of labour and trade with distant lands, 

emphasised economic and social relations in the place of political bonds (Ibid. :37). 

Notions of social distance meant that individuals no longer relied solely upon kinship 

relations, household or neighbours to guide their actions (Ibid.). In effect, a new spatial 

order increasingly separated politics from morality and subsumed the moral life primarily 

interpreted in terms of the local context (Ibid. :38).1

 

Figure  3.1.    Trade Unions and Economic Liberalism  
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Economic liberalism echoed Kantian universalism that espoused "formal conceptions of 

morality involving self-interested, seemingly asocial individuals, merely respecting each 

others' rights" (Sayer, 2000). Kantian universalism “claims to speak for all humans as 

equal, even if the moral actors do not like some of those other humans” (Tronto, 1994:58). 

The “objective” moral standpoint of Kantian universalism interrupted cosmopolitan 

tendencies in the eighteenth century by making it  “difficult to explain how the concern for 

universal rights and equality is to be made part of people’s everyday moral lives” (Ibid. 
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:58). This also meant that social relations of power, often sustained by cultural practices 

such as patriarchy and ethnocentricity, intertwined with interests of capital. In turn, the 

moral sentiment in liberal thought was grounded in a moral relativism. This relativism not 

only disconnected the moral actor from trans-cultural moral needs, but also from moral 

sentiments regarding means and ends of economic activity (Sayer, 2000). However, worker 

struggles for social justice, that extended beyond rights and responsibilities of the 

employment contract, restricted this separation of moral actors from cultural influences 

(see 3.2.1.2.). 

 

The discussion so far has focused on two main reasons for situating unions as moral 

economic actors. First, it described the dominant approaches to unions. Among them, the 

class and civil society approaches pointed towards a substantive definition of unions as 

moral economic actors. Second, the emergence of unions in a specific historical social 

context was embedded in popular struggles that articulated alternative moral communities. 

While moral relativism of economic liberalism encouraged separating moral sentiments 

from economic actors, trade union struggles expressed the possibilities and the desirability 

of an alternative moral economy. If trade unions are defined as moral economic actors, 

what are their essential properties and real interests? 

 

3.2. Solidarity:  The Essence of Trade Union  

Defining trade unions as moral economic actors leads to an inquiry into their essential 

properties and real interests. The aim in this section is to explain their essential properties 

as social relations of solidarity. The basis of solidarity is a desire to transform constraining 

relations of power described as politics of transformation. In contesting the market logic of 

competitive individualism, solidarity embraces a sentiment of community, defined as a 

process and an arena. Thus, the notion of solidarity concerns a social relationship between 

the self and others, committed to an unfolding of real human interests.2 The relations 

between self and others consist of productive and non-productive orientations (Fromm), 

which are expressed in organic or mechanical forms of solidarity. In articulating a 

community in movement, organic solidarity implies a participatory democratic mode of 

organisation as the basis for building human capacities. As a result, organic solidarity is a 

creative process, described as an art of solidarity that encourages concrete action towards a 

possible and desirable alternative moral economy.  
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What is solidarity? It is defined as a unity among a group that expresses a community of 

shared interests, objectives and experiences (Waterman, 1998; Fantasia, 1988). More 

specifically, worker solidarity as a value orientation expresses a normative choice and a 

commitment, grounded in a deeper social relationship to transform conditions of 

exploitation, commodification and alienation. The core of solidarity is an opposition to 

competition, hierarchy, authoritarianism and coercion (Waterman, 1998:54). Thus, 

solidarity concerns the “support for each others struggles” and the “support by the stronger 

for the weaker” (Hyman, 1999a:11).  

 

Worker solidarity as the antithesis of moral relativism, reveals that there are rational 

grounds to prefer one set of normative sentiments over another. Consequently, solidarity is 

a necessary condition for self-determination and autonomy, and consists of a normative act 

and a moral principle (Bhaskar, 1993). The moral principle or morality “specifies an action 

guiding relationship to the system of intra- and inter-subjective, social and social-natural 

relations" (Ibid. :210-211). In contesting alienation and estrangement, the broad principles 

of solidarity convey an alternative moral-political vision, which is oriented towards 

transforming the totality of master-slave relations.3  

 

3.2.1.1. Unity-in-Diversity and Diversity-in-Unity 

The conceptualisation of corporate agency and human interdependence are significant 

components of solidarity. In contesting forces of competitive individualism, worker 

solidarity is embedded in a totality of master-slave relations. The powerlessness of workers 

in relations of production also concerns multiple forms of class relations. This diversity in 

class relations has emphasised the notion of “unity-in-diversity” as the bedrock of 

solidarity. However, this class solidarity interacts with other power hierarchies that shape 

class identities and class struggles. Accordingly, “workers and unions are not necessarily 

the most anti-racist, anti-imperialist, anti-sexist, anti-militarist, anti-authoritarian, and anti-

pollution force” (Waterman, 1993). With divisive self-interest and sectionalism an ever-

present possibility, worker solidarity is a process that nurtures corporate agency aimed at 

shaping the context of all agents.  

 

Solidarity concerns the corporate agency of workers. Corporate agents interact with other 

agents strategically to bring about certain outcomes rather than “objects to whom things 

happen” (Archer, 2000:266). Collective interests are, therefore, not simply a summation of 

individual self-interests (Ibid.). This leads to distinguishing Primary agents from Corporate 
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agents (Ibid). Corporate agents include “self-conscious vested interest groups, promotive 

interest groups, social movements and defensive associations” (Ibid. :265). In contrast, 

Primary agents “are largely passive recipients of their positions in the social distribution of 

life chances” and lack a say in “cultural or structural modelling” (Ibid. :265-267). While 

Primary groups (“Me”) eventually become new Corporate Agents (“We”), “they do so 

regularly and especially when Corporate groups change or step up their strategic pressures” 

(Ibid. :253-282). Corporate agents in the process "shape the context for all agents", often 

not catering to a particular agent's wants, but as “an emergent consequence of corporate 

interaction” (Ibid. :266).  

 

Solidarity takes into account, the contradictions and complementarities involved in 

becoming Corporate agents. It highlights the social interdependence of human beings. 

Individual interests of autonomy and self-determination are, thus, interrelated with interests 

of others. The reason for solidarity concerns “unity-in-diversity” as well as “diversity-in-

unity”. Unity-in-diversity, the dominant articulation of solidarity, is a mutual recognition 

of differential (personal, social, and local) identities. Both liberalism and socialism adopt 

“unity-in-diversity” orientations "simplifying, serialising and reducing (solidarity), whether 

in terms of a standard voting citizen or a class-conscious proletariat" (Waterman, 1998:3). 

The emphasis on diversity-in-unity, according to Waterman (1998) allows for a 

“multiplicity of subjects and movements to recognise and realise a common value 

orientation towards emancipation while allowing for multiple contradictions”.   

 

Diversity-in-unity is about addressing social mechanisms of subordination in a 

differentiated social totality (Bhaskar, 1993:278). It highlights the rights of a marginalised 

majority, and those in the periphery, who also express the desire for self-emancipation 

(Ibid.). Diversity-in-unity recognises the requirements of "maximum individual, local, co-

operative, associationalist, autonomy and pluralism" as consistent with "the universal 

recognition and realisation of such rights" (Ibid.).  In effect, worker solidarity is a transition 

and a commitment to deepening social relations of mutuality, which also concerns 

transforming relations of power and causal factors generating commodification, alienation 

and estrangement (sec. 3.1.1.5). Thus, the basis of solidarity concerns politics of 

transformation.  
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3.2.1.2. Politics of Transformation 

The politics of transformation is defined as a counter hegemonic struggle against a totality 

of master-slave relations. The totality of master-slave relations refers to the ensemble of 

relations linked with the realm of necessity (the compulsion of generalised commodity 

production) and the realm of freedom (the universalised will or citizen) (Hoffman, 1984). 

This section examines the relationship between self-emancipation and different domains of 

politics encompassing a counter hegemonic struggle.  

 

The market vision of self-emancipation is grounded in a model of "Modernity's Man", 

separating the moral-political from the economic. "Modernity's Man" is a model of self-

interested individuals, "with the built-in disposition to be rational actors" (Archer, 

2000:253). In this market logic, the pursuit of self-interested behaviour is to produce 

socially-beneficial outcomes, where "self-emancipation is realised when markets are 

liberated" (Lambert, 2000). In this model of self-emancipation, society is reified or treated 

as a concrete entity, independent of corporate agency. As a result, human beings are seen 

as external to society, acting in ego-centric ways as rational individual actors. This 

instrumental rationality of the "Modernity's Man" also separates moral considerations from 

means and ends of economic activity, legitimising moral relativist arguments.  

 

Politics of transformation is in direct opposition to moral relativism of economic liberalism 

(sec. 3.1.1.7). The core argument of the moral relativist position with regard to markets, 

reduces moral-political values into "subjective individual preferences, realised through 

making contracts with others" (Sayer, 2000). While some normative questions can be 

treated as a matter of preference, the corporate agency of trade unions reveals the 

contradictions of this relativist position (sec. 3.1.1.7.). While relativism accounts for the 

concrete singularity of workers as bearers of personal identity, it evades addressing the 

shared experiences of exploitation and commodification, which enable as well as constrain 

counter hegemonic struggles. Therefore, relativism renders resistance and struggle as 

arbitrary, as lacking any defensible justification. Moreover, it leads to contradictions, 

“including a theory-practice inconsistency on the part of the observer” (Sayer, 1999).  

 

The politics of transformation is oriented towards totalising and deepening real self-interest 

or human autonomy. In contesting the fragmentation and alienation of commodity 

fetishism, worker solidarity is also class solidarity (sec. 3.1.1.4-5). However, class relations 

represent a strategic relationship among a gamut of master-slave relations. While class-
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consciousness is important, privileging and isolating the organised working class as the 

category to lead all towards emancipation, ignores that the aim is to get rid of all 

oppressions. In effect, solidarity is the basis of universal emancipation, where self-

emancipation of the individual is necessarily interdependent with the emancipation of 

others (Bhaskar, 1993). 

 

The moment of counter hegemony in politics of transformation is orientated towards 

progressively actualising objective conditions of possibilities and of freedoms. Freedom, in 

Gramsci’s work implied the reassertion of the will, going beyond (Spinoza’s) 

consciousness of necessity (Hoffman, 1984). “But, it must be a rational, not an arbitrary 

will, which is realised in so far as it corresponds to objective historical necessities...” 

(Gramsci, 1919:345). The main orientation is to highlight the possibilities embedded in 

objective conditions for self-creation.  

“Men create their own personality…by contributing to modify the ensemble of 

concrete conditions for realising this will to the extent of one’s own limits and 

capacities and in the most fruitful form” (Gramsci, 1919:360).  

This overlaps the framework of Fromm (1965) where freedom lies in the possibility to 

choose between the existing alternatives, not as “acting in the awareness of necessity” but 

as acting on the basis of awareness of alternatives and their consequences (Fromm, 

1965:143). Counter hegemony concerns a passage from necessity to freedom, from the 

economic (egoistic-personal) to an ethico-political moment, and from objective to 

subjective (Gramsci, 1919:366; Ch. 2.2.4.). As opposed to the hegemony which retreats to 

coercion for achieving consent of the dominated, counter hegemony is based on non-

coercion to win consent for social transformation (sec. 3.2.1.6.).  

 

The politics of transformation involves three interrelated domains of politics: movement 

politics, representative politics and life politics (Bhaskar, 1993:172; 1994:156). Movement 

and representative politics concern the realm of social mediation (Ibid. :172). For 

representative politics, the contemporary sites are political parties. For movement politics, 

these sites include a range of democratic (counter hegemonic) social movements (workers, 

women, ecology, peace, and so on) (Ibid.). Life politics concern the personal realm of 

politics, of concrete individual autonomy towards developing a satisfying mode of life 

(Ibid.). Moreover, life politics involving intra and inter-subjective relations, may or may 

not engage with the realm of social mediation. In encouraging links between life politics 

and the realm of social mediation, politics of transformation is aimed at shaping social 
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relations. Workers as social beings and as individuals are embedded in a complex set of 

social relations, with tendencies to enable or constrain individual capacities for self-

emancipation (Ibid. 1989;1993).  

 

The realm of life politics is central for the articulation of self-emancipation and of 

solidarity. In contrast to the market vision that suffocates hope, solidarity expresses an 

open moral consciousness encouraging hope for the oppressed subjects. It highlights the 

contradictions of separating the political-moral from the economic sphere, which is based 

on disconnecting “is” (facts) from “ought” (values). The moral principle of social 

transformation concerns a choice and a commitment that moves from facts to values. 

Accordingly, the commitment to others in worker solidarity (sec. 3.1.1.1.) articulates an 

alternative moral community, oriented towards transforming what “is” at the present, into 

what “ought” to be (Bhaskar, 1993:259).  

 

The shared value orientation of worker solidarity is emancipation. Emancipation is defined 

as a "transition from an unwanted, unnecessary and oppressive situation to a wanted and/or 

needed and empowering or more flourishing one" (Bhaskar, 1993:397). The overarching 

aim of transformative or emancipatory politics is to transform the totality of subjugating 

power relations by extending democracy to institutions of daily life and community (Ibid.: 

172).4 In influencing the domain of social relations, democracy, particularly participatory 

democracy emerges as "the only mode of government consistent with autonomy or self-

determination" (Ibid. 1994:156). 

 

To digress for a moment, the question can be raised, suggesting that this version of worker 

solidarity and emancipation is a vague and generalised account. However, what is 

presented here is an embryonic process of transforming capitalist relations from below, 

which encourages forms of participatory democracy. It concerns an anti-capitalist project, 

addressing generative mechanisms of social inequality and injustice, taking into account 

the totality of economic and cultural dimensions of individualism, as outlined in this 

chapter. Thus, the politics of transformation concerns a socialist transformation engaging 

with the complexities of “postsocialist” political life that requires linking politics of 

recognition with politics of distribution (Fraser, 1997: Ch. 2.2.5.). By highlighting this 

interaction between autonomy and interdependence, solidarity embodies a notion of 

community within which workers can pursue their politics of transformation. 
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3.2.1.3. Community: A Process and an Arena 

The notion of community is a central concept of solidarity. Community refers to a set of 

social relations involving shared values and social interaction, as well as geographic 

boundaries (Bernard, 1973:3). For much of modern life, given the advanced division of 

labour stretching out globally, concrete social relations of community (Gemeinschaft) are 

often interwoven by relations with strangers (Gesellschaft) (Sayer, 1995:250). Moreover, 

the representation of communal relations as secure, warm and comfortable, while those 

with strangers as insecure, humourless and cold calculation, is central to the debates on 

community (Bauman, 2001). Rather than dichotomies of community/society, 

tradition/modernity, sentiment/contract, community is seen here as “a process and an arena 

in which people are acting to achieve a purpose” (Gusfield, 1975:44). For trade unions and 

worker solidarity engaged in transforming conditions of exploitation, commodification and 

alienation, the notion of community is also an “invented tradition” (Callinicos, 1987; sec. 

3.1.1.3.).  

 

The notion of community in worker solidarity extends the self that is socialised in primary 

groups towards generalised others or secondary groups. Primary groups are composed of 

relationships in which participants meet at an intimate face-to-face basis and involves their 

"entire personalities rather than segmentalised parts" (Anderson, 1971:14). Specific norms 

and roles in primary groups involve social bonds similar to Toennies’ Gemeinschaft 

concept, entailing emotional cohesion, depth, continuity and fullness (Ibid.). Often these 

normative bonds are expressed within families and close peers (and, at times, ethnic 

groupings, voluntary organisations and residential groups).  These primary interactions 

also mediate crucial experiences and information in the socialisation of self. Thus, most 

people arrive at their values, beliefs and opinions through the filter and conduit of primary 

interactions. In effect, the primary group is the main context for the development of the 

self, as well as self-realisation (Anderson, 1971:14). 

 

In secondary groups, members of the group enter into contractual or “associative” relations 

comparable with bureaucratic interaction (Ibid.). The value orientation of bureaucratic 

interaction illustrates unquestioned obedience to a rationalised system of rules that tend to 

view one another as a means to further ends or as objects of manipulation (Ibid.). In 

secondary groups, that emerge in hospitals, schools, courts and organisations, the criteria 

for participation and success are expediency, exchange, mutual interest and rational 

calculation (Gusfield, 1975:10). These secondary groups or relations with generalised 
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others, are a means for preserving personal privacy and provides the link between 

subjective aspects of interacting with individuals and the external world (Anderson, 

1971:14).  

 

The community in worker solidarity is an inclusive community aimed at extending 

sentiments of primary group Gemeinschaft to generalised others. This translates into 

integrating life politics into the realm of social mediation involving movement and 

representative politics (sec. 3.2.1.2.). An inclusive community implies a looser set of 

connections than the Gemeinschaft concept, recognising greater freedom and choice and 

membership in multiple communities (Derber et al, 1995:152). The specificity of 

“community” in worker solidarity concerns an arena as well as a point of reference, 

grounded in transforming structures of commodification and alienation. Accordingly, the 

value orientation of worker solidarity articulates an alternative, more inclusive community 

that opposes competition, hierarchy, authoritarianism and coercion (Waterman, 1998:54).  

 

In terms of an inclusive community, solidarity provides a “positive, democratic, and 

humanistic linkage between internationalism, nationalism and local or specific 

communitarianisms” (Ibid. :53). Solidarity in labour internationalism reflects a 

“community of interests, feelings and actions” which, in turn, suggests potentialities that 

reach beyond the prioritisation of political liberty in bourgeois liberalism, as well as 

economic equality in socialism (Ibid. :52). While exclusionary in practice, the curbing of 

worker solidarity to liberalism or socialism, reflects tendencies of politics of distribution to 

neglect politics of recognition (Ch. 2.2.5.). In turn, the articulation of an inclusive 

community confronts the issues of exclusion by addressing the links between 

transformative politics and life politics.   

 

The liberal suspicions of community are grounded in “idealising markets and minimising 

state action” (Sayer, 1995:249). For liberalism, communities may constitute repressive and 

paternalistic networks of power relations and value orientations, despite having shared 

values (Ibid.: 248). This overlaps warnings about "the tyranny of the majority under 

democratic rule" (Ibid.; sec. 3.4.1.). Thus, the neo-liberal model of community is one of 

multiculturalism that stops at celebrating difference while evading normative issues of 

power and inequality (Ch. 2.2.3. & 2.2.5.)  In effect, liberalism obscures the influence on 

communities when markets are “coupled with capitalist relations of production” (Sayer, 

1995:248-49).  
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The articulation of an inclusive community expresses a workers movement engaged in 

different domains of politics. The movement politics of workers extends workplace 

resistance to social mobilisation influencing a whole spectrum of life and politics in 

society. Consequently, the inclusive community recognises the uneasy combination of 

concrete and generalised relations with others, in organisations and networks (Sayer, 

1995:244). In addressing the multi-dimensional totality of power relations, politics of 

transformation is a community in movement, committed to deepening participatory 

democracy in all domains of life (Figure 3.2.). 

 

The politics of transformation involve both strong and weak moments of community. In 

the weak moment of community (Figure 3.2.a), both movement and transformative politics 

are reduced to representative politics. With workers situated as social objects, the market 

logic permeates the social interaction of community.  

 
Figure. 3.2. Trade Union Politics of Transformation 
 

3.2.a  Weak Community  
    
Solidarity 
Unity-in-Diversity  

 
Exclusive  
Community  
 

  
Markets 
Competitive 
Individualism 

  Master-Slave relations  
   

Transformative Politics 
 
 

 

Trade Unions Movement 
Politics 

 Representative 
Politics 

 
Workers 

  
Life Politics 

 

 

 

In the strong moment of community (Figure 3.2.b), the movement and representative 

politics reinforce each other, engaging in politics of transformation, and stepping up 

strategic pressures on market relations. Hence, markets are further socialised and 

behaviours in them changed in order to remedy inequalities. The inclusive community in 

the strong moment recognises solidarity as unity-in-diversity as well as diversity-in-unity. 

Accordingly, workers’ life politics are accommodated within unions. In contrast, the weak 

community reduces solidarity to unity-in-diversity, evading or disqualifying life politics of 
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workers as legitimate and integral for trade unions.  In the process, the unions reinforce 

parity impeding practices and fail to address a range of master-slave relations that 

complement the subordination of wage labour (as “wage-slavery”). 
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The discussion so far has focused on trade union potential as moral economic actors 

contesting processes of commodification, alienation, and exploitation. Solidarity, as the 

essence of trade unions, encompasses a notion of community which is engaged in politics 

of transformation. Addressing a differentiated social totality, politics of transformation 

includes the domains of representative, movement and life politics. The realm of 

community in worker solidarity is an inclusive community, which integrates life politics 

with other domains of politics. The next section takes a closer look at the relationship 

between life politics and the realm of community, particularly in terms of relations 

between the self and others. 

 

3.2.1.4. Self and Others: Productive Orientation 

As the antithesis of competitive individualism, worker solidarity concerns the actualisation 

of workers’ real interests of building individual capacities interrelated with others. The real 

interest of self-development refers to a set of relations concerning the self, others, and 

existential security. Accordingly, the socialisation of the self is central to the construction 

of personality which, in turn, influences existential security about costs and risks involved 

in specific activities and networks of power. The socialisation of the self involves 

contradictory tendencies of self-interest. However, the real interest of self-development is 

characterised as a productive orientation, grounded in self-love and love for others 

(Fromm, 1949).  
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Building individual capacities has implications for the social character of human beings. 

The social character or “the intermediary between the socio-economic structure and the 

ideas and ideals prevalent in a society” explains the way human energy, like any other raw 

material is used by a society for the needs and purposes of that society (Fromm, 1981:30). 

In a society of generalised commodity production, human labour takes the value of a 

commodity. Thus, the fetishism of commodities (sec 3.1.1.5.) reinforces the tendency of 

experiencing oneself as a commodity.  

 

Expanding individual human capacities involves a passage from commodified indifference 

and inactivity (non-productive orientation) to becoming active agents (productive 

orientation). According to Fromm,  

“Our moral problem is that of man’s indifference to himself. It lies in the fact that 

we have lost the sense of significance and uniqueness of the individual, that we 

have made ourselves into instruments for purposes outside ourselves, that we 

experience and treat ourselves as commodities, and that our powers have become 

alienated from ourselves. We have become things and our neighbours have become 

things” (1965:147). 

The passage towards an active agent concerns: a) the awareness of conditions of 

oppression and effort towards change; b) the interconnection of theory and practice; and c) 

a choice between real possibilities on the basis of awareness and effort (Ibid. 1965:147). 

 

The passage from a non-productive to a productive orientation, reflects an existential 

dichotomy between life (growth) and death (decay) (Fromm, 1949:41). The ways in which 

human beings resolve these existential dichotomies express a diversity of personalities. 

Personality is defined as “the totality of inherited and acquired psychic qualities", where 

acquired qualities represented as “character” contain the “real problem of ethics” (Ibid. 

1949:50). The implicit individualism of competition distances the individual’s character 

from the social character. The social character represents "the dominant drives in 

personality leading to do what is necessary and desirable under specific social conditions 

of culture" (Ibid. 1942:242). In a context of commodification and competition combined 

with utilitarian notions of “happiness”, the social character of human beings is faced with 

an intensified sense of personal insignificance and powerlessness that inhibits “conceptions 

of moral choice between good and evil” (Ibid. 1942:6). However, this restrained social 

character is submerged in contradictory tendencies described as character traits.  
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Unlike the self-interest promoted by market competition, which accounts only for 

conscious motivations, character traits involve the socialised unconscious dimension. 

Accordingly, character traits “constitute forces which, though powerful, the person may be 

entirely unconscious of” and is understood as “a syndrome which results from a particular 

orientation of character” (Fromm, 1949:57). These conscious and unconscious motivations 

that influence character traits consists of two interrelated tendencies categorised as 

productive and non-productive orientations.   

 

The socialisation of the self in market competition relates to a non-productive character 

orientation described as the “marketing orientation”. The marketing orientation is “rooted 

in the experience of oneself as a commodity and of one’s values as exchange value” 

(Fromm, 1949:68). “A person is not concerned with his life and happiness, but with 

becoming saleable” (Ibid. :70). Accordingly,  “… human being experiences the self not as 

active bearer of autonomous forces and riches, but as an impoverished “thing” dependent 

on other things outside the self” (Ibid. :34). In this non-productive orientation social 

activity takes place in a “hypnotic trance or an artificial state, expressing purely self-love 

made synonymous with egoism and selfishness” (Ibid. :85-110).  

 

The countervailing tendency to the non-productive orientation involves a productive 

character. The productive character enables the self-recognition of ones’ powers and self-

realisation of their potential (Ibid. :84). The argument here is the core of actualising real 

interests in building human capacities. The potentialities or the capacities of productive 

character involve three main elements of thinking (reasoning), loving and imagination 

(creativeness) (Ibid.). In thinking or in “productive thinking, the subject is not indifferent 

to the object but is affected and concerned with it” (Ibid. :103). In productive loving, the 

key elements are care, responsibility, respect and knowledge (Ibid. :98).  And, in 

imagination, “the human being can visualise things not yet existing; so as to plan and thus 

to begin to create” (Ibid. :88). Therefore, the productive orientation is an aesthetic 

mindfulness, comprising of a creative attitude and a mode of relatedness in all realms or 

the totality of human experience. It is rooted in a self-realisation of human capacities and 

the interdependence of real human interest of self-love with love for others. “All men are 

in need of help and depend on one another. Human solidarity is a necessary condition for 

the unfolding of any individual” (Fromm, 1949:101).5  
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The relations concerning self and others also include an assessment of existential costs and 

risks. This assessment relates to the nature of worker solidarity that balances a number of 

conflicting pressures by way of trade-offs. Consequently, the negotiation of different wills 

as a collective will, is central to reducing the costs and risks involved in solidarity. 

Moreover, the bargained outcome relates to a multi-layered political process of unfolding 

individual and collective real interests. Thus, the balancing of existential costs and risks 

relates to the specific manifestations of solidarity, described as mechanical and organic 

solidarity.  

 

3.2.1.5. Organic Solidarity: Ethic of Care and Trust 

In terms of its emergent properties, solidarity embodies tendencies of mechanical and 

organic solidarity.6 Mechanical solidarity is primarily an economic (egoisitc and personal) 

moment, while organic solidarity is an ethical and political moment. The passage from 

mechanical to organic solidarity involves a transition towards a realisation of real interests 

of self-development, which is interdependent with others. In the realm of social mediation, 

this transition involves deepening forms of representative democracy into participatory 

democracy. In effect, organic solidarity concerns a community in movement, engaged in 

structural transformation, innovation and elaboration, committed to democratising the 

totality of social relations.  

 

Organic solidarity concerns a qualitative change in social relations, an unfolding of mutual 

real interests between self and others, based on deepening elements of trust and care. 

However, socialised by the competitive individualism of market logic, the dominant 

tendency is a form of mechanical solidarity.  

 

Reflecting a non-productive character orientation, in mechanical solidarity, self-interest is 

primarily based on egoism and selfishness. The self enters into relations with others on the 

basis of exchange or contracts. Thus, social relations are seen as a means to an end, where 

social interaction represents a calculated indifference and self-interested coercion of others. 

The orientation of mechanical solidarity is to ameliorate the state of affairs, often in a 

defensive reaction. Using Fromm’s (1965) framework, mechanical solidarity can be related 

to “love of death” characterised as a “syndrome of decay”. In this orientation, the person is 

“driven by the desire to transform the organic into the inorganic, to approach life 

mechanically, as if living persons were things” (Fromm, 1965:41).   
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In organic solidarity, the self is experienced in a productive orientation, which reinforces 

human capacities of thinking, loving and imagination. The relations between the self and 

others in organic solidarity imply values of mutual co-operation, reciprocity, equality, 

democracy and consensus, as opposed to competition, hierarchy, authoritarianism and 

coercion (Waterman, 1998). Consequently, the unfolding of real interests in organic 

solidarity, builds relations concerning the self and others, on the basis of trust and care 

(Figure 3.3.). As a result, organic solidarity relates to Fromm’s typology of “love of life” 

that represents a “total orientation, an entire way of being” towards preserving life and to 

fight against death (Fromm, 1965:45). This “love of life” orientation is,  

“… to mold and to influence by love, by reason, by his example; not by force, by 

cutting things apart, by the bureaucratic manner of administering people as if they 

were things” (Ibid. :47).      

 

Organic solidarity is committed to diversity-in-unity as corporate agents “with each 

elements having more freedom of movement” (Hyman, 1999:107). Accordingly, Organic 

solidarity in terms of trade union relations,  

“recognises and respects differentiation of circumstances and interests: within the 

constituencies of individual trade unions, between unions within national labour 

movements, between workers in different countries” (Hyman, 1999:107). 

In contrast, mechanical solidarity is a static collective (Primary Agents) rather than a 

community in movement (Corporate Agents). Consequently, the emphasis on standardised 

rules and values, restricts movement of relatively homogeneous constituent elements 

(Ibid.). In mechanical solidarity, trade unions conceal contradictions and control 

accessibility to alternatives. Meanwhile, the acknowledgement of internal contradictions 

and inequalities in organic solidarity recognises the commitment of the strong towards the 

weak that expresses an ethic of care and trust (Ibid.). 

 

Elements of care and trust concerning the self and others form the core values of organic 

solidarity. Trusting relationships ethically prioritise the individual.7 Trust can be 

differentiated into four forms: abstract, mediated, concrete and personalised trust (Bhaskar 

1993: 274). Abstract trust relates to:  

"trust in expert systems of which the trustor has no knowledge and which is 

accepted purely on the basis of instrumental reason, either out of necessity (there 

are no other feasible options) or as a result of perceived efficacy in the past" 

(Ibid.).  
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Mediated trust is when individuals or the trustors are:  

“active participants, knows something about the mechanisms at work and has good 

grounds for scepticism about their trustworthiness and reliability, and of those in 

power” (Ibid.).  

Concrete trust, is a form of solidarity based on the truthfulness of a judgement or in the 

total deeper context and practice (“totalising depth praxis”) the other imply (Ibid.). 

Personalised trust concerns an intimate interpersonal level expressed in “loyalty, in 

friendships and acts of nurture and care” (Ibid.).  

 

An ethic of care recognises and transforms socially constructed boundaries between the 

spheres of moral and political, reason and emotion, and public and private (Tronto, 1994). 

Often relegated to the domain of the personal, an ethic of care expands acts of care into the 

realm of generalised others. As a result, values of caring such as attentiveness, 

responsibility, nurturance, compassion, meeting other’s needs are reasserted in the public 

domain (Ibid. :127). The care ethic transforms the ways of thinking about values of caring, 

often ascribed to women or “women’s morality” and, as a result, excluded from public 

consideration (Ibid.). Care, according to Waterman, concerns “responsibilities not only in 

the present but respect for the past and responsibility for the future” (Waterman, 1998:3). 

By highlighting feelings and emotions that embody commitment to others, the ethic of care 

deepens the liberal moral economy of rights and responsibilities. 

 

The notion of care in organic solidarity embodies an ethic of care, involving elements of 

respect, responsibility, and knowledge.8 The element of respect requires that one start from 

the standpoint of the one needing care or attention. In turn, caring is about "meeting the 

other (person or group) morally and understanding their perspectives" (Tronto, 1994:199). 

Being attentive to other’s standpoint is to respect the other (Ibid.). Without respect for the 

other, the attention to the other's needs is unlikely to be developed. Respect concerns 

seeing the other for his/her individuality and difference (uniqueness). According to Fromm, 

respect relates to having regard for another and involves issues of esteem, self-esteem and 

mutual self-esteem (Fromm, 1949). The element of responsibility in caring is often situated 

formally as the need to conform to obligations (Tronto, 1994:131). Nevertheless, 

responsibility is a flexible notion for understanding what people should do for each other. 

The intention to provide care, and accepting responsibility for it, is also related to 

providing good care (Ibid.). Caring is about performing the act of care competently where 

knowledge is critical. Knowledge is required to understand the care giving/receiving, ways 
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of provisioning care and assessing the adequacy of care. In effect, knowledge is both tacit 

and theoretical, understanding the appearances, as well as the internal differentiation within 

the experience of the other.  

 

Figure. 3.3. Participatory Democracy  
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The value orientation of organic solidarity, based on trust and care, suggests the creation of 

a movement that is radically different from dominant forms of mechanical solidarity 

(Figure 3.3.). By recognising human fragility as solitary, self-sufficient selves in 

competitive individualism, organic solidarity is fundamentally one of human compassion 

and commitment to others. This expression of human compassion in organic solidarity 

involves a creative dimension, described as the art of solidarity. 

3.2.1.6. The Art of Solidarity  

The relations between self and others in organic solidarity involve a creative moment 

(Fromm, 1949:85). As a result, living itself is an art, "the most significant, difficult and 

complex human practice" (Ibid.). The art of living is simultaneously aesthetic, as well as 

political. Its orientation is not a specialised performance, but “the performance of living”, 

which is a process of self-understanding and self-development, aimed at  discovering ones 

potential. Accordingly, “[i]n the art of living, man is both the artist and the object of his 

art: he is the sculptor and the marble: the physician and the patient” (Fromm, 1949:18). 

The performance of living invariably involves negotiating networks of power and 

considerations of costs and risks. Recognising contradictions and complementarities 

(Archer, 1989:xv), this creative orientation deepens formal democracy towards 

participatory forms of democracy in a process of learning and doing  (the art of solidarity).9  
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The art of organic solidarity is oriented towards an ethical good, involving an aesthetically-

enjoyed creative flourishing (Bhaskar, 1994:154-56). The concept of art is both a process 

and an experience.  The aesthetic experience is necessarily a component of elaborating 

real-interests and emancipation (Ibid. :155). It is also a passage from the economic 

(egoistic-personal) to an ethico-political moment, which concerns acting on the basis of 

awareness of alternatives and their consequences (Fromm, 1965:143). In contrast, 

mechanical solidarity reduces human interests to egoistic-personal economic preferences 

and separates the aesthetic from the normative issues of everyday life.  This separation in 

mechanical solidarity overlaps a spectrum of (post-structuralist) aestheticism expressed in 

terms of a “stylisation” of life, which evades the moral dimensions of aesthetic judgement 

(Sayer, 2000). 

  

Elaboration of the art of solidarity is grounded in the realm of consent. It is aimed at 

winning active consent of the dominated by way of intellectual and moral leadership, as the 

basis of counter hegemonic struggle. The consensual dimension of social interaction 

concerns the negotiation of networks of power and the consideration of costs and risks (sec 

3.2.1.4.).  While coercion and consent are dialectically interrelated, the building of human 

capacities is fundamentally one of consent. Consent that legitimises market hegemony is a 

“collective will”, based on generalised commodity fetishism and the coercion of alienated 

commodity production. This version of consent narrows democracy, exclusively, to formal 

democratic procedures and institutional arrangements (Pateman, 1970:20-21: Ch. 2.3.). 

 

In the consensual dimension, the art of solidarity extends notions of participatory 

democracy into institutions of daily life (such as family, school, voluntary organisations, 

and at work). The participation in decision making in institutions of daily life concerns 

shaping, as opposed to dominating the world outside. In turn, the existence of 

representative institutions from the national down to local level is not sufficient for 

democracy. What is highlighted in participatory democracy is the socialisation or the social 

training’ on the active participation in decision making processes in other spheres of life 

(Pateman, 1970).  This training relates to nurturing necessary individual attitudes and 

psychological qualities for active participation (Ibid.). Accordingly, the form and content 

of participatory democracy is a continuous broad educative process, in which learning is 

linked with doing (Ibid. :42;sec. 3.1.1.6.). In effect, the development of attitudes, skills and 

procedures of participatory democracy takes place through a process of participation itself 
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(Ibid.). While broadening our understanding of democracy, the participatory aspect 

highlights the tacit and practical character of knowledge, in the day-to-day management of 

an organisation or service, and the processes by which decisions are implemented 

(Wainwright, 1994:10-11).  

 

In expanding the realm of consent achieved by way of formal democracy, the aim is to 

transform the salience of citizenship to the status of labouring citizen (Ch. 2.1.5.). This 

concerns the fusion of the formally separated political sphere of the “collective will” with 

the economic sphere of generalised commodity production. Therefore, the workplace is a 

political system, offering areas for participation through mechanisms such as "job 

enlargement, collective agreements, from quasi-supervisory roles to workers’ self-

management" (Pateman, 1970:67-102). In the sphere of economic co-ordination, 

participatory democracy highlights the possibilities of the social and transformable 

character of economic knowledge and its organisations. This opens the possibility of 

economic co-ordination and regulation, based on sharing knowledge among those at the 

bottom of the economy (Wainwright, 1994:10-11). Unlike the neo-liberal version of 

democracy that sustains the case for unregulated markets (Ch. 2.3.0.), participatory 

democracy suggests forms of co-operation  

“… between elected political authorities at different levels (continental, national, 

regional or local) and associations of citizens as workers, consumers, users of 

services, inhabitants of a physical environment as well as a social community” 

(Ibid.:11). 

 

The commitment to participatory democracy combines two moments of: a) enabling 

individual control concerning their social and material environment; and b) encouraging 

individuals to interact creatively with others (Turner, 1972:32). This implies a productive 

orientation to the world outside of oneself, experienced both "reproductively" and 

"generatively" (Fromm, 1949:88). Reproductively refers to perceiving the world outside in 

actuality, recognising the surface features of phenomena, while “penetrating below the 

surface to the essential and of visualising what is not yet apparent” (Fromm, 1949:89). 

Generatively refers to conceiving the world outside “by enlivening and re-creating this new 

material through the spontaneous activity of one’s own mental and emotional power” 

(Fromm, 1949:88). Emphasising interdependence and mutuality in common tasks, 

participation in institutions of daily life relates to developing personal qualities of 

autonomy, initiative and self-confidence. Participation thereby lays the basis for love as a 
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constant, rather than a fleeting relationship between people (Turner, 1972:37). Thus, 

participation forms the basis for developing an organic community  (Ibid.). While 

deepening democracy by nurturing committed social relations of depth and of quality, the 

art of solidarity reinforces human capacities of thinking, loving and imagination. 

 

To sum up, the main discussion in this section centred on the essential properties and real 

interests of trade unions. The essential property of trade union is a social relationship based 

on solidarity. In opposing commodification, competition, and hierarchy, solidarity asserts 

an inclusive community to pursue workers' politics of transformation, grounded in a project 

of emancipation, where the self-development of human capacities of each is interdependent 

with the self-development of all. In generating emancipatory politics, the real interests of 

trade unions express a transition from mechanical to organic forms of solidarity which 

transforms social relations between the self and others, on the basis of an ethic of care and 

trust.  In turn, organic solidarity characterises an art of living, in which the goal of 

emancipation is an aesthetically enjoyed human flourishing, which simultaneously aims at 

transforming the totality of master-slave relations. Therefore, if solidarity is the essence, 

how is it actualised in practice? 

 

3.3. Solidarity and Organisation  

The third concern in this inquiry into essential features of trade unions focuses on the 

actualisation of trade union powers.  Actualisation involves complexities in actual practice, 

taking place in specific historical and spatial context, which influences internal relations of 

unions. In interacting with a broader context of a class movement, these internal relations 

also give unions their ‘external shape’ (Hyman, 1975:36). Accordingly, the external 

relations mainly concern the state form (politics of production) and the nature of 

industrialisation (factory regimes), which influence trade union capacities. In explaining 

actualisation, this section focuses on two models of union organisation, described as 

bureaucratic and democratic unionism. Following the analysis of bureaucratic unionism, 

this section provides a detailed description of a democratic union model. The specific 

example used is a democratic organisational model from South Africa, initiated in mid-

1970s, at a time of a resurgent workers movement. Finally, this section explores some 

normative issues posed by bureaucratic and democratic unionism, particularly in terms of 

building (organic) worker solidarity. 
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The actualisation of union powers relates to modes of organisations. Organisations are 

defined as consciously created arrangements to achieve goals by collective means that are 

shaped by their objectives (Thompson and McHughs, 1995:3-6). The organisation of 

workers' corporate agency involves the negation of organisational forms that reinforce 

hierarchy, competition and commodification (Waterman, 1993). In turn, the orientation of 

trade unions as an organisation is also a counter-organisation (Morgan, 1986:175). Thus, 

union struggles involve transforming modes of co-ordination within unions, specifically 

relations of power and organisational cultures that concentrate power and amplify 

inequality.  

 

Approaches to relations of power within organisations represent issues concerning 

representative and participatory  (or direct) democracy. Representative democracy 

concentrates entirely on formal democratic procedures (the election of representatives and 

voting on competing programmes or opinions), where participatory democracy focus on 

formal, as well as informal processes that implement decisions and manage unions in their 

day-to-day tasks (Wainwright, 1994:119). In participatory democracy, the democracy of 

doing complements democracy of deciding. Therefore, the framework of formal decision 

making procedures explicitly recognises conflicting interests while enabling open 

negotiation (Ibid. :119).   

 

The mode of co-ordination involving relations of power takes place in a social domain of 

organisational culture. Organisational culture generally relates to the ways individuals 

construct understanding and subjectivities that underpin behaviour and structure of 

organisations (Thompson and McHughs, 1995:148; 212-219). More specifically, 

organisational culture within trade unions refers to a culture of solidarity, involving 

culturally defined norms and values, that maintains and reproduces specific relations of 

power in organisations. Organisational culture includes a multi-dimensional and fluid set 

of variables, such as beliefs, stories, norms and rituals, that influences the making of 

meaning (semiosis). The interplay between culture and structure, conditions the situational 

logic of enduring relations of power. In terms of worker solidarity, organisational culture, 

relates to securing a commitment to politics of transformation based on mutuality 

(Fantasia, 1988:25). In effect, trade unions embody a commitment to building trans-

cultural individual needs and capacities, encouraging cultural innovation, elaboration and 

flourishing. However, the organisational culture is also enmeshed with relations of power 

or organisational politics.  
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Organisational politics highlights issues of interests, conflict and power related to 

organisational governance (Morgan 1986:141-198). Interests refers to a “complex set of 

individual pre-dispositions, embracing goals, values, desires, expectations, and other 

orientations influencing specific behaviour” (Ibid.). Interests also convey "tensions 

generated by individual positioning, influenced by task within the organisation, career 

aspirations, and personal values" (Ibid.). Conflict concerns the "collusion of interests 

emerging from hierarchical structures and competition in organisations" (Ibid.). Conflicts 

may be overt or covert involving personal, interpersonal, and between rival groups or 

coalitions (Ibid.). Finally, power refers to the medium of resolving conflict of interests 

(Ibid.). While there is a variety of other sources of power, among the most important 

sources of power are: formal authority, control of knowledge and control of ‘informal’ 

organisations (such as interpersonal alliances and networks) (Ibid.). The negotiation of 

organisational politics is intertwined with the organisational culture. As a counter-

organisation, trade unions reflect a reinvented culture encouraging forms of participatory 

democracy. However, the dominant mode of union organisation narrowed to representative 

democracy, reinforces forms of bureaucratic unionism.  

 

3.3.1. Bureaucratic Unionism 

The actual practice of union organisation, in terms of organisational politics, concerns two 

models described as the bureaucratic and democratic unionism. In assessing these two 

models, this section begins by explaining the bureaucratic model, or the dominant form of 

union organisation. According to Waterman, most trade unions often “over-value 

hierarchical bureaucratic organisations, rejoicing rather than recoiling from the ‘iron law of 

oligarchy’ advanced by Michels” (Waterman, 1998:215). The main aim here is to illustrate 

the inadequacy of the bureaucratic union model for building human capacities.  

 

Often made synonymous with organisation, bureaucratic unionism embodies a hierarchy of 

power led by a specialised elite with clearly specified duties and powers. Bureaucratic 

unionism is an enduring structure among the state, political party (political unionism) and 

company subordinate unions (economic unionism). Even among relatively independent 

social democratic unions, bureaucratic unionism prevails. In effect, bureaucratic unionism 

is reinforced by politics of production, as well as international union politics (union 

imperialism) with core-periphery dynamics.  In the core capitalist economies, union 

integration within formal labour market institutions, and as the “industrial wing” of the 
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Labour or Social Democratic parties amplifies bureaucratic modes of organisation. 

Nurtured by Cold War alliances, bureaucratic unionism in the peripheral economies 

combines cultural forms of power hierarchies (such as gender, region, ethnicity, religion 

and caste hierarchies).  

 

The discussion on bureaucratic unionism focuses on three approaches to understanding 

organisation and democracy.  This includes a brief summary of Max Weber’s perspectives 

on bureaucracy, Robert Michels on oligarchy, and Beatrice and Sydney Webb on 

organisation and efficiency. For Max Weber, the bureaucracy in its most ‘rational’ form 

expresses freedom and liberal democracy, as well as an ‘iron cage’ or a loss of freedom 

(Littler, 1982). For Michels, democratic organisation necessarily involves a self-

reproducing oligarchy. Trade union organisation for the Webbs primarily concerned the 

unitary goal of collective bargaining with organisational ‘efficiency’ an absolute value. All 

three perspectives manifest “rational economic man models” that legitimise and naturalise 

bureaucratic unionism (see Ch. 2. 4.).  

 

3.3.1.1. Weber: Rationalisation and Charismatic Leaders  

Max Weber’s (1864-1920) perspectives on bureaucracy relate to his theory of 

rationalisation in industrial societies. The theory of rationalisation highlighted the loss of 

individual freedom by the emergence of large-scale organisations in the form of modern 

states and enterprises. The key features of the rationalisation process included a complex 

and highly developed administrative structure governed by rules, hierarchy and experts. As 

opposed to Marx, Weber’s theory of domination stressed the relationship of legitimation 

and structures of control that depend on non-economic mechanisms (Littler, 1982:38). 

 

In Weber’s theory of domination, the notion of bureaucracy is located as an ideal-type. It 

represented “the intersections of rational-legal authority with ‘bureaucracy’ as a general 

administrative form based on officials” (Littler, 1982:46). He distinguished an ideal type, 

depicting a system of legal authority in the most ‘rational’ form and a general empirical 

concept of bureaucracy, which characterise an administrative body of appointed officials 

(Ibid.).  The overarching beliefs on legal authority represented a set of abstract, impersonal 

rules applicable to everyone (Ibid.). The bureaucracy also concerned the “official’s 

relationship to the organisation and those that are largely concerned with structures of 

control” (Ibid.). The essence of organisation is the creation of regular, standardised 

behaviour, and orderly structures geared towards optimising efficiency.  

 130



 

 

For Weber, rationalisation entailed contradictory forces of progress and material 

prosperity, as well as a loss of freedom, or an ‘iron cage’. The rationalisation of large-scale 

organisations, which permeate all aspects of social life is described as ‘bureaucratisation’. 

Bureaucratisation also transforms the ways of acting and thinking (Mouzelis, 1975). 

Rationalisation conveys a means towards a given end and a theoretical demystification of 

the world based on science (Ibid. :19). In terms of resolving his ambivalence about rational 

bureaucracy, Weber proposed an ideal type of a “charismatic” leader, as opposed to 

traditional and rational-legal (bureaucratic) forms of domination (Ibid. 1975). However, 

Weber’s ambivalence regarding the rational bureaucracy was absent in Michels’ and 

Webbs’. The latter perspectives interpreted rationalisation in positive terms, not as a mode 

of organisation, but more in terms of domination and power (Ibid.:26). 

 

3.3.1.2. Michels: Oligarchy in Unions 

For Michels, bureaucracies and oligarchies are a natural outcome of democratic modes of 

governance and not necessarily negative.   

“It is organisation which gives birth to the dominion of the elected over the 

electors, of the mandatories over the mandators, of delegates over the delegators. 

Who says organisations, says oligarchy” (Michels, 1915:418).  

Hence, democracy necessarily contains an oligarchic nucleus (Ibid.:vi). In terms of trade 

unions, Michels saw bureaucracies as a product of "collective negotiation" with employers 

requiring a “technically efficient” mode of governance. Accordingly, the “early days of the 

proletarian movement, with the crassest ignorance” matures to an advanced stage of 

financial, technical and administrative concerns. This “maturation” also domesticates 

unions’ contentious politics, rendering it “necessary that the agitator should give place to 

the employee, equipped with technical knowledge” (Michels, 1915:316).  

“The commercial traveller in the class struggle is replaced by the strict and prosaic 

bureaucrat, the fervent idealist by the cold materialist, the democrat whose 

convictions are (at least in theory) absolutely firm by the conscious autocrat” 

(Ibid.). 

 

In Michels’ perspective, the “collective negotiation” along with the working-class 

differentiation, make trade unions practical in their orientation, and “estranged from ardent 

revolutionary aspirations of the masses” (Ibid. :311). Trade unions are essentially “petty 

bourgeois clubs”, where individual interests in social mobility, override collective interests 
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(Ibid. :304).10 By reducing a variety of competing grievances into a unitary goal of 

collective bargaining, the organised privileged workers and the unorganised workers 

struggle over the same “feeding ground”. In the process, the organised “do not consider 

themselves obliged to exhibit solidarity towards the unorganised” (Ibid. :307). As 

examples of trade union oligarchies, Michels considered the American and British trade 

unions in the early 1900s as “labour aristocracies”. They “deliberately introduce” labour 

market regulations “to retain certain privileges in their own hands, at the expense of other 

workers” (Ibid. :309). The nationalist orientation and the “professional egoism” of labour 

aristocracies was illustrated by the “anti-alien movement” of the Australian and American 

workers against the migration of foreign workers (Ibid. :309). He points at similar 

tendencies in Europe, where the formation of “closed groups and coteries” within the 

labour movement directly conflict with “theoretical principles of socialism” (Ibid. :310).  

  

Oligarchies emerge from the practical orientation of unions and relate to the nature of the 

leadership and the “masses”. Thus, oligarchies characterise the “technical indispensability 

of leadership” who at the outset arise “spontaneously”. But with their “accessory and 

gratuitous” functions, they soon become “professional” leaders, making them “stable and 

irremovable” (Ibid. :418). The oligarchic structure suffocates the basic democratic 

principle, “that which is oppresses that which ought to be” (original accents) (Ibid. :418). 

But, that which “ought to be” is not democracy because “democracy cannot come into 

existence until there is attained a subsequent and more highly developed stage of social 

life” (Ibid. 1915:37).  

 

Michels dismissed the potential for democratic mass participation with cautions about 

"tyranny of the majority". Democracy consisting of self-government of the masses, 

particularly direct democracy, was rendered impossible by the “technical and 

administrative” imperatives (Ibid. :31). Thus, the delegation and the division of labour 

eventually leads to a “rigorously defined and hierarchical bureaucracy” (Ibid. :39). 

Reflecting the sentiments of “elitist theorists” of the period, such as Gaetano Mosca and 

Vilfredo Pareto, Michels was critical of any socialist project and saw the masses as 

“incompetent” even when organised. 

 “The very nature of the mass as mass, …even when organised suffers from an 

incurable incompetence for the solution of the diverse problems…because the 

mass per se is amorphous and therefore needs a division of labour, specialisation 

and guidance” (Michels, 1915:421).  
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3.3.1.3. Webbs:  Rationalisation and Efficiency 

For Beatrice and Sydney Webb, trade unions represent a necessary outcome of the 

application of “scientific” principles to society. The rationalisation of society based on 

science was to lead towards a state-centred collective society.  

“The Collectivists accordingly insist on the need for a conscious and deliberate 

organisation of society, based not on vested interests or the chances of the fight, 

but on scientifically ascertained needs of each section of citizens" (Webbs, 

1902:598). 

Hence, trade unions depict a necessary “section of citizens” for an efficient rationalisation 

of society, where the “…conscious adjustment of resources of the community to its needs 

will result in its highest possible efficiency” (Webbs, 1902:598). For the Webbs’, the trade 

unions emerge from an evolutionary rationalisation process of society, which embodied 

large-scale industrial organisations administered by experts. Consequently, the transition 

form local craft forms of unions towards national industrial unions in the 1800s, 

characterised a passage from strategies of “vested interests” towards a “campaign of living 

wage” (Ibid.). The early union demands for legal recognition and mutual insurance gives 

way to union strategies of collective bargaining, influenced by labour markets (1843-1880) 

(Ibid). Favouring the emergence of large industries (modern factory) replacing “garden 

workshop of the small master”, Webbs promoted an “enlightened trade unionism” 

legitimising collective bargaining, as well as Common rules (living wage, standard wage 

rates, hours of work and other conditions of employment) (Ibid. :547-550).  

“They (trade unions) are solidly against Home Work, Small Masters, and Profit 

Sharing, and in favour of the Great Industry, with its bureaucratic hierarchy of 

salaried officials” (Ibid. :558).  

 

Union democracy involved an unfolding process, in which efficiency is an absolute value. 

In the transition from local to national unions, their organisation evolves from a “primitive 

democracy” towards an efficient representative democracy (Webbs, 1902:8). Thus 

“primitive democracy” lacks differentiated officials, an executive council or a 

representative assembly (Ibid.). With “childlike faith” in democracy, these early unions 

conducted all union business at a general meeting where delegation rotated officials within 

short periods of service.  
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“In this early type of trade union democracy we find, in fact, the most childlike 

faith not only ‘all men are created equal’, but also that ‘what concerns all should be 

decided by all’” (Webbs, 1902:8).  

The trade union evolved from the days of legal prosecution, prior to 1824 reforms, which 

“made secrecy and promptitude absolutely necessary for successful operations” (Ibid. :9). 

As the criteria of administrative efficiency and democratic accountability entered union 

organisation, the rudimentary forms of participatory democracy were abandoned. Thus, 

representative democracy indicated an evolutionary outcome of efficient organisation, 

where “the problem of uniting efficient administration with popular control”, meant 

introducing a system of controls over responsible functionaries (Ibid. :15). This efficient 

administration legitimised the rise of the bureaucracy, visible in representative institutions 

particularly among “middle-class communities” (Ibid. :56).  

“The paramount necessity of efficient administration has co-operated with this 

permanence in producing a progressive differentiation of an official governing 

class, more and more marked off by character, training, and duties from the bulk of 

the members” (Ibid. :17).    

 

3.3.2. Bureaucratic Unionism: Limits of 'iron laws' 

The perspectives of Weber, Michels and Webbs situated bureaucracies as an inevitable 

outcome of large-scale organisations in modern society.  They sanctioned bureaucratic 

union forms by constructing unavoidable givens, or “iron laws” (Wainwright, 1994:215). 

These include: a) the inequality of power within democratic organisations, which 

inevitably gives rise to an oligarchy; b) the necessity of “scientific” organisational 

knowledge encouraging a “professional elite” or “experts”; and c) the formation of a 

unitary goal based on a collective will that limit possibilities of a negotiated agreement of 

different wills (Ibid. :215-216).  

 

Richard Hyman (1971) provides an extensive critique of Michels’ “iron law of oligarchy” 

highlighting its exaggerated focus on formal organisational structures and the autonomy of 

leadership. Michels’ emphasis on formal decision-making mechanisms, according to 

Hyman (1971) presents an over-determined model of oligarchy, evading attention to 

countervailing tendencies such as: the implications of workers’ “instrumental” attitudes to 

their unions, normative pressures towards democratic practice, and the distinctive contests 

at different levels of organisation (Hyman, 1971:29-33). The workers’ “instrumental 

attitude” derived from Michel’s “mass apathy” concerns the autonomy of the leadership. 
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However, this autonomy is undermined by: a) the way the collective agreements are sold 

like commodities; b) tactics used to contain member dissatisfaction (or to gain consent); 

and c) situations when officials are compelled to support unofficial movements (Ibid. :30). 

Moreover, normative pressures from the rank-and-file activists for organisational 

democracy is reinforced by officials with prolonged experience as lay activists, as well as 

general cultural values of the wider society (Ibid. :31).  

 

Michel constructs a monolithic concept of union organisations over-emphasising formal as 

well as national channels of decision-making, while absenting membership involvement at 

other levels (Ibid. 1975:32). However, even in specific national contexts unions behave 

differently, such as the minimal involvement of ordinary members in British branch unions 

compared to those in the U.S. (Ibid.). However, Hyman overstates the case of shop-floor 

activism, writing at a time of heightened shop-floor militancy in Britain in the 1970s.   

 

3.3.2.1. Weber: Rationalisation and Emancipation 

Weber’s version of bureaucratic rationalisation, according to radical Weberians, absents a 

differentiated notion of legitimation (Littler, 1982:42). Thus, the radical Weberians 

distinguish legitimation related to cultural norms of formal subordination, from those that 

are organisation-based (Ibid.). While the subordination of labour illustrates cultural norms, 

organisation-based ones involve ideologies of technocracy (Ibid.).  

 

In this approach the notion of legitimacy was distinguished from consent. As a concept, 

legitimation ignores consent achieved outside of formal organisational procedures, or 

“informal” structures of organisation. In effect, legitimation can be achieved within a 

framework of bargained consent or resigned acquiescence (Ibid. :40). Meanwhile, the 

achievement of consent in the process of legitimation involves particular acceptances of 

hierarchical authority. These acceptances of day-to-day compliance may have little to do 

with large-scale legitimation and involves the construction of trade-offs and interactions 

(Littler, 1982:40). For example, in a work organisation “‘loyal’ workers may go on strike 

whilst apathetic employees may not” (Ibid. :47). Thus, various forms of consent (and 

coercion) can occur within an overall framework of legitimation.  

 

Weber’s retreat to a “charismatic leader” as the source of organisational change was based 

on the primacy of the will, or voluntarism, as well as individualism. In his approach, 

industrial society was substituted for capitalism and socialism, while obscuring relations 

 135



 

between capital and labour, as well as appropriation (Sayer, 1995:227). Moreover, the 

bureaucracy may give strategically placed subordinates more leverage (than less 

centralised systems such as markets) (Ibid. :229). For example, the phenomenon of “work 

to rule” reveals that the rules cannot be rigidly observed for an organisation to be effective 

(Ibid.). In the process, Weber overestimates the power of rationalisation in terms of the 

tractability of a complex division of labour and the barriers posed by the division of 

knowledge (Ibid.). His submission to the inevitability of capitalism also restrained the 

Enlightenment values of human emancipation, by evading the historical specificity of 

capitalism and denying a more universalistic vision of human emancipation (Wood, 

1995:177). Accordingly, Weber was “too much of a rationalist and not enough of a 

materialist” to grasp the “anarchy and the uneven development of capitalism” (Sayer, 

1995:230).   

 

3.3.2.2. Experts and Fact-Value Separation 

Bureaucratic unionism sustains two specific approaches or “iron laws” to the issue of 

organisational knowledge. First, exclusive importance is given to scientific or professional 

knowledge (Wainwright, 1994:214). Second, facts and values are seen as entirely separate, 

where the members are only capable of simply establishing the organisational values (Ibid. 

:214). Weber, Michels, and Webbs, all highlighted these “iron laws” of organisational 

knowledge, linking rationalisation with a technocracy or experts. Thus, the only relevant 

knowledge is “scientific” knowledge, which is inaccessible for the ordinary member. In 

addition, the official who possesses this knowledge sets her or himself apart from the 

members.  

 

The approach to organisational knowledge in bureaucratic unionism is interrelated with 

Taylorism, which focused on the manipulation of the individual for the purposes of 

organisational productivity. In applying his methods of engineering to work organisations, 

F. W. Taylor was “systematically hostile to trade unionism” (Mouzelis, 1975:83). 

Taylorism approached science in a positivistic frame of a value-free endeavour  

(Wainwright, 1994:77-72). Consequently, in “scientific management” it was Management 

that does the planning, in order to implement this newly acquired scientific knowledge 

(Mouzelis, 1975:81).  

 

Taylor’s “scientific management” permeates both Michels’ and Webbs’ perspectives 

writing during the same period (Wainwright, 1994; Mackenzie, 1978). The Webbs’ 
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account of unions parallels what Taylor was advocating as scientific management in 

efficient industrial management. The core of Webbs’ argument hinges on the character of 

organisationally relevant knowledge (Wainwright, 1994:214). They saw this knowledge in 

“exclusively scientific form – in the positivistic sense of codified laws and professional 

techniques – into which people had to be trained” (Ibid.). Webbs’ emphasis on efficient 

goal oriented organisation that narrows scientific knowledge to a positivistic approach is a 

dominant tendency among unions (Ch. 2.4.). 

 

Webbs’ situated unions as an “interest group” (Ch.2.4.), subordinated to an evolutionary 

rationalisation process, driven by disinterested experts, who applied scientific knowledge. 

Unions were only useful as “the Dyke of a definite standard of Life”, using “services of 

expert negotiators, and the protection of magistrates” for workplace bargaining. 

Meanwhile, union activity beyond the workplace was seen as “too indefinite a mark for 

useful economic criticism” (Webbs, 1902:702). Thus, the role of trade unions was 

narrowed to collective bargaining, “for efficient citizenship, the wage-earners must rely on 

the Method of Collective Bargaining” (Ibid. :806). The unitary goal of collective 

bargaining meant autonomous worker resistance is a barrier to the rational (and forcible) 

reorganisation of society. This is illustrated in their argument for a generalised wage 

standard, or the Doctrine of Living Wage.  

“… Trade Unions, will have, under private enterprise or Collectivism, no more to 

do with the determination of what is to be produced than any other citizen or 

consumer. As manual workers and wage earners, they bring to the problem no 

specialised knowledge, and as persons fitted for the performance of particular 

services, they are even biased against the inevitable changes in demand, which 

characterise a progressive community” (Webbs, 1902:818). 

 

For Webbs, the rationalisation of capitalist society based on “scientific” principles of 

efficiency gives rise to a state-centred socialist society. The specific vision of Socialism of 

early Fabians, in particular Webbs and Shaw, was argued along “Social Darwinist lines” 

permeated with “authoritarian attitudes” (Lichtheim, 1975:215). Their non-liberal and non-

Marxian tendencies appealed to a “rising stratum of administrators, technicians, and 

industrial managers” who were suspicious of economic liberalism (Ibid. :215). However, 

“efficiency” in Webbs’ argument evokes two main counter arguments. First, the criterion 

for efficiency is linked with a rationalisation process that underestimates the nature of 

unequal power relations between labour and capital. Second, the implied distinction 
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between “initiative” and “labour” as factors of production, by reducing workers to 

economic beings, evades explaining norms and sentiments regarding economic activity 

(Turner, 1972:42-3). 

  

3.3.2.3. A Unitary Goal and a Single Site 

A crucial assumption of bureaucratic rationalisation is the formation of a collective will 

based on a unitary goal oriented towards single site of power (Wainwright, 1994:215). 

Michels and Webbs pronounced affirmations of collective bargaining as the unitary goal of 

trade unions. For Weber, the collective will derived from rationalisation was both progress 

and a loss of freedom.  

 

Bureaucracies situated technical and administrative imperatives as crucial “givens” and 

assumed the desirability of a collective will to take over a single site of power (Ibid. :215). 

The single site of power also meant that the organisational goals were unitary (Ibid.). 

Accordingly, “Efficiency in meeting these goals required that the specialised elite ruled as 

standardised organisation as possible” (Ibid. :214). Moreover, the formal procedures of 

organisation, often derived by a constitution, permits organisational power to be “exerted 

single-mindedly, as if by a single collective will” (Ibid. :215). In order to concentrate on a 

single site for power, the organisational form that emerged was often mechanical and 

militaristic, divided into “the rank and file” and “officers” (Ibid. :214). This echoes the 

dominant tendencies of contemporary bureaucratic unionism. 

 

In the case of bureaucratic unionism, the single site of power is the workplace and the 

unitary goal is collective bargaining. The unitary goal, representing a utilitarian theory of 

action, involves establishing priorities among a variety of competing grievances. The 

emergent collective will distils different wills and approaches to address often localised 

concrete issues.  Consequently, employers came to perceive the union as "an employee 

voice beneficial for themselves because the unions filtered out (or perhaps suppressed) 

certain demands and discontents while heightening others" (Hyman 1999:97). 
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For bureaucratic unionism, organisational knowledge is a specialised concern of “experts”, 

grounded in separating facts from values. This positivistic approach to scientific 

organisational knowledge replaces the social dimension of knowledge, in particular tacit 

knowledge, intuition and the rule of thumb methods in organisational behaviour.  In the 

process, the members are increasingly “politically deskilled” (Wainwright, 1994:216). By 

separating facts from values, the role of union members is limited to establishing the 

values. Then the union “appoints or elects officials to collect appropriate facts (which is 

imagined to be a purely technical matter) and depends on specialised knowledge” (Ibid.). 

This allows the separation of planning from implementation, and deciding from doing. The 

union develops structures with an extensive staff working with the executive, where 

decisions taken by members “in principle” are “assumed to be entirely different from 

questions of implementation” (Ibid.). This distancing between leaders and members 

undermines the judgmental rationality or “the basis on which to judge the appropriateness 

of the executives’ work, from a standpoint of the principle which they believe” (Ibid.). 

While undermining the creative autonomy of members, they are also ‘politically deskilled’ 

to argue for an alternative, even where they consider the executive to be wrong (Ibid.). 

 

The critiques of bureaucratic unionism in the above discussion are based on taking the 

union bureaucracy seriously. With bureaucratic unionism the dominant mode of organising 

worker solidarity, the aim was to provide a new dimension to an old problem. The new 

dimension relates to the possibilities of articulating an alternative mode of organisation, 

characterised as democratic unionism. 
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3.3.3. Democratic Unions 

Democratic unionism differs from bureaucratic unionism primarily in terms of their 

approach to relations of power and organisational knowledge. In encouraging forms of 

participatory democracy, democratic unionism is aimed at transforming unequal power 

relations and is grounded in a radical democratic project. In opposition to a unitary goal of 

collective bargaining, democratic unionism recognises worker struggles encompassing a 

range of goals interconnected with multiple sites. Therefore, democratic unionism 

articulates the collective will of the organisation as a negotiated agreement of different 

wills, and links deciding with doing.  

 

Democratic unionism highlights the role of representatives and officials, in terms of 

accountability and types of control the members can exercise over their collective 

employees (the officials) (Coates and Topham, 1980:73). The key issues of organisation 

involve: elections, separation of powers limiting scope of particular officers, leadership 

succession, rights of opposition, lay government versus professionalism and 

communication (Ibid. :73-89). In a non-positivistic approach to organisational knowledge, 

the aim here is to politically re-skill members, by coupling facts with values and 

encouraging a pooling of knowledge. Thus, worker education is an on-going broad 

educative process mixing learning with doing as well as theory with practice.  

 

The democratic union model discussed here draws from a union organisation handbook 

“The Workers Organisation” published in 1975 by the Institute for Industrial Education in 

South Africa. In laying out a detailed description of how to organise a democratic union, 

the Handbook explains why workers’ real interests are tied with nurturing participatory 

democracy in internal relations. The Handbook is a comprehensive, readable and 

informative account of organisation. It is presented in a distilled form here, maintaining the 

tone and the order of issues discussed. While the form of democratic unions in particular 

contexts may change, the underlying principles offer a basis to judge alternatives.  

 

3.3.3.1. Trade Union Structures  and Constraints 

The building of worker organisation begins by explaining why unions are useful for 

workers. Accordingly, a union of workers in different factories builds feelings of solidarity 

between all workers; the union could speak with one voice to all employers; speak to the 

government on behalf of the workers; provide Organisers, who without fear of 
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victimisation help the workers in the their struggles; provide training for workers; get 

information which the workers needed; and provide better benefits (IIE, 1975:20). 

 

Trade union organisation involves two main structures, uniting workers in workplaces and 

in different workplaces. In workplaces, the workers elect their representatives (shop 

stewards) and representative to the Branch Executive. The structure uniting workers in 

different workplaces brings together factories in a given area forming the Union Executive. 

The Branch Executive committee and the Union Executive committee appoint officials, 

consisting of the Secretary, Organisers and office staff, to carry out policies decided by the 

union. The elected leaders and officials are responsible for workers at each level.  While 

the organisational system allows for the representatives to lead and influence workers, the 

workers also have the capacity to keep check on their representatives and make them 

accountable (Ibid. :24).  

 

The key constraints of organisation include bureaucracy, leadership styles, inefficiency, 

and corruption. Bureaucracies, both “good” and “bad” versions, have negative effects often 

creating vested interests of bureaucrats. “Trade union is not an office. It is in the factories” 

(Ibid. :25). The bureaucratic union is characterised by “the union moving out of the factory 

into an office”. As a result, the union is now run by full-time officials and not by workers; 

and although empowered by their unity, the worker’s role in solving their own problems is 

diminished.  

 

Preventing bureaucracy is central to democracy and organisation. Since the union belongs 

to the workers, the union officials are there to serve the workers. In order to co-ordinate the 

workers’ interests, the guiding rules of organisation are laid out in the constitution. It 

explains how representatives and officials are chosen, how union policy is made, how 

workers can check that policies are implemented, and how workers can dismiss officials 

and representatives for not serving the membership properly (Ibid. :27). Worker solidarity 

is built by a democratic constitution and by adhering to the norms established in it (Ibid.).  

 

In preventing “bad” bureaucracies, the internal relations are oriented towards building 

worker capacities. The union officials “must not do things for the workers, but help 

workers do things for themselves” (Ibid. :27). While educating themselves, the officials 

must handle complaints in a way which encourages workers to understand their own 

situation and their relations with others. “Organisers must be educators” (Ibid. :27). 
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Accordingly, the representatives and Organisers are encouraged to “join” the workers, to 

understand workers’ standpoint, “if they treat workers badly, and leave them angry and 

dissatisfied, then they cut those workers off from the other workers”(Ibid. :28).  

 

Corruption in union organisation takes two main forms. One involves stealing workers’ 

money from the union. The other, a more serious form, involves the use of union resources 

for personal purposes of officials. For example, this includes the use of the union’s car for 

private business, decorating the office with worker’s money and big allowances for official 

tasks (Ibid. :28). Personal comfort of a work environment does contribute to enhancing 

efficiency. However, the boundary between personal comfort and individual responsibility 

towards the organisation is vital for ethical conduct of union officials. This is further 

elaborated in the section on officials’ code of conduct (sec. 3.3.4.3.).   

 

Inefficiency and corruption are generally interrelated. “When the union is inefficient, it is 

much easier for corruption to happen” (Ibid. :30). Inefficiency in forms of organising, 

financial management, and information flows all contribute to opportunities for corruption. 

With most unions operating on tight financial budgets, financial efficiency is a key task for 

any workers' organisation. Consequently, financial efficiency involves careful methods to 

collect dues, their banking, transparent accounting procedures and membership access to 

information on financial procedures (Ibid. :28). While efficiency in organisation is 

acknowledged, it is subordinated to maintaining workers’ control over the organisational 

processes.  

 

3.3.3.2. Leadership Constraints 

Leadership involves two main forms of constraint: autocratic leaders and leadership 

disputes. The autocratic leader is oriented towards direct control over the union without 

accepting membership interventions or criticisms. Autocratic leaders sustain their power by 

establishing systems of control over members, by way of ordering members and other 

officials rather than persuasion and consensus. “A trade unionist is not a manager. She or 

he must always persuade people, never order people” (Ibid. :33).  

 

For those leaders who perhaps unintentionally turn into autocrats there are suggestions. 

These include the acknowledgement of mistakes and openness to criticism that allows for 

positive feedback (Ibid. :32). As a result, the leaders and members are situated in a 

collective learning framework. “You must think of the people with whom you are working 
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as a group who are learning together” (Ibid.). There are also ways to avoid tendencies that 

turn people into autocrats. One is to vote an autocratic leader out by calling a mass 

meeting. Conversely, an autocrat can be compelled to listen by enforcing rules at meetings 

“to make sure that everyone can talk and say what they want” and by allowing all members 

to discuss and vote on crucial decisions (Ibid. :33).  

 

Leadership disputes involve mostly personalities and policies. Rivalries over the union 

leadership often regress to arguments of personal characteristics of one another. These 

rivalries are often caused by a leadership attitude to order others, where leaders “dominate” 

rather than “lead”. “But if it is a democratic organisation with many people working 

together for the good of the organisation, then nobody is at the top telling everybody what 

to do, so there is nothing to fight about” (Ibid. :34). Policy disputes concern issues of what 

to do and the optimum way of achieving union goals. These disputes are prevented by 

democratic discussion of issues as the basis of any decision. “There must be free and full 

discussion before a decision is finally taken” and “unity is the most important thing” (Ibid. 

:35).  

 

3.3.3.3. Democracy and Knowledge 

The main orientation of organisational democracy is grounded in democratising 

organisational knowledge. This combines deciding with doing aimed at addressing power 

inequalities.  

“Democracy means that all the members of an organisation must have a say in 

what happens. There are not some leaders who make all the decisions and 

followers who must do what they are told. Everybody in the organisation must 

know what is happening, and must be asked when an important decision has been 

made” (Ibid. :36).  

A “proper” democratic union constitutes two main processes: informed workers and 

consultation with workers. “The workers must know what is happening in the union. They 

must know how the money is being collected and how it is being used. They must know 

what the officials are doing all the time” (Ibid. :37). As a result, an informed and active 

membership prevents corruption, inefficiency, and bureaucracy. In terms of consultation, 

“the workers must often be asked what they want the leaders and the officials to do. If 

there are negotiations going on, they must be consulted”. In this articulation of direct 

democracy, members have the power to veto or remove union leaders immediately over 

transgressions of collective union interests.  
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“They must be able to sack officials and leaders if they do not think that they are 

serving the interests of the workers, and they must be able to choose new leaders 

when they want new leaders”…. “Workers will soon throw out leaders who only 

want to be important and are not really interested” (Ibid. :37).  

 

Knowledge is a necessary condition for democracy. “Democracy is only possible with 

knowledge” (Ibid. :37). Knowledge concerns understanding mechanisms and processes 

within the union and in the workplace.  

“If the workers do not understand how the union works, they cannot control what 

happens in it. … If they do not understand how the factory works then they cannot 

make sure that their representatives are negotiating properly and looking after their 

interests” (Ibid.).  

If the workers are not informing the representative and democratically controlling their 

representative, then “the representative is left in a weak position with the employers” (Ibid. 

:38). In order for the representatives to exercise their power to resist and get their demands 

effectively across to the employer, “they have to educate the worker and to educate 

themselves”.  

 

Education is a mutual self-incurred process of learning. It is informal and formal; 

experimental, practical and theoretical. “Every time that an organiser handles a complaint 

from a worker he or she must use it to educate the worker about the factory and the 

workers rights in the factory” (Ibid. :38). With the infrequency of meetings between 

workers and union representatives, each meeting is used to educate each other on issues of 

worker rights in the factory. This also involves recognising mistakes they have made in 

order to learn from them. The aim is to keep the information flowing on what’s happening 

and why (Ibid.).  

 

3.3.3.4. Building Workplace Organisations 

Building workplace organisations is considered “the most difficult task”. The growth of 

worker organisations is influenced by: the nature of power relations in the workplaces, 

needs of workers and the management attitude towards the union. Building workplace 

organisations includes three main stages with common problems at each stage. The three 

stages involve recruitment, gaining management recognition and negotiation, and 

administration of new agreements (Ibid. :39).  
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The activist organising a union, an Organiser, emerges within and outside the workplace. 

“It may be an organiser from the union office, who comes to the factory and stands outside 

the gates.  Or it may be somebody within the factory” (Ibid. :39). An Organiser engages in 

two simultaneous processes of articulating collective problems, as well as collective action. 

The Organisers bring workers together from all the departments of a factory, inform 

workers that all their problems cannot be solved at once, the potential for a long drawn out 

struggle and that it is their struggle not a struggle that the union will take on behalf of them 

(Ibid. :41). The emergence of a factory organisation is an outcome of discussions between 

workers from different parts of the factory. With workers committed to formally joining 

the union, the aim is to give the organisation a structure by electing worker representatives 

from each department. The timing of the organising process is significant for building 

organisations. In order to gain confidence of workers, the suggestion is to hold elections 

when a considerable number of workers have joined the union.  

“It is important not to hold elections too soon. If you hold elections in a 

department where there are only a few members in the union, this might cut the 

union from the other workers. The person elected might not have the confidence of 

the other workers, and they might not be willing to join”(Ibid. :41). 

 

Gaining management recognition relates to the legal environment, as well as management 

attitudes. The legal requirements are generally stringent and management reactions vary 

from outright refusal to a full agreement with formal dispute settlement procedures. Two 

key factors influencing union recognition include the skill and organisation of the workers 

and the attitude of employers’ (Ibid. :42). In order to enhance union capacities for 

negotiation, the Handbook here refers to a separate Negotiation handbook. 

  

There are two different ways of approaching the management. First, to approach from 

outside, where the local organiser or the Trade Union Secretary discusses with the 

employer the significance of trade unions. Second, from inside, where the worker’s 

representative within the workplace makes the initial approach. Since the workers and their 

representatives in the factory know the employer best, their perspective in approaching 

workers is critical. Using both approaches together is recommended to avoid worker 

suspicion of union leaders, as well as management suspicions of unions. Workers often 

decide to organise following a strike in the workplace. The strike itself may already have 

led to negotiations with employers and these negotiations can include discussions about 

union recognition. In other instances, the pace and method of approaching workers is 
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primarily influenced by the power dynamic between the management and workers. In 

approaching the management, the aim is to encourage both formal and informal methods. 

This may take the form of direct formal negotiations over recognition or dealing with 

problems (such as worker pension, overtime calculations, and so on) on an informal basis.  

“Workers will have to decide whether they should start straight away by 

negotiating over recognition, or whether they should first begin to deal with 

problems on an informal basis” (Ibid. :43). 

 

The main task of Organisers is to build trust among workers. “This question of keeping the 

trust of the workers is very important. The main weapon of management is division among 

workers”(Ibid. :44). The management strategies to divide the representative from workers 

can take the form of spreading rumours that the representatives have sold out; try to use 

representatives for their own ends; use representatives to give orders to workers; and by 

making them supervisors (Ibid.). In order to resist these management strategies, the 

workers build trusting relations by fully participating in the process of gaining 

management recognition. “Workers in each factory need to draw up a plan of how to work 

for full recognition of their unions.” And in combining deciding with doing, “All the 

members must participate in the preparation and the implementation of the plan” (Ibid.). 

   

There are alternative strategies in the event that union recognition turns out to be a drawn 

out struggle. Since the management cannot ignore combined action of workers, the union 

can decide on the most effective ways of forcing employers to recognise their grievances 

(Ibid. :45). Therefore, workers can be informed about their legal rights and those rights can 

be defended, if necessary, by taking the employer to court. The union may also use other 

workplace committees, such as liaison committees or employee councils, to promote 

workers’ interests (Ibid.). 

 

Once the union is recognised there are two main concerns. First, to negotiate a full 

agreement regarding wages and working conditions in the workplace. Second, to initiate a 

system of employer compliance with the agreement. Both concerns relate to extending 

rights to the unions and to their workplace representatives (shop steward). The shop 

steward is now freed to take up workers complaints and addressing them within fully 

recognised dispute settlement procedures. Consequently, decisions are made from the 

practical experiences in the workplace.  
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“But in all this, we must remember that in each factory conditions are different, so 

it is important that those workers who are members of the union discuss their 

factory thoroughly with the union Secretary and out of these discussions will come 

a plan of action” (Ibid. :45). 

 

3.3.3.5. Workplace Unity 

Workplace unity concerns uniting and building on pre-existing worker relations for the 

purpose of collective action. The aim is to deepen and broaden unity by including more 

workers and making these bonds efficacious. “The trade union is the workers united 

through an organisational structure” (Ibid. :47). Workers express mutuality in multiple 

ways. “Even when there is no union, the workers come together and help one another in 

various ways” (Ibid.). Within this mutuality are workers who get treated as leaders by 

others. The factory organisation of production and the size of the factory often spread out 

these leaders separating one another. While these leaders may not necessarily come in to 

form a union, the aim of workplace unity is to strengthen these bonds of mutuality.  

 

In building unity, the mass meeting is the first and most significant method to enhance 

mutuality, by coming together to discuss and to make decisions. Given the constraints of 

having regular mass meetings, union representatives at the workplace (shop stewards) form 

the nodes linking diverse groups of workers. The union representative’s activities include: 

sustaining close contact with members of the group whom he or she represents and 

meeting regularly with representatives from other departments to share information (Ibid. 

:48). The number of workers represented by union representatives or workers per 

representative is determined primarily by factors in a particular workplace context.  

 

The shop steward or the workplace representative has a dual role representing and uniting 

workers.  

“The better the shop steward represents the workers in negotiating with 

management and in getting complaints solved, the better he or she can unite the 

workers” (IIE, 1975:48).  

In building a strong union, the shop steward’s aim is to include all workers as union 

members. Moreover, the shop steward attends meetings while encouraging all members to 

attend; keeping workers informed on all union activities; collects union subscriptions; and 

works together with other union members (Ibid. :50). Within the workplace, the union 

representatives have a direct interest in knowledge about the agreement, the department, 
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the workers and the management (Ibid. :53). The discussion here gives a detailed 

description of a shop steward’s tasks and ways to accomplish them. The union officials 

also have duties towards the shop stewards, these include training them to carry out their 

duties; providing information about the factory and union policy, and as a last resort 

assisting with complaints that they cannot handle by themselves (Ibid. :61). Choosing an 

appropriate shop steward is significant for clearly communicating workers’ interests to the 

management.  

“The shop steward must speak FOR workers, so it is not a good idea to choose 

somebody, like a foreman or a supervisor, whose job it is to speak for 

management” (Ibid. :63).  

The orientation here is to encourage and activate “ordinary” workers to become workplace 

representatives. “Normally a shop steward should be an ordinary worker”. Acknowledging 

practical and tacit knowledge, workers are encouraged to learn by doing. “They should be 

willing to learn and willing to admit to their own mistakes when they make mistakes” 

(Ibid.). 

 

Figure 3. 5.   Members, Representatives and Officials  

                       (Source: IIE, 1975:152) 
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3.3.3.6. The Factory (workplace) Committees   

The factory committees are forums of union representatives within the workplace that co-

ordinate worker activities of different departments and speak for the workers as a whole 

(Ibid. :65). The functioning of factory committees are influenced by relations with the 
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employer. While a recognised union gains more room to manoeuvre, a non-recognised 

union’s factory committee is forced to meet outside the workplace, making it difficult to 

organise meetings for all workers. For the factory committee to function properly there are 

three main issues. First, the committee must be able to decide who can attend their 

meetings. Particularly, this is to meet freely without the intervention of management or 

management representatives. Second, the committee must be able to meet freely with the 

workers whom they represent.  This is to encourage regular meetings, collectively as well 

as individually to keep all informed. Third, the committee must be able to get assistance 

from outside when needed, such as legal advice or resources to pay for such advice. The 

committee might also need assistance with workers in other workplaces for some issues 

and collective campaigns. The committees are open to establishing and activating external 

relations in order to reinforce their power. 

 

Workplace committees represent collective interests of workers to the management. 

Maintaining close relationships with workers and building trust among workers are crucial. 

“The workers generally distrust anybody who talks with the management” (Ibid. :67). Thus 

ensuring good relations with the workers relates to encouraging regular elections to keep 

the representatives responsive and responsible, regular meetings exclusively with all the 

workers, and reporting to the workers on all committee activities (Ibid. :68).  

 

Protecting active workers’ representatives is a key concern for building strong workplace 

committees. “Management does not seem to like active workers’ representatives” (Ibid. 

:69). Members of the factory committees must be protected from victimisation by the 

management and establish formal mechanisms to communicate with the management. If 

the management recognises a workers’ organisation that must include protection of 

workers’ representatives against victimisation. “Many have used this (reduction of work 

force) as an excuse to get rid of workers’ representatives, by making sure that they are 

included among the workers who are laid off”. In order to prevent this, “Management must 

agree that elected workers’ representatives must be the last to be fired if the number of 

workers is reduced” (Ibid. :70). Along with promoting clear procedures for management 

dismissal of factory committee members, the Handbook refers to the ILO Workers 

Representative Recommendation No. 143, consisting of specific rights of factory 

committees. These rules are geared towards protecting factory committees from 

management strategies to undermine unions and victimise workers’ representatives. (Ibid. 

:72).  
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The decision-making in factory committees take two forms: personal meetings and joint 

meetings of the factory committee with Management representatives (Ibid. :70). On 

personal meetings, the rule is “no workers' representative should ever meet alone with 

management” (Ibid. :71). In the case they do, it is recommended to take another worker 

along. This is aimed at building trust between workers and the committee. Moreover, the 

purpose is to have witnesses in order to hold the management accountable for their 

promises. This chapter on factory committees ends with describing the ways to co-ordinate 

workplace union activities by the workers’ representatives.  

 

The establishment of employer-promoted management-worker committees, distinguished 

between “Works committee or Liaison committee”, is aimed at undermining union 

formations. This strategy of restraining unions rights along race, in apartheid South Africa, 

parallels the territorial differentiation of union rights as in the case of Export Processing 

Zones. “By giving some workers Trade Unions, and other workers something different, 

these laws divide workers” (Ibid. :74). Some employers in the “Zones” in Sri Lanka have 

established similar management-worker committees, limited in scope of their rights and 

freedoms (Ch. 9). While taking into account the limitations of these committees, the 

Handbook suggests ways of promoting worker’s rights though such a mechanism, 

including establishing relations with worker organisations outside (Ibid. :82).  

 

3.3.4. Union Democracy: Outside the Workplace 

While worker organisations inside the workplace are important, the efficacy of one 

workplace organisation is interdependent with other workplaces. These outside relations 

are necessary in order to enhance solidarity among all workers to form a collective voice 

capable of negotiating with the employer associations and the government. These alliances 

are also aimed at pooling knowledge, information, training and assistance (Ibid. :87). 

Mostly these are ways to build worker capacities that “only a big organisation can 

provide”(Ibid.).  

 

Trade union democracy concerns a system of representatives co-ordinating a range of 

power relations, commitments and aspirations. “There will always be workers who 

understand better than others the need for a trade union…who are more willing to work to 

bring about unity”. The workers in each workplace elect representatives whose task is to 

co-operate with representatives from other workplaces.  These representatives are leaders 
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that emerge from the ranks of workers with diverse understandings of trade unions and of 

worker unity. In formulating and negotiating a collective will, union democracy involves 

balancing the workers’ needs with their leaders’ initiatives. This balance is achieved on the 

basis of “representation and participation”. The guiding principles of representation and 

participation, and broadly worker unity, are articulated in the union’s constitution. “This 

means that every worker must know and understand the union constitution” (Ibid. :88).  

 

In terms of organisational architecture, the Branch union co-ordinates activities of the large 

unions. These smaller units emerge as a factor of large membership and the geographic 

spread of workers. Generally a Branch executive and a Branch executive committee (BEC) 

is elected to carryout decisions made at the Branch meeting for workers in a specific 

geographic area. The BEC office bearers include a chairperson, vice-chairperson, treasurer, 

minutes secretary and signatories. The BEC meets at least once a month to ensure that the 

officials are carrying out their duties. It also holds emergency meetings. The BEC has to 

keep close contact with the members in their factories, as well as the union officials.  

While members of the Branch executive committee are only part-time union workers, they 

also appoint full-time staff to run the Union office and to help workers.  

 

3.3.4.1. Branch Meetings and Policies 

The Branch meeting is a key forum of worker participation where workers decide the 

activities and the orientation of their union. At the Branch meeting, the BEC reports on 

work done since the last meeting and the financial status during the period. The BEC also 

puts forward a budget and an agenda for the upcoming period.  The members see what is 

happening in terms of work done by the union, how their money is being spent and discuss 

and agree on BEC suggestions. The BEC elections are held once every two years through a 

process of open (show of hands) or secret ballot. While the show of hands leaves room for 

various forms of intimidation, the closed ballot also allows for corruption. Meanwhile, the 

union constitution usually spells out the conditions for conducting elections by a 

“scrutineer” or an independent monitor (Ibid. :92). 

 

Union policies emerge from collective decisions made on a range of issues. While some 

issues apply to all workers, some may apply to a particular group of workers or only to one 

worker. The internal system of organisation makes it possible for these decisions to be 

made quickly and in accordance with the principle of unity. In this system of combining 

“principle with delegation”, “the superior body lays down ‘the Principle’, and then 

 151



 

delegates the authority to act in terms of that principle (to other bodies within the union)” 

(Ibid. :94).  

 

The basic principles of policy are decided at a mass meeting of all workers, or in a large 

union, at an annual delegates conference. The workers appoint an executive which has to 

act within the principles of policy, which the workers have laid down.  The executive 

makes further decisions delegating policy implementation to appointed officials. While 

these officials also have autonomy to make decisions, it is kept within the boundaries of 

the policy laid down by the executive. In this process, the workers set the parameters of the 

union policy, while allowing officials autonomy to function within those parameters. The 

policy laid down by the workers binds all ⎯ workers, officials and the executive.  

“The democratic unity of the union means that every member of the union must 

accept a decision taken by majority vote after full and free discussion of the issue” 

(Ibid. :95).  

 

3.3.4.2. Decision Making at Meetings 

With democratic participation a key focus, meeting procedures are explained in a separate 

chapter in the Handbook. “The heart of union democracy is good meeting procedure” (Ibid. 

:97). Some of the core principles of a democratic meeting include: all the people entitled to 

attend the meeting must be able to attend, they must know what the meeting is about, 

everybody must have the right to speak, and the decisions reached must be fair (Ibid.).  

 

The principles of democracy are set in motion within formal meeting procedures. The 

discussion on meeting procedures include: call to order, the reading of previous meeting’s 

minutes, matters arising from minutes, reports of officers and committees, resolutions, 

voting, general discussions and the date of next meeting. This accompanies a list of tasks 

for the chairperson. These formal processes form the basis to deepen democracy of 

collectively deciding and doing. The main focus here is to encourage open communication 

to gain a clear understanding of organisational strategies and objectives. For example, 

regarding resolutions  

“everybody should know exactly what the discussion is about. Everybody should 

have a chance to give their opinion. There should be a clear decision taken at the 

end of the discussion” (Ibid. :104). 
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The relationship between the workers and full-time officials involves mutual 

responsibilities and duties. Officials are appointed “because members are all workers, they 

cannot look after the union offices themselves” (Ibid. :108). These officials “do not own 

the union”, and are responsible to the BEC and to the members.  

 

The Secretary and the Organisers are the two main union officials. The Secretary’s duty is 

to supervise general office operations and other full-time officials. As a result of their 

knowledge of the functioning of the union, the Secretary is often the most powerful person 

in the union. Given this power of the Secretary, it is important that the members are able to 

control the Secretary. While some unions elect the Secretary at a Branch Meeting, others 

appoint their Secretary by the BEC. All important matters should be decided by the BEC. 

The Secretary should report to the BEC, so that the BEC can see that its decisions are 

being implemented (Ibid. :108). The Organisers can also be appointed by the BEC or 

elected by all the members at a Branch Meeting. While going out to the workplaces to find 

out member grievances and trying to assist them if possible, the Organisers’ also have to 

recruit new members. 

 

The selection of union Secretaries and Organisers emphasise contextual dynamics. Should 

they be chosen by all the members or by the BEC? How, if necessary, should they be 

dismissed? Should the Secretary and the Organisers be chosen from among the members of 

the Union? For example, dismissal of an official may be difficult if there is a Contract of 

Employment. Moreover, the selection of officials from the membership may undermine 

those with some special training from outside. It is recommended that the members gather 

formal knowledge from labour institutes, in addition to their practical and tacit knowledge. 

 “It helps if you make sure that many members of the Union have done courses 

like those of the IIE and so have learnt some of the things which a Secretary and an 

Organiser need to know” (Ibid. :109). 

 

3.3.4.3. Officials’ Code of Conduct 

The “code of conduct” lays out the duties and responsibilities of officials. For registered 

unions governed by legal norms, such as the Industrial Conciliation Act, there are specific 

legal guidelines on duties of a union Secretary (Ibid. :109). The aim of duties and 

responsibilities is to encourage participatory democratic mechanisms which integrate 

officials with the worker struggles. The officials are employees of the union and are 

responsible for the members. “But the BEC and the members of the Union must not boss 
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them around they must treat them as they would like all workers to be treated by there 

employers” (Ibid.: 110).  

 

The code of conduct primarily concerns the role of officials, and centres around issues of 

responsibility and respect. “To work for the union is to participate in the workers' struggle 

for their rights. It is not a career or a way of getting rich” (Ibid.: 110). The main issues of 

ethical practice concern austerity, unity and criticism, delegation, primacy of workers' 

interests, education and dismissal. Austerity concerns the ethical role of officials who are 

paid by the workesr, and “they must expect to live at the same standard of living as their 

fellow workers”. It is important that union “officials must receive enough money to allow 

them to live, to support their dependants, and to carry on with the struggle”. However, 

“under no circumstances will it allow officials’ salaries to run ahead of factory wages”. 

Given the union is a movement, or a counter-organisation, the different needs of the 

struggle determine the hours worked and wages. Aimed at avoiding hierarchies, the basis 

for wage differences is need rather than any set pattern of staff grades.  

“As the union believes in equality of all people, it will not grade its staff… 

Responsibility is an honour and a privilege in itself. Wages cover needs; they are 

not rewards” (Ibid.: 110).  

 

3.3.4.4. Unity and Criticism 

The primary responsibility of officials is to maintain worker unity. “The meaning of union 

is unity” (Ibid. :111). Unity here deepens formal (mechanical) relationships by recognising 

the right to dissent.  

“Real unity requires that there should be free criticism and discussion within the 

union. Real unity requires democracy. But, democracy is criticism and discipline” 

(Ibid.).  

The unity of the union is based on a movement that seeks criticism of constraints. At the 

same time, discipline implies a serious concrete commitment towards sustaining such a 

movement. In effect, “criticism must remain within the union, must be made within proper 

union structures”. Once decisions are made, it is the duty of all officials to implement 

policy, “whether they agree with it or not” (Ibid.).  A major constraint to unity is false 

rumours, which is “one of the major weapons used by employers and other enemies of 

unions” (Ibid.).   To start or spread rumours is a serious breach of discipline, and should be 

reported to individuals concerned. 
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Delegation is a key task of union officials, since workers directly or indirectly make union 

policies. As a result, union officials are held accountable and  “may not act beyond the 

scope of their powers delegated to them”. The aim here is to reinforce democratic 

mechanisms of mandates and accountability.   

“In any unusual circumstances, they should not take action without reference to the 

BEC or the BEC chairman, or other relevant factory representatives. This applies 

particularly to any situation, such as a possible strike, in which the union as a 

whole may be threatened” (Ibid. :112).  

Keeping the workers informed is critical for accountability. “All actions, taken by officials 

must be reported back to the workers at the earliest possible time”(Ibid.).  

 

The key principles of accountability and mandates is “Worker interest first”. The strategies 

aimed at reinforcing officials’ responsibility and respect towards the workers include : 

respecting union institutions, the workers, the workers’ money and property (Ibid.).  The 

respect for union institutions includes attending meetings and accepting union discipline.  

Meanwhile, the respect for workers relates to treating them as equals (fellows) not as 

clients. The tendency to treat workers as clients is epitomised by economic unionism (Ch. 

2.4.). In contrast, “Handling complaints from workers must be seen as a task of building 

worker unity” (Ibid.). The respect for workers’ money concerns the officials’ responsibility 

for collecting money and accounting for it. Finally, the respect for workers’ property 

relates to avoiding opportunities of corruption.  

 

In encouraging ethical and informed practices of officials, education is central. Educating 

union officials is aimed at improving their performance, responsibly and competency.  

“In order to carry out their duties properly union officials need training. Such 

training programmes are not optional extras. They are part of the officials’ job, and 

the officials have a duty to take part fully in the training programmes”(Ibid.: 113).  

The dismissal of union officials not performing competently, is linked with responsibility. 

The point of entry to discuss the dismissal, recognises the difficulties of being a union 

official. “The job of a union official is very difficult and demanding”(Ibid.).  The officials 

may be dismissed for “not performing their duties adequately”, or for persistently acting 

contrary to the interests of the union. The decision for dismissal is made by the BEC, and 

the officials have the right to be present at the meeting. Accepting the decision of the union 

is also the responsibility of officials, implying respect for workers’ interests. “To fight 

against it, to make threats and to spread rumours will only harm the cause of the workers” 
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(Ibid.). While dismissals are approached as a breach of mediated trust, it accompanies an 

ethic of care.  “Any dismissed official may remain as a union member and may return to 

union activity in the factories”(Ibid.).   

 

3.3.4.5. Union Finances 

Union finances concern the use of member subscriptions. “Each union will have slightly 

different things for which it uses its money” (Ibid. :114). Unions need money to build 

unions and this includes office rent, telephone, office equipment; wages and benefits for 

officials; their transport, allowances for attending meetings, congresses, and conferences 

with other unions; publications and recruiting campaigns; and for training union officials 

and workers (Ibid.). Unions pay benefits to members for: the death of a member, wife or 

husband or child, doctors and medical attention; lawyers and legal help; victimisation, 

strikes, unemployment, sickness, retirement, loans and welfare (Ibid.). The unions’ 

position on benefits is diverse and depends on the specific context. Consequently, the 

members are encouraged to democratically decide whether certain benefits, such as 

pensions and medical benefits, should be provided by the employers (Ibid. :115).  

However, the employer will not provide benefits which are important for unions such as: 

victimisation benefits, strike pay and legal aid (Ibid.).  

“No union can provide all these benefits by itself. This is why it is important for all 

the different unions to co-operate so that they can work together to provide the best 

benefits at the lowest cost” (Ibid. :116).  

 

Union subscription is its’ sustenance and the rate is generally determined by the wage level 

of its members and the number of members. As a general rule, subscription rates are just 

above 1% of a monthly salary of a member. While this general rule is expressed in the 

context of South Africa in 1975, it applies to the case of Sri Lanka in 2001. Subscriptions 

are collected in three different ways: the members bring it to the union office; union 

officials collect the money from each worker at the factory; or the money is deducted from 

wages by a “stop-order” or a “check-off” system. The first method of collecting 

subscriptions can only work with small unions. For this, the union office must be in the 

same local area where all members live and work. The second method applies to all 

unregistered unions, where special Collectors are appointed to collect dues from workers, 

each pay period or month.   
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The collectors may be full-time Organisers who are responsible for each workplace, or 

shop stewards (workplace representatives), or leading workers in each factory.  The 

Collector plays one of the important roles in the union, since he or she meets the members 

regularly. The Collector exchanges information with the workers, assessing the workers’ 

attitude towards the union; conveys the general attitude of members to the full-time union 

officials; informs the union if workers have left work, or are sick or quit the union; and 

recruits new members (Ibid.: 118). Keeping a written record of collections and payments is 

critical for efficient and accountable functioning of the union. “Whenever people deal with 

money, it is important that everything should be written down, so that nothing can get lost 

or stolen” (Ibid.).   

 

The collection of subscriptions through stop orders (check-off) is a method most unions 

use. The employers are legally responsible to establish this system once the union is 

recognised by the employer, and the union membership fulfils the legal requirements to 

establish the system. The stop-order system has benefits as well as constraints. The benefits 

of the stop-order system include: a steady income for the union; not having to worry about 

collecting money, leaving more time for the union to organise and improve services for its 

members; unions gain legitimacy with employers; and workers do not stop paying dues 

because of small disagreements.  

 

The main constraint of the check-off system is the distancing of personal relations between 

the union and its members. When checks are remitted straight to the union, there is less 

contact between the unions and members. Consequently, the members can easily lose 

interest in the union. Because the union has a steady income stream, it is easier for the 

officials to become bureaucratic and not work hard for their members. In the event, the 

employer suddenly ends the stop-order system, particularly at a difficult time, such as a 

strike, the union would have to start a collecting system very quickly amidst new 

difficulties. The stop-order system could also tie the union closely with the employer, 

which might lead to other compromise in order to sustain the system. 

  

3.3.4.6. The Union Local  

A union Local or a ‘Local’ is made up of the workers from a few factories, which are close 

together (Ibid. :143). It is a community space for workers from diverse workplaces to come 

together to help one another, to co-operate and to share common resources. The Local is a 

meeting place, a space for union representatives and members to share information and a 
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training centre (to pool their knowledge). “Often different trade unions in the same area 

can share the same local office. This helps different trade unions to co-operate” (Ibid.).  

 

The Local committee, elected by the union members of the Local, meets once every two 

weeks to talk about the affairs of the Local. The Local committee has four main tasks: 

arrange training programs for shop stewards by co-ordinating with the Organiser and the 

Branch office; monitor the Organiser's visit to the factories; make sure that workers 

complaints are dealt with immediately; and make sure money is being collected regularly 

by the Collectors (Ibid.: 145). This relatively short chapter on the union Local ends with 

describing functions of Local committee members, particularly the Secretary who has the 

most work (Ibid.: 146). 

 

3.3.4.7. Recruiting 

The Recruitment Committee is concerned with the growth of unions. “For all unions it is 

very important to keep on recruiting new members”(Ibid.: 147). Building worker solidarity 

is far from an automatic process. Workers generally have to be informed and persuaded 

that there is a union, why it is important, and what the union can do for them. “Workers 

who do not join unions that make them weaker”, and it is also “not fair that some workers 

should benefit from improvements which the union gains, without themselves being 

members” (Ibid.). While recruitment of new workers is often the task of workplace union 

representatives, many unions have a Recruitment Committee. The Recruitment Committee 

has three tasks: monitor the shop stewards' efforts to recruit; co-ordinate recruiting where 

the union is not strong enough to have a shop steward system; and initiate "regular 

recruiting drives to encourage all workers to belong, and help the shop stewards in their 

recruiting work” (Ibid.). The aim here is to highlight responsibilities of the committee 

towards the shop steward and create a sense of belonging among workers. 

 

The “recruiting drive” is a carefully planned exercise. Accordingly, recruiting is launched 

after assessing where the union most needs to do the recruiting. How many members the 

union has in each workplace? Which departments in each workplace are weak, and which 

are strong? Is the target to recruit all the members in a few factories, or some members in 

each factory? (Ibid.). 

 

Recruiting involves three main forms of activities. First, the members of the union must 

talk to individual non-members. The Recruitment Committee decides the best people to 
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deploy and co-ordinate things to be done and who should be approached and where. 

Second, the dissemination of information about the union is central to recruiting. The 

Committee decides what the new members will want to know about the union, and prepare 

pamphlets or a special newspaper, explaining the Constitution of the union and how the 

union works. This also includes explaining the need for subscriptions and how the 

subscriptions will be spent to improve their situation. Third, meetings should be held for 

encouraging non-members to join. It is important to hold these meetings close to 

workplaces at convenient times for workers and to make these meetings lively discussions. 

The recruiting drive is an important part of the educational work of the union (Ibid.: 149). 

While informing “non-members what a Union is for”, it also contributes to making 

“members themselves more interested in the Union” (Ibid.).  

 

The recruitment drive is an integral part of union growth. It is often the case that the union 

Officials become “satisfied once the union is a big enough union to pay their salaries” 

(Ibid.). They can easily feel that the “fewer members they have the fewer complaints they 

have”. However, “once the union stops growing it starts dying” (Ibid. :149). “Young 

workers stop joining the union.” Bargaining power of the union is “weakened by non-

union factories and workers”. The union loses its capacity to empower even its older 

members. Gradually they also feel that they are “wasting their money by paying 

subscriptions”, and “In the end there is nothing left at all” (Ibid. :150).  

 

3.3.4.8. Organisational Knowledge  

Worker education is central to overcoming internal constraints, particularly in terms of 

organisational knowledge. The strength of the union is not simply the financial status of the 

union, but the active participation of union members. If the members are not active, the 

duty of the representatives and the Officials is to find out reasons and intervene to change 

the situation (Ibid. :151).  

 

The internal constraints of unions also relate to the over-emphasis on formal procedures 

that reinforce internal power hierarchies.  There are two major organisational constraints. 

First, the preoccupation with union procedures, its rules and structures, that subordinates 

members’ interests. “Rules do not do anything. They only make it possible for the 

members to do something” (Ibid.). Second, the regression of the union into an autocracy or 

a "bad" bureaucracy. This highlights the concentration of knowledge about the union 
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among union officials and representative, and the use of this knowledge to undermine 

workers.  

“The people who know least are the members, while the representative know more 

than the members but less than the officials. This means that if the officials or the 

representative are bad or corrupt, they might still be able to hide it from the 

members. But this is not such a big danger if the members are active” (Ibid. :153). 

 

In evading internal constraints, worker education is aimed at acknowledging the division of 

labour within unions and rules that co-ordinate union activity. Understanding the union, in 

terms of its actors is the starting point for the discussion on organisationally relevant 

knowledge and worker education. Unions involve three different groups of people: first,  

there are union members, second, the representatives who “the members choose to run the 

union for them”, and third, the officials who are “appointed by the members and the 

representatives to do the actual work of unions”. In order for the union to function 

efficiently, there are organisational rules. The rules might be good in themselves to co-

ordinate activities. However, the aim of the organisation is to sustain an active 

membership.  

“All the organisation of the Union, all the rules about Branches and BEC and 

meetings, are made to ensure that the representatives represent the workers, and 

that the Officials work for the workers” (Ibid. :151). 

 

Worker education, which combines specialised, practical and tacit knowledge, takes place 

in two ways. The union organises education for its members and/or education takes place 

in the “actual running of the Union” (Ibid. :154). Worker education by way of publishing 

pamphlets and newspapers is aimed at informing workers about what is happening in the 

union and about the industry. In combining specialised knowledge, the union also 

organises lectures for the workers and special training programmes for union 

representatives and workers.  

 

The practical and tacit knowledge of organisation relates to education taking place in the 

“actual running of the union”. This reinforces the sharing and the pooling of information 

for the mutual self-development of workers, representatives and officials. “Everything that 

happens in the union must be used to help people learn” (Ibid. :154). The emphasis here is 

on a broad educative process, learning from the experiential knowledge of workers. If the 

representatives feel that the members do not understand what is happening, then the 

 160



 

Branch meetings can be used to educate the members. “It is the workers who know best 

what their problems are. The officials and the representatives must always be ready to learn 

from the workers” (Ibid.). Education involves: educating Branch and Local Committee 

members on conducting meetings and their tasks; training Organisers, training union 

representatives about how to handle complaints and how to help members; and educating 

all its members about the significance of worker solidarity and the problems faced by the 

union (Ibid. :155).  

  

Figure 3. 6.   Democratic Unionism  
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Since education is central for overcoming internal constraints, setting up a special 

education committee is recommended. The Education Committee: a) decides what kind of 

education is most needed, such as Collective Agreements, grievance procedures, and so on; 

b) resources available for an education programme, such as a convenient space, transport, 

teaching resources (books, pamphlets, videos) good educators, and so on.; and  c) the best 

way to run such a programme, such as the curriculum and the length of the course. The 

approach to education also encourages forms of self-tutelage.  “Educate yourself” is the 

final sub-title of the handbook. “As an active trade unionist it is your duty also to educate 

yourself”. Focusing on industry, economy and society, the handbook recommends reading 

daily newspapers, trade union journals, handbooks, books on economics, trade unions and 

country specific literature. 

 

To sum up, the democratic union model, described above, illustrates a participatory 

democratic approach to organising worker solidarity. Acknowledging the potential for 

complex organisations to give way to "bad" bureaucracies, the goal is to link deciding with 
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doing, where workers are kept informed and encouraged to actively participate. The core 

principles of ethical practice for elected representatives and officials are based on mandates 

and accountability. By recognising knowledge as a necessary condition for democracy, the 

aim is to combine specialised knowledge with practical and tacit knowledge. In turn, this 

union model illustrates an inclusive and a flexible mode of organising worker solidarity 

that encourages a pooling and a sharing of knowledge, capable of building union, as well 

as worker capacities.  

 

3.4. Moral Economy and Trade Unions 

The democratic and bureaucratic unionism models express the ways in which worker 

solidarity is actualised in practice. In comparing these two models, the focus here shifts 

from trade union problems with humans to human problems with trade unions. In a broad 

perspective these human problems relate to the ways in which trade unions enable or 

constrain the building of human capacities. In particular, how can these union models build 

human capacities along the lines of a productive character that encourages thinking, loving 

and imagination? This leads to analysing elements of participatory democracy that enable 

individuals to gain control over their lives (in terms of the totality of social and material 

relations) and to act creatively and honestly with each other. The analysis is primarily a 

normative assessment concerning issues of trust and care.   

 

An ethic of care includes inter-related elements of responsibility, respect, and knowledge 

(sec. 3.2.1.5.). For the bureaucratic union, the unitary goal of collective bargaining situates 

“efficiency” as an absolute value separating facts from normative considerations. 

Consequently, organisational knowledge and power is concentrated and centralised in the 

leadership and officials. By reinforcing rigid hierarchical power relations, the boundaries 

of responsibilities and respect are narrowed to a set of formal tasks. In the process, the 

leadership and officials along with the workers no longer feel responsible for building 

worker unity. With the workers no longer feeling responsible, the officials can evade their 

responsibilities to nurture autonomous creative initiative or active participation. In turn, the 

leadership and officials of bureaucratic unions, reproduce the “iron law” of oligarchy, 

which undermines the conditions for encouraging mutual respect.  

 

For the democratic union, knowledge is central to internal democracy. With worker unity 

and growth as core value orientations, organisational “efficiency” is a necessary condition 

but not sufficient for achieving negotiated organisational goals. Thus, workers are 
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responsible for the organisation and for strategies to overcome their problems. While 

expert knowledge is pursued, the emphasis is on encouraging tacit knowledge and 

experiments where workers learn by way of everyday practices. Officials and members 

learn from each other, with positive feedback mechanisms that recognise mistakes in order 

to learn from them. With organisational knowledge decentralised, the aim is to encourage 

membership initiative and autonomous creative activity where leaders and officials are 

responsible for co-ordinating these activities. Thus,  fostering organisational structures that 

promote mutual responsibility, such as the conduct of meetings, reporting and mandates, 

reinforces conditions for mutual respect.  

 

The encouragement of mutual respect between workers and union officials is a significant 

feature of democratic unions. The growth and unity of the union involves nurturing norms 

of collective responsibility. With criticism and discipline as the basis for unity, mutual 

respect is reinforced through collective decision making. Consequently, unity is unity-in-

diversity as well as diversity-in-unity, which acknowledge and respect differences and 

relative autonomy of union actors. It is based on meeting the other morally and 

understanding their perspectives. The code of conduct for officials, emphasising ethical 

practices, also elaborates an ethic of care for workers. The mutual respect and 

responsibility, grounded in a continuous learning by doing process, espouses a deeper 

understanding of collective interests and interdependencies between the self and others.  

  
Table 3.1. Solidarity Overview 
 

Solidarity Mechanical  Organic 
Union model Bureaucratic Democratic 

Ethic of Care   
  Responsibility  Weak / Officials to workers Strong / mutual 
  Respect Weak / workers to officials Strong / mutual 
  Knowledge Specialised Specialised & tacit 
Trust Abstract Mediated, Concrete, 

Personalised 
Democracy Representative 

Unity-in-diversity 
Participatory 
Unity-in-diversity and 
Diversity-in-Unity 

 

 

For the bureaucratic unions, trust is primarily abstract trust, where workers are compelled 

to trust the bureaucracy for delivering the goods. The workers situated as “clients” or 

“customers”, lack knowledge of how the union functions, as well as their rights and 

responsibilities. Thus, abstract trust is reinforced by relying on expert systems, of technical 
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and administrative instrumental action, as well as perceived efficacy in the past. 

Meanwhile, the workers, aware of conditions in their own workplaces, are left sceptical 

about the trustworthiness and reliability of the bureaucratic union. Removed from the 

workplace and lacking deeper interest in workers’ real life experiences, bureaucratic unions 

undermine the formation of concrete and personalised trust, involving nurture and care, 

and friendships and loyalties. 

 

In contrast, for the democratic unions, building worker and union capacities is based on 

deepening trustworthiness and reliability of the union. The active participation of workers 

in deciding and doing, encourages trustworthiness and reliability of union processes. The 

democratic principles of accountability of officials and mandates by workers facilitate the 

potential for concrete forms of trust.  Accordingly, the openness in recognising mistakes, 

long drawn out struggles, and alternative ways of defending worker interests, expresses a 

truthfulness of judgement and a commitment to a deeper practice. In acknowledging 

contradictions, the open debate and criticism of union processes as the basis of unity favour 

forms of personalised trust that involve acts of nurture and care. 

 

3.4.1. Democracy and Solidarity: Reclaiming Real interests 

The transition towards reclaiming real interests of unions as moral economic agents or 

“swords of justice” concerns a normative assessment of bureaucratic and democratic 

unionism. Although the bureaucratic unions commit to worker unity and democratic 

principles, in practice they embody the contradictions of the market logic. Thus, returning 

to Michels’ “iron law of oligarchy” is instructive.  

 

According to Michels, democracy has in principle transformed rigid social hierarchies, but 

successive waves of democratic currents have sustained an oligarchy of ruling elite. 

Consequently, democracy  

“must remain purely ideal, possessing no other value than that of a moral criterion 

which renders it possible to appreciate the varying degrees of that oligarchy which 

is immanent in every social regime” (Michels, 1915:422).  

The “iron law of oligarchy” is grounded in a moral relativist position that “All scientific 

and human ideas have relative values” (Ibid. :424). However, the lack of any judgmental 

criteria to establish a preferred moral standpoint, leads Michels to a moral absolutism and a 

paternalistic, elitist, repressive vision of governance. “The ideal government would 

doubtless be that an aristocracy of persons at once morally good and technically efficient” 
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(Michels, 1915:425). Since what is “morally good” for Michels is relative, “technical 

efficiency” emerges as an absolute value which legitimises an oligarchy while closing off 

all alternatives.  

 

Bureaucratic unionism complements the market ideology of competitive individualism 

which separates means and ends of economic activity from normative evaluation. 

Similarly, by de-linking “facts” of organisation from values of workers' solidarity, 

bureaucratic unionism reinforces instrumental relations (mechanical solidarity), which in 

turn, reproduces the separation of “is” from “ought” and suffocates hope (sec. 3.2.1.2.). As 

Michels asserts,  

“A realistic view of the mental condition of the masses shows beyond question that 

even if we admit the possibility of moral improvement in mankind, the human 

materials with whose use politicians and philosophers cannot dispense in their 

plans for social reconstruction are not of a character to justify excessive optimism. 

Within the limits of time for which human provision is possible, optimism will 

remain the exclusive privilege of utopian thinkers” (Michels 1915:420).  

This return to Michels is aimed at highlighting the core of bureaucratic “rationality”. While 

sanctioning elitist tendencies, bureaucratic unionism reinforces the status quo of power 

hierarchies and manufactures consent for an existing moral order. This seemingly value-

neutral rationality reinforces an organisational culture that “politically de-skills” its 

membership and restrains the possibility of an alternative moral-economy.  

 

The core of democratic unionism, from a normative standpoint, is based on humanist 

values. It situates unions as open-ended social organisations (or counter-organisations), 

capable of building worker capacities. While emphasising human interdependence in self-

development, democratic unionism intertwines elements of reasoning, love and creativity, 

as the basis of corporate agency. Thus, the development of attitudes, skills and procedures 

of participatory democracy is achieved through participation itself. This reflexive and 

creative approach to unions suggests a reinventing of organisational culture that is 

compatible with an “art of solidarity”. Participation here lays the basis for love as integral 

to articulating substantive and de-alienating relations between self and others. Oriented 

towards transforming mechanical forms of solidarity, democratic unionism expresses the 

possibilities of organic solidarity and of reasserting union identities as moral economic 

actors.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter examined the essential features of unions in terms of three main questions. It 

began with the question, what are trade unions? Trade unions represent not only economic 

and political actors, but also moral-economic agents. This normative definition of unions 

relates to their emergence in a specific historical context and their contestation of an 

existing moral economy as “swords of justice”. Trade unions emerged in a historical 

context of working class struggles against the commodification in labour markets and the 

exploitation in factory regimes. Simultaneously, trade unions highlighted that moral-

political values are not simply subjective individual preferences realised through markets. 

Moreover, union struggles revealed the possibility and the desirability of an alternative 

moral economy.  

 

The second question asked, what are their essential properties or real interest? The essence 

of trade union is solidarity. The shared value orientation in solidarity that articulates their 

real interests, is a desire to transform the conditions of commodification and exploitation. 

The real interest of solidarity highlights the social interdependence of human beings, in 

which, the self-emancipation of an individual is interdependent with the emancipation of 

all. Consequently, the transformative politics of unions articulates both unity-in-diversity, 

as well as diversity-in-unity. In reinventing the notion of community as a process and an 

arena, worker solidarity is aimed at deepening participatory democracy in all domains of 

life.  

 

Avoiding the dominant tendency to reduce union politics to representative politics, the aim 

of transformative politics is to intertwine the domain of movement politics with life 

politics. Thus, solidarity is about enhancing individual capacities of thinking, loving and 

creativity. In terms of substance, solidarity embodies two tendencies described as 

mechanical and organic solidarity. Mechanical solidarity complements the logic of 

competitive markets. Hence, it includes tendencies of competition, hierarchy and coercion. 

In contrast, organic solidarity concerns a community in movement, based on an ethic of 

care and trust. Accordingly, the real interest of trade unions is a transition from mechanical 

to organic forms of solidarity, grounded in the realm of consent, which encourages forms 

of participatory democracy. In nurturing individuals to act creatively, in a process of 

learning and doing, organic solidarity is also an art. Thus, the real interest of unions 

involves an art of solidarity that is both aesthetic as well as political, aimed at reinforcing 

transformative politics of unions.  
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The third question asked how solidarity is actualised in practice? In other words, how can 

trade unions organise in order to build human capacities? This involved two organisational 

models differentiated as bureaucratic and democratic unionism. While bureaucratic 

unionism depicts tendencies of mechanical solidarity, the democratic unionism opens the 

possibility of nurturing organic solidarity. Contrary to bureaucratic unionism that situates 

organisational knowledge in exclusively scientific form separating facts from values, 

democratic unionism suggests organisational knowledge as a social process, which 

involves a pooling and a sharing of knowledge. In encouraging forms of participatory 

democracy, democratic unionism is grounded in an ethic of trust and care that expresses 

the possibility of reinventing union identities as moral-economic actors or “swords of 

justice”.  

 

If the essence of unions is solidarity, in which ways are trade unions mobilising as moral-

economic actors in the realm of civil society? How can unions mobilise, as a community in 

movement, expressing the possibilities of an alternative moral economy? These are some 

key questions explored in the next chapter. 

  

  

 167



 

 

   

                                                 
1 The separation of moral from the political that is emphasised in the idea of civic virtue, also 

influenced the separation of feelings and reason (Tronto, 1993:52-55). This separation of feelings 
and reason reinforced a parallel distinction between women and men, that served to contain 
women within the household (Ibid.). With moral sentiment narrowed to the household “the 
Scottish moralists began to conceive of the household as an antidote to vanity, corruption and self 
interest" (Ibid.).  

2 Real human interests express an open-ended stratified reality involving three domains of reality:  
the actual, empirical and the real (Bhaskar, 1989:21). This avoids the collapse of different 
domains of reality to the category of experience in empiricist and neo-Kantian philosophies of 
science (Ibid).    

3 According to Bhaskar, "Generalised or master—slave relations are power relations of exploitation, 
domination, subjugation, oppression, repression and control, whether maintained directly or 
indirectly, by force of ideological legitimation and/or surveillance" (Baskar, 1993:175). 

4 Power is defined as a "transformative capacity intrinsic to the conception of action,… is the 
capacity to get one’s way against either the overt wishes and/or the real interests of others in 
virtue of structures of exploitation, domination, subjugation and control, i.e. generalised master—
stave-type relations" (Bhaskar, 1993:402).  Politics is characterised here as having to do with 
power and its exercise (Ibid. 1994:156). Power exists in many forms – "civic, military, 
authoritative, symbolic, physical and above all economic" (Ibid.).

5 Bhaskar situates love as the basis for real interests of human emancipation towards “good society” 
or eudaimonia, "The normative order [of eudaimonia] would be based on trust, solidarity and 
care, if not indeed love. If so, economic arrangements might be structured around a minimal 
visible standard of living in exchange for caring duties without the compulsion to work" (Bhaskar, 
1993:268). 

6 The use of mechanical and organic categories here interchanges Durkheim’s usage and avoids the 
reification of society in his usage, which undermine intentional activity of human beings  
(Bhaskar, 1989:81). In a critical realist framework, organic solidarity implies an opposition to 
ontological insecurity, instrumental rationality derived from the division of labour and 
Durkheimian expert systems (meritocracy) that propose maintaining social cohesion.  

7 The phenomenon of trust characterises a reflexive approach to social change. Reflexivity is 
defined here as "the capacity of an agent or an institution to monitor and account for its activity" 
(Bhaskar, 1993:274). 

8 According to Fromm, the basic elements of productive love include care, responsibility, respect 
and knowledge (Fromm, 1949:98). In Tronto’s ethic of care, the four ethical elements of care 
include: attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness (Tronto, 1994:127).  

9 Archer (1989) uses the terms ‘morphogenesis’ and ‘morphostatic’ in order to describe the interplay 
between structural and cultural factors of social elaboration.  

10 In contesting Michel’s characterisation of trade unions as petty-bourgeois clubs, Waterman 
highlights that “unlike the typical political organisations and aims of the industrial or petty-
bourgeoisie, the labour movement was originally conceived as international in structure and 
internationalist in aim” (Waterman, 1998:17-18). Moreover, while the industrial and petty-
bourgeoisie were pre-occupied with nation or state building, the labour movement was more 
concerned with social transformation (Waterman, 1998:17-18; Hobsbawm, 1988). 
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Generating a Social Movement : 

Social Movement Unionism 

 

 

 

 

 

With the essential characteristics of unions conceptualised as solidarity (Ch. 3.), this 

chapter aims to understand strategic choices unions face as civil society actors. In 

revitalising union resistance to neo-liberal globalisation (Ch. 2.), the focus is on 

features internal to unions that can generate a social movement.  

 

This chapter unfolds in two main sections. The first section examines the social 

movement literature, while the second section draws on this literature to assess the 

adequacy of trade union theory described as social movement unionism (SMU). The 

core of this chapter is about how to develop social power or corporate agency of unions 

at a time of deep crisis (Ch.1.). Therefore, the first section relates to a range of 

questions.  What do we mean by social movements? How do social movements arise? 

Why do they arise? What’s their nature? How do they create a power base? And how 

do they sustain this power when their power is reconstituted in civil society? The 

second section relates social movement theories to trade unions. How can social 

movement theories deepen the SMU framework? What were the concrete 

developments that led to the emergence of SMU? How does SMU, in its emphasis on 

unions’ movement dimension, redefine struggles in the realm of civil society?   

 

As an organised nucleus of the labour movement in civil society, trade unions embody 

the potential to engage in a counter hegemonic struggle (Ch. 2.). Based on linking life 
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politics with movement politics, this struggle involves a democratisation of state and a 

radical politicisation of civil society. In terms of internal trade union relations, the 

counter hegemonic struggle is a transition from facts to values, which contest the 

moral, ethical and cultural form of hegemony. In transforming the ways of acting, 

relating and thinking, this transition advance new identities. Thus, the rediscovery of 

the movement dimension involves a self-transformation of unions that reasserts their 

core values of solidarity (Ch. 3.). This reassertion of values expresses a revitalisation of 

unions as moral economic agents that link the organised with the unorganised and local 

with global struggles.   

 

4.1.1. Labour as a Spent Force? 

Is the labour movement a spent force? The characterisation of the labour movement as 

a spent force is a dominant tendency within social movement literature. The missing 

labour movement in the resistance literature (Ch. 2.) reflects this displacement of 

unions as credible actors in civil society. In terms of social movement theorising, 

Manual Castells articulates a formidable argument, negating the role of unions as a 

potential counter-hegemonic social movement. While his early work in the late 1970s 

(1977 and 78) focused on urban social movements that emphasised the class 

dimension, his more recent work displacing class struggle has highlighted politics of 

recognition in the realm of culture (Castells, 1998). For Castells, the labour movement 

represents a spent force because labour is localised, disaggregated in performance, 

fragmented in organisation, and diversified in its collective activity. As a result, the 

labour movement has exhausted its transformative capacity.  

“(L)abour unions are influential political actors in many countries. And in 

many instances they are the main, or the only, tools for workers to defend 

themselves against the abuses from capital and from the state. Yet…the labour 

movement does not seem fit to generate by itself and from itself a project 

identity able to reconstruct social control and to rebuild social institutions in 

the information Age. Labour militants will undoubtedly be a part of new, 

transformative social dynamics. I am less sure that labour unions will (Castells, 

1998:300). 

 

In Castells’ approach, the labour movement lacks the capacity to generate a project 

identity that “redefines their position in society”, and in the process “seeks the 

transformation of overall social structure” (Ch. 2.1.6). Before engaging with Castells 

argument (sec. 4.3.6.1.), what follows takes a closer look at social movement and trade 

union theories on strengthening the movement dimension of unions.  
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4.1.2. Social Movements 

What do we mean by social movements? Social movements are counter-hegemonic 

movements, which express a passage from the economic (egoistic-personal) to an 

ethico-political moment (Ch. 3.2.1.2.). The aim of this section is to explain the 

emergence of social movements, the dominant theoretical approaches and their 

articulation of an alternative hegemony.  

 

Social movements are understood mostly as an eighteenth century phenomenon which 

emerges in response to changes in the social organisation of production and 

reproduction (Wainwright, 1994:67). In contesting relations of power that generate 

conditions of oppression and exploitation, early forms of social movements included 

spontaneous protests, riots, and other forms of agitation. While some have been 

episodic (such as the anti-slavery movement) others have co-evolved with enduring 

structures of oppression (for example, the labour movement and the women's 

movement).   

 

Theorising on social movements can be traced to early writings on workers 

movements, which contested the conditions of emerging industrial societies and 

capitalist relations of production (Ibid.). Almost 150 years later, these early movements 

in the advanced capitalist countries were institutionalised and adapted within the liberal 

democratic political party system (Ibid. :67). Nevertheless, social movements have 

both multiplied and diverged in many different ways since late 1960s. The social 

movements in 1960s and 1970s expressed some new tendencies, representing 

“differences and disjunctures as well as continuities” (Ibid. :68). These movements –– 

involving students, workers, women, peace and ecology movements –– articulated 

social changes that could not be achieved within a state-centred framework (Ibid.). In 

contrast to the previous focus on representative politics influencing the state, the new 

movements aimed at democratising institutions of daily life, emphasising the realm of 

life politics. 

 

4.2. Theorising Social Movement 

Theories of contemporary social movements differ from earlier perspectives of 

collective behaviour tradition. The collective behaviour theories, particularly the 

Durkheimian tradition, defined collective action of social movements as “mass 

deviance, to be categorised alongside other mass departures from consensual norms, 

such as panics, crazes and fads” (Carroll, 1992:4). Theories of collective behaviour 
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(Smesler, 1963) situated social movements as the ‘Other’ to the rational, well-adjusted 

bourgeois individual and the rationalised organisations – of modernity” (Carroll, 

1992:4).1  In contrast, contemporary theories reflect two main orientations, described as 

Resource Mobilisation Theories (RMT) (Tilly, 1978, 1985; Zald and McCarthy, 1979, 

1987; Tarrow, 1994; Klandermans, 1993) and New Social Movement theories (NSM) 

(Touraine, 1984, 1988; Mellucci, 1989). A potential desirable synthesis of RMT and 

NMS approaches are expressed by Alternative Social Movement (ASM) approaches 

(Wainwright, 1996; Carroll, 1992).  

 

4.2.1. Resource Mobilisation Theory  

The RMT framework views social movements as rational collective actors (Tilly, 1978, 

1985; Zald and McCarthy, 1987). According to this framework, social movements 

emerge from felt grievances (a sense of injustice) harnessed by shared interests or 

“common interests”. As collective actors with a unitary goal, social movements pool 

their resources (labour and skills of activists, the means of communication, and 

finances) in order to pursue collective goals (Gamson, 1995; Klandermans, 1993; 

Tarrow, 1994).  

 

The explanatory power of the RMT framework relates to its focus on the social 

organisation of collective action and the mobilisation of resources both within and 

outside social movements. The RMT takes a closer look as the character of group 

interests, the nature of their resources, organisational forms, surrounding structure for 

collective action (opportunities, cycles of protest) and “repertoire” of collective action 

(Tilly, 1978; Tarrow, 1994). Thus, group interests are not purely related to their 

“objective location” but also formed within the lived experience of the group members. 

As a result, the “micro-mobilisation” of content or the “framing” of issues matter 

(McAdam, 1988). By combining organisational and structural detail, the RMT 

emphasises the “how” of movement formation and collective action.  

 

The weakness of the RMT framework relates to its grounding in positivist science and 

rational choice models (and methodological individualism). In the process, the RMT 

reduces movement politics to representative politics. By defining collectivism in terms 

of "common interests", the RMT de-emphasises the subjective realm, reifying social 

structures, group identities, and consequently, social movements. This instrumental 

approach to politics narrows movement praxis as a “means towards predefined goals, 

which encourage a tendency to attribute greater unity and homogeneity to movement 

organisations than actually exists” (Carroll, 1992).  
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The inadequacy of the RMT framework also relates to its blurring of the distinction 

between interest groups and movement organisations (Ibid.).  By distinguishing 

collective actors in terms of “inside” or “outside” the polity, the RMT approach fails to 

recognise “movements as emergent forms of praxis with the potential to transform both 

every day life and institutional practices” (Ibid. :7). This leaves the RMT frame 

inadequate in explaining: a) the constitutive role of consciousness and ideology in 

social movements; and b) structural and historical analysis of why so-called “new” 

movements have emerged in the second half of the twentieth century (Carroll, 1992:7; 

Melucci, 1989:21-25).    

 

4.2.2. New Social Movements  

The New Social Movement (NSM) framework replaced the metaphor of  “common 

interest” of the RMT frame with collective identity (Habermas, 1981; Offe, 1985; 

Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Touraine, 1984, 1988; Melucci, 1989; Cohen, 1985). 

Influenced by the hermeneutic or an interpretative understanding of human activity, the 

NSM highlighted the limitations of instrumental and structuralist analysis that reify 

social agency. In contrast, the NSM perspectives emphasised the possibilities of agency 

within specific historical circumstance. This historicity or ‘how societies act upon 

itself’ (Touraine, 1988), is linked with the recovery of the subject. For Gramscians and 

Marxist critical theorists, historicity is central to the philosophy of praxis, where 

“historicism” relates to "the absolute secularisation and earthliness of thought, an 

absolute humanism in history" (Bhaskar, 1989:130). This recovery of subject also 

represents a critical cultural turn of Marxism that positioned class relations within a 

totality of master-slave relations. 

 

Identity-based theories depart from state-centred, instrumentalist and modernist 

political strategies. Critical of orthodox Marxism and modernisation (industrialisation) 

theories, they focus on movements of the 1960s and 1970s (Melucci, 1989). Drawing 

on post-structuralist analyses, the NSM perspectives highlight forms of domination and 

subordination that go beyond capital and class (Sayer, 1995:15). A central theme of 

NMS was the interplay between social structures and the production of meaning 

(semiosis) in collective action and identities  (Shapiro, 1981; Melucci, 1996). Thus, 

social movements were situated primarily as “discursive practices”, where language is 

not simply descriptive but also ascriptive (Melucci, 1989). 

 

 173



In extending beyond the state, the NMS frame highlights new forms of social control 

that generate new contradictions, subjects, identities, and terrains of struggles (Melucci, 

1996). Accordingly, the NMS approach de-centres the ‘modernist’ collective actor of 

RMT by defining movements in terms of social networks. Networks are composed of 

“a multiplicity of groups that are dispersed, fragmented and submerged in everyday 

life, and which act as cultural laboratories” (Ibid. 1989:60).  

 

The networks function as systems of exchanges, where movements indicate the self-

referential nature of the organisational form. In validating ad hoc organisational 

structures, the organisational form is the message itself and involves cultural codes that 

challenge the dominant codes (Ibid.: 60). Thus, the organisational form is “a self-

reflexive set of relationships”, influenced by the “learning process of acting members” 

(Ibid.: 61). By focusing on the role of information in complex societies, often 

approached as “systems” (Melucci, 1989), the orientation is to reinterpret key 

categories such as community, power, reason, desire, consciousness, energy, security, 

development and democracy (Magnusson and Walker, 1988). 

 

The NSM’s weakness relates to its engagement with agency, the subjective and the 

cultural realm, which often downplays the relation between political economy and 

political praxis (Carroll, 1992:8). Thus, the NMS' emphasis on community and 

communitarianism overshadows a dialectical materialist perspective that emphasises 

processes of commodification and alienation in advanced economies (Sayer, 1995:39).   

In the process, the NMS underestimates shared universalist vision expressed by these 

movements organised around such modernist themes as social justice and human rights 

(Carroll, 1992:8).  

 

In evading issue of class identities in its emphasis on agency and the subjective, the 

NMS narrows social politics to a pluralism that merely celebrates difference. Hence, 

NMS fails to explain how demands of cultural recognition are enabled or restrained by 

relations of production and the division of labour (Ch. 2.2.6). More importantly, the 

self-referential approach to organisation obscures the ways class unity is expressed 

across diverse organisational forms. As a result, the NSM approach avoids explaining 

the reasons for the inability of the new social movements to reach large numbers of 

working class people (Waterman, 1993).  
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4.2.3. Social Movements and Counter Hegemony  

For trade unions as actors in class relations as well as moral economic actors, the 

labour movement is fundamentally a counter hegemonic movement. While not purely 

determined by economic reasons (RMT), the labour movement extends beyond 

celebrating diversity (NMS). Thus, the Alternative Social Movement (ASM) suggests a 

desirable synthesis of RMT and NSM perspectives that enables alternative theoretical 

and strategic options (Carroll, 1992). The ASM frame deepens the analysis of power 

and resistance in everyday life, articulating a differentiated democratic strategy. The 

core purpose of the ASM is to understand how fragmented and episodic forms of 

resistance in counter hegemony can be oriented towards establishing a popular 

hegemony or an alternative hegemony.  

 

The articulation of counter hegemony comprises of both post-Marxist and post-Modern 

tendencies. The post-Marxist version of Laclau and Mouffe (1985) situates hegemony 

not within the Marxist narrative of transforming capitalism into socialism, but around 

the struggle for democracy in the modern world (Carroll, 1992:13). Meanwhile, the 

post-modern version negates the Marxist-Gramscian reading of hegemony by denying 

the possibility of a “grand narrative” of hegemony. As a result, they propose “a 

nomadic theory” that is simultaneously “pluralistic and deterritorialised” (Patton, 1988; 

Melucci, 1989). This post-modern movement politics “disavow[s] the modernist 

assumption that the struggle against the existing hegemony must also be a struggle for 

an alternative social vision” (Carroll, 1992:14: Ch. 2.1.10: Ch. 3.2.1.2).  

 

Both post-Marxist and post-Modern tendencies of counter hegemony are grounded in 

politics of recognition that celebrate difference. Thus, the counter hegemonic character 

of new social movements, in particular their political and ideological vagueness, 

renders them "a contradictory battlefield in the struggle for a new hegemony” (Ibid.: 

12). This radical democratic and pluralist counter hegemony fails to address internal 

contradictions of movements and the ways they transform or reproduce enduring 

relations of power. More importantly, they avoid the dilemma of transforming 

authoritarian social movements towards democratic pluralistic ones, where, 

"authoritarian counter-movements with militaristic and apocalypitical 

(religious, and secular, right and left) tendencies, cannot be dismissed, 

repressed, or simply named/tamed – as fundamentalist, fascists, racist, or 

totalitarian." (Waterman, 1998:213). 
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4.2.4. Alternative hegemony 

Theories on social movements imply a conceptualisation of movement politics that 

retain or displace class relations. In contrast to the NSM approach that de-centres both 

class and state versions of RMT (Kelly, 1998) and ASM (Wainwright, 1996) engage 

with class.  For trade unions, the de-centering of class and the state has little practical 

relevance since union struggles for redistributive justice directly concern transforming 

antagonistic class relations, where the state is a site of class struggle. While RMT 

separates civil society from the state, the NSM approach sees a civil society that is 

either autonomous or absorbed into the state (Castells, 1998). Meanwhile, the civil 

society in ASM is dialectically interrelated to the state and is a site of class struggle to 

access means of cultural and material production (Table 4.1.).  

 

The ASM positions social movements as capable of articulating an alternative 

hegemony within civil society. In turn, the core elements of this alternative hegemony 

concern a radical politicisation of civil society that simultaneously democratises the 

state (Gibbon, 2002). Thus, in terms of movement politics, the RMT and ASM sustains 

possibilities of representative politics, while NSM negates it. In the process, the NSM 

framework avoids addressing issues of institutionalisation of social movements that 

encompass processes of routinsation, inclusion/marginalisation and co-optation (Meyer 

and Tarrow, 1998).   

  

Table 4.1.      Form and Content of Social Movement Theories 

 Resource Mobilisation 
Theory (RMT) 

New Social 
Movements (NSM) 

Alternative Social 
Movements (ASM) 

Civil society & 
state 

Separate combine combine 

Agency Collective (modern) Self (post-modern) Self + others 
(critical realist) 

Terrain Political  Civil Society + 
Culture 

Political + moral 
economy 

Politics New Pluralism 
Representative 
(distribution) 

New Pluralism 
Movement 
(recognition) 

Socialism 
(distribution + 
recognition) 

Strategy Counter-hegemony Anti-hegemony Alternative- 
hegemony 

 

 

The ASM theories on social movements, in contrast to both NSM and RMT, are 

grounded in transforming counter hegemony towards an alternative ethical hegemony 

(Ratner, 1992:239). In deepening politics of resistance, the ASM maintains the 

centrality of class, involving both politics of distribution (RMT) and recognition 

(NSM). In turn, class is embedded in politics of redistribution and recognition, where 
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the recognition of class differentiation, 'without creating stigmatised classes of 

vulnerable people", promotes reciprocity and solidarity, expressing transformative 

remedies (Fraser, 1997:26: Ch.2.2.6. & 2.5). 

 

The recognition of class differentiation (diversity-in-unity) in ASM is aimed towards 

transforming the process of commodification and exploitation in capitalist relations of 

production. Therefore, the ASM approach links issues of social justice as a process in 

the struggles against a totality of master-slave relations interrelated with de-alienation – 

against alienation from our labour, nature, the nexus of social relations, and ourselves 

(Bhaskar, 1993). In articulating an alternative ethical hegemony, the ASM proposes a 

differentiated democratic strategy that links life politics with emancipatory 

transformative politics (Ch. 3.2.1.2). The articulation of an ethical alternative 

hegemony is grounded in notions of human solidarity, which embody unity-in-diversity 

(RMT) as well as diversity-in-unity (NSM). Thus, the differentiated democracy 

strategy in ASM combines “participative democratic practice in everyday workings of 

social and economic life with formal democracy to set objectives and frameworks” 

(Wainwright, 1994:76). 

 

This differentiated democratic approach confronts authoritarian social movements 

grounded in coercion. Highlighting the limits of simply celebrating diversity, the aim is 

to “understand them (authoritarian social movements) and to take effective action 

globally against the global conditions that provoke them” (Waterman, 1999:213). The 

alternative hegemony expressed by Waterman involves an, 

“Incremental global reformism within and radical global ‘alternativism’ from 

without, imply non apocalyptical global strategies, and a mutually educative 

dialectic for civilising and transforming the world” (Ibid. :214). 

This implies a dialectical movement in terms of the relationship between 'within' and 

'without', and 'reformism' and 'alternativism'. However, the articulation of this 

dialectical movement needs a more disaggregated analysis of how class struggles are 

realised in practice by linking theory with practice or praxis.  A core element of praxis 

in the realm of representative politics is the engagement with political parties, aimed at 

“democratising the mentality and culture of government itself” (Wainwright, 

1994:279). 

 

In terms of praxis, the neo-Gramscians avoid seeing a single party as the ideal strategy 

or the organisational mode to build a counter hegemony. The “convergence” of labour 

with new social movements around a shared vision, is suggested by developing 
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alliances or “labour-community” coalitions (Brecher and Costello, 1990; Wills, 

2001a&b).2 Drawing on these perspectives, the ASM reinterprets counter hegemonic 

struggles as a ‘war of positions’ aimed at achieving hegemony in the realm of civil 

society. It encompasses social forces that are “relatively unified by a common strategy, 

however decentralised and democratically structured, the exercise of the leadership 

may be” (Carroll, 1992:12). This common strategy, aimed at democratising institutions 

of daily life, including communities, trade unions and political parties, suggests a 

deepening of praxis.  

 

4.2.4.1. Knowledge and Counter Hegemony 

The alternative hegemony is a struggle that engages with the intellectual, cultural and 

moral forms of hegemony. As a result, issues of power and knowledge have 

implications not only for economic and political aims, but also intellectual and moral 

alliances (Eyerman and Jamison, 1991). The core of the ASM approach highlights 

alternative paths to knowledge that link life and movement politics with representative 

politics. In turn, the ASM confronts the positivist hegemony of knowledge based on 

undermining egalitarian and social approaches to knowledge. 

 

The realm of representative politics is influenced by the articulation of the state as the 

scientific subject (Ch. 2.). The dominant form of knowledge, based on rationalist 

assumptions “view science according to the positivist model; that is, as the 

accumulation of laws describing empirical regularities” (Wainwright, 1994:51). Both 

liberal Neo-classicalists and Socialist social engineers reproduce this positivist view of 

knowledge, which made the “problem of knowledge deceptively simple” (Ibid. :51). 

 

The distinguishing feature of new social movements is their contestation of the 

positivist approach to science and the role of the state as a scientific subject 

(Wainwright, 1994). The new social movements were reacting to, as well as influenced 

by, the changing regime of the Fordist organisation of production, consumption and the 

state. Fordism illustrated a Taylorist approach to knowledge that reinforced centralised 

management and social engineering state forms (Ibid. :70: Ch. 3.3.2.2.). This 

legitimised approaches to social change as an evolutionary rationalisation process, with 

efficiency as a unitary goal (Ch. 3.3.1.).  

 

The counter movements against economic and political institutions and their Fordist 

character exposed the inhuman use of technology in weapons of mass destruction, 
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agriculture, industry, and in consumer culture. As these tendencies developed, they 

contested the Eurocentric masculinist versions of science. According to Wainwright, 

“It rejected the dominant claims that were made for the progressive and 

infallible character of the Western tradition of science…to tear away the veil of 

scientific certainty and technological invincibility surrounding both sides of the 

Cold War” (Ibid.:74). 

Moreover, enduring forms of technological determinist arguments reinforce the 

hegemony of positivist knowledge while obscuring the social character of knowledge.  

 

4.2.4.2. The Social Character of Knowledge 

The intellectual hegemony under globalisation encompasses a neo-liberal approach to 

knowledge which links knowledge with individualism (Ibid. :50-61). While this 

individualist approach to knowledge is critical of Fordist centralised management, it 

also disconnects individual intent from social outcomes. The abstract human being in 

Hayek’s neo-liberal model was a “competing individual, commercial and economic 

agent”, with all economically relevant knowledge codified and relegated to the 

entrepreneur (Ibid.: 50-61). With the “free market” conceptualised as a “spontaneous 

product of civilisation” that favoured or discriminated against no one, Hayek treated 

“knowledge as an individual attribute, rather than as a social product” (Ibid.).  

 

The neo-liberal intellectual hegemony ignores the sociology or the social character of 

knowledge. This absence in Hayek accompanies a range of internal contradictions: 

between value placed on individual liberty and human agency; between his theory of 

social evolution and the emphasis on social order; and his denial of some direct, even if 

incomplete connection between human intention and outcomes (Ibid.: 50-61). More 

importantly, despite Hayek’s de-centred approach to knowledge, in practice the 

authoritarianism of a technocracy reproduced the social engineering state.  

 

Social movements understood knowledge as a social product embedded in relations of 

power. They highlighted alternative approaches to the character and social organisation 

of knowledge (Eyerman and Jamison, 1991; Wainwright, 1994:67). The ‘new’ 

movements, which Thatcher described as 'decadence of democracy', prioritised 

resistance against arbitrary and unaccountable forms of authority (Wainwright, 1994). 

This authority was exercised by a range of actors from mangers, university 

administrators, trade union bureaucrats, state bureaucrats to scientistic technocrats 

(Ibid.). By reacting against the concentration and centralisation of decision making in 
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institutions of everyday life, the counter movements of women, peace, ecology and 

students actively intervened in the hegemonic relations of knowledge and power.  

 

By highlighting the social character of knowledge, the new social movements 

innovated and asserted practical alternatives. In attempts to demystify theoretical 

knowledge, they advocated a pluralistic approach to its development (Ibid. :67). It 

represents a dispersed collective counter hegemonic movement against the positivist 

hegemony of knowledge, appropriated by the state and state embedded institutions. In 

turn, the distinction of these movements is “their eclectic, egalitarian, and above all 

social approach to knowledge”. Accordingly, they did not see “their primary role as 

directly aimed at the state or the party as the prime or exclusive agencies of change” 

(Ibid. :68).  

 

The ASM approach suggests a better coherence between theory and practice, in 

practice, where “collective action revealing things not previously known, that in turn 

help focus on further action” (Wainwright, 1994:75). In the process they asserted the 

validity of experiential knowledge, “as clues, signposts and stimuli to a deeper 

understanding and theoretical innovation” (Ibid. :67). While encouraging a “reliance on 

self-organisation and direct action, the pooling of knowledge initiated strategic 

alliances with potential allies from different vantage points” (Ibid.). This approach to 

theory-practice dialectic, expressing a depth praxis, “inspired a more gradualist and 

more sustained form of direct action” (Ibid.). It represents a “radical gradualism” that 

produced new ways of living and new “institutions (women’s centres of various kinds, 

innovations in health care, extension of adult education, radical cultural centres and 

more)” (Ibid. :76).   

 

4.2.4.3. Differentiated Democracy and Knowledge 

The character of democracy articulated in counter hegemonic struggles is influenced by 

approaches to knowledge (Ibid. :108). Social movements are embedded in a 

differentiated and a stratified reality, where movement politics intertwine with other 

domains of politics, of representative, transformative and life politics. By highlighting 

multiple sites of struggle, the ‘new’ social movements aimed at articulating a 

differentiated democratic strategy.  

“Democracy, for these new movements, is a matter of institutions of everyday 

life: the institutions of work, welfare and community, as well as for those of 

the state” (Wainwright, 1994:109).  
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However, these efforts fall short of a sustained, differentiated democratic strategy, by 

their institutionalisation “through public funding, through needing to survive in a 

market environment, or as competitor in the electoral process” (Ibid. :110).   

 

Social movements, conditioned by historically enduring social structures, either 

transform or reproduce these structures. In the process, they discover new identities and 

modes of engagement. In the realm of representative politics, social movements 

illustrate a spectrum of fluid positions from detachment to absorption, highlighting 

their common orientation to gain access to democratic decision-making institutions. 

Rather than approaching representative politics as a substitution for movement politics, 

the orientation of the ASM approach is to establish the kind of relationships with 

political parties that can reinforce (transformatory) collective actions of social 

movements.  

 

The strategic dilemma for social movements in the West, in terms of parliamentary 

democracy, is not simply absorption/reform (willing slaves) or autonomy/resistance 

(recalcitrant subaltern). For Wainwright, it is an issue of form and content of,  

“… establishing the kind of relationship by which political representation 

amplifies and legitimates collective social and economic action, rather than 

substitute for it, causing gradual asphyxiation” (Wainwright, 1994:193). 

In the context of the South, where parliamentary democracy is influenced by peripheral 

capitalist development, democratic social movements are faced with the coercive 

apparatus of the state and ethno-nationalist authoritarian movements. Thus, the core of 

differentiated democracy suggested by Wainwright is pressing for the South.  

 

The core of differentiated democracy is a radical democratic strategy that extends the 

notion of participatory democracy to institutions of daily life. In this approach, 

democracy of deciding (or formal democratic procedures) is linked with democracy of 

doing (implementation of democratic decision) (Ch. 3.2.1.6). Consequently, the 

differentiated democracy contests the articulation of corporate agency emerging from 

both relativist (NSM) and positivist (RMT) approaches to knowledge.  

 

4.2.4.4. Corporate Agency 

Social movement theories are grounded in debates surrounding corporate agency and 

approaches to knowledge. Agency represents the embodied intentional causality or 

process which attempts to change the state of affairs in a context, that would not have 

occurred otherwise (Bhaskar, 1993). The articulation of agency in dominant positivist 
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and relativist approaches to knowledge constructs specific images of human beings 

(Archer, 1999). The relativist approach to knowledge represents human beings as 

"Societies Being" or an overly socialised version of social beings, who energise the 

social system after appropriate socialisation (Ibid. :253). The positivist notions of 

agency construct human being as an overly individual "Modernity's Man", as a 

bargain-hunter engaged in a utilitarian theory of action, of rational choice and utility 

maximisation (Ibid. :253).  

 

While the relativists focus on the particular and complexity, they absent the 

possibilities of lessons to be shared. Meanwhile the positivists undermine the 

evaluative content of agency by separating facts from values. The post-modern 

relativists complement the neo-liberal positivists (Hayek) in separating “the connection 

between human intention and social outcomes” (Wainwright, 1994:100). While the 

neo-liberal perspective is committed to social order, the relativist post-modern 

communitarian tendencies celebrate chaos and particularisms emphasising the actual 

over the possible (Ibid. :100).  Hence, both neo-liberal and communitarian projects are 

grounded in “the concept of emancipation as escape from responsibilities” (Sayer, 

1995:236).  

 

Avoiding the absences of both positivist and relativist approaches to knowledge, 

Wainwright (1994) suggests a critical realist approach. The critical realist tendency 

deepens both positivist (RMT) and hermeneutic (NSM) approaches to knowledge, 

emphasising the ‘practical adequacy’ in adjudicating between theories of social 

transformation (Sayer, 1992). What critical realism suggests is a transitive and a 

transformational approach to knowledge. While highlighting the experiential and tacit 

dimensions (social character) of knowledge emphasised by NMS, critical realism 

sustains the possibility of a real world, independent of knowledge. Accordingly, 

knowledge is seen as irreducible to being (Bhaskar, 1989:17-18), and social activity of 

knowledge production is embedded in a structured, differentiated and changing world 

(Ibid. :2). Thus, social practice is linked with theory in an unfolding, mutually 

reinforcing, dynamic or “an emancipatory spiral”. 

"The relationship between social knowledge or theory and social (more 

specifically socialist) practice will take the form of an emancipatory spiral in 

which deeper understanding makes possible new forms of practice, leading to 

enhanced understanding and so on" (Ibid. :6). 
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The ASM approach to knowledge implies an unfolding of knowledge through practice 

(Wainwright, 1994:105-7). Oriented towards overcoming limits to their knowledge, 

social movements combine “fallible, dispersed and ephemeral character of knowledge” 

(as in Hayek) with “knowledge as a social structure” (Ibid. :107). In the process, 

politics of knowledge, as illustrated by the new social movements, breaks from the 

“confidence in scientific reason as providing the complete social map for political 

intervention” (Ibid.). By relinking human intentions with social outcomes of their 

intended action, social movements acknowledge the incomplete picture of reality that 

they work with, in order to optimise their efforts  (Ibid.). 

 

Figure 4.1.        An Overview of Social Movement Theorising  
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For the ASM approach, the trade unions are situated in a mode of production defined as 

structures as well as action. Thus, the critical realist intertwines the intersubjective 

production of meaning (semiosis) with social structures, asserting that reasons must 

also be causes (Bhaskar 1989:6). In this approach, social relations are considered "not 

only as actions and interactions but also institutional orders and the lifeworld" (Sayer et 

al, 2001). In terms of analysing social movements, this separates the dimensions of 

culture from the economy. While the cultural dimension highlights the effects of 

institutional meaning, the economic dimension refers to the allocation of resources to 

social actors (Ibid.). The class relations derived from relations of exploitation reveal the 

asymmetrical access to means of material and cultural production (Creaven, 2000:239). 

In turn, ASM combines the cultural (NMS) with the economic (RMT) by intertwining 

the ‘internal’ with ‘external’ commitment to social transformation. 
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This overview on social movement theorising has implications for the movement 

politics of unions. The RMT illustrates a dominant orientation of trade unions that 

often neglects the cultural (normative) dimension of unions and their relations with 

other democratic movements (Arrighi et al, 1989; Frege and Kelly, 2003; Kelly, 1988, 

1998).  The NMS emphasis on de-centring class and the state often characterise unions 

as a spent force while obscuring their relations within communities, as well as 

generalised relations with others. Avoiding these gaps, the ASM approach explains the 

interplay between structural and cultural factors that influence strategic options for 

trade unions and social movements (Figure. 4.1.).  In order to assess the relevance of 

social movement theorising for unions, the next section describes the development of 

social movement unionism.  

  

4.3. Social Movement Unionism (SMU)  

Social movement unionism (SMU) refers to a theoretical and strategic orientation 

emphasising the movement dimension of unions as actors in civil society (Webster, 

1988; Waterman, 1993, 1995; Moody, 1997; Lambert, 1988; Johnston, 1999; Seidman, 

1994; Scipes, 1992). The movement aspect of SMU approach relates to worker 

mobilisation, which is broadly defined as the organisation of a continuous collective 

activity.  

“In social movement unionism neither the unions nor their members are 

passive in any sense. Unions take an active lead in the streets, as well as in 

politics. They ally with other social movements, but provide a class vision that 

makes for a stronger glue than that which usually holds electoral or temporary 

coalitions together” (Moody, 1997:276). 

In linking trade union organisation with the movement dimension, the SMU strategies 

focus on issues of union autonomy, participatory democracy, and strategic alliances. 

The core of SMU orientation is to revitalise unions, linking life politics with 

contentious movement politics, as  “a means” and “a rehearsal” for a  “self-

emancipation from below” (Ibid. :290).  

 

While the form and content of SMU is an on-going debate, its orientation can be 

broadly described as a radical democratic strategy. Thus, SMU positions unions as 

potential counter hegemonic movements, which address specific interests of workers 

while placing those interests in a universal context. In the process, unions embody the 

possibility of radicalising and politicising the realm of civil society. As a result, the 

SMU strategies involve a 'transcendence' of a workplace organisation towards a social 
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movement through a commitment to collective action that builds long term alliances 

with other democratic actors in civil society (Lambert, 2002).  

 

4.3.1.1. SMU: The Concrete Context 

The SMU theorising relates to the rise of militant labour movements with similar 

strategies, yet in different contexts of the global capitalist economy. This labour 

militancy emerged in “semi-peripheral” or “late industrialising” economies of South 

Africa and Brazil in the 1970s, and Philippines and South Korea in the 1980s (Webster, 

1988; Moody, 1997:200; Scipes, 1996; Seidman, 1994). However, the development of 

SMU strategies is not confined to semi-industrialised authoritarian countries. In the 

North, the Canadian Auto Workers Union, in the late 1980s (Moody, 1997:200), 

Justice for Janitors in the U.S. (Johnston, 1999) and others, have adopted similar 

strategies (Waterman, 1993). The ‘social movement’ character of these unions relates 

to their “inclusiveness” that connected collective consumption (or social reproduction) 

demands with union struggles in the workplace.  

 

The union strategies in South Africa and Brazil in the 1980s characterised an SMU 

orientation in terms of their “unusually inclusive character” that strengthened “the 

discourse of class within popular organisations” (Seidman, 1994:40). Despite 

differences in histories and ethnic politics, the two labour movements depicted similar 

patterns, scales, forms, and discourses of mobilisation. These similarities involved 

three main strategic and organisational elements. First, there is an eruption of strike 

activity mobilised by workers with a strong shop-floor organisation. Second, a rapid 

escalation of demands from workplace to broader community and national issues that 

linked shop-floor organisations with national federations. This escalation of demands 

also positioned the labour movement, directly challenging the state. Finally, strong 

structured alliances between labour movements and the community groups, which 

mutually reinforced each other. Consequently, the labour-community alliance that 

emphasised the movement dimension of unions, elaborated new relations between the 

“working class, the state and dominant classes” (Ibid.).  

  

The union-community relations were conditioned by a specific context of 

“peripheralisation” of worker communities. The steady outward push of the poor and 

working class residents to the “city’s geographic and social edges” meant a daily 

commute to work with minimal state social provision. Consequently, the struggles 

around collective consumption that included issues of public transport, housing, and 

municipal governance, strengthened union-community alliances in both South Africa 
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and Brazil (Ibid. :227-252). While union leaders who avoided community issues lost 

support on the shop-floor, community leaders were also compelled to promote 

workplace issues (Figure 4.2.). Thus, consumer boycotts exposed workplaces that 

refused to negotiate with unions, while workers protested the detention of community 

leaders through a “repertoire of protest action” (Ibid. :230). Moreover, raising gender 

issues “in the context of working class families’ needs”, reinforced alliances between 

the workplace and the community (Ibid. :249). Thus, the union-community alliances 

emphasising the realm of social reproduction over production, integrated life politics 

with the movement politics of the union. 

 

Figure 4.2.      Union-Community Alliances in Social Movement Unionism 
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Accordingly, Seidman’s empirical account of SMU strategies in Brazil and South 

Africa disputes Castells’ suggestion that “urban social movements are rarely supported 

by factory based labour unions” (Ibid. :39). 

 

In terms of theory, the SMU perspectives emerge out of the New International Labour 

Studies (NILs) that emphasised the centrality of the international division of labour for 

labour struggles. The increasing integration and fragmentation of workers in 

geographically flexible structures of production highlighted the inadequacies of 

dominant industrial union strategies (Ch. 1.2.2.). In contesting both development and 

dependency theories that dominated the discourse on social change, the NILs focused 

on the dynamics of the new international division of labour on class formation and 

class struggles. As a result, the NILs research concentrated on four overlapping 

concerns for trade unions in the periphery (Cohen 1991, Cohen and Waterman, 1986; 

Munck, 1988; Southall, 1988). These involved: increasing pressure on trade unions’ 

defensive potential; labour force disparity between the North and the South; increasing 

authoritarian state forms under Export Oriented Industrialisation strategies and new 

challenges to labour solidarity (Southall, 1988). Among the key challenges were the 

feminisation and the casualisation of the labour force that expanded the pool of 

unorganised workers (Ch. 1 & 2.3.5.). A main outcome of the NILs research program 

was a critique of dominant union orientations, which relied on nation-state strategies 

and subordinated unions to political parties while fostering bureaucratic organisational 

modes.  

 

4.3.2. Political Unionism and SMU 

Social Movement Unionism (SMU) illustrates a strategic union orientation aimed 

towards transforming the dominant state-centred political unionism. Political unionism 

(strategic or social democratic unionism) situates unions as economic and political 

actors influencing the domain of representative politics and the state. In contrast, social 

movement unionism (social unionism) situates trade unions as actors embedded in 

communities and engaged in movement politics. While SMU involves elements of 

political unionism, it extends beyond, by redefining unions as actors in civil society as 

“swords of justice”, or as moral economic actors (Table 4.2. & 4.3.).  

 

The initial debates around SMU approach attempted to distinguish the specificity of 

SMU from political unionism (Waterman 1993; Lambert, 1989). Political unionism 

encompasses Liberal (Social democratic) and Marxists (Leninist) tendencies. The 

Liberal version subordinates economic struggles of unions to the political realm, which 
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is then reduced to political parties (Cohen, 1974; Lambert, 1989). While the Leninist 

version acknowledges the dialectical unity of economics and politics, the ‘vanguard’ 

party assumes the primary agency or the organisational mode to build an alternative 

hegemony. While the emphasis on class politics is central to both Marxist political 

unionism and SMU, their difference lies in SMU's focus on the movement dimension 

of unions and alliances with other democratic actors in civil society (Lambert, 1989; 

Webster, 1988; Waterman, 1993). 

 

The strategies of political unionism in the South differ in their organisational approach, 

given the legacy of colonialism in peripheral economies (Brandell, 1991; Southall, 

1988). The specificity of unions in the South relates to their politicisation, influenced 

by involvement in nationalist movements; their strategic positioning within the modern 

sectors of the economy and polity, and the extensive role of the state in civil society 

(Cohen, 1982). As Cohen (1974) suggests, unions in "underdeveloped countries" have 

a "political influence quite disproportionate to their membership, finances or apparent 

organisational viability". This strength also relates to "an industrial and economic 

weakness", which explains "the political content of their activities" (Ibid. :147). 

 

Table 4.2. Trade Union Forms and Content 

 Economic 
Unionism 

Political Unionism Social Movement 
Unionism 

Also known as Business / 
Company /Bread & 
Butter unionism, 

Strategic unionism, 
Social Democratic 
Unionism 

Social unionism 

Strategic 
orientation 

Workplace Workplace+ 
economy 

Workplace+ 
economy+ society 

Economy Markets Markets+state Capitalism+State  
 

Abstraction of 
economy 

formal economy of 
exchange 

political economy Social + moral 
economy 

Knowledge Positivist/ 
instrumental 

Positivist/ 
substantive 

Relativist/ 
substantive + 
transformative 

Actors Economic Political-economic Political-economic + 
moral 

Organisation Representative/  
formal democracy 

Representative/ 
formal democracy 

Participatory/ 
substantive 
democracy 

Internal 
organisation 

Hierarchy + 
bureaucracy 

Hierarchy + 
bureaucracy 

networks 

External 
Relations 

narrow Somewhat broad Broad+deep 

Positioning  Social institution  
Market (formal) 
economy 

Social institution 
Political economy 

Social institution + 
movement 
Social economy 

Alternative  none Social-democracy Socialism 
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The weakness of collective bargaining in a peripheral context concerns the near 

permanent retention of a "huge pool of surplus labour", making the threat of 

withdrawal of labour (strikes) largely an "impotent one" (Ibid. :147). This combines 

with the "numerically insignificant" working-class vote which influences “broad and 

diffused leadership goals", and a tendency towards 'movementism' that engages in mass 

action (Ibid. :149). The core of political unionism concerns the role of trade unions in 

accessing institutions of democratic representation in the parliamentary party process 

and industrial relations systems. Thus, political unionism extends the economic role of 

unions expressing elements of: structured alliances, critical engagement with industrial 

relations system, and national campaigns of mass based resistance (Lambert, 1988). 

 

The party-union relationship of political unionism involves both reformist and 

transformative tendencies. With the decline of classic Socialist or Communist labour 

parties, and the disconnection of socialist alternatives from the labour movement and 

social revolution, the party-union relationship entered a new set of relations 

(Hobsbawm, 1989). Political unionism involves alliances with labour oriented parties 

(Labour or Social democratic) and labourist strategies in which trade unions are 

narrowed to a state-centred economic realm. Political unionism also echoes economic 

unionism in its discourse of collective bargaining and ‘Social Partnerships’. By limiting 

union revitalisation issues to a discourse of “servicing” or “organising” model, this 

strategic institutional orientation evades issues concerning internal hierarchies 

(involving leadership accountability and membership control), the realm of 

reproduction and the movement dimension of unions (Moody, 1997:272-76). 

Consequently, the ‘Social Partnerships’ discourse reproduces bureaucratised internal 

relations that limit external relations, particularly in terms of alliances with other 

democratic social movements (Waterman, 1993). 

 

Figure 4.3.    Party-Union Relations 
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The party-union relationship, which manifests in many forms, is significant for 

articulating the relative independence of unions in social movement unionism. In terms 

of organised labour in post-colonial Africa, Cohen (1974) classifies a spectrum of 

party-union relationships, from that of party control (integration), partnership (relative 

autonomy), to a degree of union independence (Ibid. :256). The union independence 

category involves two tendencies: those that are allied to opposition groups, and those 

nominally allied. In the former, "unions exist independent of the ruling group, though 

not necessarily independent of opposition groups (or foreign benefactors)" (Ibid. :255). 

Meanwhile, the unions often achieve nominal independence as a consequence of their 

limited threat to the government (Ibid.).  However, this state-centred approach to the 

party-union relationship situates unions as passive actors and obscures the internal 

form of unions. 

 

In a more recent formulation, Lambert (2002) characterises the party-union relations 

within two dominant responses to globalisation, described as business and movement 

unionism (Figure 4.3.). Within business unionism, the strategic unionism variant is 

based on political party hegemony, while the authoritarian unionism is dominated by 

the "authority in power" (Ibid. :186). Within movement unionism, political unionism 

similar to strategic unionism is based on party hegemony, while social movement 

unionism illustrates "independent" union strategies in search of a new union-party 

relationship (Ibid.). 

 

Table 4.3.  Political Unionism and Social Movement Unionism 

 Political Unionism Social Movement Unionism 
Division of 
labour 

Core-periphery,  New industrial sites; global 
commodity chains; feminisation of 
labour force 

Structures of 
production 

Centralised  Flexible specialisation; 
Decentralised  

Terrain Political economy 
Nation-state 

Social economy 
Trans-national, local  

Knowledge Positivist, individualism Critical, social, experimental   
Politics Representative 

democracy 
Transformative 
Participatory democracy 

Alliances  party Counter hegemonic movements 
Orientation  Corporatism 

Form: instrumentality 
Counter+alternative hegemony 
Content: values 

 

 

The articulation of independent unionism in SMU emphasises a union standpoint. In 

contrast to Cohen's state-centred top-down view of unions, a union standpoint allows a 

better assessment of strategic options for unions. Thus, union independence is about 
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activating an autonomous, creative initiative and collective agency of unions that 

transforms their relations with external actors, including political parties. Highlighting 

the tendencies of political parties to negotiate, institutionalise, and change demands 

won by trade unions, the SMU approach suggests party "strategies that serve rather 

than lead and dominate" trade unions and the labour movement (Waterman, 1990:11).  

 

The debate between political unionism and SMU relates to distinguishing the 

relationship between representative and movement politics of unions (Table 4.3.). 

While political unionism subsumes movement politics within representative politics, 

SMU maintains both dimensions as separate but interrelated. The articulation of union 

politics in SMU, consequently, situates unions as a counter hegemonic movement in 

the realm of civil society. 

 

4.3.3. Civil Society  

The SMU approach to unions as civil society actors promotes new strategies for 

articulating relations with the state. The SMU theories critically assess the desirability 

of classic labour movement objectives of ‘workers’ control’, ‘worker self-management’ 

or workers' participation. The SMU approach, moreover, highlights the limitations of a 

primarily nation-state approach to trade unions, advocated by dominant supranational  

(ICFTU, WFTU, and GUFs) and national unions (Waterman, 1993; Munck, 1988).  

 

The state-civil society relationship is redefined in SMU in terms of a counter 

hegemonic struggle. Those coming from a Marxist standpoint, drawing from Gramsci’s 

framework, break with the state-centred agenda or “the notion of revolution as 

primarily a seizure of power plus nationalisation of the means of production” 

(Waterman, 1993). The counter hegemonic (anti-capitalist) struggles of unions, 

therefore, concern not only the political economic, but also the cultural domain. As a 

result, the SMU approach intertwines one site or front of the struggle with others, 

emphasising interlocking structures of capital, state, patriarchy, imperialism and racism 

(Ibid. :8).  

 

The radical democratic tendencies of SMU concerns the (self)transformation of unions, 

particularly related to their internal and external relations. In terms of internal relations, 

SMU proposes encouraging non-hierarchical, democratic, open relations that can re-

orient mechanical forms of solidarity into organic forms, grounded in values of trust 

and care (Ch. 3.2.). This overlaps extending similar notions of solidarity within 

workplaces and communities in order to reconstitute engagement in industrial relations 
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systems. Particularly in Southern economies undergoing transition from 

authoritarianism to democracy (such as South Africa, South Korea and Brazil), the 

participation of unions in negotiated compromises with institutions of industrial 

relations combines strategic mobilisations in the realm of civil society (Webster and 

Adler, 2000:18). In linking representative politics with movement politics, the SMU’s 

radical democratic orientation suggests,  

“the end is not grasping of state power and the nationalisation of the 

commanding  heights of the economy, but the overcoming of exploitation and 

domination throughout society; this project is seen as realisable only by the 

articulation of the autonomous demands of different types of workers, of the 

working class and other ‘working classes’, of class, democratic and popular 

demands” (Waterman, 1993). 

 

In positioning unions as actors in civil society, strands of SMU conceptualise the 

resurgence of labour as a citizenship movement (Johnston, 1999).3  Workers’ 

participation in economic life is embedded in an ensemble of public institutions, 

defining public participation, which directly and indirectly shape the conditions and 

terms of employment. The assertion of rights associated with public identities, both 

within and beyond the workplace, is oriented towards defending and extending public 

institutions, particularly in local communities (Ibid.). According to Johnston (1999)  

‘citizenship regimes’ defined as boundaries and in terms of membership within public 

institutions, are significant mechanisms influencing the character of work and the 

prospects for labour movement politics (Ibid.).  

 

The boundaries of citizenship determine access to rights (political, social, civil, and 

women’s rights), as well as “individual and collective involvement in public 

institutions” (Johnston, 1999). In differentiating forms of labour, such as “free” labour, 

prison labour, guest workers and undocumented immigrants, the citizenship regime in 

formal terms, determines the active participation and in the enforcement/non-

enforcement of “rules of the game” (Ibid.). Moreover, “capitalism has been 

characterised by combinations of unfree and forced labour regimes, from genesis to 

present” (Cohen, 1987:252). In stressing the centrality of non-capitalist relations for the 

survival of capitalist relations of production, the SMU encourages alliances with the 

casualised, household and unemployed workers (Waterman, 1993:2). These broader 

struggles for expanding citizenship rights, that democratise national and international 

institutions of economic governance, also relate to democratising the workplace as a 

public institution.  
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4.3.4. Democratising Work  

In democratising the realm of work, the SMU approach highlights alternative 

possibilities within the formal and substantive realm of work. It reveals the ‘factory 

fetishism’ of political and economic union strategies, that ignores the dialectical 

relationship between the wage-labour (production) and non-wage household labour 

(reproduction). In turn wage labour represents an interrelationship with three other 

spheres of labour: home workers, self-employed, and autonomous activity (artistic 

work, relational work, educational work, the work of mutual aid, and so on) 

(Waterman, 1998:8). This differentiated understanding of wage labour and its interplay 

with other types of work, broadens the narrow concept of work as “only what is done 

for wages” (Ibid. 1993).  

 

The formal realm of work is linked with substantive issues of work, combining struggle 

within work with liberation from it (Ibid.). Waterman, drawing on Andre Groz's work 

(1989), deconstructs the dominant approach to work influenced by capitalist (or statist) 

media that “the more each works, the better off all will be”.  This deconstruction opens 

the possibility of redefining work in terms of “producing differently, producing other 

things and even working less” (Ibid.).  

 

Figure 4.4.       Social Movement Unionism 
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In redefining the realm of work, the SMU approach suggests transforming alienated 

labour that represents a self-mediating form of reproducing capitalist social relations. 

Unions often ignore or repress historical struggles aimed at redefining work, such as 

the eight-hour working day and similar initiatives, both successful and unsuccessful, 

taking place in various economies over time (such as Latin America, U.S.A., France) 
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(Ibid.). Acknowledging the interrelationship between the instrumental and value 

dimension of economic activity, the SMU emphasis on content of unionism situates de-

alienation strategies as internal to the way unions organise themselves. In representing 

unions as civil society actors or a citizenship movement, the orientation towards 

democratising the state and the workplace concerns new alliances (Figure 4.4.). 

 

4.3.5. Structured Alliances 

The emphasis on structured alliances in SMU intertwines with union autonomy.  This 

redefinition of union autonomy re-appropriates the term “independent” or “free” trade 

unions deployed during Cold War politics. In particular, the ICFTU (International 

Confederation of Free Trade Unions) represented “free” unions as those promoting 

enterprise based economic unionism in capitalist economies that avoided strategies of 

social transformation. The “free” in this usage implied the lack of political orientation 

as well as commitments to communities or other non-organised workers.  

 

In contrast, the politicisation of unions in SMU reinterprets “independent democratic 

unions” as those involving relative autonomy from direct party alliances and the state. 

This union autonomy redefines union relations with representative (parliamentary) 

politics and social movements (and movement politics). As a result, achieving union 

autonomy opens possibilities for new strategic options, new strategic alliances and 

alternative modes of struggle (Lambert, 1988; Waterman, 1993).  

 

The strategy of structured alliances in SMU refers to “organisational relationships with 

other organisations, social movements and networks, within and outside the local, 

national boundaries” (Lambert, 1988). These relations include other democratic 

popular movements and organisations, worker-community alliances, and transnational 

linkages. The alliances are structured by way of "constitutional provisions, collective 

decision making, patterning relations, and democratically deciding the form, pace and 

content of resistance" (Ibid. :37). With the centrality of democracy as a source of 

power, union alliances are a means as well as an end, of enhancing that power (Moody, 

1997). In contesting the discourse of ‘social partnerships’ that reinforces bureaucratic 

hierarchies, SMU encourages horizontal alliances asserting,  

“the necessity and possibility for an intimate articulation of unionised 

(workers) with other workers, of labour with other social forces, and of shop-

floor democracy with shop-floor internationalism” (Waterman, 1994).  
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The strategic structured alliances also highlight the link between politics of distribution 

with recognition (Ch. 2.5.1.). In turn, strategic alliances in SMU express a potential 

organic form of solidarity, which combines unity-in-diversity with diversity-in-unity. 

Accordingly, the articulation of a collective will relates to a negotiated collective will 

that acknowledges different needs and approaches to addressing often localised and 

concrete issues. In merging politics of distribution with recognition, strategic alliances 

foreground the realm of reproduction and of culture. Thus, SMU highlights the 

possibility for participatory parity strategies and transformative redistributive remedies 

that promote coalitions, involving relations of reciprocity and solidarity (Ch. 2.5.1).  

 

The structured alliances in the SMU also contest the positivist approach to knowledge 

expressed in dominant forms of unionism. Contrary to the top down approach, the 

SMU framework to knowledge and communication is based on a diversity-in-unity 

agenda. In asserting communication within and across a range of social actors, SMU 

promotes a pooling and a sharing of knowledge that encourages potential allies from 

different standpoints. Accordingly, SMU evades narrowing worker solidarity to a 

political economy of interest approach, and stresses workers’ needs, wants, and desires 

in a social economy of affection (Ch. 2.4.2.).  

 

To sum up, the discussion so far on social movement unionism has focused on its 

strategic orientation. This began with distinguishing SMU from political unionism 

where SMU primarily aimed towards regaining union autonomy from political parties. 

Assertion autonomy situated unions as actors in civil society, as a citizenship 

movement aimed at democratising the state as well as workplaces. This 

democratisation strategy, both formal and substantive, redefines the meaning of work 

emphasising the interdependence of wage labour with other forms of work. The role of 

unions, in turn, as actors in civil society, directly concerns alliances with a range of 

workers and other democratic movements. Encouraging strategic and structured 

alliances are critical for promoting new ways of relating to political parties 

(representative politics) and other civil society movements (movement politics) (Figure 

4.4.). Accordingly, the core features of SMU assert “independent democratic unions”, 

critical engagement in systems of industrial relations, and contentious collective action 

involving strategic alliances. The emphasis on strategic alliances directly relates to 

issues of new labour internationalism that is addressed in the next chapter. For now, the 

aim is to assess social movement unionism in terms of social movement theories, 

discussed in the beginning of this chapter. 
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4.3.6. SMU and Alternative Hegemony  

The SMU approaches embody social movement theorising of NSM (New Social 

Movements) and RMT (Resource Mobilisation Theory) tendencies. Warterman’s 

approach (1993) to SMU suggests a NSM frame, highlighting issues of agency, 

identity, culture and communication. In contrast, Lambert (1989) and Webster (1988) 

suggest a qualified RMT frame, highlighting issues of organisation, structures, 

community and industrial relations systems. Central to both approaches is the primacy 

of movement politics over representative politics.4  

 

Outside of social movement theorising, approaches to SMU embody frameworks of 

political economy (Moody, 1995; Johnston, 1990; Von Holdt, 1993, 2000), critical 

theory (Waterman 1993) and critical sociology (Lambert, 1989; Webster, 1988; 

Seidman, 1996; Scipes, 1992).5 While the eclectic theoretical terrain of SMU 

characterises its strengths in terms of openness and possibilities, it also undermines the 

potential for a better coherence between theory and practice.  

 

The SMU approach also draws on social movement theorising that suggests an ASM 

(alternative social movement) approach. This relationship can be described in terms of 

issues of agency and theory-practice dialectic. In terms of agency, SMU asserts the 

centrality of class and state as opposed to NMS theorising. Similarly, the SMU is 

suspicious of RMT approaches that homogenise and reify corporate agency without 

addressing internal diversity and hierarchies. The centrality of class in SMU 

intertwines with a totality of master slave relations. Thus, SMU overlaps the 

differentiated democratic strategy of ASM which links different domains of politics 

(representative, movement and transformative) with life politics. While addressing 

issues of identity in terms of subjugated identities and non-unionised workers, the 

SMU approach focuses on the institutional and structural causes that shape union 

strategies.  

 

In contrast to the NMS and RMT tendencies to celebrate diversity and pluralism, the 

SMU frame is grounded in a counter hegemony that articulates an alternative 

hegemony. In emphasising struggles against a totality of master-slave relations, SMU’s 

alternative ethical hegemony articulates socialist or more vague post-capitalist 

possibilities (Waterman, 1995). Thus, SMU interprets issues of identity and culture in 

terms of their interaction with processes of commodification, alienation and 

exploitation related to markets and capitalist relations of production.  
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In terms of a theory-practice dialectic, the SMU approach highlights limits of positivist 

approaches to knowledge in RMT. For the SMU approach, the concentration and 

centralisation of (incomplete) knowledge in hierarchical union organisational forms is 

derived from positivist approaches to knowledge. With participatory democracy as a 

core principle of social change, the SMU validates tacit forms of knowledge that 

inform concrete localised intervention in workplaces, communities, and institutions of 

daily life. While asserting the social character of knowledge compatible with an NSM 

frame, the SMU’s commitment to social transformation elaborates an ASM approach. 

Consequently, SMU explains and evaluates theories of social transformation in terms 

of practice. This leads SMU to articulate an alternative ethical hegemony that 

emphasises union content and values.  

 

A critique of SMU, from a Marxist perspective suggests that the labour movement 

struggles have not moved out of the factory as suggested by SMU, since “the entire 

society becomes one enormous factory, or rather, the factory spreads throughout the 

whole society” (Negri quoted in Neary, 2002:176). According to Neary, “labour moves 

from a condition of formal to real subsumption”, which “does not simply expand civil 

society and its institutions in opposition to labour, but also reconstitutes labour itself in 

a more intensely abstract, or contingent form” (Neary 2002:168-172). Thus, the 

privileging of “limited aspirations of social movement politics” such as human rights, 

women and environment, in conjunction with the labour movement negates the 

“abolition of labour and the society out of which it is constituted” (Ibid. :174-176).  

 

While “labour moves” in terms of the sphere of circulation, this sphere includes 

different relations of production (bonded labour, slave labour, household labour, and so 

on). The nature of these relations of production depends on class forces. Neary's 

“factory fetish” here leads to reifying class formations. Moreover, the labour power 

that is exchanged embodies the creative potentialities of human beings that constantly 

interact with the processes of exploitation and alienation. Neary leaves out the core of 

SMU theorising, which suggests a shift from facts to values, stressing the ethical-

political moment (praxis) of counter hegemony (Waterman, 2003).   

 

The core of SMU highlights the theory-practice unity or praxis. This emphasises the 

realm of struggle and how each struggle has the potential to deepen the understanding 

as well as re-shape the next struggle (depth praxis) (Bhaskar, 1989). As distinct from 

liberal and Marxist-Leninist versions of trade unionism (Neary, 2002; Kelly, 1988), the 

SMU approach relates class struggles to a totality of enduring power relations, where  

 197



“…the economic and social structure is seen as determined by political 

struggle; classes are shaped and re-shaped through struggle; all struggles are 

understood as political struggles” (Waterman, 1993). 

The focus on struggle, or praxis, implies a redefinition of the dominant institutional 

perspectives of both economic and political unionism. By emphasising the ways 

workers are localised and embedded in communities, the focus on struggle reinterprets 

norms and values of social movements as well as communities. Trade unions are 

redefined as a “community in movement”, transforming institutionalised relations 

grounded in "utility maximising" instrumental "interests" and a "utilitarian theory of 

action" (Ch. 2.5.). This emphasis on a social economy over a political economy is 

based on transforming relations of production as well as reproduction, rooted in class 

exploitation and structurally determined antagonisms between classes.  Consequently, 

the key characteristic of SMU theorising is to redefine unions as a movement involving 

communities that are open, pluralistic and transformative (Waterman, 1993).  

 

To sum up, this section focused on the complementarities and contradictions of social 

movement theorising with social movement unionism. Beginning with social 

movement theories, the first section suggested a strategic synthesis between RMT and 

NSM perspectives that point towards an ASM perspective. By linking counter 

hegemony (struggle against) with an alternative ethical hegemony (struggle for), the 

ASM model highlights the interplay between culture and economy in shaping social 

struggles. Thus, the ASM approach links politics of recognition with distribution in a 

way that avoids reifying culture and substituting identity-engineering for social change 

(Fraser, 2000: Ch. 2.). Accordingly, the ASM deepens struggles for recognition, by 

struggling against repressive forms of communitarian projects. By situating social 

movements in a stratified social reality, the ASM articulates a differentiated democratic 

strategy, encouraging innovative relationships within and outside organisations, 

movements and networks. In the process, the ASM addresses the absorption/autonomy 

(reformist/revolutionary) dilemma of social movements. While social movement 

unionism (SMU) contains both NSM and RMT orientations, the ASM theorising on 

knowledge suggests practical possibilities of deepening SMU theorising.  

 

The ASM emphasis on knowledge and organisation as well as engaging in a 

differentiated democracy directly overlaps ongoing debates around SMU. In 

highlighting issues of union autonomy, internal democracy and strategic alliances, the 

SMU complements an ASM approach of a differentiated democratic strategy. The 

SMU’s articulation of movement politics reveals an ASM approach that suggests 
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transformative action based on knowing, but not all knowing. In encouraging a pooling 

and a sharing of knowledge, SMU enables a self-transformation of unions that nurtures 

structured alliances as a necessary condition for generating a movement. In turn, the 

ASM approach to knowledge which asserts the possibility of deriving values from 

facts, complements SMU’s attention to values of worker solidarity in order to promote 

union identities as a community in movement. Hence, the ASM strengthens the SMU 

strategies encouraging new types of union relations with communities and institutions 

of representative politics that can reinforce their movement politics. So how would an 

SMU approach challenge the argument that the labour movement is a spent force? 

  

4.3.6.1. Avoiding Becoming a Spent Force 

Castells’ representation of the labour movement as a spent force is criticised by Social 

Movement Unionism (SMU) theorists (Waterman, 1999; Lambert, 2000). While 

Waterman agrees with most of what Castells has to say, he disproves Castells’ 

reluctance to argue for the possibility of, and the necessity for, a “new social labour 

movement” that can address constraints of global network capitalism (GNC) 

(Waterman, 1999: Ch. 2.). In evading issues of union revitalisation, Castells neglects 

“the only social movement that consists of poor and increasingly impoverished people, 

and which is customarily led by people of this same low-class social origin” (Ibid.). In 

the absence of concrete intellectual intervention, Waterman considers that unorganised 

workers are likely to be  

“‘identified’ either by right-wing fundamentalists (as in France, India or 

Poland) or by left-wing ideologues, who, if not fundamentalists, are tilting at 

the windmills of an earlier capitalism” (Ibid.).  

According to Waterman the problem is not locating a “privileged emancipatory 

subject”, but identifying and reinforcing potentials required for any emancipatory 

movement (Ibid.).  

 

Lambert’s critique of Castells agrees with Waterman, but from a different emphasis on 

practical and organisational intervention. Lambert qualifies Castells’ confidence in new 

information technology and network society, suggesting,  

“in and of itself, the new information technology generally individualises and 

isolates – so you have nodes that intersect, but they don’t necessarily translate 

into a collective project of social solidarity” (Lambert, 2000).  

In contrast to Waterman, Lambert argues that counterposing of the old and new labour 

movement undermines possibilities of social emancipation and the “potential for a 
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creative synergy between the old and the new” (Ibid.). The main discourse contesting 

the labour as a spent force argument is one of union revitalisation.  

 

SMU is an orientation aimed at explaining the possibilities and limitations of 

revitalising unions. Castells’ critique of the labour movement illustrates a dominant 

tendency in most social movement literature that focuses on the institutionalisation of 

movements characterising oligarchic organisations. In contrast, union revitalisation 

refers to transforming organisational oligarchic tendencies towards radicalised 

movement politics. In transforming dominant “bureaucratic conservatism”, an RMT 

approach to SMU suggests three key elements in the revitalisation of unions (Voss and 

Sherman, 2000).  These sources of radical organisational change involved: the 

emergence of a political crisis that induces a change in leadership; “the presence of 

leaders with activist experience outside the labour movement who interpreted the 

decline in the labour movement as a mandate to change”; and the “influence of the 

international union in favour of innovation” (Ibid.).  

 

The influence of leaders with activist backgrounds conveys that “[t]hese individuals 

had the knowledge, the vision, and sense of urgency required to use confrontational 

strategies and take organisational chances” (Ibid. :328). The leadership also illustrated 

an ethical leadership that saw beyond the “universe of unionised workers” and built 

community alliances. Moreover, the role of the “international union leadership” as a 

crucial element of union revitalisation concerns labour internationalism strategies (Ch. 

5.). These theoretical implications are derived from analysing actual union strategies in 

the U.S., and they highlight an SMU articulation of unions as a counter hegemonic 

movement, aimed towards transforming both internal and external relations.6 In 

contesting the representation of the labour movement as a spent force, SMU highlights 

union struggles aimed at reinventing union identities as moral economic agents and as  

civil society actors.     

 

4.4. Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the movement dimension of trade unions that situates the 

union as actors in civil society. The discussion unfolded in two main sections. The first 

section focused on social movement theorising, while the second section explained the 

ways in which social movement unionism articulates the movement dimension of 

unions.   
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In terms of social movement theories, the Alternative Social Movements (ASM) 

perspective suggests a desirable synthesis between New Social Movement and 

Resource Mobilisation theories. In particular, the ASM expresses the necessity and the 

possibility of extending counter hegemonic struggles towards an ethical alternative 

ethical hegemony. The strategic orientation of ASM asserts a differentiated democratic 

struggle, articulating representative politics that amplify and legitimise the movement 

dimension of corporate agents. In emphasising knowledge as a social structure, the 

ASM perspective advocates a transformative and an emancipatory framework to situate 

corporate agents in an unfolding theory-practice unity.  

 

In terms of trade union theories, Social Movement Unionism highlights the movement 

dimension of unions that involves elements of union autonomy, participatory 

democracy and structured alliances. Along with these key elements, the articulation of 

an alternative hegemony in SMU complements an ASM approach. In promoting 

participatory democracy and alliances, the SMU asserts values of worker solidarity as a 

community in movement. The SMU strategies to decentralise and democratise 

organisational knowledge parallel an ASM approach that encourages a pooling and a 

sharing of knowledge. In acknowledging tacit forms of knowledge, both SMU and 

ASM emphasise a transition from facts to values, in contesting the positivist 

intellectual hegemony. Finally, both SMU and ASM suggest a differentiated 

democratic strategy where representative politics reinforces the movement dimension 

of collective struggles.  

 

The SMU approach concerns an open, pluralistic, depth praxis that transforms 

identities of workers as subjugated subjects. In focusing on the possible over the actual, 

SMU emphasis on structured alliances articulates a new labour internationalism which 

is central to challenging the enhanced power of globally mobile capital (Ch. 1.6.). 

What is the nature of this new labour internationalism? How does it relate to the old 

labour internationalism, as well as other internationalisms? And, in which ways are 

unions mobilised in a concrete context of global solidarity action? These are some key 

questions explored in the next chapter. 
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1 Theories of social movements as revolutionary ‘outbreaks’ or mobilisations (Moore jr, 1966; 

Skocpol, 1979) express “collective behaviour” perspectives. The attempts to demonstrate the 
rationality of movements, often grounded in individualistic and “psychologistic” 
interpretations, illustrate tendencies of both RMT and NSM orientations (Pakulski, 1991:12). 

2 From a ‘new labour geography’ perspective (Harrod, 1998:xi) the union-community relations 
are analysed in terms of a “political economy of place”. This framework takes into account 
the “political culture of place” related to class and the extraction of surplus labour. Within 
this perspective Jane Wills promotes a “reciprocal community unionism” defined as 
“sustaining relationships with community groups to help improve local life as well as 
fostering trade union growth” (Wills, 2001a:6). This differs from “community-based or 
representational community unionism”, which relates to early forms of place-based union 
solidarities which were then re-shaped by the emergence Labour parties (Ibid.).  

3 Johnston defines ‘citizenship’ broadly, referring to “not simply the bundle of rights and 
obligations identified and/or advocated by political theorists but to individual and collective 
involvement in public institutions as agent, user, object, constituent and organiser of public 
interests. Public institutions are seen broadly beyond political dimension to their location in 
specific character of democracy" (Johnston, 1999).  

4 Kelly (1998), although in the periphery of SMU discourse, also suggests a RMT frame 
particularly in the field of industrial relations. Kelly provides a detailed critique of ‘rational 
choice models’ grounded in ‘rational economic man’ perspectives, particularly of Mancur 
Olsen (1971) The Logic of Collective Action, Harvard University Press: Cambridge, Mass. 
Emphasising macro-structural influences on social movements, Kelly suggests a dynamic 
evolutionary perspective (long wave theory).  

5 Von Holdt (1993) suggests a version of SMU and political unionism, described as ‘strategic 
unionism’ focused on how to respond once industrial conflicts become increasingly 
institutionalised. This approach articulates a new corporatist strategy based on common 
interests between the labour movement, business and government, illustrating a ‘radical 
reformist’ orientation (Von Holdt, 1993). 

6  The three international unions examined in this research included SEIU (Services Employees 
International Union), HERE (Hotel and Restaurant Employees), and UFCW (united Food and 
Commercial Workers). The study mainly focused on union locals in the Northern California 
region over the 1996-98 period. Union revitalisation was defined as “those that had shifted 
away from servicing current union members to organising the unorganised and that used 
unconventional disruptive tactics in these organising campaigns” (Voss and Sherman, 
2000:316). 
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In order to confront globally mobile capital, the focus on union empowerment has 

highlighted the inadequacy of purely national trade union strategies (Ch. 2). Accordingly, 

discovering new strategies of labour internationalism is central to building union capacities 

that encourage the movement dimension of unions (Ch. 4.). This chapter focuses on a 

potential new labour internationalism, compatible with social movement unionism, 

described as global social movement unionism (GSMU). The chapter begins by explaining 

the strategic debates around labour internationalism, highlighting the ways labour coexists, 

with other internationalisms. The second half of this chapter describes a GSMU 

intervention in practice, which analyses the union network named as the Southern Initiative 

on Globalisation and Trade Union Rights (SIGTUR). Finally, the chapter ends with 

looking at some criticism as well as core elements of a new labour internationalism. 

  

Neo-liberal globalisation illustrates a radical reconstitution of union strategies of labour 

internationalism (Ch. 1.6.). Labour internationalism was founded in the second half of the 

twentieth century and coincided with the invention of nation-state traditions (Hyman, 

2002; Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983). The national trade union federations that emerged 

little over a hundred years ago, socialised and incorporated within nation-state strategies 

and political parties, are in crisis across the world. In the context of a growing North-South 

divide and competitive regional alignments, an effective strategic and theoretical 
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orientation for union revitalisation relates to the possibility of, and necessity for, a GSMU 

strategy (Moody, 1997:275). Accordingly, the articulation of a GSMU orientation is 

grounded in recognising the interdependence of labour internationalism with other 

internationalisms.  

 

5.1.1. Many Internationalisms  

The discovery of new labour internationalism strategies relates to recognising other 

internationalisms. Internationalism refers to “cross national, global and non-territorial 

solidarities, communities and organisations of an egalitarian and democratic nature” 

(Waterman, 1998:50). The emergence of internationalism is linked with the “experience of 

capitalist industrialisation and the construction of centralised modern, elitist states” (Ibid.). 

As a result, labour internationalism was shaped by industrial labour and nation-state 

traditions. Along with new artisan labour movements, the early expressions of labour 

internationalism included cosmopolitan socialist intellectuals. Meanwhile, liberal 

cosmopolitanism and religious universalism also interacted with labour internationalism 

(Ibid. :50).1

 

The new internationalism relates to the changing structural context of the enduring old 

Internationalisms such as: labour, Socialist and Third World Internationalisms (Ibid.: 50). 

Particularly with the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1989, the basis of old 

internationalism entered a new set of economic, political and cultural tendencies under 

neo-liberal globalisation. According to Waterman (1998) the contemporary context of 

internationalisation, defined as the “global spread of modernisation in a capitalist 

dominated world,” involves new tendencies. These include: an uneven industrialisation; 

bureaucratised modes of co-ordination; patriarchal structures expressed in particular 

gender, sexual and family patterns; and cultural centralisation and standardisation (Ibid. 

:46). Consequently, the actual practice of internationalism can only emerge through “the 

self-creation of popular non-territorial identities and their combination into self-conscious, 

democratic, and self-activating international subjects” (Ibid.: 48). However, Warterman’s 

emphasis on the singularity of agency and reflexivity, avoids a more qualified description 

of building a collective project where the self is negotiated within and against enduring 

relations of power. 

 

Closely linked with internationalism is cosmopolitanism. Defined on the basis of “political 

and cultural universalism”, cosmopolitanism prioritises “world order over that of a specific 
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state or nation” (Ibid. :49).  Cosmopolitanism embodies tendencies of liberalism as well as 

socialism. The liberal cosmopolitanism, grounded in European bourgeois values and 

structures, often represents its own self-interested idealism (abstract humanism) which 

ignores popular national feelings (Ibid.: 49). The socialist cosmopolitanism that was 

expressed by the crudely statist internationalism of the Soviet Union, highlighted the 

material dimension of distributive justice (concrete humanism), as opposed to “rootless” 

liberal cosmopolitanism (Ibid.) In revealing contradictions of capitalist competitive 

individualism, socialist cosmopolitanism promoted an unfolding emancipatory project that 

is grounded in a concrete humanism. While socialist internationalism opened the moral 

conscience for an alternative ethical hegemony, its articulation of labour internationalism 

was embedded in contradictions. This interplay between labour and other internationalisms 

requires a critical examination of enduring forms of labour internationalism.   

 

5.1.2. Labour internationalism 

Contemporary processes of globalisation express three main tendencies of labour 

internationalism: labour and socialist internationalism, new labour internationalism, and 

global solidarity (Waterman, 1998:51). The labour and socialist internationalism expressed 

by ICFTU and WFTU represent enduring forms of ‘old’ internationalism that emerged 

with nineteenth and twentieth century labour movements (Ch. 1.6.1.2.). Socialist 

internationalism theoretically prioritised transforming capitalist exploitation of labour for 

engaging in other power struggles. This tendency to represent socialist internationalism as 

the internationalism in practice, often neglects other internationalisms, particularly feminist 

internationalism, which also articulates moral-economic alternatives. By reducing on-going 

socialist politics to previously ‘existing’ socialist experiments (particularly its 

manifestation as Stalinism), socialist internationalism is rife with constraints. Moreover, 

“[e]ven at its peak, the internationalism of socialists and proletarians, may have been more 

on national and democratic issues than on specifically proletarian ones” (Ibid.: 51). 

 

The new labour internationalism expresses a complex solidarity. This complexity relates to 

negotiating a range of hierarchical relations of power, that extend across multiple sites, 

relationships, orientations, strategies, and alliances (Waterman, 1998:72-73). The 

emergence of “new” labour internationalism coincides with new social movements and 

Third Worldism that criticised eurocentric, bureaucratic, and male-biased tendencies of 

internationalism (Munck, 1988). Thus, new labour internationalism is a differentiated 

phenomenon, influenced by class and national dynamics, where “workers experience class 
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and national consciousness as complementary rather than contradictory” phenomenon 

(Waterman, 1998). 

 

According to Waterman, the new labour internationalism highlights the interdependent, 

complex, diversity of internationalisms. Nevertheless, “the absence of a mass (worker, 

women, peasant, ethnic minority) internationalism remains a problem” (Ibid.: 52). In 

addition, the core of activists of the new labour “inter-nationalism”, located in the 

North/West, interact mostly among movements in the North/West (Ibid.: 52). Often, their 

narrow nation-state, economistic, and instrumental tendencies reinforce mechanical notions 

of solidarity and an abstract humanism. This leads to a re-definition of labour 

internationalism towards an agenda of global solidarity (Ibid. :1998).  

 

Figure 5.1.     Internationalism and Global Solidarity 

 
 

Global Solidarity 
Complex solidarity 
Ethic of solidarity 

Internationalism 
 
Nation-state 
Eurocentric 
Unity in Diversity 

New labour Internationalism 
Global Social Movement Unionism 
Unity in Diversity + Diversity and Unity 

Labour 
Internationalism 

Many Internationalisms  
(labour, women, ecology, 
human rights, and other.) 

Colonial Division of labour          New International Division of Labour 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.1.3. Global solidarity  

Global solidarity refers to a broader understanding of human labour that promotes a new 

movement and an ethic (Waterman, 1998:11). Taking into account global network 

capitalism, reconstituting unions and workers, global solidarity involves deeper cross-

national alliances among workers. In recognising many internationalisms, global solidarity 

articulates a space of global civil society that expresses a complex solidarity (Ibid. :235). 

As a result, global solidarity is a new movement, encouraging alliances among a range of 

emancipatory movements, and a new ethic that defends a willingness to communicate and 

listen to all (Habermas) (Ibid. 1998). Thus, global solidarity implicitly holds on to the 

nation-state orientation, while emphasising the normative content of solidarity. 
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Global solidarity represents a new set of relations among enduring and dispersed 

internationalisms (Figure 5.1.). Nineteenth century worker solidarity was “based on 

‘immediate economic’ self-interest of the class and the common ‘long-term political’ 

interest of society” (Ibid..: 52).  While bourgeois liberal solidarity prioritised political 

liberty in nation-state terms, proletarian and socialist solidarity prioritised economic 

equality in class terms. By highlighting neglected interrelated dimensions, global solidarity 

is interwoven with other internationalisms involving women, ecology, peace, human rights, 

and the marginalised. This alliance with fragmented and overlapping internationalisms, 

extends the basis of solidarity from the old “unity in diversity” to include “diversity in 

unity”.  

 

5.1.3.1. Communication internationalism 

Communication internationalism expresses a core element of global solidarity (Waterman, 

1998).   Acknowledging the potential of new communication technology as a new terrain 

of struggle, it encourages sharing and pooling of knowledge across a range of counter-

hegemonic movements (Lee, 1998). Moreover, “communication” is understood “not 

simply as a technical means or a practical instrument for other ends, but also as an ethical 

end to be valued” (Ibid. :215).  

 

The elements of communication internationalism involve: a) terrain of ideas, information, 

and images revealing absences and suggesting new meaning; b) a terrain of 

communication, media and culture; c) a relational principle of network rather than of 

organisation; and d) a communication/cultural orientation rather than the traditional 

political/organisation tendency (Ibid. :215-9). This social/ethical approach to 

communication implies a democratisation of knowledge within and among unions, aimed 

at transforming organisational forms that often centralise and concentrate information. 

 

As a new terrain of struggle, the emergence of new communication technology has resulted 

in a range of initiatives and global solidarity actions (Lee, 1998). Trade union 

experimentation with computer-mediated communications has emerged since the early 

1980s, expressing both possibilities and limitations (Ibid. :229-244). The global labour 

computer net(work), such as the Labour net, encompasses a number of websites on trade 

unions, trade union news, campaigns, discussion lists, labour education, and so on. The 

network has expanded strategic possibilities for an online international labour press, 
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archives, discussion groups, and journals. However, its limitations include the dominance 

of the English language, the Northern bias, the small percent of unionists using the internet, 

private companies controlling software, company and government censorship, and the lack 

of support and training (Ibid.).  

 

The distinction between old and new labour internationalism is reflected by the ways in 

which labour institutions and networks utilise computer-aided communication. Although 

the ICFTU has an extensive website, there has been limited effort to conduct solidarity 

action through the use of cyberspace (Ibid.: 240). This applies to most ICFTU affiliated 

trade union centres and other mainstream unions with cyberspace presence  (Lee, 1998; 

Waterman, 1999). According to Waterman, the Conference on Organised Labour in the 

21st Century (COL21), hosted by the ICFTU and the ILO in 1999, was an innovative 

cyberspace initiative. However, the COL21 also illustrated the dominant union tendencies 

that evade institutional and ideological contradictions of universalising eurocentric notions 

of “industrial relations”. According to Waterman (1999),  

“We could end up with a lot of white, northern, pro-labour academic guys talking 

to each other (about the implications of globalisation for Anglo-Saxon-type labour 

relations and their European or international projection)” (Ibid.: 15-20).   

In contrast to the ICFTU’s approach to internationalism, a range of media and labour 

networks are engaged in new alliances addressing new contradictions of workplaces and 

labour processes. Consequently, these new networks convey a deepening of 

communication internationalism that encourages new strategies and terrains of 

internationalist struggles (Ibid.: 15-20).2  

 

While Waterman’s distinction between global solidarity and new labour internationalism is 

a useful theoretical construct, its orientation is primarily prescriptive. The cyberspace is 

increasingly a tool, a space, and a utopia (Waterman, 1998:217). However, this critical and 

evaluative emphasis on communication internationalism often absents a descriptive and 

explanatory aspect of solidarity. Consequently, he fails to explain how communication 

internationalism can lead to collective contentious action (Lambert and Webster, 2003). 

Thus, the constructivist approach to “global solidarity” refrains from explaining how to 

transform enduring relations of inequality between different actors. Still, Waterman’s 

global solidarity allows a basis for evaluating the actual organisational forms of 

transnational actors.    
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5.1.4. Alliances and networks 

The actual practices of global solidarity involve actors engaging in both institutional and 

network dimensions. These collective actors that operate within and outside unions include 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs), International Non-governmental Organisations 

(INGOs) and Transnational Activists Networks (TANs) (Figure 5.2.).3  

 

Transnational or global social movements (GSM) refer to social movements with social 

and political bases outside its target state or society (Tarrow, 2001). The GSMs are defined 

as “socially mobilised groups with constituents in at least two states” against “at least one 

state other than their own, or against an international institution or a multinational 

economic actor” (Ibid.). Intertwined with strategies and structures of GSMs are 

International Non-governmental Organisations (INGOs). INGOs are defined as 

organisations that operate independent of governments composed of multi-national 

membership, advancing mutual goals through routine transactions with states, private 

actors and international institutions (Ibid.). While both GSMs and INGOs may have social 

change goals, GSMs engage in “sustained contentious interaction”, while INGOs engage in 

“routine transactions” with the same kind of actors (Ibid.). 

 

Figure 5.2.   Actors of Global Solidarity  
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of information and services” (Keck and Sikkink, 1998:2). Often these networks express 

normative concerns and areas of informational uncertainty, such as human rights. TANs 

operate within social movements or INGOs and often involve government agents in their 

official and unofficial capacities. In turn, TANs represent informal and shifting structures 

through which  

“NGOs, social movement activists, government officials, and agents of 

international institutions can interact and help resource poor domestic actors to 

gain leverage” (Tarrow, 2001). 

Global social movements (GSMs) or mass-based transnational social movements 

encompass very different relations to states and international institutions than the less 

contentious relations of INGOs or TANs (Ibid.). The activities of INGOs and TANs with 

nation-states and global/regional institutions of economic governance are reinforced by the 

growth of a cosmopolitan class of transnational activists. They enable potential allies in 

terms of resources, opportunities and incentives for actors in transnational politics (Ibid.). 

This institutional and network form of global actors also relates to their orientation as 

counter hegemonic agents. Positioned in terms of class struggle, the new labour 

internationalism allows a closer look at the content of global solidarity.     

 

5.1.5. New labour internationalism 

Waterman critiques the dominant conceptualisation of new labour internationalism, 

highlighting its lack of alliances with other internationalisms and its projection as the 

internationalism. However, this critique asserts a premature closure of alternative 

expressions of new labour internationalism. According to Lambert and Webster (2003), 

“[a] critical weakness in much of the literature of the new labour internationalism is the 

lack of evidence advanced to confirm that new strategic directions are indeed emerging”. 

With their theoretical insights “grounded in and grown out of concrete struggles for 

change”, Lambert and Webster (2003) deploy categories of ‘old’ and ‘new’ labour 

internationalism for articulating strategic choices (Table 5.1.).  

 

The old labour internationalism, predominantly established by Northern white male 

workers, emerged in a context where unions were increasingly institutionalised within state 

industrial relations systems. The unions’ engagement in parliamentary political parties 

emphasised the realm of representative politics that subordinated unions as the “industrial 

wing” of the party. With bureaucracies promoted as the most “rational” form of 

organisation, trade union leaders were primarily career officials.  The centralised, 
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hierarchical organisation meant restricting internal debates while reducing internal 

democracy to representative procedural democracy. The union integration with political 

party systems also absorbed labour internationalism to a diplomatic national foreign policy 

orientation (Ch.1.6). While strengthening unions’ nation-state identities, the old labour 

internationalism narrowed to organised workers, excluded alliances with a majority of the 

unorganised.  

 

The new labour internationalism highlights the shift from a colonial to a new international 

division of labour that shapes organised labour struggles. While dismantling established 

systems of industrial relations, the new international division of labour has reconstituted 

the realm of labour by way of casualisation, feminisation, and work intensification. 

Moreover, the increasing integration of workers in the South within global commodity 

chains has reconfigured labour-capital relations on a global scale. As a result, the new 

labour internationalism is initiated by workers in the global South, involving African, 

Asian and Latino workers (Lambert and Webster, 2003). In turn, these new initiatives 

reveal the inadequacies of older labour movements in the South socialised by 

independence struggles, and based on party subordinated and nation-state strategies. 

 

The new labour internationalism is described as a global social movement unionism 

(GSMU) strategy (Moody, 1997).  Its main focus is on movement politics of unions as 

actors in civil society, which represents a realm of counter hegemonic struggle and not 

merely “social partnerships”. As a result, the GSMU is led by a generation of politically 

committed activists as opposed to career bureaucrats (Moody, 1997:289). With the mode 

of organisation geared towards movements and networks, the internal debates are 

decentralised and open. Thus, the core orientation of GSMU is to build alliances with new 

social movements and other global actors (INGOs, TANs, and NGOs) in order to revitalise 

the unions’ movement dimension.  

 

According to Moody, the old internationalism of ICFTU and the GUFs is entrenched in a 

limited realm of representative politics. The old internationalism is held in check by a 

“seductive chorus of social-democratic politicians, and threats and promises from many of 

the TNCs themselves” (Ibid. 289). However, Moody avoids a more nuanced reading of the 

relationship between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ that recognises the potentialities within the 

old, as well as their desires for emancipatory politics. Moreover, Moody’s emphasis on 

NGO networks, such as TIE (Transnational Information Exchange) fails to explain how 
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these initiatives have actually mobilised workers in ways which transform their identities 

as class actors as well as their commitment to activism and struggle.  Nevertheless, Moody 

makes a substantial argument that links mobilisation with internal organisation and 

leadership.  

“The activation of union members in order to reach and mobilise these broader 

constituencies (less organised or positioned sections of the working class) is 

interwoven with the question of union democracy and leadership accountability” 

(Moody, 1997:277) 

 

Table 5.1. Old and New Labour Internationalism 

Old labour Internationalism New Labour Internationalism 
Northern male white workers 
Union institutionalised in state industrial 
relations systems 
Formalised politics through parliamentary 
political parties 

Southern Afro, Asian, and Latino workers 
Building social movement unionism 
Dynamic interplay between workplace 
organisation and civil society 

Career officials Political generation of committed 
activists 

Bureaucratic, hierarchical, centralised, 
restricted debate  

Network organisation and movement 
Decentralised open debate 

Diplomatic (national foreign policy) 
orientation 

Mobilisation and campaign orientation 

Workplace and trade unions only  Coalition building with new social 
movements and NGOs 

Source: Rob Lambert and Eddie Webster (2003) “What’s new in the New Labour Internationalism: A 
Southern Perspective”, unpublished manuscript. 

 

5.1.6. Leadership 

The focus on leadership relates to modes of organisation aimed at enhancing global 

solidarity action. The dominant international trade union theory emphasises activities of 

federal bodies, such as ICFTU and ETUC that focus on lobbying and broad policy oriented 

negotiations with consultation (Ramsay, 1999:212). However, these federal bodies often 

"marginalise political activity and reduce information exchanges and other networking to 

tributary activities" (Ibid. :213). More importantly, the marginalisation of political activity 

is derived from bureaucratic modes of organisation that are led by professional, career 

bureaucrats.  

 

According to Hyman the old “official” internationalism “has often been more rhetorical 

than real” (Hyman, 2002:10). In undermining grassroots activism, the dominant 

bureaucratic organisations are legitimised on the basis of “long-term strategic perspective, 

centralised determination of policy”, and “disciplined observance of authoritative 
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decisions” (Ibid. :6). Even at a nation level, this bureaucratic centralisation “acquire(s) 

resources too valuable to risk in frontal class confrontation”. Consequently, “caution and 

conservatism tend to follow” (Ibid.). At both national and transnational levels, the 

hierarchical discipline undermines the members’ “willingness to act”. Accordingly, 

“Internationalism from above can thus marry efficiency to impotence” (Ibid. :7). The 

alternative is to become “less like bureaucracies and more like network organisations” that 

increase transparency and internal democracy (Ibid. :12). 

 

The institutional constraints of enduring internationalism is also embedded in eurocentric 

cultural biases.  The official institutions of internationalism, since their inception, have 

remained “essentially a European phenomenon, though with intermittent US participation” 

(Ibid. :8).  According to Hyman, these European unions “have become more, not less 

Eurocentric in their concerns” (Ibid.). The ICFTU headquarters is identified more as the 

home of the ETUC (European Trade Union Congress), and in 2002 the general secretaries 

of the ICFTU and most GUFs were British (Ibid. :9). Most GUFs, with the exception of the 

ITF (transport) have their headquarters in Brussels  ⎯ the home of ICFTU, or the outskirts 

of Geneva ⎯ the home of the ILO.  

 

The contemporary consolidation of a “Eurocentric, if not, Anglocentric” labour diplomacy, 

involves key actors socialised in a distinctive career pattern.  The professional international 

trade unionist is generally a graduate with language skills, often with previous experience 

as a researcher. They rarely have a background as “agitator” or “front-line negotiator” 

(Ibid. :9). Hyman, however, fails to mention the masculine nature of enduring labour 

internationalism and the complicity of non-European actors or “junior partners” in 

maintaining eurocentricism.  

 

In contrast to the old internationalism, the leaders of new labour internationalism emerge 

from a background of activism, although they also tend to be mostly male. For example, 

Kjeld Jakobssen, a trade union leader of the CUT (Brazil), was a political activist within 

the student movement in the late 1960s. At the time, the struggles against the military 

dictatorship encouraged a generation of progressive activists, influenced by a range of 

emancipatory politics including liberation theology. As a unionist, his political orientation 

was further radicalised during the worker militancy of late 1970s. Similarly, Arokia Dass, a 

union leader from Malaysia, was affected by the student movement and the South Indian 

anti-Brahmin movement in the late 1960s. According to Dass,  
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“I was the elected General Secretary unopposed for many years. I never take  

decisions on behalf of the workers, but I plan strategies and tactics, and go  back 

(sic) to them. I found that 90% of them make the right decision. In line with what 

you think. It’s because of the feedback we give and the way we behave ourselves. 

The second thing that came out to be a real democratic leader, you have to be 

honest with yourself. When you are honest with yourself, you can be honest with 

others. Then there is trust. When trust is built you have achieved what you wanted 

to do. And people know that you are not going to con them. We never did. These 

are some of the values we picked up.” 

Rather than dominating members, the new leaders are operating on the basis of mandates 

and accountability, as well as open debates, which encourage forms of democratic 

unionism (Moody, 1997:277; Ch. 3.). In turn, the new leadership complements the 

participatory democratic orientation of unions aimed at nurturing a “politically skilled” 

membership. 

 

To sum up, the discussion so far has focused on the conceptualisation and the practice of 

labour internationalism. Recognising the interdependence of labour with other 

internationalisms, the new labour internationalism express as a complex solidarity. The 

actual practice of solidarity, mediated by global actors (INGOs, TANs, and NGOs), is 

mostly engaged in routine transactions (representative politics) while subordinating 

contentious movement politics. Within labour, old internationalism is dominated by 

eruocentric, male-biased, bureaucracies that reproduce a nation-state-centred culture of 

diplomacy emphasising representative politics. In contrast, global solidarity action is the 

basis of the new labour internationalism or a global social movement unionism (GSMU). 

Emerging from the South, the GSMU links social organisation with networking in order to 

engage in contentious collective action. The complex solidarity in GSMU expresses a 

differentiated notion of internationalism that emphasises building capacities of those 

marginalised. In order to illustrate an embryonic initiative of GSMU, the next section 

analyses the SIGTUR network. 

 

SIGTUR was selected for both theoretical and practical reasons. In terms of theory, 

SIGTUR relates to strategies depicting global social movement unionism. The three core 

unions, particularly South Africa, South Korea and Brazil, have emerged through struggles 

against authoritarian state forms. Moreover, in resisting globalisation SIGTUR depicts an 

alternative to the diffused, pluralist agenda of the WSF (World Social Forum) and GJ&SM 
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(Global Justice and Solidarity Movement) (Ch. 2). While both, the WSF and SIGTUR 

build hope that “another world is possible”, their strategic orientation relates to their actual 

practice of transformative politics. Thus, the KCTUs strategy to organise casual workers 

characterises targeted interventions to build solidarity for resisting and transforming 

globalisation (SIGTUR, 2003).  

 

With nearly two decades of organisation and action, SIGTUR is not an insignificant actor 

in labour internationalism. Unlike other labour internationalisms engaged in information 

exchange, education, and debate, such as TIE (Transnational Information Exchange) 

(Moody, 1997), SIGTUR illustrates a more substantive global transformative project. In a 

Sri Lankan context, the ‘Free Trade Zone’ workers union analysed in chapter ten is also a 

pioneering member of SIGTUR network. Accordingly, the analysis of the SIGTUR 

provides a deeper understanding of new labour internationalism, as well as local union 

strategies articulating Global Social Movement Unionism.  

 

5.2. The  SIGTUR network 

With "independent democratic" unions as a core organising principle, SIGTUR emerged in 

1992 initiated by Australian and South African union activists. SIGTUR has held five 

international conferences between 1992 and 2001, which included a range of unions, 

labour NGOs (INGOs and TANs), global union federations (GUFs), labour academics and 

activists (see Figure 5.3.).  

 

The SIGTUR network was initiated by labour activists linked with the South African 

union, COSATU (Confederation of South African Trade Unions), ACTU (Australian 

Congress of Trade Unions) and WATL (Western Australian Trade and Labour Council, 

renamed Unions Western Australia). Initially launched as the Indian Ocean Initiative (IOI), 

the network was renamed as SIGTUR in 1999. The IOI came into being with the founding 

conference of the Indian Ocean Regional Trade Union Conference held in Perth, Australia 

in November 1992. In preparation for the conference, the workshop on a new labour 

internationalism held in Perth in May 1991, focused on building democratic unionism 

committed to social emancipation, particularly in a hostile environment. The workshop 

included unions from Australia, South Africa (COSATU), Philippines (KMU), Pakistan, 

Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Indonesia and Papua New Guniea (Lambert, 1992). As a precondition 

for effective movement politics, the workshop emphasised deepening alliances on the basis 
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of “developing collective power in the workplace, before engaging in any form of 

resistance” (Ibid. :12). 

 

Figure 5. 3.      SIGTUR Timeline  

 

1997  CITU 
(Calcutta) 
SIGTUR 
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Johannesburg 
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2001 
South Korea 
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1992 Indian Ocean 
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1994 Australian 
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South Africa 

1997 
Rio-Tinto 
Campaign

GUF 
participation 

 Campaign to release 
Jailed union leaders  

 
 
 

The IOI conference held in Perth, November 1992, included 140 delegates and the 

expanded network included unions from Thailand, Vietnam, Korea and India. The Indian 

CITU (Centre of Indian Trade Unions) with a large delegation made a significant 

contribution to the debates (Lambert and Webster, 2003). The discussions mainly focused 

on the struggle for trade union rights, with Company Codes of Conduct as a possible tool 

(Ibid.). 

 

The second conference held in Perth, November 1994, also involved 140 delegates and 

focused on union engagement with systems of industrial relations. The discussion was 

dominated by the ACTU’s “constructive engagement” with Indonesia’s government 

subordinated unions in the belief that they could be reformed (Ibid.). The third conference 

in Calcutta in 1997, was hosted by the CITU, and was attended by 260 delegates.4 With 

more than 20,000 workers participating in the opening events, the conference demonstrated 

the “vitality and organising capacity of the union movement in a developing nation” (Ibid.: 

17). The network also experienced the local cultural practices of Indian unions, expressed 

in the conference style and procedures. The event highlighted issues of cultural differences, 

sensitivity and innovation in building global solidarity. The Calcutta conference also led to 

recognition of the network by the ICFTU and its campaigns. 

 

The focus on the fourth conference was primarily on direct action, specifically global 

solidarity action. The conference held in Johannesburg, October 1999, involved 121 

delegates from 14 countries.5 Representatives from the key GUFs included the IMF 

(International Metal Federation), ICEM (International Chemical, Energy and Mining), ITF 
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(International Transport Federation), and the PSI (Public Service International). The 

expanding network also included labour researchers from Canada, the Netherlands, the 

United Kingdom, Nigeria, South Africa and Australia.  The conference agenda focused on 

“formulating modest realisable, organising goals and campaign tasks”. In particular, the 

campaigns focused on a common May Day theme around the issue of jobs, and a global 

strategy against Rio Tinto, the multinational mining giant (Ibid.).  

 

The fifth conference, held in Seoul South Korea, November 2001, involved 150 delegates 

from 15 countries.6 The powerful Brazilian union, the Central Unica dos Trabahadores 

(CUT) officially participated in the conference for the first time. Nevertheless, since 1995, 

the CUT has been in an initiative with COSATU and KCTU, key actors within SIGTUR. 

Among the activities of the conference was participation at an anti-war rally condemning 

the war on Afghanistan (Appendix 10), and the Joen Tae Il labour activists 

commemoration rally (somewhat similar to a May Day rally).7  The main solidarity action 

initiated at the meeting focused on the release of jailed KCTU leader in Korea and a 

Malaysian unionist in Malaysia.8 From a survey conducted at the 2001 conference, among 

58 respondents, 24% of the participants were women, 93% had a working knowledge of 

English, nearly 68% first heard of SIGTUR after 1997, and 71% attended SIGTUR for the 

first time. 

 

5.2.1. Shared experiences  

The “South” in SIGTUR relates to a core feature of global solidarity. The “South” 

articulated as a counter hegemonic value orientation highlights: the subordinated 

(marginalised) status of the South in the global economic power hierarchy; the history and 

experience of colonialism; coercive labour regimes; disillusionment with post-colonial 

development states; and differences in national histories and organisational cultures 

(Lambert and Webster, 2003; Ch. 2.3.).  

 

In emphasising the South, the re-naming of the IOI as the SIGTUR at the 1999 Calcutta 

conference deepened alliances in this new labour internationalism. These alliances, 

encouraging a range of labour oriented actors, include local and national trade unions, 

GUFs, NGOs (in Sri Lanka, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Indonesia, and so on), INGOs 

(Oxfam), TANs (such as Global South and APWSL ⎯ Asia Pacific Worker Solidarity 

League) and labour activists.  

 

 217



Within SIGTUR, the social relations among actors characterise a spectrum of formal-

informal and continuous-discontinuous relations. They comprise elements of strategic 

alliances encouraging union initiative, autonomy and participatory democracy. The 

SIGTUR itself represents both a global social movement (GSM) and a transnational 

activist network (TAN). As a GSM, the SIGTUR engages in contentious interactions with 

states and as a TAN, it involves a range of NGOs, social movement activists and agents of 

international institutions that help domestic actors to gain leverage.  

 

The shared experiences of the SIGTUR relate to the impact of neo-liberal economic 

policies on unions particularly in the South. The Australian ACTU’s regional initiative was 

influenced by the restructuring of industrial relations launched since the 1983 Accord 

(Lambert and Webster, 2003). The ACTU’s participation in the deregulation process, led to 

a shrinking core of full-time secure employment, while expanding casual and temporary 

employment. Simultaneously, the relocation of capital from Australia to Asia in most 

sectors on a significant scale also meant increasing pressure on Australian unions (Ibid.). 

With their membership base declining, the Australian unions saw their position converging 

towards most other unions in Asia that were restrained by authoritarian industrial relations 

systems. These changes crystallised an objective basis for merging separate interests 

between unions in core and peripheral contexts of the global capitalist economy (Ibid.: 14).  

 

The involvement of ACTU in SIGTUR was criticised by “Australian right-wing 

organisations” that symbolised lingering post-1989 Cold War politics (Ibid.). They argued 

that the network was allied with the WFTU when the ACTU should have aligned with the 

ICFTU unions in the region. Resisting the reduction of union politics to Cold-war politics, 

the network reasserted working with any independent democratic union, regardless of 

political orientation. This highlighted SIGTUR’s articulation of a new labour 

internationalism where solidarity is built on the basis of movement politics of unions 

(Ibid.). 

 

The impetus for the South African labour movement to initiate regional alliances is linked 

with similar issues of economic liberalisation. More importantly, faced with a racist state, 

the South African unions were in a broader struggle for democratisation at the time. The 

struggle towards a non-racial democratic state involved the development of democratic 

independent unions amidst party and state subordinated alternatives. The SIGTUR’s 

strategic orientation was reinforced by the experiences of South African unions,  
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“… under conditions of non-recognition by state and capital, state repression and 

employer victimisation, they had much to offer in the construction of a strong 

independent unionism in the region” (Lambert, 1992).  

 

Major trade unions that participate in the network are engaged in a complex relationship 

that intertwines representative politics with movement politics. For instance, at the 1994 

Perth conference, the struggling Indonesian democratic unions, “spawned and supported by 

NGOs” contested the ACTUs “constructive engagement” with Indonesia’s military union 

(Ibid. 2000:15). This issue almost led to a collapse of the network, illustrating the complex 

process of negotiations between large, developed unions, integrated with national industrial 

systems, and smaller emerging worker initiatives that are striving to develop and gain 

access to national industrial systems.  Similarly, although the ACTU website provides 

extensive union information, there is little attempt to communicate the SIGTUR initiative. 

It depicts the limitations of ACTU’s dominant bureaucratic and nation-state-centred 

strategies that complement the ICFTU’s labour “internationalism from above”.  

 

5.2.2. Independent democratic unions 

The emphasis on independent democratic unions is a core formulation of SIGTUR that 

encourages the values of self-organisation. This orientation is formally articulated in a 

“Principles for Participation” statement, built around the ILO conventions 87 and 98, and 

adopted at the Johannesburg conference in 1999. The new internationalism, as opposed to 

the bureaucratised old internationalism, is aimed at nurturing solidarity action that would 

“never be forthcoming from state sponsored, or employer dominated, weak subordinated 

unionism created as a Cold War stratagem” (Lambert, and Webster, 2003:14). 

 

The internal relations of the network also illustrate SIGTUR's democratic orientation. By 

redefining labour internationalism as going beyond “obtaining money and material 

assistance”, SIGTUR highlights values of solidarity. Thus, internal relations are based on 

encouraging participatory democracy, combining formal and informal organisational 

forms, which link the democracy of deciding (representation) with the democracy of doing 

(participation) (Ch. 3.).  

 

The core principle of ‘democratic unionism’ in SIGTUR implies structured alliances aimed 

at mobilising unions with diverse capacities. This includes strong, highly developed unions 

such as those in South Africa, Australia, South Korea, and weak, fledgling unions in 
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Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand (Lambert, 1992).  Although suggestions were made by 

South Africans that the linkage should primarily focus on strong unions such as COSATU, 

KCTU and CUT, the initiative maintained a “structured linkage” with strong as well as 

weak unions.  

“Without this structured linkage, the terms of competition will not be changed in 

the longer term. … Economic globalisation has now organically connected 

struggles, removing the potential paternalism of strong unions towards the weak 

and changing the very basis of solidarity” (Lambert, 1992).    

 

With self-organisation and union autonomy as the basis of the network, SIGTUR depicts a 

counter hegemonic movement, deepening theory-practice unity. The democratic approach 

to knowledge is illustrated by a pooling of knowledge that encourages open debate. For 

example, at the 1991 Perth workshop, the mass protests action planned by newly 

established Solidarity trade unions in Indonesia were vigorously debated, assessing their 

organisational strength in relation to the military regime (Lambert and Webster, 2003). 

Contrary to the broader perspectives of the network, the protests launched weeks after the 

workshop, faced widespread military repression. Consequently, a broad range of factory 

leaders were victimised and most lost their jobs (Ibid.: 12). The distinct orientation of the 

SIGTUR’s new labour internationalism is based on direct action, which combines 

fragmented knowledge not necessarily for a complete picture but for a better understanding 

of social mechanisms at work.  

 

5.2.3. Global Solidarity Action  

The “contentious” action orientation, described as ‘concrete action against globalisation’, 

defines the SIGTUR beyond the boundaries of a network (or a TAN), expressing a global 

social movement. Among the range of SIGTUR's global solidarity action are two 

campaigns, initiated by Australian unions that focused on domestic industrial relations 

regulations in 1995 and the Rio Tinto multinational mining corporation in 1997. 

 

The struggles of the Western Australian unions in 1995 expressed the new modes of 

solidarity action of the new labour internationalism. Co-ordinated by the Western 

Australian Trade and Labour Council (WATLC), the campaign to protest the anti-union 

amendments to the Industrial Relations Act drew on solidarity action of the IOI network. 

This involved threats of boycott by COSATU, as well as the CITU, and protest action in 

front of embassies throughout the region. This reinforced a militant local and global 
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campaign that led to the withdrawal of government legislation (Lambert and Webster, 

2003:15). A key outcome of this solidarity action was the strengthening of SIGTUR 

alliances with the GUFs (Ibid.: 17).9  

 

The initiative against Rio Tinto in 1997 illustrates SIGTUR’s strategies that combine ‘old’ 

with ‘new’ labour internationalism. In integrating representative politics with movement 

politics, this campaign utilised the cyberspace technology as a new terrain of struggle. The 

initiative emerged out of the Australia’s Construction, Mining, Forestry and Energy 

Workers Union (CFMEU) struggle with Rio Tinto, the world's largest and most powerful 

transnational mining company. The introduction of the Australian Workplace Agreements 

(AWAs) initiated a lengthy and bitterly fought battle at Rio Tinto’s Hunter Valley Mine. 

Under the guise of enterprise-level bargaining, the AWAs initiated individual contracts that 

increased part-time, temporary or casual labour; individual performance assessments; 

allocation of overtime at managers’ discretion rather than through a union seniority list; 

and management prerogative over recruitment and dismissal (Ibid. :26). The company 

strategy of individual contracts was accepted by all but seven workers, who insisted on a 

collective agreement initiating the struggle. With government support for Rio Tinto’s 

interests, union strategies linked the local struggle globally.  

 

The solidarity action between Australian unions and other globally dispersed unions was 

co-ordinated through the ICEM (International Chemical, Energy and Mining union). The 

ICEM strategy utilised cyberspace communication to establish the Rio Tinto Global Union 

Network, formed and co-ordinated by an organiser out of California. The ICEM demands 

against Rio Tinto included: a) a commitment to ILO core conventions, protecting worker 

rights; b) to negotiate a global agreement on these principles with monitoring mechanisms; 

and c) resolving worker disputes on the basis of these principles (Ibid.: 26). A website 

providing information and soliciting interests, facilitated the initial task of linking-up with 

allied unions, community organisations as well as individuals. Those who responded, 

signed an email document entitled a ‘Pledge of Solidarity’ that symbolised a commitment 

to concrete solidarity action. Simultaneously, protest actions mobilised a range of actors 

across the globe. A tributary of the campaign led to the formation of a ‘Coalition of Rio 

Tinto Shareholders’, a pioneering union strategy on a global scale, aimed at influencing 

Rio Tinto management to implement core ILO conventions (Ibid.: 27).10 While the Rio 

Tinto management deflected the pressure by initiating marginal reforms, trade union 

mobilisation continues, although at a lower degree of intensity.  

 221



 

Figure 5. 4.      Complex Solidarity and SIGTUR: An Overview  
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5.2.4. Complex solidarity 

The SIGTUR is embedded in contradictions and complexities related to articulating a 

GSMU orientation  (Figure 5.4.). At the 2001 SIGTUR conference, hosted by KCTU, there 

were tensions over the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan taking place at the same time. After 

considerable negotiation among key actors, the resolution on Afghanistan was a diluted 

articulation of class solidarity that illustrated entrenched nation-state-centred identities.  

 

The mobilisation of solidarity action through SIGTUR involves negotiation between ‘old’ 

and ‘new’ internationalism. Accordingly, the CUT leader Kjeld Jakobssen expresses a 

dominant tendency among strong unions.  

"I think what we decided here regarding the campaigns on release of Dan (South 

Korean) and Tian Chua (Malaysian), is something appropriate and something that 

we can really do. …. Networks are used today, even coalitions with other 

organisations. But its weak in terms of decision making and day by day initiatives. 

So the only way to do something more effective, is to become more organic. But to 

become organic is not possible at this moment. It can only happen if all of us 

affiliated to international bodies (ICFTU and WFTU) decided to leave them. I 

think." 

While this highlights the influence of international trade union federations such as the 

ICFTU and WFTU, it also expresses union compromises that undermine their autonomy to 

discover alternative strategies of labour internationalism. According to Jakobssen,  

 222



"If it was only the case of the ICFTU affiliated and independent ones. I think then 

we can, as a Southern organisation move or change the ICFTU. Or in the case of 

WFTU and independents, it can be on how to influence the WFTU. But, we have 

both here. So this strategy could not be discussed collectively." 

In contrast, Arokia Dass a Malaysian trade unionists, in a context of weak unions 

struggling against an authoritarian state, sees SIGTUR as vital for a new labour 

internationalism.  

"SIGTUR is very important. ICFTU is nothing but the remains of a Cold War 

organisation. It has to be smashed and a new organisation built. Because once it 

was launched in 1949, it developed its own culture, a culture of deceit. Even if cold 

war is no more, the whole culture remains behind. So unless you break with the 

past, you cannot have a future or a present. I look at SIGTUR with a long-term 

perspective that could develop into something viable. Safeguard larger interests of 

workers."11

In turn, the negotiated collective will of SIGTUR maintains a delicate balance between 

strong and weak unions with conflicting expectations of a ‘new’ labour internationalism. 

These expectations also relate to the positioning of women workers within SIGTUR.  

 

The SIGTUR held its’ first women’s forum at the Seoul conference in 2001. Most women 

workers at the conference are in struggles against Export Oriented Industrialisation 

strategies that undermine their capacity to organise. The key issues  discussed in the forum 

included the increasing casualisation of women workers, as well as rising sexual 

harassment (Caspersz, 2003). Women were a minority within most country delegations 

illustrating enduring patriarchal structures. Even the Australian delegation included only 

three women out of a total of twenty delegates. Moreover, it took ten years for women 

workers to establish a women’s forum within the formal conference proceedings. The key 

proposal of the women’s forum focused on allocating at least fifty percent of representation 

to women delegates in future SIGTUR conferences (Ibid.).  While the forum highlighted 

patriarchal tendencies of SIGTUR, the women’s forum itself illustrated a lack of 

engagement with issues of women’s internationalism. In particular, the militarisation of 

society related to the rise of ethno-nationalisms including fundamentalist projects, are 

central to transnational women’s activism (Moghadam, 1999). The neglect of these issues 

highlighted tendencies of nation-state diplomacy that endure within SIGTUR. This 

complex global solidarity in SIGTUR leaves it open to a range of criticisms.  
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5.2.5. Critique of SIGTUR 

Waterman makes a substantive critique of SIGTUR both conceptually and strategically 

(Waterman, 2001). First, SIGTUR is built from “the most difficult place – the 20th century 

industrial working class, national-industrial unionism and socialist theory”. Second, union 

centres, such as the CITU, “appear to be an obstacle” for building relations with labour 

organisations representing “a-typical workers”. Accordingly, SIGTUR is inadequate in 

addressing the “new extended working class” with new expectations, orientations and 

experiences of a ‘new’ labour internationalism. Third, SIGTUR’s lack of a website and 

“extremely limited web presence” illustrates the absence of engagement with 

“communications internationalism”. Fourth, the neglect of innovations coming from “old 

inter/national trade union organisations!”. And fifth, the inattention to exchanges with 

“international and internationalist labour activity – particularly that of the growing number 

of international/ist labour (and related) communication, rights, education and cultural 

projects”. In particular, Waterman reveals the marginal presence of SIGTUR in the World 

Social Forum (GJ&SM). Consequently, he highlights the need to discuss SIGTUR’s “own 

understanding of solidarity, socialism and of a global social movement unionism” aimed 

towards engaging a range of other internationalisms. The lack of these exchanges may 

mean that SIGTUR “might find itself squeezed out of existence between the more powerful 

union internationals on the one side, and the less workerist GJM (Global Justice 

Movement) on the other” (Ibid. 2001).  

 

Encouraging an open dialogue, Warterman’s critique of SIGTUR is certainly valid and an 

integral aspect of new labour internationalism. As for communication internationalism, 

while the SIGTUR is moving increasingly towards utilising cyberspace technology, the 

limitations are reflective of its specifically Southern orientation. In 2001, while close to 

90% of the SIGTUR participants had access to cyberspace, only 60% used it as an 

everyday form of communication. Nevertheless, communication within SIGTUR continues 

via electronic discussion lists and personal emails among unionists and labour activists. 

The lack of a SIGTUR website as a continually updated electronic magazine remains a 

limitation that is mostly related to resource constraints.  However, in a recent regional co-

ordinating committee forum, the decision was made to launch a website to facilitate 

common action and provide links to national federation websites (SIGTUR, 2003). 

 

In attempting to link strategic absences with conceptual reasons, Waterman highlights the 

under-theorised nature of SIGTUR. In terms of conceptualising an alternative hegemony, 
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the SIGTUR maintains the possibility of socialist alternatives, while Waterman is less 

certain (Waterman, 1995). What Waterman describes as “the most difficult place” might 

also be the place to invent “new traditions” that transform enduring hierarchies and ways of 

relating and thinking. The impact of casualisation on trade unions, which Waterman 

stresses, was also addressed by SIGTUR recently (SIGTUR, 2003). At the regional forum 

in July 2003, the KCTU announced the allocation of 35% of its national budget to organise 

contingent workers and has trained 1500 activists for this purpose (Ibid.). A more potent 

critique that Waterman ignores is the feminisation of labour and the urgency of linking 

SIGUTR with women’s internationalism. Finally, Waterman’s critique of SIGTUR 

subverts his own “dialogical ethic” of solidarity that acknowledges the asymmetry of 

emancipatory politics (Ibid. :1998; Ch. 2.5.1.).  

 

The “complex solidarity” of SIGTUR is rife with contradictions, conflicts, and a shared 

vision of unity. As an embryonic initiative, SIGTUR is engaged in a theory-practice unity 

in practice, which makes concrete interventions messy and includes intended and 

unintended consequences. The attempt of a ‘new’ labour internationalism to revitalise the 

‘old’ on the basis of participatory parity expresses a “dialogical ethic” of solidarity, not 

only in theory but also in practice (Waterman, 1998:234; Ch. 2.5.1.). Waterman’s 

suggestion for “networking/communicational forms of global solidarity as the basis for a 

utopian (post capitalist) theory and practice” (Waterman, 2003) fails to dig deeper into the 

concrete multi-layered organisational and structural processes that enable or restrain 

transformative politics. Pushed further, Waterman’s critique ends up arguing with Castells 

that the labour movement is ultimately a spent force.  Consequently, Waterman evades the 

ethical dimension of SIGTUR that requires on-going judgements and interpretations of 

codes of conduct.   

 

5.2.6. Values of SIGTUR 

As an emerging Southern global social movement, SIGTUR represents the practice of 

GSMU strategies. The theme of the 2001 SIGTUR conference in Korea was unity, capacity 

and power. According to the conference document, titled “The future of our movement”; 

"unity" relates to working class unity within the South, and building “real unity” among 

nationally separated labour movements.  "Capacity" refers to resisting globalisation and 

reshaping global governance institutions, based on “building capacity of women and of 

youth to shape their lives and control their destiny to a greater degree". Finally, "power" 
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emphasises “empowering unions as leading agents in the struggle against the current form 

of global restructuring” (SIGTUR, 2001a). 

 

In relating SIGTUR to GSMU tendencies, the unity in this new labour internationalism 

links unity-in-diversity with diversity-in-unity. This broader notion of unity involves 

building solidarity among workers in diverse cultural and economic settings, as well as 

strategic alliances with diverse actors (labour activists, NGOs, INGOs, and TANs). The 

capacity of SIGTUR proposes building organisational and human capacities in the 

everyday lived experience highlighting subordinated subjects. This core value orientation 

of SIGTUR prioritises women and children. In building organisation/network capacity, the 

sharing of experiences and pooling of knowledge combines with actual global solidarity 

action. Consequently, the power of unions is based on a differentiated democratic strategy 

of global solidarity that engages in representative politics while amplifying movement 

politics.  

 

The notion of solidarity in SIGTUR expresses a new movement and an ethic. By 

confronting global institutions that promote capitalist interests, SIGTUR suggests a space 

of global civil society. The emphasis on “real” unity in SIGTUR prioritises the intrinsic 

value dimension of solidarity that articulates a concrete humanism. In conveying the 

possibility of developing new union identities, the SIGTUR transforms the ways of acting, 

relating and thinking in the praxis of class struggle (Ch. 3.). Therefore, “unions will 

consolidate and expand to the extent that they represent communities and civilised human 

values” (Lambert and Webster, 2003). At the 2001 conference in Korea, participation in 

political rallies combined with a range of cultural activities as an integral part of the 

conference. Therefore, network events such as conferences are not simply practical 

instruments for other ends but also an ethical end to be valued, where “good conferences 

are community building experiences” (Lambert and Webster, 2003). 

 

To sum up, as an illustration of a GSMU orientation, the above discussion focused on a 

global trade union network described as SIGTUR. The defining feature of SIGTUR is its 

emphasis on the movement dimension of unions that encourages new ways of engaging in 

representative politics. Unlike the ‘old’ internationalism entrenched in bureaucratic modes 

of organisation, the ‘new’ internationalism of SIGTUR is based on integrating democratic 

organisational forms with networks. The transformative orientation of SIGTUR highlights 

“independent democratic” unions that nurture participatory democracy, strategic alliances 
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and contentious collective action. As opposed to career bureaucrats, most leaders of 

SIGTUR emerge from a background of committed political activism. In stressing 

collective action as the basis of international labour solidarity, SIGTUR embodies the 

potential for developing organic forms of solidarity (Ch. 3.). SIGTUR was selected here as 

a potential alternative to the WSF and GJ&SM. Unlike the WSF and the GJ&SM which 

celebrates diversity and plurality (Ch. 2), SIGTUR approaches global civil society as a 

space of class struggle and transformative politics. Consequently, SIGTUR illustrates an 

emerging counter-hegemonic GSMU strategy, articulating the possibility and the 

desirability of an alternative ethical hegemony.  

 

5.3. Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the reassertion of the movement dimension of unions in terms of 

labour internationalism. While the first half of the chapter described theories and dominant 

forms of labour internationalism, the second half of the chapter discussed the SIGTUR 

initiative as a potential ‘new’ labour internationalism, characterising strategies of Global 

Social Movement Unionism (GSMU). The GSMU is grounded in a complex solidarity that 

situates labour internationalism as a differentiated social phenomenon, involving a range of 

strategies and alliances.  

 

The dominant orientation of labour internationalism, expressed by the ICFTU, WFTU and 

most GUFs, is entrenched in eurocentric, nation-state-centred, male-biased and 

bureaucratic modes of organisation. Consequently, labour internationalism is reduced to 

promoting ‘social partnerships’ while undermining the movement dimension of unions. In 

contrast, GSMU redefines union identities as actors in civil society, engaged in a counter 

hegemonic struggle. Led by committed political activists with a Southern orientation, 

GSMU merges democratic modes of organisation with networks. While encouraging 

alliances with other internationalisms, GSMU is based on democratising power relations 

within and outside unions as central for revitalising ‘old’ internationalism.  

 

In relating GSMU to concrete action, the SIGTUR network was discussed. As an unfolding 

counter hegemonic social movement, SIGTUR is embedded in possibilities as well as 

limitations. The integration of unions entrenched in nation-sate-centred, bureaucratic 

modes of organisation, with more democratic unions and labour networks is rife with 

contradictions and complexities.  Nevertheless, in articulating a negotiated collective will, 

as a community in movement, SIGTUR reconstitutes union identities as actors in civil 
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society. Consequently, SIGTUR initiative illustrates a deeper commitment to alliances, 

proposing new strategies of political representation that can reinforce collective 

contentious union action as a social movement. 

 

So far, the discussion in these chapters has focused on the broader process of globalisation 

and its impact on unions (Ch. 1.), the articulation of resistance to globalisation (Ch. 2.), the 

essence of unions (Ch. 3.) and union resistance as actors in civil society (Ch. 4.). The next 

half of this study focuses on the case of unions in Sri Lanka, explaining the impact of 

globalisation on unions (Ch. 6), the history of political unionism strategies (Ch. 7) and 

three cases of party-independent union strategies (Ch. 8,  9, & 10).   
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1 Universalism refers to a belief in “the oneness of humanity, traditionally religious in nature” often 

grounded in “spiritualistic or humanist beliefs of pre-capitalist origin,” evade “understanding of 
political and economic processes, or specific strategies in the face of them” (Waterman, 1998:49). 
However, universalism in the form of “growing ecumenicism among Christian churches,” 
increasingly linked with Third World Christianity, and liberation theology has made “practical 
contributions to the non sectarian internationalism” including that of labour internationalism 
(Ibid.).  

2 The conferences expressing communication internationalism in 1999/2000 include: The Second 
World Meeting against Globalisation and Neo-liberalism organised by the Brazil’s major trade 
union centre, the Central Unica dos Trabahadores (CUT) in September 1999; the Second Labour 
and Media conference in Seoul November 1999; and the Open World Conference in Defence of 
Trade Union Independence and Democratic Rights in San Francisco February 2000 (Waterman, 
1999:15-20). See the Labour net (www.labourstart.org) for new communication internationalism 
tendencies, and www.labourstart.org/labour52.html for a survey of how labour websites are 
reporting on violations of trade union rights. 

3 Tarrow defines social movements as “episodic, collective interaction among the makers of claims” 
with the involvement at of least one government with “contentious collective action as the basis 
of social movements” (Tarrow, 2001). 

4 CITU (Centre of Indian Trade Unions) is a firebrand trade union centre established in 1970. See 
Candland (1999). 

5 Participant countries included India, South Africa, South Korea, Australia, Philippines, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Nigeria. One Hong Kong NGO involved with labour issues in 
China also attended as an observer. 

6 Participant countries included India, South Africa, South Korea, Australia, Philippines, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, New Zealand, Indonesia, Brazil, Bangladesh, Zimbabwe, and 
Hong Kong. 

7 For the Korean Labour movement November 13th is celebrated as a labour day and the Jeon Tae-il 
memorial day; Jeon Tae-il, a labor activist, who set himself on fire in 1979 to protest the Park 
regime's failure to enforce its own labour laws.  

8 The South Korean trade union leader, Dan Byung-ho was released in April 2nd 2003 after his 
detention in August 2001 (http://www.laborrightsnow.org/Korea.htm). After two years of 
detention without charge under the Internal Security Act (ISA), the Malaysian trade unionist Tian 
Chua was released from prison on June 4th 2003.  

9 This process of coalition building involved ITSs such as the International Union of Food Workers 
(IUF), International Metal Federation (IMF), International Chemical Energy and Mining 
Federation (ICEM) and the International Transport Federation (ITF) (Lambert and Webster, 
2003:17). 

10 Trade unionists' money accounts for approximately 19% of Rio Tinto's shares, held mostly by 
pension funds. See website www.rio-tinto-shareholders.com accessed September 2001. 

11 Interviews with Arokia Dass and Kjeld Jakobssen, November 2001, Korea.  
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Trade Unions and Liberalisation in Sri Lanka 

1977- 1999 

 

 

 

 

 

Previous chapters have explained the impact of neo-liberal globalisation on unions and 

theories of resistance. The focus of this chapter is on the case of Sri Lankan unions. The 

main argument in preceding chapters was that union resistance to neo-liberal globalisation 

involves the renewal of unions as civil society actors. In asserting the worker-employer 

relationship (class relations) as a citizen-state relationship (civic status), social movement 

unionism highlights internal and external strategies to reinvent union identities as “swords 

of justice”. This chapter explains the effects of globalisation on trade unions in Sri Lanka 

and the mechanisms undermining their role as civil society actors. In particular, it explains 

the economic, political and ideological mechanisms that restrained trade union capacities to 

build worker solidarity in the post 1977 period of “liberalisation”. While the Sri Lankan 

case illustrates specific historical, cultural and political economic factors that shape union 

formations, their struggles, nevertheless, represent a wider phenomenon experienced by 

unions across the global economy.  

 

This chapter explains the role of trade unions since the 1977 launch of export-led 

industrialisation (EOI) strategies promoted by the IMF and the World Bank. In 

emphasising “international competitiveness” and the private sector as “the engine of 

growth”, these strategies openly confronted collective worker resistance and limited their 

capacities to organise workers. This chapter unfolds in four main sections. The first section 
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describes the changing dynamics of capital by focusing on workers in two significant 

export-oriented sectors, the Free Trade Zones and tea plantations. The second section 

explains the new role of the state that adopts authoritarian tendencies, in promoting EOI 

strategies. The third section concerns the rise of neo-liberal ideologies of competitive 

individualism that complement state strategies of ethnocentric nationalism undermining the 

role of unions in civil society. In pulling together these changes in capital, state and 

ideology, the fourth section captures the concrete conditions of deregulated labour markets. 

Finally, the chapter looks at the dominant union strategies under liberalisation that 

characterise a shift from political to economic (or business) unionism.  

 

As a brief overview, Sri Lanka is a multi-ethnic and multi-religious cultural space 

embedded primarily in an agrarian economy. The main ethnic groups include Sinhala 

(74%), Tamil (13%), Hill Country Tamil (6%), Muslim (7%) Bhurgers and Eurasians 

(.3%) and Malays (.3%) (see Appendix 1). While Buddhism (69%) is the dominant 

religion, it has historically coexisted with Hinduism (16%), Islam (8%), and Christianity 

(8%). These communities express a hybridity of hierarchical ethnic, religious, caste and 

regional identities (Jeganathan and Ismail, 1994). The ethnic categories, for example, are 

often differentiated regional identities such as low-country and up-country Sinhalese or 

Jaffna Tamil and Plantation Tamil. This hybridity is also depicted in a multitude of multi-

ethnic and multi-religious local cultural practices. Although the Sinhala-Buddhist myth of 

origin dates back 2500 years, the Sinhala ethnic construct consolidated only towards 

thirteenth century (Gunewardena, 1996). Moreover, the court culture of the last pre-

colonial “Sinhala-Buddhist” Kandyan kingdom was mostly Hindu and Tamil (Moore, 

1990; Sivanandan, 1984).  

 

The post-independence development state extended access to education, health and social 

provision, as well as political participation. In terms of social development, Sri Lanka has 

maintained relatively high per capita GDP levels, improved literacy, nutrition and low 

fertility rates in comparison to other South Asian countries. Moreover, women in Sri Lanka 

have gained greater access to the public realm than most others in the region. In terms of 

political participation, Sri Lanka has sustained an active democracy with high voter turn-

outs at elections and multi-party elections often consisting of coalition politics dominated 

by the UNP (United National Party) and the SLFP (Sri Lanka Freedom party). As for the 

institutional process of democracy, there is a layering of local governing bodies such as 

municipal councils and pradeshiya sabhas, village level gramodaya mandalayas (“village 
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republics”) and co-operative societies (Uyangoda, 1993). Thus, the entire system expresses 

the potential for an “ideal form of participatory democratic governance” (Ibid.) 

 

The role of trade unions in the polity of Sri Lanka is central to shaping the post-

independence state that extended social provision, similar to Kerala and West Bengal states 

in India. Consequently, the public sector comprises the main membership base of trade 

unions, mostly concentrated in the Colombo urban area. While this background is extended 

in terms of trade union history in the next chapter, it is within this social context that the 

liberalisation is launched in Sri Lanka.   

 
6.1 Export oriented industrialisation 
 

“We have the highest literacy rate in South Asia (92%) and 
approximately 50% of the students who have completed their 
higher education are trained in technical and business 
disciplines. English is widely spoken in the country and is the 
main language used by the business community. In addition, 
according to the World Bank Development Indicators 2000, 
Sri Lanka has the lowest labour cost per worker in 
manufacturing”. (original emphasis) 

Board of Investment, Promotional Documents 
www.boisrilanka.org (2002) 

 

The post 1977 economic liberalisation reforms pursued an Export-Oriented 

Industrialisation (EOI) strategy, reintegrating the national economy in a new international 

division of labour. In transforming enduring structures as an exporter of labour intensive 

plantation crops, the EOI reforms integrated the Sri Lankan economy as an exporter of 

labour intensive low-technology manufacturing goods, agricultural crops, as well as 

migrant domestic workers (Athukorale in Lakshman, 1997; Jayaweera et al, 1988).i  

 

In a regional context, the launch of liberalisation policies situated Sri Lanka as a South 

Asian regional commercial centre for instantaneous movement of trade and finance. The 

deregulation of international trade and investment included an extensive public investment 

program, absorbing nearly 75% capital and net lending in 1980. This went into the three 

“lead” projects - the Free Trade Zones, the Accelerated Mahaweli Development 

Programme, and urban development and Housing Programme (Dunham and Kelegama, 

1995). The development of telecommunications, port, airport and other infrastructure 

facilities overlapped the establishment of the Export Processing Zones or Free Trade Zones 

(FTZs) adjacent to international transport networks. The early spurt of public investment 

 233



 

was financed mainly by foreign capital (Ibid.; Liyanage, 1997). While the reforms saw 

rapid economic growth (averaging around 6% per annum) in the initial phase (1977-82), it 

also amplified income inequalities and resource disparities in spatial scale (Lakshman, 

1997:9). The concentration of manufacturing activity in the Colombo metropolitan areas 

and the Western province highlighted regional disparities, exacerbated by state strategies 

promoting market allocation (Ibid.).   

 

In terms of the labour force, the deregulation of labour markets characterised a shift 

towards employing contract, part-time and casual labour (Fernando, 1988). The growing 

casualisation of labour accompanied the feminisation of labour markets (sec. 6.4.). Women 

workers constitute the core workforce in export sectors, plantations, FTZs, as well as 

migrant domestic labour. While women entered into manufacturing and services sectors, 

they also formed a significant portion of workers in peripheral labour markets or the 

informal sector (Jayaweera, 1988; sec. 6.4). (Figure 6.1) 

 
Figure 6.1.     Sectoral Employment and Gender (% of the labour force) 
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Source: (2001) World Development Indicators, World Bank. 

 

The changes in the labour force relate to the deregulation of international trade which 

altered the composition of trade and debt relations. During the 1977 to 1999 period the 

trade composition of exports shifted from the “traditional” plantation crop sector (tea, 

rubber and coconut) towards light manufactured goods and garments (Central Bank, 1999). 

The share of manufactured goods in exports  ⎯ primarily consisting of textile and 

garments, and petroleum products ⎯  increased from around 47% in 1986 to 73% in 1997 
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in terms of value (Ibid. :138). The trade dependency ratio, or the ratio of the sum of exports 

and imports to the GDP, increased from an average of 33% during the 1970-77, 67% in 

1989-94 to 70% in 1998. In addition, government debt which accounted for 78% of GDP 

in 1980, increased to 98% in 2000 (Ibid. 2001:19).  This deepening of trade and debt 

dependency of the national economy was integrated with international policy regimes 

advocated by the World Bank and the IMF.  

6.1.1.1.  The World Bank and IMF 

The institutional integration with the World Bank and the IMF emerges in the early stages 

of the post-colonial ‘developmental’ state. Following independence in 1948, the 

reorganisation of the mercantilist colonial state meant realigning it with the Bretton Woods 

institutions (World Bank and the IMF), under the U.S. hegemony. The World Bank 

mission in 1951 officially initiated this new set of relations and designed a six-year plan 

(for the 1953-59 period) which suggested sustaining the colonial mercantilist state and the 

“open” economy.  

 

The World Bank endorsed an almost total reversal of the industrialisation strategies of 

1946 and 1947 influenced by working class parties which asserted an active role for the 

state (Abeysekera, 1985:35). In 1951, the Bank recommended sustaining the existing 

structure of the economy with its dependence on the plantation sector. In addition, it 

advocated the development of markets in agriculture, state investment in infrastructure and 

the promotion of private enterprise (World Bank, 1953:511-514; Liyanage, 1997). 

Nevertheless, the pressures of the labour movement along with Cold War politics provided 

an alternative to the World Bank advice. Recognising the role of working classes in the 

struggle for independence, the democratic post-independence state aimed at addressing 

issues of mass poverty, illiteracy and cultural marginalisation (Ch. 7).  

 

During the import substitution regime 1956-1977, the labour movement led by working 

class parties resisted World Bank and IMF influences (Ch. 7.). The nationalisation of U.S. 

owned oil companies in the 1960-64 period immediately restricted access to international 

financial institutions (Lakshman, 1997). However, the pro-Western UNP-coalition (United 

National Party) of 1965-70 abandoned the nationalisation program, quickly settled the 

compensation for the US companies and established relations with the IMF. During the 

same period, the key World Bank project in Sri Lanka, the Mahaweli Development 
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Programme (MDP) was launched in 1970, originally aimed at promoting large private 

estates and marginalising small holder allotments (Abeysekara, 1985).  

 

The MDP also involved a substantial transfer of the rural Sinhala population from the 

densely populated South (wet zone) to the North and Eastern provinces (dry Zone), an area 

sparsely populated yet predominantly Tamil areas. The new settlements adopted 'green 

revolution' strategies that amplified the market dependence of the peasantry. In addition, 

they also reinforced Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist tendencies with declarations of re-

claiming “traditional homeland” (Mallick, 1998).  While the import-substitution regime 

expanded manufacturing activity, its dependence on imported raw material and on 

technology exacerbated the foreign debt (Liyanage, 1997). 

 

The closed economy, increasingly exhausted by the mid-1970s, characterised growing 

balance of payment deficits, fiscal crises and inflationary pressures. The domestic crisis 

was exacerbated by the oil shocks of 1973-74, the global financial crisis and the shift 

towards flexible exchange regimes (Ch. 1 & 7). With the landslide victory of the UNP in 

1977, the domestic policy regimes integrated with the World Bank and the IMF, launching 

a comprehensive privatisation and deregulation strategy (Dunham and Jayasuriya, 1999; 

Lakshman, 1997; Jayawardena, 1987).  

6.1.1.   Free Trade Zones 
“it is your responsibility to tolerate the suffering and win the 
minds of foreigners and attract more and more of them into the 
Zone”.  

Paul Perera, GCEC board member (since 1992 the Board of 
Investments) at a workshop held for workers (Siyarata, UNP 
party newspaper, 1983 February 15). 

 

The launch of ‘free trade zones’ (FTZs) in 1978 represented a panacea for the 

“underdevelopment” of a peripheral capitalist economy. The FTZs were to generate 

employment, foreign exchange earnings, improve balance of payments, transfer of 

technology and increase investment and growth (Lakshman, 1997). In prioritising interests 

of capital, the EOI policies initiated the FTZs, firmly based on an anti-union strategy.  

 

Initially, the FTZs represented a deregulated labour market enclave within a restricted 

geographic space. However, in 1992 the ‘FTZ status’ extended to any workplace approved 

by the state (Board of Investments – BOI) making the whole island a FTZ.ii For the 

factories operating under BOI status the financial concessions include: freedom from 
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exchange controls; guarantees on the repatriation of capital invested; tax holidays and tax 

concessions; unrestricted remittance of profits and approval royalties; and guaranteed 

market access under preferential trade agreements (Caspersz, 2000; Jayaweera, 1994a). 

 

The establishment of FTZs illustrates a differentiation of regulation regimes, particularly in 

terms of employment relations. The first FTZ was established at Katunayake in June 1978, 

the second in Biyagama in 1982. Both are adjacent to Colombo, the commercial centre. 

Launched in June 1991, the Koggala FTZ in Southern province includes access to rail 

facilities, an airstrip and the Galle port. These three FTZs account for over 90% of the total 

FTZ employment. The two other zones introduced in the North Central Province (1993) 

and in the Central Province (1994) absorbed only limited investments. With the 

introduction of the "200-garment factory program" launched in 1991, investors overcame 

their previous territorial restrictions (Appendix map 1).  

 

The FTZs are based on restraining democratic labour market institutions, particularly 

freedoms of association and collective bargaining (Ch. 10). For most trade unions and 

workers, Zones are considered “a country within a country” (Voice of Women [VoW], 

1983:3). They represent not ‘free trade zones”, but  ‘free exploitation zones’ (Cottingham, 

1993:12). 

 

Women workers account for a significant share of workers in the FTZs (Caspersz, 1998; 

Jayaweera, 1994a). They formed 77% of the labour force in the FTZs and other BOI 

enterprises in 1996. Most are young, unmarried, secondary level educated, (Sinhala) 

women workers from rural areas (Rosa, 1994:79; FES, 1997). In 1996, the BOI enterprises 

accounted for 67% of total (organised) private sector employment in industries (Central 

Bank, 1996). The FTZs share of employment, as percentage of total employed in 

manufacturing, increased from 9% in 1985 to nearly 30% in 1995 (Schokman & deAlwis, 

1994).iii However, the employment generation both within and outside designated Zones 

accounted for only 4.4% of total employed in 1996 or 187,051 workers (BOI, 2000). A 

central feature of FTZs is the weakness of other local economic linkages, particularly in the 

garment industry (Knutsen, 2003). The enclave nature of FTZs reinforces the separation of 

FTZ workers from other workers in the production chain. Thus the state capitalist strategy 

differentiates regulation regimes, undermining the base for collective negotiation as well as 

workers’ capacity to build solidarity.  
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6.1.1.2. FTZs: Anti-union Enclaves 

The factory regimes in the FTZs characterise new despotic factory forms, combining 

Taylorist methods of production (or lean production). These factory regimes include 

selective recruitment, authoritarian production relations, intense regimented patterns of 

work and surveillance of workers (VoW, 1983; FES, 1997).  

 

In promoting interests of capital, the state plays an active role in the weak application of 

labour legislation and the operation of employer-worker relations at the factory level. The 

workers recruitment in the early stages targeted young women (16-25 years old) from poor 

rural and semi-urban families often recommended by the ruling party supporters.iv In the 

initial stages, political patronage was a central mechanism creating a ‘flexible’ labour 

force, so that these workers would conform to the ruling party’s effort to maintain 

industrial peace (VoW, 1983:15). With the gradual increase in the number of workers, the 

employers recruited mostly women workers who were known to workers already employed 

and preferably related. Since the early 1990s, however, the employers have often required 

workers to obtain a police security clearance. 

 

In terms of labour processes, the workers are controlled by ‘lean’ production schedules, 

with strict adherence to achieving production targets. The conditions of work often include 

compulsory overtime, termination for “unsatisfactory” performance, resignation if deciding 

to marry, and restrictions against joining any group within the factory (Fine, 1995:26). Even 

the slightest delay in production targets and quality are penalised by warning letters, 

deductions from wages, suspension from work or being fired (FES, 1997:25). Along with 

increasing production targets, work is often intensified by extending the workday, multiple 

shift system, and reducing holidays. For example, the deregulation of night shift work was 

initiated in 1984 and further extended in mid-2000 (Ch. 10). Along with the intensification 

of work, the dismal living conditions continue to constrain the well-being of workers 

(VoW, 1983: Ch. 10). 

 

Although trade unions are not considered illegal in the FTZs, in practice, trade unions are 

actively repressed. This is accomplished by propagating the view among new workers that 

trade unions are illegal in the zone, harrassing, intimidating, and sacking suspected activists, 

and preventing any active or potential trade unionist from entering the zone (FES, 1997:12). 

Moreover, the appointment of ex-police and military personnel as ‘Human Resource 
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Managers”, characterise the despotic labour regimes that deny the collective rights of 

workers (Peacenet, 1999; Dabindu, 1994).  

 

While  factories in the Zone are advised to establish enterprise level bargaining structures, 

only a minority implement them. These enterprise level worker-management committees 

were introduced initially (1977-1994) as Joint Consultative Councils (JCC). With minimum 

state enforcement under the UNP government, they were renamed Employee Councils in 

1994, following the election of the Peoples Alliance (PA) government. With the weak 

implementation of Employee Councils and increasing worker agitation, the new laws passed 

in December 1999 extended trade union rights. However, the weakness of legislation and 

implementation, along with employer ‘militancy’ continues to restrain union rights (sec 

6.1.1.12).  

6.1.1.3. The Polytex Strike 1982 

The worker organisations in the FTZs emerged in a context of political violence. The 

violent state repression of the 1980 July strike and the electoral violence of the 1982 

Presidential elections directly restrained worker agitation. The historic labour struggle in 

the FTZs was the 1982 Polytex strike, mostly led by women workers (Jayakody and 

Goonetilake, 1988). The Polytex strike coincided with similar struggles in nearby factories, 

such as Union Carbide in 1979 and Monta Garments in 1980.  

 

The 1982 Polytex strike was preceded by a strike in March 1980. Both were autonomous 

organised action by women workers (Jayakody and Goonatilake, 1988). The March 1980 

strike emerged after employers increased production targets while denying the promised 

wage increases. When the entire work force went on a sit-down strike the next pay day, the 

employers called in the police (Ibid. :300) In the course of this action, the CMU (Ceylon 

Mercantile Union) organised the workers, but two new unions emerged by 1982. 

Employing 1,400 workers, Polytex was one of the largest garment factories in the GCEC 

(Greater Colombo Economic Commission) area at that time and 98% of the workers were 

women (Fernando, 1988).  

 

The 1982 struggle also relates to an increase in production targets. This time the workers 

demanded: the reinstatement of 7 dismissed workers; festival bonus (without the 

requirement of one year of service); 42 days paid leave per year (the public sector 

standard), a daily wage of Rs. 25 (as opposed to 18.50 they were receiving at the time), 
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access to a doctor or medical facilities at the factory (Kamkaru Mawatha - KM, 1983:Jan1-

7). During the strike, the state mobilised the police and thugs to assault and intimidate 

strike leaders. However, women workers resisted with a community based campaign, 

mobilising a range of activists and organisations.  

 

The campaign led mostly by key activists within the women’s movement mobilised a range 

of NGOs. Moreover, women’s collective action revealed the weakness of a fragmented and 

exhausted male-dominated labour movement, following the failed 1980 July strike. The 

Christian and other inter-faith organisations around the factory areas played a key role in 

assisting women workers. Catholic centres often provided spaces to meet, conduct 

seminars, socialise and, at times, access to limited boarding house facilities (Rosa, 

1994:92). Two key socialist feminists played a critical role in linking Catholic centres with 

worker struggles (Ch. 10). Following the Polytex strike, a range of worker organisations 

(NGOs), including women’s groups, legal Advice centres, health centres, and other 

community organisations emerged as new strategies of assisting workers (Rosa, 1994:92).  

 

The Polytex struggle highlighted the contradictions of the dominant party-subordinated 

unions entrenched in male-biased attitudes. The Polytex workers were initially organised 

by women activists with the Women’s Centre and a local (male) union organiser with the 

CMU. As a key party-independent bureaucratic union, the CMU members were mostly 

private sector clerical and manufacturing workers. In turn, the Polytex struggle also 

revealed the contradictions of CMU’s strategies. 

 

The Polytex struggle led to a split in the CMU branch, with the local organiser forming a 

new union, the Industrial Transport and General Workers Union (ITGWU) (Ch. 10). 

Meanwhile the management encouraged the launch of another union as a branch of the 

ruling UNP party union (JSS). Aimed at undermining the legitimacy of the ITGWU, the 

management continued to remit ITGWU members’ subscriptions to the CMU (Ibid.). 

Nevertheless, the enduring partnership between the Women's Centre and the ITGWU 

illustrates new strategies of independent unions. During the late 1980s however, the worker 

repression in the FTZs reached new heights. 

6.1.1.4.  “Disappearances” in the FTZs  

The outbreak of the violent Beeshanaya (terror) period of 1987-91 interrupted, as well as 

shaped, FTZ worker organisations. The JVP (Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna) insurrection 
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and counter-insurrection by the state, unleashed a period of unprecedented violence across 

the island. The violence also spread to communities surrounding the FTZs, which included 

violent killings and “disappearances” of labour activists and workers.v The state 

enforcement of Emergency Regulations to maintain “law and order”, provided an 

opportunity for employers to repress worker activism.  Often those workers who 

“disappeared” had protested against various forms of work related injustices and were not 

necessarily activists (Abeysekera, 1997). The disappearances along with the general ‘fear 

psychosis’ during this period reinforced the power of employers while inscribing fear into the 

historical memory of FTZ workers. An illustrative episode of the brutality of this period is 

the case of a worker H. M. Ranjith (Dabindu, 1994:Sept.).  

 

During the terror period in 1989, a supervisor at the Hong Kong owned Floral Greens 

factory assaulted H. M. Ranjith. On his return to work after four days of medical treatment, 

he was fired on charges of instigating a workplace fight. With the assistance of a lawyer, 

M. Lionel, from the Legal Advice Centre, Ranjith complained to the Labour Department. 

His case was addressed as an in-house hearing mediated by an opposition parliamentary 

minister. Following the hearing, a group of men in a van abducted Ranjith and his lawyer, 

Lionel, and the next day their charred bodies were discovered at a popular road junction 

(Abeysekera, 1997: Cottingham, 1993:12). This public display of murdered and burnt 

bodies was symbolic of the violence that took place at the time.  

 

Both Ranjith and Lionel were engaged in a network of activists and organisations in the 

FTZ area. Their brutal murder mobilised diverse activist groups that publicised the incident 

as a human rights issue (Abeysekera, 1997). Since 1991, this initiative launched night 

vigils in memory of all 1027 disappearances in that area during the 1989-90 period (of 

which only 200 incidents are considered to have some identification of culprits) (Ibid.). 

The key organisations in this FTZ initiative include women worker organisations, a small 

Marxist party (NSSP - Nava Sama Samaja Party) and a range of human rights 

organisations and activists.  

 

The worker organisations in the FTZs have emerged through struggles against despotic 

factory regimes maintained by an authoritarian militarised state. Although the violent 

repression of worker activists in the FTZs subsided with the assassination of President 

Premadasa in May 1993, the political violence in the region endured. During the struggle at 
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the Ansell Lanka International factory in July 1994, in addition to the police forces, the 

government deployed a military commando unit and the Special Task Force (military).  

 

Amid the anti-union repression, the strategies of FTZ worker organisations characterise a 

network orientation, involving NGOs that are often linked with International NGOs. The 

efficacy of the networks in negotiating widespread political violence highlighted the 

impotence of dominant unions that reproduce centralised hierarchical modes of 

organisation. After nearly four years of building solidarity among workers, the first 

‘official’ trade union in the FTZs was launched in 1999, as the Free Trade Zone Workers 

Union (FTZWU) (Ch. 10). Nevertheless, the undermining of FTZ unions endures as a 

means of maintaining “investor confidence”, as well as a model deregulated labour market. 

The struggles of FTZ workers to establish union rights complement state and employer 

strategies, restraining plantation unions with a long history of collective bargaining rights. 

 

6.1.2.   Plantations: Privatisation 
“our trade unionists have earned for a number of generations now. We 
still live in 8x10 rooms. … Even though the unionists are our 
representatives, all they do is pass on government messages to us”  

Rasamani, plantation woman worker,  
(Ravaya, 2000:August 6). 

 

Trade unions in the plantations represent the most organised sector of the economy, among 

the most poverty stricken and marginalised workers. The denial of citizenship to hill 

country Tamils (then referred to as Indian Tamils) in 1948, is a central mechanism 

undermining the class unity of trade unions in Sri Lanka (Ch. 7). Moreover, the dominant 

trade unions in the plantations are party-subordinated unions, entrenched in patriarchal, 

paternalist, bureaucratic internal relations (Kurien, 1985, 1999; Mehta, 1991). The CWC 

(Ceylon Workers Congress) is the main union among the plantation workers, and is also a 

political party. The CWC was led by a plantation owner for over 50 years and following 

his death in 1998, his son succeeded as the leader, amidst protest by other senior male 

leaders. The CWC was a key union that supported privatisation, effecting nearly half a 

million unionised workers. The privatisation of plantations not only weakened collective 

bargaining, but also accelerated union fragmentation, often induced by divisive party 

politics and ethnic identity politics.  
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The broader agenda of privatisation began during the 1983-88 period with the 

commercialisation of state owned enterprises. These included the partial divestiture, 

liquidation of management contracts and franchising of state owned enterprises (Kelegama, 

1997). Beginning in 1989 a comprehensive privatisation program was initiated with the 

assistance of international financial institutions, development agencies and bi-lateral 

donors (such as USAID). However, the privatisation process was entrenched in corruption, 

asset-stripping, lack of transparency and accountability (Ibid.). Nevertheless, by 1999 the 

sectors restructured for privatisation included ports, electricity, petroleum, railways, water 

supply, telecommunication, posts and urban development (PERC, 2000). 

 

The privatisation of plantations took place nearly two decades after their nationalisation in 

1972 and 1975. The nationalisation was a significant change, not only for broadening the 

scope of collective bargaining, but also for transforming the colonial ‘coolie’ culture of 

master-slave relations.   

 

The revenue-earning capacity of the plantations delayed the privatisation process. During 

the 1977-88 period, the plantation sector (traditional plantation crops of tea, rubber and 

coconut) was a main revenue earner for the state (Manikam, 1995). However, the 

privatisation took place in a broader context of promoting markets and new investors. The 

spread of markets in agriculture (land, plants, animals, machinery, chemicals, and credit) in 

the early 1980s saw the entry of transnational corporations into sugar, tobacco (Ceylon 

Tobacco Company) and milk (Nestle) production. Both tobacco and milk production 

utilised contract systems of farming (Liyanage, 1997:452). The ‘out-grower systems’ 

reinforced structures generating contingent wage workers who are both insecure and 

pauperised (Liyanage, 1997).  

 

Under the Mahaveli project, the distribution of land to new settlers near plantations directly 

antagonised the landless Tamil plantation workers. The lack of access to land is an 

enduring mechanism reinforcing conditions of bonded labour in the estates. The 

distribution of land was done under the Mahaveli project, a centre-piece of public 

investment in the first phase of liberalisation (1977-89). Although assisted by 

unprecedented capital inflows in the form of conditional aid, the project was significantly 

curtailed by the mid 1980s, due to limited return on investment, and problems of control 

and co-ordination (Dunham and Kelegama, 1994). For the Tamil plantation workers, 
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Sinhala-Buddhist ethno-nationalism of the state parallels, the interest of capital that 

restrains their access to private and common land.  

6.1.2.1  Plantation Administration 

After their restructuring launched in 1980, the plantations were privatised in 1992 and in 

1995. The 1980 reforms to rationalise the state, established a highly centralised plantation 

administrative structure. A cabinet sub-committee set up two separate ministries the 

Jathika Estate Development Board (JEDB) and the State Plantation Corporation (SPC) for 

the co-ordination of tea plantations. These two powerful state institutions were led by two 

key ministers of the ruling UNP. Funded by the World Bank, the JEDB and SPC were 

brought under a single investment programme over the 1984-92 period (Ibid. :11). 

Although decentralisation was attempted both institutions remained highly centralised 

bureaucracies (Shanmugaratnam, 1997; Manikam, 1995).  

 

In June 1992, the UNP introduced a scheme to privatise management, creating 23 Regional 

Plantation Companies (RPC), which controlled a mix of tea, rubber and coconut 

plantations (Shanmugaratnam, 1997:25). In 1995, the initial land contract was extended 

from five years to a 99-year lease at a nominal annual rent of Rs. 500 per acre (Ibid.). The 

World Bank and the Asian Development Bank were key actors, driving the privatisation 

process through the Plantation Restructuring Unit set-up in 1990. The narrow estate-based 

unions encouraged by the new management, expanded the fragmentation of unions. 

 

The privatisation limited the scope of collective bargaining by retracting the role of state 

social provision. In narrowing the employment contract, the new employers delinked their 

obligations to maintain and co-ordinate social provision to the resident labour. Thus, the 

new collective agreements excluded social welfare issues such as housing, education, 

health and welfare services. Moreover, the new agreements reduced the number of 

workdays, increased tasks, discontinued casual work after 6 months (in violation of labour 

laws), retrenched staff and casualised their positions (SSA, 1997).  

 

The new institution, co-ordinating social welfare issues, was the Plantations Housing and 

Social Welfare Trust (“Trust”) launched in 1993. In this tripartite body, jointly funded by 

the ADB (Asian Development Bank), the plantation companies retained a majority 

representation. The Trust characterised an “over-centralised, top-heavy” bureaucracy with 

limited impact on improving the workers’ living and working conditions (Manikam, 1995, 
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Solomonson and Gunasekera, 1995). With women forming the core labour force in the 

plantations, the retraction of state provision has intensified women's paid and unpaid labour 

(Mehta, 1991). While maintaining enduring patriarchal structures of labour control, the 

privatisation reinforced managerial authority, restrained state social provision and 

narrowed corporatist mechanisms.  

6.1.2.2. Trade Union Resistance 

A weak segment of a fractured trade union movement resisted the privatisation of the tea 

plantations. The ruling UNP union, the Lanka Jathika Estate Workers Unions (LJEWU), 

and the Ceylon Workers Congress (CWC), which controlled nearly 70%-75% of the 

unionised workers, supported the privatisation (Maliyagoda, 2000). Meanwhile, the Joint 

Plantation Trade Union Centre (JPTUC), comprised of independent and working class 

party unions – the Communist Party (CP) and the Lanka Sama Samaja Party (LSSP) – 

initiated some fragmented protests. Moreover, the privatisation of plantations took place in 

the shadows of the 1988-1990 period of violence with an authoritarian state still engaged in 

the arbitrary arrest and detention of Tamil workers.  

 

The main trade unions (CWC, LJEWU, and JPTUC unions) entered into a weak collective 

agreement during the second phase of privatisation in 1995. Nevertheless, the JPTUC 

opposed the granting of long-term leases to the managing companies prior to negotiating 

collective agreements. While officially registering itself as a union federation in 

preparation for collective bargaining, the JPTUC organised token strikes in February and 

July 1995. The JPTUC strike in July 1995 highlighted the non-payment of statutory dues of 

retired workers, freezing of Cost of Living Allowance (COLA) since 1993, denial of the 

facility of employment for estate children, reduction of labour on the estate and lack of 

proper government monitoring of management companies (Maliyagoda, 2000). According 

to the JPTUC, there were over 25,605 workers and 2,689 staff members retrenched in 

privatised estates (CW, 1995:2&3 Qrt). Although Thondaman’s CWC, the breakaway 

CWC Sellasamy faction (CNWC), the LJEWU (UNP) and the SLFP unions, officially 

decided against the strike, sections of their membership joined the JPTUC strike in July 

1995 (Ibid.). This alliance between the SLFP, UNP and CWC unions illustrated the 

mobilisation of party unions by the state, in the interest of capital.  

  

A main outcome of privatisation is the fragmentation of unions. The highly unionised 

plantation sector represented nearly 50% of the total unionised workers in 1999 (Ministry 
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of Labour, 1999). Around 64% of the total plantation workforce were unionised (or 

450,000 unionised workers). Although there are close to 61 official unions, around six 

large unions dominate the plantation union movement.vi Along with management 

companies promoting estate-based unions (economic unionism), the highly fragmented 

character of unions primarily relates to political party alliances and leadership loyalties. In 

situating unions as an economic “interest group”, the LJEWU (UNP) and the CWC 

reinforced forms of economic unionism. 

 

In summary, the FTZs and the privatisation of plantations illustrate the increasing power of 

capital undermining trade unions. While the FTZs promoted anti-union workplaces, the 

privatisation of plantations narrowed collective agreements. In the heavily unionised 

plantations, party union divisions enhanced the power of management to manipulate and 

contain worker resistance. Meanwhile, the repression of unions in the FTZs induced new 

modes of worker struggles, networked with NGOs. In disorganising and deflecting union 

resistance, the new role of the state illustrates a redefining of union engagement in 

representative and movement politics.  

 
6.2 The Authoritarian State 
 

“I have great sympathy and heart for trade unions. … Some referred to 
picketing as peaceful picketing while others called it compassionate 
picketing. I would not allow any form of picketing aimed at 
overthrowing a democratically elected government. I was completely 
against picketing.” 

President J.R. Jayawardene, address to trade unionists on the 
right to protest over labour laws. Daily News, January 30, 1980. 

 
“Let it be said that the organised working class of Sri Lanka has 
succeeded in carrying the fight for security of employment very far 
forward and to many a form of acceptance – so far forward and to such a 
degree of acceptance in the law – that the clamour of protest of the 
organised employers has risen to a screech with the coming to 
overwhelming power of their UNP government”. 

Colvin R. De Silva, “While Paper – Black Law” Ceylon 
Federation of Labour, LSSP, 1980.  

 
 

In promoting the interests of capital, the new role of the state reinforced authoritarian 

tendencies, directly aimed at limiting union engagement in representative and movement 

politics. In terms of representative politics, state strategies have restrained the functioning 

of party politics, electoral process and the systems of industrial relations (Figure 6.2.).  

With regard to movement politics, the displacement of unions as actors in civil society, 
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also restrained their public protests and visibility in the space of media. This section is 

divided into four parts. It explains the assertion of authoritarian state tendencies by 

describing some significant events and their relationship to restraining union resistance. 

The first part describes the broader context of party-subordinated unions and their 

mobilisation under the UNP (1977-1994) and the SLFP-led PA (1994-2001) governments. 

The second concerns the interaction of ethno-nationalist strategies in terms of union-party 

politics and political violence. The third focuses the restraints on citizenship, particularly in 

terms of Tamil plantation workers. The fourth captures a public sector unions' engagement 

with an authoritarian state.  

  

Figure 6.2.  Authoritarian State and Trade Unions 
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The state promotion of EOI strategies situated the spread of markets as “democratisation”. 

Accordingly, the state redefined the realm of representative politics while reorganising 

partnerships between governmental, para-governmental and NGOs (Ch. 1.). This 

governance strategy was co-ordinated through global institutions of economic governance, 

the IMF, the World Bank, along with bilateral and multi-lateral agents. The strategic 

orientation of governance contained popular resistance while situating unions primarily as 

an “economic interest group”. This involves the promotion of depoliticised NGOs that are 

unlikely to confront the state as key civil society actors. Meanwhile, contentious trade 

union politics were situated as anti-democratic and anti-civil society expressions 

undermining the collective will of the “nation”. Thus, unions were narrowed to the 

workplace as economic actors, on the basis of their subordination to parties engaged in 

promoting the deregulation of labour markets. 
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The early changes in representative politics reorganised the constitution, centralising the 

state. With the executive presidential system of 1978, the president gained wide-ranging 

interventionist powers overriding parliamentary as well as electoral processes. 

Consequently, state power was centralised “in the hands of a few individuals within the 

ruling party and the bureaucracy” (Stokke, 1997).  

 

A key feature of democracy under liberalisation is the low voter turnout at elections, 

frequent political violence during election campaigns and the increasing role of media. The 

state and private sector media play a critical role in framing electoral issues that suppress 

union and labour movement perspectives. The main parties often contract private 

advertising agencies to ‘spin’ political issues as “public relations campaigns” 

(Subramanian, 1999).  Meanwhile, the electoral system, in particular the multi-tier 

institutions of governance – at village, division, district, province and national level – was 

made central to entering a complex web of economic and political relations (Uyangoda, 

1993). Contesting and winning an election at any cost has thus become a “life-and-death 

struggle among politicians at various levels of governance” (Ibid.). 

 

The centralisation of the state under the new constitution added a militarised dimension 

with the enactment of the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) in 1979. While 

institutionalising torture and disappearances, the introduction of PTA in 1979 reinforced a 

culture of secrecy in government, which restricted participation in public institutions and 

rights to dissent (ICJ, 1981; Mallick, 1998). Not surprisingly, defence expenditures 

increased from 1.3% of GDP in 1980 to 5.6% in 1998 (Central Bank. 1999:10).  

 

The multi-party electoral process since independence has reinforced the hegemony of two 

main bourgeois liberal parties, the UNP and the SLFP. The domination of elite (political) 

family networks in both parties characterises the post-colonial South Asian political milieu. 

While the working class parties, the CP and the LSSP, were key actors in representative 

politics (1935-1977), their influence was directly undermined by the state since 1977. With 

the rupture of the militarised ethnic war in 1983, the main minority Tamil party (TULF) 

lost access to representative politics. Following its armed insurrection in 1988-89, the JVP 

re-emerged since 1994 as a potential third party espousing a more secular Sinhala 

nationalist and an anti-imperialist agenda (Figure 6.3.).  
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In terms of political parties, the UNP is the main political party promoting liberalisation 

policies in Sri Lanka. The UNP was in power for 17 years, concentrating state power in the 

executive presidency (J. R. Jayawardene 1977-88 and Ranasinghe Premadasa 1988-1993). 

The UNP won a landslide victory at the 1977 general elections, displacing the more social 

democratic SLFP as the main parliamentary opposition – out of 168 seats UNP - 141, 

SLFP - 8, TULF - 18  (Ch. 7.3.2.3). The working class parties, the CP and the LSSP, were 

unable to win a single seat at the 1977 elections. The exclusion of working class parties 

from the parliamentary system increasingly narrowed class politics of unions, as well as 

the labour movement. 

 

Figure 6.3.   Main Political  Parties and the State  
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The UNP promotion of liberalisation engaged in the active repression of militant and 

progressive segments of the labour movement. The UNP party deployed its union (Jathika 

Sevaka Sangamaya - JSS) undermining the labour movement from within, while exercising 

coercive state forces from outside. This anti-union mobilisation of UNP unions takes place 

in a context where party-subordinated unions dominate the labour movement.  

6.2.1.   Political Parties Undermining Trade Unions 
 “I have created an atmosphere where the workers no longer consider the 
UNP as anti-working class government”  

S. Thondaman, CWC leader (Island, 1982: April 11). 
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The largest unions in Sri Lanka are those subordinated to political parties. These party-

unions are increasingly inadequate for engaging in systems of industrial relations, 

particularly when the party is advocating flexible labour markets. While the UNP unions 

are strategically aimed at promoting economic unionism or company unions, the SLFP has 

sustained an alliance with the working-class parties (the CP and the LSSP). The substance 

of political unionism in the pre-liberalisation period involved a democratisation of the state 

that expanded state social provision. Under UNP rule, however, the civic status of unions 

was subordinated to the interests of capital, thus limiting union claims on the economy and 

the polity.   

 

The UNP’s initial budget speech forewarned the labour movement, dominated by working 

class parties that the new government literally meant “business”. This promotion of the 

private sector meant enhancing state strategies shaping a docile, productive labour force 

with forceful repression of any militancy. By mobilising the UNP's urban unions, the JSS, 

the government strategically undermined opposition unions and the labour movement. In 

the plantations, the UNP expanded its union, the LJEWU, while establishing a strategic 

alliance with the CWC. This mobilisation of party unions enabled the state to modify, 

influence, and change union strategies in the plantations and the urban sector. The violent 

repression of the 1980 July strike was a critical event, disintegrating the labour movement.  

 

The mobilisation of UNP unions, particularly during the presidency of J.R. Jayewardene 

(1977-88), directly aimed at dismantling class politics of unions. The leader of the JSS, 

Cyril Mathew, a Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinist was also the Minister of Industries and 

Scientific Affairs (Sivanandan, 1984). The leader of the LJEWU, Gamini Dissanayeke was 

also the Minister for Plantation in the 1977-88 period. Both ministers played a key role in 

the instigation of anti-Tamil violence in the early 1980s, reinforcing Sinhala-Buddhist 

ethno-nationalist strategies (Ibid.).  

 

The SLFP unions radically shrunk with limited parliamentary presence during the UNP’s 

17-year rule. The internal contradictions of the SLFP led to the emergence of the labour 

oriented Sri Lanka Mahajana Pakshaya (SLMP) in January 1984, under the leadership of 

Vijaya Kumaratunga, the husband of Chandrika Bandaranaike (Kumaratunga). The SLMP 

formed the United Socialist Alliance (USA) in 1987, a coalition of the LSSP, CP, and 

NSSP (Nava Sama Samaja Party) in preparation for the provincial council elections. With 

the assassination of the USA leader, Vijaya Kumaratunga, in February 1988, Chandrika 
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Kumaratunga entered the leadership. However, the USA was dissolved in 1990 and 

Chandrika Kumaratunga realigned with the SLFP, led by her mother Sirimavo 

Bandaranaike. In 1994, the SLFP formed a new coalition, the People’s Alliance (PA), 

which included working class parties, the LSSP, CP, and the NSSP.   

 

With the PA coming to power in 1994, the SLFP unions (SLNSS –  Sri Lanka Nidahas 

Sevaka Sangamaya) expanded their membership, mostly due to union defections from the 

UNP. In turn, there is a swing in trade union membership (around 50,000 to 75,000) 

between the UNP and SLFP unions, which relates to gaining access to the state while 

positioning politicians as a source of employment security. Closely allied with the SLFP is 

the Mahajana Eksath Peramuna (MEP), which accounted for around 10,000 union 

members in 2000 (Figure 6.4). 

 

The CWC expanded its membership particularly during the 1977-94 period due to its 

alliance with the ruling UNP. However, divisions within the CWC emerged in 1988 and in 

1993. In 1988, Chandrasekeran broke off from the CWC forming the Up Country Workers 

Front (UPWF), while Sellasamy split in 1993 forming the Ceylon National Workers 

Congress (CNWC). The CNWC split emerged as a result of Thondaman’s agenda to bring 

in his grandson, Arumugam Thondaman, into the CWC leadership ahead of the more 

senior Sellasamy. Following Thondaman’s death in October of 1999, the CWC entered a 

period of leadership struggle. Meanwhile the Democratic Workers Congress (DWC) split 

in 1996 forming the Aziz Democratic Workers Union (ADWC) (Ch. 7). In 2000 the trade 

union coalition of CNWC (Sellasamy), UPWF (Chandrasekeran), ADWC (Ashraff Aziz), 

and DWC (Mano Ganeshan) opposed the plantation collective agreement reached by 

CWC, LJEWU and the JPTUC, describing it as a betrayal of workers (Island, 2000: Jan 

25). 

 

The CP (CFTU) and the LSSP (CFL) union membership dramatically declined following 

their humiliating defeat in the 1977 elections. The CP unions were particularly repressed 

with a legal ban in the aftermath of the 1983 Anti-Tamil progrom. The CFTU and CFL 

have sustained collective action as class actors, based on strategies of political unionism. 

Both allied with the SLFP unions (SLNSS) under the PA. In addition, both are active 

within the two main union coalitions, the Joint Trade Union Centre (JTUC) and the Joint 

Plantation Trade union Centre (JPTUC) which also include powerful independent unions. 
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While the CFL and CFTU are bureaucratised male dominated union federations, the CFTU 

has sustained a broader set of alliances with diverse unions.  

 

The JVP  (Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna or Peoples Liberation Front) which re-entered 

representative politics following its 1971 repression, launched its unions in 1977 as the 

Inter-Company Employees Union (Ch. 7). The JVP articulated a radical agenda that 

contained “a mixture of broadly Leftist socialism, Sinhala patriotism and an anti-systemic 

resistance” (Uyangoda, 2000). While the JVP unions formed a broad coalition with 

working-class party unions, its attempts to dominate the labour movement in 1977 and in 

1980, increasingly undermined union unity. Banned after the 1983 July progrom, the JVP 

re-emerged with the 1988-89 insurrection period but was brutally crushed by 1990. With 

the emergence of the PA in 1994, the JVP reorganised their unions under the Socialist 

Workers Union (SWU) (Figure 6.4.). While radicalising civil society, the strategic 

orientation of JVP is to infiltrate other unions. In 2000, the JVP consisted of 20 unions in 

the public sector and 2 in the private sector, with a total membership of around 60,000 and 

nearly 1000 core activists.vii  

 

The NSSP emerged in 1979 as a splinter group of the LSSP, launching a union structure 

replicating the CFL (LSSP). While expressing a left alternative to bureaucratised CP and 

the LSSP, the NSSP is oriented more towards movement politics, given its limited 

presence in representative politics. It has maintained alliances with a range of worker 

oriented organisations and social movements (CWF, Free Media Movement, and so on), 

including links with the FTZ labour organisation Niveka (previously known as Kalape Ape 

or We in the Zone). Thus, all main political parties in Sri Lanka embody “labour wings”. 

While the working class party unions endure as legitimate class actors, nearly all party-

subordinated unions have compromised their role as civil society actors. 
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Figure 6.4. Trade Unions Timeline 1977-2002 
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6.2.1.1.  Anti-union Party Unions: The JSS Junta 

The deployment of the UNP union, the JSS, in the early 1980s was central to disorganising 

the core of the labour movement. It revealed the impotence of working class parties and 

labour movement to contest and resist anti-democratic unions. Prior to the 1977 UNP 

election, the JSS, as well as the LJEWU, were marginal trade unions, established more 

than twenty years after working-class party unions (Ch. 7). From inception, these unions 

were positioned to counter SLFP and working class party unions. Both the JSS and the 

LJEWU narrowed union strategies to the workplace – “business” unionism – restricting 

alliances with other unions while politically deskilling its members. In turn, membership 

politicisation was reduced to a political party loyalty, obscuring class identities and class 

interests of trade unions.  

 

With the UNP coming to power in 1977, the JSS membership expanded rapidly through 

political patronage, membership cross-overs, and intimidation (Obeysekera, 1983; 

Sivanandan, 1984).  The main orientation of the JSS was to dismantle non-JSS unions. 

Backed by institutional authority and the interests of the capitalist state, the JSS effectively 

controlled government offices and corporations, and wielded enough power to transfer and 

intimidate even high officials (Obeysekera, 1983). New jobs and resources for self-

employment opportunities were increasingly allocated to members of the urban lumpen-

proletariat who swelled the ranks of the JSS (Ibid.).  

 

In the early 1980s, the JSS was known as the “junta” or the “thug sansthawa” (Thugs Inc.) 

by most in the labour movement (see Appendix 4). With its strategy for disruptive 

violence, the JSS represented the 'storm troopers' of the UNP. Under Cyril Mathew 1977-

1984, the JSS overtly attacked the labour movement and Marxism, while promoting a 

narrow, extreme version of Sinhala-Buddhist ethno-nationalism (Sivanadan, 1984). With 

Cyril Mathew’s strategies exacerbating the already militarised ethnic war, as well as 

undermining the president's (J.R. Jayewardene’s) ethno-nationalist agenda, he was ejected 

in 1985. This expulsion of Cyril Mathew coincided with the precursory phase of the JVP 

insurrection. The JVP transcended the JSS with its own brand of intimidation and violence. 

Following the election of president Premadasa in 1988, both the JSS and the LJEWU were 

marginalised due to inter-party rivalries, as well as authoritarian populist strategies of the 
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Premadasa regime. The UNPs critical moment dismantling the labour movement was the 

1980 July strike. 

6.2.1.2.  Dismantling the Labour Movement: 1980 July Strike 

The state repression of the 1980 July general strike decisively altered trade union militancy 

and the labour movement in Sri Lanka. The strike was induced by UNP strategies to 

repress and dismiss militant union leaders in general, but particularly at the Ratmalana 

railway workshop (Fernando, 1983). The workshop launched a formidable strike in 1976 

that was instrumental in contesting the legitimacy of the SLFP government. While the 

1980 strike was not comparable, it triggered a broader struggle. 

 

In the 1980 July strike nearly 75,000 public sector and 15,000 private sector workers 

participated and it is estimated that around 40,356 strikers lost their jobs (Ibid.).  Most of 

the dismissed workers were politicised activists and it was a decisive, targeted attack on the 

working class party (CP and LSSP) unions and labour militancy in general. Those public 

sector workers who returned to work following the strike were further victimised by 

methods of compulsory leave, transfers, denying promotions and wage benefits. The 

violent repression of the strike reinforced authoritarian industrial relations while 

legitimising the spread of deregulated markets.  

 

A trade union solidarity rally against the UNP in 1977 initiated mass mobilisation, which 

manifested in the July 1980 strike. The JTUAC (Joint Trade Union Action Committee) 

comprised of 25 major trade unions organised this campaign. Under serious UNP threats of 

retaliation, the JTUAC repeatedly deferred a general strike for nearly three years until the 

1980 July strike. The strike action launched a mid-day protest campaign in the beginning 

of June, which ended in mid-July with a general strike. The UNP government enforced the 

Essential Services Act declaring a wide range of workplaces as “essential services”. While 

banning all public meetings, the UNP went on to hold its own mass meeting (Sivanandan, 

1984:119). The government also froze the bank accounts of many unions, including the 

CBEU (Banks) and the CESU (plantations), two key independent unions.  

 

The repression of the strike also highlighted internal divisions within the JTUAC.  The 

attempts of the JVP to dominate the JTUAC led to the withdrawal of most working-class 

parties and white-collar independent unions, such as the CMU (clerical), and the CBEU 
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(Banks). More importantly, the absence of the plantation unions situated the 1980 July 

strike as a mobilisation of the urban labour movement led by working class parties.  

 

The repression of the strike had devastating consequences on workers. Following the 1980 

strike, around 55 strikers had committed suicide and various strikers’ organisations 

intervened to lobby the government as well as assist the families (Daily News, 1999:Sept. 

18). The dismissed strikers continued their struggle for reinstatement and compensation 

organised under the Joint Organisation of July Strikers (JOJS) in 1984. Implicating the 

previous UNP leadership of union repression, president Premadasa granted limited relief to 

the July strikers in May 1989 (CW, 1989;2 Qrt.). During the PA government (94-2001), 

the JOJS gained more concessions due to protests that included a hunger strike in 

December 1999. The state concessions also manifested an authoritarian state creating 

consent through party politics. This early repression of the labour movement was repeated 

in a more generalised form during the “terror period” under the Premadasa regime.  

6.2.1.3.  Inter-party Rivalries and Unions: 1988-1993 

The 1988-90 JVP insurrection overlapped the UNP’s re-election in the 1988 presidential 

and 1989 parliamentary elections. With the election of Ranasinghe Premadasa as the 

President in December 1988, the state further centralised. Conducted amidst the JVP 

insurrection and counter-insurrection of the state, the 1988 Presidential elections recorded 

the lowest (54.3%) voter turnout in the electoral history of Sri Lanka (Madanayeke, 1989). 

At the 1989 general elections voter turnout was 63.6% and involved around 1,000 deaths 

including the murder of at least 14 parliamentary candidates during the seven week 

campaign (Amnesty International, 1989).viii  

 

The populist strategies of the Premadasa regime (1989-1993) weakened the UNP trade 

unions, due to inter-party rivalry. Premadasa drew on the CWC support to suppress the 

LJEWU, led by Gamini Dissanayake, who launched a failed impeachment motion against 

the President.ix Premadasa entered party politics under the stewardship of A. E. 

Goonesinghe of the Ceylon Labour Party, who later joined the UNP (Ch. 7). In promoting 

the interests of capital, the Premadasa regime merged ethno-nationalism with a popular 

religiosity, while enhancing the militarisation of the state 

 

The main labour unrest under the Premadasa regime emerged among workers at the state-

owned bus company, the Sri Lanka Transport Board. The bus workers strike in June-July 
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1989, brought the country’s transport system to a halt. After the first week of state 

repression, under the newly elected president Premadasa, the strike spread to the Colombo 

port, then to Posts and Telecommunications and Banks. Workers in the several private 

sector offices also came out on solidarity strikes amidst widespread violence. The four 

week long transport strike involved the murder of over 100 workers and disrupted the 

economy as a whole (Sunday Times, 1989:July 16). The government deployed the army to 

keep the public bus service functioning while encouraging the private sector to take-up the 

slack by offering army escorts and added insurance cover. 

 

The strike emerged out of the non-implementation of a cabinet-approved decision on new 

salary scales that included pay increases. After numerous negotiations and delays, the 

salaries of senior personnel were increased aimed at undermining worker unity. Although 

the JSS (UNP) membership comprised nearly 32,000 of the 52,000 SLTB staff prior to the 

strike, the JVP led coalition of anti-JSS unions over-powered the JSS (KM, 1989: Oct, 6). 

Meanwhile, the UNP government recognised only the JSS for negotiations.  

 

The bus strike coincided with the JVPs Sinhala-nationalist strategies, expressed by a 

“Motherland first, workplace second” slogan (KM, 1989: June 23). In the process, the JVP 

mobilised four main organisations, which included university students, Buddhist monks, 

women and workers (Ibid.). However, the JVP command over the bus strike ended with the 

assertion of state violence combined with ethnocentric populist strategies of Premadasa. 

While the bus strike ended, the state counter-insurrection against the JVP continued.  

 

The authoritarian state under Premadasa systematically assassinated most of the JVP 

leadership by December 1989. While mobilising the entire legal mechanism, the 

militarised authoritarian state utilised illegal detention and torture centres to enforce 

“disappearances” that consisted of extra-judicial killing and elimination of evidence. Under 

the Regulation for the Prevention of Subversive Political Activity, No.1 of 1990, the state 

banned “all activities, political and otherwise, in places of work, educational institutions 

and premises of community residences of workers and students” (ICAC, 1991). Although 

some sections of the Emergency Regulations were later removed, arbitrary arrests, 

detention and extra-judicial killings continued into mid-1993. The assassination of the 

president at the 1993 UNP May Day rally by a suicide bomber was celebrated in some 

areas, illustrating a deeply fractured society. It was an assassination that took place amidst 

a number of other similar assassinations of powerful political and military leaders. After 17 
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years of UNP rule, the election of the PA in 1994 was a long awaited break for the labour 

movement.  

6.2.1.4.  People’s Alliance 1994-2002: Limits of Party 

The People’s Alliance (PA) led by the SLFP and a coalition of working class parties came 

into power in 1994. The PA formed a stable government (1994-2002), with the support of 

the CWC, while the UNP remained a strong opposition. Under the PA, the state gained 

some popular-democratic legitimacy by relaxing union repression. The JVP also re-

emerged with the 1994 elections and re-engaged in representative politics. 

 

With the initiative of trade unions and the labour movement, the PA revived an agenda of a 

Workers' Charter that was originally proposed by the UF government in 1970. The 

Workers' Charter, drafted by a tripartite committee (unions, employers and the state), was 

ratified in April 1995. However, an aggressive counter-campaign by employers using the 

private media, dissolved the actual implementation of the Charter as an amendment to the 

Industrial Disputes Act in December 1999. The amendment required union recognition if 

40% or more workers agreed, and the penalty for employer non-compliance was a fine, not 

exceeding 20,000 rupees (US$208). While trade unions accepted the positive aspects of 

changing legal norms, they also protested the weak penalty against employers which was 

unlikely to deter union repression and the victimisation of activists. With the return of the 

UNP in 2002, the Workers Charter was dismissed as a ‘political gimmick’ of the previous 

PA government. While the authoritarian state endures, the main strategies to democratise 

the state proposed by unions (JPTUC) and other actors in civil society include the 

dismantling of the executive presidency, transferring of power to the parliament, devolving 

authority to regions and democratising the media. 

 

In short, the new role of the state promoting liberalisation strategies strengthened 

authoritarian tendencies restraining unions. These tendencies disorganised unions with 

coercive violence as well as legislation overriding democratic labour market institutions. 

The role of UNP party unions, particularly during the initial phase of liberalisation, directly 

suppressed militant unions and labour activists. While the working-class parties, the LSSP, 

the CP and the NSSP, articulated labour movement politics in terms of class and civil 

society actors, in practice their capacity for organising mass mobilisation was limited. 

Nevertheless, isolated struggles emerged among a range of party-independent unions, such 

as the clerical and professional unions (CMU; CESU; CBEU; UPTO), the doctors 
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(GMOA), and nurses (PSUNU). More importantly, the deployment of ethnocentric identity 

politics, coupled with party subordination of unions, strengthened authoritarian state 

tendencies, undermining movement politics of unions. 

6.2.1.5.  Ethnic Identity Politics and Trade Unions 

With the core of the labour movement located in the public sector, state promotion of 

Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism directly influenced union strategies. The majority ruling 

parties (UNP and SLFP) incorporated the main plantation union, the CWC as representing 

Tamil minority interests. By reinforcing Thondaman's leadership within the CWC, the 

ethnocentric nationalism of the state positioned the Tamil plantation community to counter 

demands of Tamil communities in the North and East provinces. x This strategic alliance of 

the CWC with the ruling party, both under the UNP (1977-1994) and the PA (1994-2000) 

simultaneously restrained plantation union unity as well as their capacities to build 

alliances with the urban labour movement. 

 

The July 1983 anti-Tamil progrom was preceded by incessant anti-Tamil violence against 

plantation workers. The violence in August 1977 overlapped the post-election violence 

against the SLFP supporters. In addition, the appointment of the Tamil United Liberation 

Front (TULF), which espoused a separate Tamil homeland (Eelam) policy, as the main 

opposition, enraged the Sinaha-Buddhist ethno-nationalist agenda (Ch. 7). Although the 

CWC broke ranks with the UNP and abstained from the no-confidence motion against the 

TULF, the CWC became the main Tamil party in the parliament, following the eviction of 

the TULF in 1983 (Moore, 1994). 

 

The anti-Tamil violence that took place in the plantations in 1981 was pre-planned and 

rapidly executed.  While mostly censored in the local media, the incident received 

considerable publicity in India (ICAC, 1991:8). The attacks were mostly in areas of the 

LJEWU (UNP) and the CWC members. Four days after the violence, the President 

declared a state of emergency and attempted to disassociate himself from it, while 

admitting the complicity of some UNP ministers (ICJ, 1981). Reluctant to launch a 

national level protest against this violence, the opposition unions, organised under the 

JPTUC, which included 14 unions, held a token strike, focusing on an enduring wage 

demand. By October 1981 there were nearly 100,000 hill-country (plantation) Tamil 

refugees dispersed across the North and East Provinces (KM, 1981: October 16; 

Sivanandan, 1984:122). 
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The decisive 1983 July anti-Tamil progrom unleashed mob violence, led by local thugs 

affiliated with the UNP political forces including the JSS (Gunasinghe, 1988; Sivanandan, 

1984). The UNP alleging that the CP, the JVP, and the NSSP were responsible for violence 

banned them. The state repression targeted activists in the labour movement, enacting the 

Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) and Emergency Regulations (ER) (Mallik, 1998; 

Senaratne, 1997). During the 1983 progrom, Tamil trade union leaders and members were 

also targeted for attacks. According to a plantation union leader C. V. Velupillai (NUW), 

“… the 1983 riots are the worst in living memory…. All parts of Sri Lanka were 

seriously affected resulting in death, arson and destruction of homes and Hindu 

Temples” (Mavali, 1983: October).  

All major plantation unions except for the ruling party union, the LJEWU, condemned the 

violence unleashed in July.xi Thondaman of the CWC promoted the UNP’s agenda 

articulating ethnic minority demands as an act of ‘terrorism’ requiring “law and order” 

(military) solutions.  

6.2.1.6.  The 1987-89 Insurrection and Ethno-nationalism  

Following the 1983 anti-Tamil violence, the 1987-89 period remains one of the most 

violent periods of contemporary history. This rupture of state and counter-state violence, 

known as the terror or Beeshanya period involved assassination of trade union and labour 

activists along with hatred and revenge killings (Senaratne, 1997; Perera, 1996a). The rise 

of the JVP during the 1987-1989 period was grounded in a Sinhala ethno-centric 

nationalist project. The JVP’s “militant radicalism and the revolutionary appeal” also 

revealed the widespread unemployment of (educated) youth as well as the “deep anger” 

towards enduring structures of power at family, village and state levels (Uyangoda, 

2000:72).  

 

The JVP articulated the attempt to devolve power to majority Tamil regions as a betrayal 

of the unitary Sinhala nation-state. A broad-based Sinhala-Buddhist extremist opposition 

resisted the Indo-Lanka agreement of 1987, establishing a decentralised provincial council 

system. It was led by the MSV (Mavbima Surakime Viyaparaya or Movement for the 

Protection of Motherland) (Amunugama, 1991). Mostly consisting of conservative 

Buddhist clergy, the MSV soon gained the support of the JVP, the SLFP and some UNP 

members including then prime minister, Premadasa, Gamini Jayasuirya (Minister of 

Health) and Cyril Mathew (ex-JSS leader).  
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The JVP along with the MSV branded the left parties (LSSP, CP, and NSSP) and other 

labour organisations (CWC, and DWC) that supported the accord as “traitors of 

motherland”. Faced with government repression, the JVP launched a violent terror 

campaign against segments of the ruling UNP, the Left and other forces sympathetic to the 

Accord. By mid-1989, at a crucial moment of JVPs ascendancy during the bus strike, 

President Premadasa undermined the JVP’s monopoly as the sole representative of anti-

Indian patriotism by leading a concerted anti-Indian (anti-IPKF) propaganda drive 

(Uyangoda, 1992).xii This also allowed the state to repress the JVP militarily while 

continuing military operations against the LTTE and other militant Tamil groups.  

 

The JVP positioned the plantation workers as “an instrument of Indian expansionism” 

during the 1988-89 insurrection, similar to their 1971 agenda (Jayawardena, 1985:140-

151). The state enforced Emergency Regulations repressing dissent, while justifying its 

actions as safeguarding vital economic resources for international trade. Meanwhile, the 

CWC alliance with the UNP strengthened state strategies of Sinhala-ethnocentric 

nationalism that branded dissenting plantation Tamil youth as LTTE sympathisers and 

incited racist attacks. In July 1992, S. Nadesan, convenor of the JPTUC, estimated that 

there were nearly 200,000 hill country Tamils that were made refugees (Plantation Worker, 

1992:July-August).xiii

6.2.1.7.  Citizenship and Party Politics  

Although the 1978 constitution centralised the state, new democratic features directly 

affected the plantation workers, which also reinforced the CWC alliance with the UNP. 

With an increasing number of the plantation workers gaining voting rights as a result of the 

new constitution, the CWC expanded its vote bank (Moore, 1994; Bastian, 1994). While 

representatives of the Tamil plantation communities got elected to Provincial Councils 

during the elections of 1988, 1993, and 1999, the centralised state and political patronage 

restrained social reforms. Meanwhile, the lingering anti-Tamil violence and the influx of 

Tamil refugees to India interrupted the implementation of citizenship rights under the 1978 

constitution. As a result, even after the 1986-citizenship Act was passed, the registration 

process remained weak, requiring the Act of 1988.  

  

The citizenship process was restrained even after the 1988 Act, since those applying were 

required to produce Certificates of Citizenship under the new Act. However, the plantation 
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workers found it difficult to produce Birth Certificates or identity cards, often lost due to 

irresponsible estate management and state registration, as well as ethnic violence (Voice of 

the Voiceless [VoV], 2000: Jan). Meanwhile, the post-1983 militarisation of the ethnic war 

multiplied incidents of arbitrary arrests and detention.  

 

The citizenship demands of the Tamil plantation workers were linked with the TULF 

agenda of separatism (Ch. 7.). The granting of citizenship to 93,000 hill-country Tamils 

was proposed at a conference of all major parties, the UNP, TULF, SLFP, and LSSP, in 

January 1984, as well as the “Thimpu talks” with all major Tamil guerrilla groups in 1985 

(Sivarajah, 1991).xiv However, Sinahala-Buddhist nationalism of the UNP, as well as the 

opposition SLFP, rejected any recognition of Tamil demands. With escalating state-

sponsored violence against Tamils and increasing numbers of Tamil refugees in Tamil 

Nadu reinforcing Tamil nationalist tendencies, the Indian government responded 

(Sivarajah, 1990:139). The Sinhala-Buddhist ethnocentric state at that time veiled the 

threat that in the event of an Indian military intervention (IPKF), the government would be 

unable to protect the Tamils (Hoole, 1989; Sanmugathasan, 1984). By supporting the UNP 

government, the CWC legitimised not only the ethno-nationalist but also class strategies of 

an authoritarian state suppressing the labour movement. Nevertheless, the CWC also 

highlighted the contradictions of Tamil nationalist identity politics that subordinated 

specific interests of hill country Tamils and its absence of class politics (UTHR, 1994:86).  

 

The heavily unionised Tamil plantation workers faced incessant anti-Tamil violence 

beginning 1977. While the 1978 constitution extended citizenship rights to Tamil 

plantation workers, the actual implementation remains incomplete. Nevertheless, the 

dominant plantation union, the CWC expanded its constituency by forming coalitions with 

the majority parities – the UNP and the SLFP. At the same time, the role of the CWC 

complemented the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism of the majority parities that marginalised 

Tamil communities. More importantly, the positioning of the CWC complicated, confused 

and constrained plantation union solidarity. While party strategies constrained the 

dominant public sector unions, independent unions nevertheless engaged in struggles. The 

case of a nurses' union (PSUNU) depicts an instance of a party-independent union 

negotiating an authoritarian state.  
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6.2.2.   Public Sector Reforms and Unions 
 
The public sector unions, dismantled after the 1980 July strike, gained momentum only 

after the 1994 election of the PA government. The main public sector unions often 

included party-independent unions representing workers in clerical and professional unions 

(CMU; CBEU; UPTO; CESU), the doctors (GMOA); and nurses (PSUNU). Although 

expressing mostly occupational interests, these unions have engaged in contentious 

collective action, highlighting issues of wages, working conditions, privatisation, 

Emergency Regulations and the devolution of state powers to regions.   

 

In early 1994, the JTUC (Joint Trade Union Centre) consisting of mostly independent trade 

unions, convened to address issues of the Essential Services regulations and labour law 

reforms that were undermining collective bargaining. The meeting was held at the CMU 

with the participation of key trade unions - the CBEU (banks), UPTO (post and telecom), 

PSUNU (nurses), CESU (estate staff) and JPTUC (joint plantation unions) (CW, 1994: Qrt, 

1&2). While protesting the subjugation to global capitalist strategies of the World Bank, 

IMF and the Asian Development Bank, the meeting called for resisting the privatisation of 

public enterprises and services, and demanding compensation for retrenched employees 

(Ibid.). Among the party-independent unions, the nurses union (PSUNU) displayed 

contradictory roles of contesting, as well as integrating with an authoritarian state.  

6.2.2.1.  Health Services and Nurses  

The activism of public sector nurses union (PSUNU) depicts the changing role of the state 

and its impact on a professional segment of health sector workers (Ch. 9). The state 

provision of health services was reorganised with the reintroduction of private practice for 

public sector doctors, liberalisation of drug imports, and the introduction of health 

insurance and medical benefit schemes (Fernando, 1993:3; ER, 1997). The market oriented 

reforms prioritised curative over preventive health care which essentially dismantled an 

effective grass-roots network of health care services, established during the 1956-76 closed 

economy (Fernando, 1993). While health expenditure as a percentage of total government 

spending has increased from 3.2% in 1978 to 5.3% in 1995, there has been little 

improvement in the overall health status and health service provision for the majority of 

people (Jayasekera, 2000; Attanayeka. 1997).  
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The reforms in the health sector impacted on the nurses with work intensification, 

shortages of nurses, low wages and poor working conditions. In addition, tensions over 

devolution and decentralisation of the state disorganised the redeployment of workers and 

new recruitment. At the provincial and lower levels, nurses along with other health sector 

workers continued to protest over issues of political interference in appointments and 

transfers.  

 

Within the health sector, the nurses represented the highest unionised category of workers 

with around 95% rate of unionisation. The total number of nurses had increased from 6,123 

in 1980 to 14,621 in 1998, which reflected an increase from 41.5 nurses per 100,000 

population in 1980 to around 78 in 1998 (MOH, 1998). Among the nurses' unions, the 

Public Service United Nurses Union (PSUNU) was the largest trade union, with around 

90% of the nurses. The other smaller nurses organisations included the Sri Lanka Nurses 

Association (SLNA), Government Nursing Officers Association (GNOA) and the United 

Health Workers Union (UHWU). As an independent union, the PSUNU has maintained a 

narrow occupational orientation, with limited external alliances. While the nurses union is 

discussed in detail in Chapter 8, the purpose here is to describe its engagement with an 

authoritarian state.   

6.2.2.2.  The Nurses and the State  

The nurses' union under liberalisation was initially restricted by the Essential Services Act of 

1979, abolishing rights of public sector workers to go on strike. While the PSUNU avoided 

participation in the unsuccessful July 1980 general strike, it was generally supportive of the 

initiative. This support was instigated mostly by the JSS (Cyril Mathew) efforts to form a 

new nurses union aimed at undermining the PSUNU.  

 

The PSUNU launched a campaign in July 1981 with a series of grievances. The nurses 

demanded changes in their shifts, a new grading scale, increases in footwear allowance, 

overtime pay, allowances for public holidays, and a three day per week night shift 

(PSUNU AI30, 2000). The strategy began with a sick-note campaign and a black armband 

protest that later escalated into a strike. The President refused to negotiate with the union 

leader who is also a Buddhist monk. In the meantime, the President held talks with the JSS 

nurses union, and made a radio announcement that the strike was settled (Island 1986: 

March 24). The agreement cancelled the New Year bonus payment to striking nurses as a 

punishment. With the capitulation of a few nurses, the PSUNU temporarily retreated. 
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The PSUNU re-launched the campaign in March 1985, which quickly spread into a nation-

wide protest. The government confronted the protesting nurses with coercive strategies, 

enacting Emergency Regulations, banning the PSUNU and freezing their bank accounts. 

The activist nurses expelled from state hostels were temporarily housed at the union office 

at the Abhayarama temple, and surrounding NGO offices (Voice of Women, 1986:March). 

The PSUNU struggle brought together various progressive monks, trade union leaders, 

academics, doctors, lawyers, and political leaders. The main discussions at the temple 

centred on protecting the strikers and their supporters from state violence (Aththa, 

1985:July 23). With the police not too far from the temple, conveniently restricted to their 

barracks, the UNP mobilised their thugs on a fatal morning in May (Ibid.). With the 

support of the local community, the thugs were assaulted and chased away, directly 

resisting the authoritarian state under the J.R. Jayewardene presidency.  

 

PSUNU antagonism with an authoritarian state took a more consensual turn under the 

Premadasa regime 1988-93. The union gained state concessions, while distancing alliances 

with the rest of the labour movement. However, under the PA (1994-2001), the PSUNU 

was branded as a UNP-allied trade union, and several attempts were made to undermine 

the union. While the PSUNU effectively deflected these state strategies, small splits also 

emerged. The case of the PSUNU also illustrates a union interaction with an authoritarian 

state, when the union leader is a Buddhist monk with overlapping state and civil society 

roles (Ch. 8).   

 

To summarise, the liberalisation strategies that legitimised an authoritarian state, 

reinforcing Sinhala-Buddhist ethno-nationalism, displaced class politics of trade unions. 

The dominant parties, the UNP and the SLFP, maintained firm control over their unions, 

mobilising them primarily for gaining party interests. The more politicised unions that 

contested the state are the working class party unions and a few (party) independent 

unions, comprised of skilled workers. The unions were disorganised and weakened by 

three mutually interacting processes. First, the neo-liberal reforms enhanced power of 

capital, limiting the rights of association and collective bargaining. Second, party politics 

amplified divisive localised struggles, fracturing union unity. Third, the ethnocentric 

identity politics subverted trade union politics of distribution, as well as their identities as 

civil society actors. These three mutually interacting processes combined with ideological 

strategies that aimed at discrediting union identities as civil society actors.  

 265



 

6.3 Individualism and Ethno-nationalism  
 

“Who attacked you? Sinhalese. Who protected you? Sinhalese. 
It is we who can attack and protect you.” 

Gamini Dissanayake, Leader LJEWU, September, 
1983. Quoted in N. Sanmugathasan (1984).  

 
“…reforms in the labour laws are vital if we, as a country, are to 
be competitive to attract investment and generate employment. 
Trade unions also appear to be now thinking on the same line. 
They are becoming more sensible and enlightened.” 

Ken Balendra, CEO John Keels Holdings. Sunday 
Observer, July 30, 2000 

 

In encouraging workers to accept specific social identities as workers, liberalisation was 

grounded in the neo-liberal ideologies of markets and competitive individualism. This 

section looks at some key mechanisms reinforcing neo-liberalism in the Sri Lankan 

context. It begins by explaining the articulation of a “common sense”, aimed at achieving 

an economic status similar to that of Singapore. The neo-liberal economic agenda 

accommodated Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in directly undermined class identities of 

workers. Although in appearance contradictory, both neo-liberalism and ethno-nationalism 

merged to restrain unions. In addition, this merger subsumed women under the family and 

the private sphere, particularly in a context where women form the main labour force in 

export production. The compatibility of neo-liberalism with ethno-nationalism is depicted 

by the changes in the May Day culture. Finally, this section examines the concrete context 

of women workers, particularly in terms of their interaction with enduring patriarchal 

structures of dominant unions.  

 

The neo-liberal ideological hegemony situated trade unions primarily as actors within the 

workplace, intent on limiting and discrediting their identities as civil society actors. In 

promoting competitive markets, neo-liberalism reduced the role of trade unions to 

maintaining capitalism. By situating ‘national competitiveness’ as central to EOI strategies, 

contentious union action was represented as a betrayal of ‘national’ and ‘popular’ interests 

(Fernando, 1983). For this reason, workers were to accept social identities as ‘enterprising 

workers’ who are also “flexible” workers compatible with flexible labour markets. Thus, 

the spread of markets was legitimised as a process of “democratisation” and “good 

governance”. In this neo-liberal framework, the “enlightened” union role is to encourage 

markets by adapting forms of economic or ‘business unionism” strategies. The core of this 

strategy, situated unions as an economic “interest group”. While reducing collectivism to 
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“interest group” politics, ethnocentric collective identities, articulating the basis of 

nationhood, community, and the “nation”, reinforcing structures of patriarchy.  

 

The ideological hegemony of the capitalist state embodies political, intellectual and moral 

dimensions. The liberalisation policies of the UNP gained widespread popular support in 

1977, amidst a fragmented labour movement. Then Prime-Minister J. R. Jayewardene 

proclaimed “let the robber barons come!” while promoting a notion of Dharmishta 

samajaya, or righteous society (Kelegama, 1998). The ‘righteous society’ rhetoric parallels 

conservative Victorian values advanced by Thatcher during the same period.  With 

minimal working-class party representation in the parliament (1977-94), the neo-liberal 

ideological hegemony combined individualism with Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, 

discrediting and dismantling working-class parties, their unions and the labour movement. 

According to the UNP, party-subordinated JSS union 

“Avoidance of labour disputes is vital for higher productivity. … In Sri Lanka 

trade unions affiliated to the Marxist political parties train their members for a 

revolution, not for industrial democracy. Although such trade unions are not strong 

they prevent the growth of industrial democracy in the country” (Ariyaratne, 

1994). 

This misrepresentation of working class party unions is central to neo-liberal ideologies, 

subverting union politics of distribution.  

6.3.1.1.  Liberalisation as Democratisation 

At a time when the South Asian region rejected liberalisation strategies, the IMF-World 

Bank promoted Sri Lanka as the South Asian “model” of a Newly Industrialised Country 

(NIC). According to the World Bank, Sri Lanka was South Asia's most open economy by 

2000 (World Bank, 2000:i). As the regional neo-liberal ideologue, Lee Kwan Yew, the 

President of Singapore, made two official visits in the early 1980s. Moreover, as the first 

British premier to address the parliament, Margaret Thatcher’s official visit in 1985 

revealed the ideological and class interest in on-going reforms. In conveying her alliance 

with an authoritarian militarised state promoting markets, she described president J. R. 

Jayewardene as  

“… an elderly, distinguished lawyer of great integrity and someone who peppered 

his speech, as I am inclined to do, with talk of the ‘rule of law’, not a bad refrain 

for any politician” (Thatcher, 1993:503).  
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The representation of economic liberalisation as democratisation promoted a specific Asian 

version of democracy which legitimised an authoritarian state. The model for this Asian 

democracy was the Singaporean authoritarian state, described as “guided democracy”. This 

approach to democracy devalued the civic status of unions by redefining the civil society 

as the realm of markets. By representing the spread of markets as individual liberty, liberal 

freedoms were narrowed to enterprising individualism. This not only restrained freedom of 

association and collective bargaining, but also represented markets as in the interest of 

“people”. The mainstream media played a critical role in the terrain of ideas, information 

and images in articulating this “market populism”. For example, a key component of the 

public relations campaign to promote privatisation under the Premadasa regime of 1989-

1993, renamed it as ‘peoplisation’ (Kelegama, 1997).  

 

The expanding private sector media was central to creating consent for the neo-liberal 

ideological hegemony. With marketisation equated with democratisation, the freedom of 

expression and of media was narrowed to private ownership of media. The dominant 

viewpoint of the “free press” was grounded in anti-unionism, situating strikes and other 

industrial matters solely in terms of picket line violence and public inconvenience. In 

undermining the identities of unions as political, moral and civil society actors, the state 

media often complemented the private sector media. In the guise of maintaining “industrial 

peace”, the state imposed censorship laws with frequent harassment of and violence against 

investigative journalists. The self-censorship of the private media, induced by criminal 

defamation charges, enhanced media control over information (Rathnayake, 2000). This 

partnership between state and private sector media has reproduced a culture of secrecy 

redefining and restricting freedom of expression and of media (Ibid.).  

 

In promoting individualism and competition, the concentrated and centralised media 

ownership restricted labour-related information and the potential for labour oriented 

alternative independent media. With notions of collectivism and community narrowed to 

ethnocentric identity politics, the private sector media played an active role in promoting 

competitive individualism, while de-legitimising collective class identities. This role of the 

media also enhanced the intellectual hegemony of a technocracy driving the liberalisation 

process.  

 

The new technocracy of the neo-liberal state implemented World Bank strategies, 

promoting the interests of capital while reducing unions to an economic “interest group”. 
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The discourse of the technocracy shifted from trickle-down-theories (getting prices right) 

in the decade of the 1980s to a “good governance” (getting institutions right) in the 1990s. 

Thus new "partnerships" were encouraged with unions that adopted economic unionism 

strategies and gave-up contentious collective action.  

 

Beginning 1989 or the second phase of privatisation, key private sector actors entered into 

senior public administration positions (Moore, 1997a:1017). In the mid 1990s the main 

technocrats or “economic bureaucrats” co-ordinating market reforms were located in the 

Central Bank, the Board of Investment, Public Enterprise Reform Commission, Securities 

and Exchange Commission and the Ministry for Finance (Ibid.). Most maintained links 

with financial private sector networks and “none of them established SLFP or Marxist 

loyalties” (Ibid, :1018).  

  

The neo-liberal intellectual hegemony relies on a range of agencies in narrowing union 

identities to an economic “interest group”. Among the key actors are the international 

agencies (World Bank, IMF, ADB), bilateral donor countries, and business associations 

(Employers Federation, Ceylon Chamber of Commerce). These key actors mobilise a range 

of actors in the mainstream media, religious institutions, research institutes (IPS, MARGA) 

and NGOs. Their core orientation is to discredit movement politics of unions, thus to 

depoliticise them. Somewhat similarly, labour oriented actors, (pro-capital) trade unions 

(JSS, LJEWU), and international labour organisations (ICFTU, ACILS, FES) are engaged 

in legitimising a narrow economic perspective of unions. The broader network, exchanging 

information and services for mutual benefit, is engaged in portraying interests of unions as 

those of capital such as a “healthy investment climate” and a “robust rate of economic 

growth” (Gunatilaka, 2001). This seemingly value-neutral neo-liberal approach to unions, 

while obscuring the political and moral economic dimension of unions, is grounded in 

ethno-nationalist approaches to the national community.  

6.3.1.2.  Ethno-nationalism and the “Security State” 

The liberalisation reforms were firmly rooted in ethno-nationalist Sinhala-Buddhist notions 

of ‘nation’ and national community. In turn, neo-liberal ideologies of competitive 

individualism merged with communal identities that reinforced patriarchal, religious, 

linguistic, and caste power hierarchies. Thus, trade union struggles towards an alternative 

moral economy were subordinated to the moral hegemony of the Sinhala-Buddhist nation-

state, which promoted a social order based on a “righteous society”. 
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The moral hegemony of the state encouraged new norms and practices in workplaces in 

terms of a "new work ethic", reinforcing authoritarian (paternalist) management strategies. 

In the realm of representative politics, this moral hegemony restrained the space of civil 

society, suppressing dissent as a potential threat to the regime, while nurturing state 

embedded and state informed actors within civil society (unions, religious organisations, 

media, and de-politicised development NGOs).  

 

The discourse of “social order” emphasised the “rule of law” and the “security state” 

disregarded labour legislation, citizenship rights, as well as human rights. This discourse 

legitimised and normalised the deployment of state coercive forces including repressive 

legislation, such as the PTA. The ongoing militarised ethnic war continues to prioritise a 

discourse of “social order” based on de-legitimising and often co-opting peaceful public 

protests and movement politics of unions. The synergy between neo-liberalism and 

ethnocentric nationalism is depicted by the transformation of the May Day culture.   

6.3.1.3.  May Day: Popular Culture  

Beginning in 1978, the UNP introduced a culture of popular entertainment into May Day 

celebrations. The private sector media complemented populist strategies of the state, 

reducing the May Day culture to a de-politicised spectacle, disconnected form everyday 

struggles of workers and their unions (Gunasinghe, 1983). This reinvented May Day 

culture reinforced the party subordination of unions while dissolving union identities as a 

counter hegemonic movement.  

 

The May Day rallies in 2000 illustrate the co-optation of labour culture to a popular culture 

emphasising communal identity politics. The SLFP trade unions cancelled their rally, 

following the recent death of Sirimavo Bandaranaike, the SLFP ex-leader and the mother 

of then president, Chandrika Kumaratunga. This cancellation was also represented as a 

commemoration of “war heroes”, those injured and killed in ethnic war (Sunday Observer, 

2000, April 30). Thus, May Day comprised of media publicised religious services and 

charity events. In a similar orientation, the key plantation union, the CWC held religious 

ceremonies observing the year-long mourning ritual for the death of their pioneering leader 

S. Thondaman.  
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Meanwhile, the main opposition party, the UNP, held their rally and meeting in Nuwera 

Eliya, the heart of tea plantation country, demanding a political solution to the ethnic war 

and wage increases. The MEP, an SLFP ally, held its rally in the home electorate of its 

leader Dinesh Gunawardena, demanding the military annihilation of the LTTE in 

protection of the ‘motherland’. In turn, the May Day statements of the main bourgeois 

liberal parties (UNP and SLFP) highlighted ethnic over class identities of workers.  

 

The working class parties, however, expressed class identities intertwined with nation-state 

strategies. These PA allied parties  – the CP, the LSSP, the DVJP (Desha Vimukthi Janatha 

Party) and the SLMP (Sri Lanka Mahajana Party) – demanded a political solution to the 

ethnic war and the implementation of the Workers Charter. Attacking globalisation and 

American imperialism, the JVP organised a well-orchestrated rally with colourful floats 

and military style parade, involving organised workers, farmers, students and women. The 

JVP meeting included foreign representatives from workers parties and unions in Australia, 

Japan, Italy and Cuba. The NSSP held its rally in a small park demanding a wave of protest 

against transnationals, the World Bank and against ethnocentric Sinhala-Buddhist 

“fascism”. The CMU, one of the few independent unions with its own May Day 

celebration, included farmers and an environmental activist group, and focused on a 

political solution to the war, stopping the privatisation of natural resources and the 

alleviation of the farmers’ crisis.  

 

In contrast to dominant male biased May Day culture, the only rally organised by women 

workers was held in the FTZs. The FTZ workers’ May Day rally in 2000 was held in 

Biyagama (FTZ area) with around 3000 workers demanding an eight-hour work-day and 

better working conditions (Ch. 10). While the May Day celebrations included a range of 

expressions, the state intervention in reinventing the May Day culture is strategically aimed 

at containing working class solidarity capable of a popular mobilisation. With an 

authoritarian state engaged in manufacturing consent through ethnocentric nationalism, the 

assertion of patriarchal structures is central to restraining women workers and their 

capacities to organise for collective action.  

6.3.1.4.  Reinforcing Patriarchy : Women Workers 1977-1999 

“Working in the free trade zone has given us economic 
independence, but the social stigmatisation makes us wonder 
whether it is worth it.” 

S. Chandrawathie, Free Trade Zone Workers’ Union.  
Financial Times, January, 2003. 
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Women workers in Sri Lanka constitute the main labour force of export sectors. Most 

women entered casual and part-time work, and into workplaces difficult to organise 

(migrant workers, FTZs, home workers) (Jayaweera, 1994). Thus women are often 

discriminated against by unequal wages, poor working conditions and various male-biased 

practices. The withdrawal of state social provision has exacerbated women’s role in the 

non-market, less visible, social reproduction processes, especially in the household. In 

addition, the increase of female-headed households  – 19% in 1996 – has amplified the 

challenges women face in order to mobilise adequate material and cultural resources for 

survival (ESCAP, 1997). 

 

Although more women entered the labour force, their rate of participation in 1998 was 

38%, compared with the 67% rate for men (Ministry of Labour, 1999). The largest 

proportions among employed women, around 43%, were engaged in agriculture and related 

sectors (Ibid.). Nearly 68% of women in agriculture worked in plantations and out of the 

rest, more than 70% were in subsistence production (FAO, 1999). The second largest 

proportion among employed women (25%) was in the manufacturing sector. The dramatic 

increase in migrant labour also absorbed mostly unskilled women workers (Jayaweera et 

al, 1988). 

 

Grounded in patriarchy, ethnocentric nationalism projected women as embodiments of 

culture and femininity (Thiruchandran, 1997: Agarwal, 1988). Moreover, neo-liberal 

strategies represented women workers as ‘productive docile bodies’ useful for international 

investors in search of compliant, non-unionised workers. With the expansion of media, a 

range of cultural codes were deployed depicting women as “good” mother, wife and 

daughter images rather than as workers and citizens (De Alwis, 1996; Das, 1996). This 

assertion of patriarchy, not only restrained women workers’ roles within trade unions, but 

also devalued women's work and collective action (Figure 6.5.). 

6.3.1.5.  Male Biased Trade Unions  

Women actively engaged in trade unions and the labour movement from its inception. 

Women workers in the plantation trade unions represent the largest segment of organised 

women workers. In most plantation trade unions women comprise nearly 60% of total 

membership.  The next largest segment of unionised women is in the public sector ⎯ 

administration, banks, health, and education sectors. Among industrial workers, organised 
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women workers in the Zones have increasingly expressed new forms of women worker 

activism (Ch. 10).  

 

Figure 6.5.  Women Workers  and Patriarchy  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The state and party subordination of unions reinforced male-biased tendencies within 

unions. These unions complemented similar practices within most workplaces, the state 

bureaucracy, and political parties. A central mechanism of this male bias was the 

interlocking party-union leaderships that restrained women from accessing decision-

making positions (Hanifa, 1995). The dominant tendencies of the labour movement 

continue to absent the role of women workers in unions, dismissing the women’s 

movement, and feminist politics, as a corruption of ‘Western’ values (Jayawardena, 1988).  

 

By dismissing the women's movement, the dominant unions ignored women workers, 

activists and organisations. This overlaps the male dominated and male-biased knowledge 

production on unions that obscure women worker activism within and along-side unions. 

In addressing these absences, urban feminist activists have engaged in recovering the 

women’s histories of pioneering women leaders such as Ponsina Hamy and Vivien 

Gunewaredena, who articulated working-class women’s politics within the labour 

movement (Jayawardena, 1988).  

 

In the post 1977 period, women’s movement alliances with the labour movement mostly 

took place during the FTZ women workers’ struggles. The women's movement interaction 

in the margins of the labour movement, away from party-subordinated unionism, also 

express new possibilities of women's resistance (Rosa, 1994). Thus, in  organising and 

engaging in contentious collective action, women workers not only contest ethno-

nationalist patriarchy, but also neo-liberalism (Ch. 10). The role of women in the economy, 
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both in production and social reproduction, as well as their collective struggles are often 

absent in the narrowing of unions to an “economic interest group”.  

 

To sum up, the neo-liberal ideological attack on unions combined the promotion of 

competitive individualism with patriarchal ethnocentric identity politics. The ‘righteous 

society’ agenda, grounded in Sinhala-Buddhist ethno-nationalism, while deploying 

coercive forces reinforced union subordination to the political party and the state. The 

private sector media played a critical role in representing union agitation as opposing 

“national” interests. Along with the de-politicisation of the May Day labour culture, market 

populist ideologies represented privatisation and “peoplisation”. Meanwhile, ethno-

nationalist articulations of national community restrained union identities as collective 

actors while obscuring the pivotal role of women workers. Although with differing 

perspectives and approaches, both neo-liberalism and ethno-nationalism relegated women 

to the private realm. While intensifying women’s work, patriarchal ideologies not only 

devalued womens’ wage work and household labour, but also collective organisation and 

public agitation. Similarly, the male biased practices of dominant unions neglected 

organising women workers and building alliances with the women's movement. In 

narrowing union identities to “interest group” politics, neo-liberalism obscured the 

economic and social institutions of power maintaining class domination and class 

exploitation (Ch. 2.4.). By equating markets with civil society, the core agenda of neo-

liberal ideology was grounded in de-legitimising unions as actors in civil society. In 

subverting unions, these power dynamics of capital, state and ideologies are also embedded 

in a concrete context of changing labour markets.  

 

6.4 Labour Markets and Trade Unions 
 

“…  we declare that the real purpose of the draft law is to 
prevent the workers of Sri Lanka from exercising their 
fundamental rights as workers, and to deprive them of 
employment, in order to enable their more ruthless exploitation 
in the interests of foreign and local capital.” 

Joint Trade Union Declaration on the 1978 White 
Paper on Employment Relations. 

 

This section situates trade unions in a context of labour markets and the division of labour. 

In particular, it describes the fragmentation of unions, the impact of unemployment and the 

decline in real wages. This also concerns new corporatist strategies that reinforce a shift 

towards authoritarian labour market institutions. In turn, this section explains the 
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mechanisms restraining trade union capacities to further socialise the functioning of labour 

markets. 

 

The changing division of labour overlaps an expanding differentiation of regulation 

regimes. This division of labour is intertwined with a changing gender division of labour. 

In turn, women workers form a majority of workers in peripheral labour markets, 

comprised of casual, temporary, and home-based work.xv  

 

In terms of the changing sectoral division of labour towards the end of the nineties, the 

agriculture sector accounted for nearly 38% of the labour force (2.4 million), and it’s 

contribution to the GDP was 21% (Central Bank, 1998). Within the agricultural sector, a 

significant share of the labour force was engaged in non-capitalist peasant agriculture, 

illustrating the specificity of wage-workers (proletarianisation) in the South. The labour 

force in plantations (tea, rubber and coconut), accounted for the largest segment of wage-

earning agricultural workers, with close to 450,000 workers in privatised tea plantations. 

Under liberalisation the expanding service sector absorbed close to 47% of the labour force 

in 1998, contributing to 53% of the GDP (Central Bank. 1998).  Family based enterprises 

with limited protection from labour legislation dominate most services sector activities, 

such as retail trade, transport, repair and maintenance, construction, personal and domestic 

services. 

 

Table 6.1.     Trade Unions inOccupations 1993 
Occupational category No. Unions Members %Total 

Agricultural, livestock, forest, 
fisheries  

26 523630 53.0 

Transport & machinery  64 148495 15.0 
Others 99 137615 13.9 
Clerical and allied 50 84506 8.6 
sales  9 27947 2.8 
services  47 25819 2.6 
Professional, technical and allied 
employment 

115 25743 2.6 

admin & Managerial Employees 56 14128 1.4 
Total  987,883  

   Source: Labour Department, 1999. 
 
 

The shrinking core of labour markets (protected workers) relate to the 'rationalisation' of 

the state, involving job cuts, expanding contract and casual labour. The share of public 

sector employment declined from around 25% in 1993 to about 18% in 1998, with casual 
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workers comprising 9% of this proportion  (Central Bank, 1998). In 1993, plantation 

workers represented the largest segment of organised manual workers, while the services 

sector dominated the urban labour movement  (Table 6.1.). 

6.4.1.1.  Unionisation and Fragmentation  

Under liberalisation reforms, fewer workers joined unions and those unionised were spread 

across a range of small unions. The level of unionisation in Sri Lanka in 1997 was around 

18% of the employed labour force, which comprised of nearly one million workers, out of 

the 5.6 million total employed labour force. In South Asia, unionisation in the 1990s, 

represented well under five percent of total working population (Henk, 1997). While in 

1977 there were 1636 unions encompassing around 1.4 million members, in 2000 there 

were 1604 union with around a million members (Labour Department, 2000) (Figure 6.6.).  

 

Figure 6.6.      Trade Unions and Members 1977-2000 

 
    
 Source: Labour Department, 2001.  
 

The fragmented character is a key feature among trade unions in Sri Lanka. According to 

Labour Ministry categories, the concentration of registered trade unions in 2000 included: 

140 in Education, 123 in the health sector, 90 in railways, 61 in the plantations, 36 in 

Mahaweli-related (agriculture) activity, 26 in Bank-related areas, and 19 in the ports 

(Labour Department, 2000). In terms of union membership size, 44% of reporting unions 

in 1994 had below 50 members, with 4% above 5000 members (Ibid.). 
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The public sector unions are divided into central government, corporations, and local 

government categories. While representing a relatively small nucleus of organised workers, 

the public sector workers are a core segment of the labour movement, with a militant 

history (Ch. 7). As for the militant unions, most are dispersed in the ports, bus, railways, 

government administrative services, postal, telecommunication, banks, schools, and 

hospitals. In 1999, the combined public sector unions (banking, electric utilities, 

telecommunication, health and education), accounted for nearly 23% of the 693,513 total 

membership of reporting unions (Ibid.). In 1999, as for the public and private sector 

distribution of unions: there were 131 unions in the central government with 86,930 

members; 15 in regional administration with 7,431 members; and 45 in the private sector 

with 530,490 members (Ibid.) (Figure 6.7.). 

 

Figure 6.7.    Union Membership Public and Private Sector 1999 

 Source: Labour Department, 1999. 
 
 

Under liberalisation, the restricted role of the Labour Department has limited statistical 

coverage of trade unions and low levels of annual reporting.xvi In 1977, annually reporting 

unions were 37% of the total number of unions, while in 1997 this was 33% (Ibid.). With 

an authoritarian state reinforcing a culture of secrecy, trade unions are often reluctant to 

give trade union details for fear of harassment and victimisation. While women workers in 

the workforce and in trade unions have increased, the Labour Department statistics are yet 

to publish any gender-disaggregated data. 

6.4.1.2.  Unemployment and Declining Real Wages  

Trade union behaviour in labour markets is shaped by labour market conditions related to 

unemployment and wages. Although levels of unemployment were reduced in the first half 
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of the eighties, by the mid-1980s unemployment increased to about 20%. This gradually 

reduced to 14.4% during 1990-94 and to around 11% over the 1995-98 period. A 

significant feature of unemployment is youth unemployment, with 66% of those unemployed 

during the 1990-1998 period coming from the 15-24 age group (Labour Force Survey[LFS], 

2000). 

 

While women increasingly entered the paid labour force, the reform process enhanced the 

feminisation of unemployment, particularly among young and educated women. Among 

the unemployed women in 1999, 31% had an education of secondary level (A levels) and 

above, while the rate for men was 18% (LFS, 2000). The unemployment rate for females 

by 1990 was more than double the rate for males. At the end of 2001, female 

unemployment was 11%, and male unemployment was at 9%. More importantly, 22% of 

employed women worked as unpaid family workers (LFS, 2001).xvii

 
Table 6.2.                                  Real Wages  (indexed 1978=100) 
 

 Agriculture Ind & Comm Services Combined 
1990 122.7 89.9 63.5 107.6 
1991 122.2 97.1 71.1 109.7 
1992 126.1 97.1 69.6 112 
1993 136.6 89.8 62.2 116.6 
1994 128.8 87.2 67.6 111.7 
1995 121.1 94.8 66.5 107.8 
1996 112.7 83.7 58.6 99 
1997 111.4 81.4 55.9 97.3 
1998 115 84.6 53 99.9 

Source: Central Bank Annual Report, 1999. 
 

The decline in real wages under liberalisation has directly affected the core of the trade 

union movement located in the services sector. While real wages in the agricultural sector 

have marginally increased from 1978 to 1993, since 1993 there has been a rapid decline 

towards the 1978 levels. The real wages for the industry and commerce declined 16% from 

1978 to 1998. During the same period, the real wages for the services sector reduced nearly 

47% (Table 6.2). 

 

Following two decades of liberalisation reforms, close to 1.8 million families mostly 

located in rural areas were receiving poverty relief in 1999. Around 35% of population 

were considered living below the poverty line in 1990-91 (World Bank, 1998). Meanwhile, 

structures of poverty in the plantations endured. Between the 1980 to 1996 period, the 
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estate sector income as a proportion of the all island average household income declined 

both in relative and absolute terms (Table 6.3.). 

 

Table 6.3.            Average Monthly Household Income 1995/96 
                   by sector and survey period (at current prices, Rupees) 

 
Sector 1980/81 1985/86 1990/91 1995/96 
All Island 881 2,021 3,506 6,463 
Urban  1,274 3,176 6,783 10,067 
Rural  795 1,725 2,724 5,982 
Estate 753 1,551 2,399 4,005 

  Source: Household Income and Expenditure Survey 95/96 (preliminary report) 
Department of Census and Statistics. 

  

6.4.1.3.  New Corporate Strategies 

Aimed at dismantling industry, sector and national level negotiations, the UNP introduced 

a White Paper on Employment Relations promoting enterprise level councils (Employee 

Councils) in early 1978. This coincided with the launch of the first FTZ that restricted 

trade unions. Although the UNP allied unions were mobilised to promote this version of 

economic unionism, faced with growing union opposition the state retracted. Nevertheless, 

state strategies bolstered authoritarian labour markets by weakening the functioning labour 

legislation, wage boards, labour tribunals and the Labour Department.   

 

The dismantling of democratic labour regulations is illustrated by efforts to abolish laws 

that provide job security and institutionalise the dispute settlement mechanisms. The 

Termination of Employment of Workmen (Special Provisions) Act (TEWA) is a key piece 

of labour legislation passed under the labour movement supported United Front 

government in 1971. According to a 1998 IMF report, the TEWA  “may have a negative 

impact on the work ethic and productivity, and firms seem to prefer overtime, 

subcontracting, and casual or contract labour over hiring more permanent staff.”xviii 

Moreover, the IMF along with employers linked the TEWA with the backlog cases in 

labour tribunals (Rama, 1996). Thus the IMF’s flexible labour market strategy for 

dismantling labour laws also reorganises institutions co-ordinating labour markets (Labour 

Ministry, labour tribunals, monitoring, and so on). Amidst mass union protests, the UNP 

government introduced changes to the TEWA in January 2002. Although the new Bills 

were passed, the Minister of Labour deferred their actual implementation. 
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In a context of authoritarian labour markets, the social partnership strategy of the ‘social 

clause’ emerged under the PA. This aimed at linking minimum labour and environmental 

standards into multilateral agreements of the WTO. The ‘social clause’ also referred to as 

transnational company ‘codes of conduct’ concerned the enforcement of ILO Core 

Conventions, covering issues such as health and safety, forced labour, fair wages, 

minimum age of employment and hours of work. One or two garment factories in the 

Katunayake FTZ were tested with the codes (Knutsen, 2003).  However, the self-regulation 

of capital failed to address the broader process of labour market deregulation restricting 

jobs and wages. In turn, unions and women worker organisations were suspicious of the 

'social clause', given its potential to legitimise the status quo of the uneven application of 

national labour legislation (Hensman, 2000). 

 

In summary, the post 1977 labour market deregulation restrained trade unions, not only by 

authoritarian labour market institutions, but also by conditions of unemployment, declining 

real wages and sustained levels of poverty. In terms of the employed, feminisation and 

casualisation are key mechanisms weakening the union membership base.  The neo-

corporatist strategies have advocated economic unionism and a ‘social clause’ while 

sustaining authoritarian labour market institutions restraining freedom of association and 

collective bargaining rights. Moreover, the frequent enactment of Emergency Regulations 

and the Prevention of Terrorism Act has undermined democratic labour market institutions. 

The struggles of unions in terms of changes in labour markets and division of labour also 

reveal the inadequacies of dominant union strategies.  

 

 

6.5  From Political Unionism to Economic Unionism 
“… workers in the Third World countries [need] to be free from 
the authoritarian grip of the political party. This does not mean 
that the workers should withdraw from politics. What I mean is 
when the political parties directly control trade unions, 
(deceptive political power blocs) unions become tools of power 
politics and the exercising of free will by workers will not be 
feasible. Furthermore, if authoritarian political parties control 
unions, the freedom of workers and the inner democracy of 
unions will be in jeopardy. This is an experience we have gained 
from our own trade union history” 

Jayaratne Maliyagoda, President – The Lanka General 
Services Union & The Joint Plantation Trade Union Centre. 
Voice of the Voiceless, July 2000. 
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The undermining of trade unions in the post 1977 liberalisation illustrates a shift in union 

strategies from political to economic (business) unionism.xix Political unionism involves 

structured alliances with political parties, critical engagement with the industrial relations 

system, and national campaigns of mass based resistance. These strategies were radically 

transformed by economic, political and ideological elements of the neo-liberal reforms 

process.  

 

In the economic realm, the state strategies reinforced rights of employers while restraining 

rights of unions. By reducing competition among firms to competitive individualism, the 

promotion of flexible labour markets expanded non-unionised workers and limited union 

strategies to the workplace. Accordingly, the labour market deregulation illustrates the 

differentiation of regulation regimes that fragment worker struggles and weaken their 

capacity to collectively bargain.  

 

In subverting democratic labour market institutions, the establishment of FTZs epitomised 

the functioning of a deregulated labour market. The extension of “BOI status” to investors 

dismantled the geographic boundaries of de-regulated enclaves of FTZs, promoting non-

unionisable workplaces anywhere in the island. Meanwhile, in a context of enduring 

collective arrangements, such as the tea plantations, the scope of collective bargaining was 

narrowed by de-linking state social provisions. In both cases, workers are faced with 

employers that are increasingly hostile and antagonistic towards extending workers’ rights 

of association and collective bargaining.  

 

In the political realm, the changing role of the state has restrained union claims on the 

polity. The promotion of EOI strategies reinforced centralised, authoritarian tendencies that 

rolled back liberal corporatist modes of labour control. The integration of trade unions with 

the state, particularly during the closed economy (1970-75), encouraged forms of political 

unionism emphasising class politics of trade unions (Ch. 7.). With union claims on the 

polity legitimised to a certain extent, unions expanded, engaging workplaces as well as in 

representative politics. However, the EOI strategies have directly undermined the civic 

status of unions and their engagement in representative politics, while narrowing unions to 

the workplace.  

 

The undermining of the main working class parties, the CP and the LSSP, is central to the 

shift from political to economic unionism. Under the UNP regime of the 1977-94 period, 
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the CP and the LSSP were mostly excluded from representative politics. While the re-

emergence of the LSSP and the CP, under the PA government 1994-2001, brought hope, it 

was a short-lived episode that revealed their strategic inadequacies to resist the shift 

towards economic unionism.  

 

The promotion of economic unionism was primarily aimed at rationalising the 

authoritarian state. The centralisation of the state under the 1978 presidential system 

restrained the influence of the parliament, enabling the state to pursue neo-liberal policies 

single-mindedly. The recurrent enforcement of Emergency Regulations and Prevention of 

Terrorism Act, repressed collective action and the operation of labour laws. Moreover, the 

dominant party mobilised its own unions to manufacture consent for the neo-liberal 

hegemony. Accordingly, the deployment of the UNP trade unions, the JSS (urban) and the 

LJEWU (plantations), reinforced economic unionism strategies that aimed at depoliticising 

unions and domesticating the labour movement.   

 

The authoritarian state that restrained unions depicted a heavily militarised state. The rise 

of militant insurrections of the LTTE and the JVP, unleashed the coercive power of the 

state in an unprecedented scale. Thus the violence against the labour movement intertwined 

ethnic, gender, caste, as well as political violence. In narrowing unions to the workplaces, 

the authoritarian, militarised state often mobilised state forces to intimidate and suppress 

labour militancy and to replace striking workers. As a result, the state disorganised union 

engagement in representative politics, as well as movement politics.  Nevertheless, a few 

unions built new relations with other counter-hegemonic forces that focused on women, 

farmers, environment, peace, and human rights.xx  

 

In the ideological realm, articulation of competitive individualism complemented Sinhala-

Buddhist ethnocentric nationalism in undermining unions as civil society actors. In 

subverting the class politics of unions, the state promoted the interests of capital as 

compatible with the “national” interests. Meanwhile, the “national” community was 

narrowed to Sinhala-Buddhist ethnocentric nationalism that reconciled presidential 

invitations for the ‘robber barons’ to come. By equating democracy with markets, a new 

technocracy, legitimised by transnational capital and governments in the North, reinforced 

ideologies of competitive individualism. The private sector media played a critical role in 

promoting and maintaining neo-liberal ideological hegemony by de-legitimising trade 

union collective action and worker solidarity.  
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The narrowing of union strategies to the workplace combined ethno-nationalism with 

competitive individualism in restraining women-worker struggles. While women 

increasingly entered labour markets, they also entered peripheral labour markets and types 

of work difficult to organise (such as home workers and migrant domestic workers). More 

importantly, the dominant unions, entrenched in patriarchal and paternalistic cultures, 

neglected strategies to address the increasing feminisation of labour markets. By evading 

interventions to organise women workers, dominant unions reproduced patriarchal 

identities of workers that relegated women to the private realm. Nevertheless, women 

workers have reconstituted their organisations engaging in contentious collective action 

beyond the workplace (Ch. 10).  

 

To sum up, the liberalisation process characterises a shift from political to economic 

unionism compatible with authoritarian modes of labour control. The enhanced power of 

capital restrained workers capacities to organise and to collectively bargain. Moreover, the 

rise of an authoritarian centralised state, promoting the interests of capital banned working 

class parties and unions at critical moments in the guise of promoting “national” or 

“public” interests. In undermining union identities as actors in civil society, neo-liberal 

ideologies of competitive individualism complemented ethnocentric nationalist identities. 

Accordingly, unions were perceived as lacking in political and moral judgement to become 

credible actors in civil society which was equated with the market realm (Ch. 2.). In 

restraining union capacities to build worker solidarity, the post 1977 liberalisation 

strategies illustrate a multifaceted subversion of union identities as economic, political as 

well as moral economic actors.  

Conclusion 
The post 1977 liberalisation process in Sri Lanka depicts the integration of workers in a 

new international division of labour while restraining the civic status of workers and 

unions. The export-led development strategy, creating conditions for globally mobile 

capital, encompassed seventeen years of trade union repression under the UNP government 

(1977-94). Although trade union resistance gained some concessions under the PA 

government (1994-2002), the state promotion of privatisation and deregulation reinforced 

the shift towards authoritarian forms of labour control.  
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The enhanced power of capital under liberalisation is oriented towards limiting union 

claims on the economy. While the FTZs illustrate a model of deregulated labour markets 

where trade unions are essentially banned, the plantations depict the dismantling of 

collective bargaining that limited union engagement within systems of industrial relations. 

Thus, the state promotion of “international competitiveness” as a “national” interest is 

grounded in undermining union formations, as well as weakening collective bargaining 

mechanisms.  

 

State strategies of privatisation, deregulation, and ‘rationalisation’ of the state, directly 

undermined the core of the labour movement located in public sector. From its inception, 

the liberalisation program aimed at dismantling militant unions and eliminating militant 

activists. With working class parties weakened, the authoritarian state mobilised party-

subordinated unions to gain state interests. The union subordination to political parties also 

narrowed them to the workplace with a new corporatist ‘social partnership’ discourse that 

promoted economic unionism. In depoliticising unions and limiting union claims on the 

polity, the authoritarian state reinforced patriarchal ethno-nationalist identities that 

complemented neo-liberal ideologies of competitive individualism. Thus, Sri Lankan 

unions in the post 1977 period were engaged in struggles against capital, state as well as 

divisive ethnic identity politics. In turn, neo-liberal authoritarian state strategies reinforced 

political economic and ideological mechanisms undermining the role of unions as civil 

society actors.    

 

Trade union struggles under liberalisation also highlight the inadequacies of enduring 

political unionism strategies. In particular, unions are faced with the challenges of 

organising an increasingly casualised and feminised labour force. These external 

challenges also reveal contradictions internal to unions that shape their organisational 

capacities and strategies. Thus, understanding the historical emergence of unions that 

influenced specific forms of union organisations is central to explaining the possibilities 

and limitations of transforming internal structure. What were the historical conditions that 

socialise and shape unions in a specific mode of organisation? How did the unions assert 

their role as “swords of justice” or civil society actors? In which ways did unions 

compromise and restrain their capacities to engage in movement politics? These are some 

of the questions addressed in the next chapter on trade union history in Sri Lanka. 
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i The term ‘late-industrialisation’ is used here in a weak version that situates industrialisation not as 
a linear process shaping society inevitably in a single direction, as expressed by "diffusionist 
assumptions and evolutionary schemata that dominate narrative structure of labour history" 
(Chandavarkar, 1998:12). 
 
ii In 1992, the initial FTZ administrative apparatus, the Greater Colombo Economic Commission 
(GCEC) was reconstituted as the Board of Investment (BOI). 
 
iii The 30% figure was derived from dividing 233,000 (all BOI registered enterprises) by 788,582 
employed in manufacturing  (Labour Force Survey, 1998:1Qrt.). 
 
iv The Voice of Women study (1980) analyses the social class background of the workers on the 
basis of their parents' occupation and family income. The finding indicated that nearly 49% of 
workers in garment factories were from working-class families in semi-urban settings (VoW, 
1983:12).  
 
v The phenomenon of “disappearances” in Sri Lanka is directly related to the operation of the 
Prevention of Terrorism Act, and the very term implies “a culture of secrecy and impunity” 
(Rathnayake, 2000). On disappearances in the FTZs during 1989-1991 period see Dabindu 1994, 
September; (FES, 49:1997).  On Southern Province disappearances (1988-1990), 16,742 cases were 
established by early 1998, while the estimates are around 60,000 (CW, 1998:2Qrt.). see Forced 
Disappearances in Sri Lanka Constitute a Crime Against Humanity 
http://www.disappearances.org/mainfile.php/articles_srilanka/ accessed January 2003. 
 
vi The main trade unions in the plantations include Ceylon Workers Congress (Thondaman), Lanka 
Jathika Estate Workers Union (LJEWU) of the UNP, National Union of Workers (NUW), Ceylon 
National Worker’s Congress (Sellasamy) and the Democratic Workers Congress (DWC), Red Flag 
(CPWU), Upcountry People’s Front (Chandrasekeran). 
 
vii Interviews with JVP trade union leader Lal Kantha, July 2000. 
 
viii For an extensive discussion of political violence up to 1989 see Amnesty International (1989) 
Political Killings in Southern Sri Lanka: On the brink of civil war, AI Publication.  
 
ix In Thondaman’s autobiography, under a photograph of Premadasa and himself, the caption reads 
“President Premadasa was not a dictator” (Thondaman, 1994:129).  
 
x The CWC and other trade unions protested the government appointment of a retired Supreme 
Court judge, M.C. Sansoni, in November 1977, as the Sansoni Commission of Inquiry. The report 
was published in 1980, highlighting that police inactivity due to "political interference in selection 
and training new recruits, as a strong incentive to a mob to continue with its violence". See V.P. 
Vittachi (1995) Sri Lanka What went wrong : J.R. Jayewardene’s Free and Righteous Society, 
Navarang, New Delhi.  
 
xi The coalition of trade unions at the September conference included: the Ceylon Workers 
Congress, United Plantation Workers Union (S. Nadesan); National Union of Workers C.V. 
Velupillai); Ceylon Plantation Workers Union (O. A. Ramaiah);  New Red Flag Plantation Workers 
Union; Ceylon Democratic Workers Congress; Lanka Estate Workers Union; Sri Lanka Independent 
Estate Workers Union (SLFP); Sri Lanka Deshavimukthi plantation Workers Union; Lanka General 
Service Union (Maliyagoda) (NUW, Mavali, 1983:October). 
 
xii In undermining the JVP, president Premadasa initiated a cease-fire deal with the Liberation Tigers 
of Tamil Ealam  (LTTE), and negotiated the withdrawal of the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) 
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by March 1990. The IPKF was invited under president J. R. Jayawardene with increasing 
international pressure to address the ethnic war. 
 
xiii The population of refugees (displaced) has fluctuated from a million to half a million at various 
points in the war in the 1990s. See Rajasingham-Senenayake, Darini (1998) "After Devolution: 
Protecting local minority and mixed settlements", Pravada, Vol. 5. No. 4&5. 
 
xiv Indira Gandhi was assassinated in December 1984, and her son Rajiv Gandhi was appointed the 
Prime Minister in January 1985. The Indian government put increasing pressure on the UNP to 
initiate a politically negotiated settlement. At the Thimpu talks held in Bhutan in 1985, the Tamil 
delegation consisting of TULF, LTTE, PLOTE, EROS, and EPRLF proposed 4 principles for the 
"Tamil national question", the fourth was the "Recognition of the right to citizenship and the 
fundamental rights of the Tamils who look upon the island as their country." 
 
xv The growing informal sector also comprises old and new forms of child labour, where a large 
number of poor children are drawn into domestic service, and into a relative new phenomenon of 
child prostitution (Goonesekere, 1993). 
 
xvi The Trade Union section of the Labour Department has maintained reporting systems that were 
designed in the late 1960s. The internal systems of data collection and categorisation are often 
incompatible with standard labour force categories published by the Department of Census and 
Statistics. There is a lack of gender disaggregated data and there is little initiative to update and  to 
modernise the division. Similarly, the Labour Department library is limited on trade union resources 
and there is no systematic effort towards trade union documentation. The Sri Lankan Labour 
Gazette, published by the Labour Ministry is generally limited on trade union statistics as well as 
contemporary literature on trade unions and industrial relations. Also see Kelly, T.F. (1993) Labour 
and the Number Racket – An Assessment of Labour Market Information in Sri Lanka. Employment 
Series No. 12, IPS: Colombo. 
 
xvii In 1998 the statistical category of “employed” was revised to include unpaid female family 
workers such as housewives engaging in supporting family income-generating activities, especially 
in the agricultural sector. While this reclassification expanded the “employed” category, the 
“unemployed” figure was also reduced. 
 
xviii IMF staff country report on labour markets 98/118; annex on “The need for labour market 
reform” pages 54-59, http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/cat/longres.cfm?sk&sk=2823.0 accessed 
July 2002. 
 
xix The National Workers Congress affiliated with the (Christian) World Confederation of Labour 
depicts a model economic unionism strategy. It is linked to the WCL’s Asian regional organisation 
the Brotherhood of Asian Trade Unionists (BATU). At the BATU-SAARC (South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation) sub regional conference in 2000, the keynote address was 
delivered by a prominent employer representative, M.J.C. Amarasuriya, chairperson of Commercial 
Bank of Sri Lanka. 
 
xx Union activists within the LSSP, CP, NSSP, and independent trade unions (CMU, CBEU, and 
ITGWU) have engaged in solidarity action with the farmers, women’s rights, human rights and 
peace organisations, expressing broad alliances. Some of these trade unions have contributed to 
environmental protest campaigns during the building of the Kandalama Hotel (1992, 1996), the 
Iranawila Voice of America (1992, 1996) protests as well as the Eppawla phosphate strip mining 
project proposed by a US-Japanese consortium. 
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A History of Political Unionism 
 

 

 

 

 

Trade union interaction with the liberalisation process concerns a particular history that 

shapes specific strategies. In looking at trade union history, this chapter explores the 

emergence of trade unions in Sri Lanka and their engagement with representative and 

movement politics which, in turn, induce a distinct mode of organisation.  

 

The chapter begins with conceptualising trade union history in peripheral capitalist 

economies. In particular, the aim is to highlight that the history of trade unions overlaps a 

history of labour and of society (Hobsbawm, 1984:12; Munck, 1988). It encompasses 

multi-layered processes, intertwining the political-economic with cultural dimensions that 

influence workers, their organisations and strategies. The purpose of this chapter is to 

explain union relations with political parties and their incorporation into the Sri Lankan 

state that illustrates a displacement of their historic role as civil society actors.  

 

The history of trade unions in Sri Lanka is explained in terms of three inter-related and 

overlapping phases (Table 7.1.). The first phase of 1893-1930 relates to the emergence of 

trade unions, prior to franchise, integrated in a colonial division of labour. The second 

period of 1931-1956 manifests the rise of the labour movement and its influence on the 

post-independence state, beginning in 1947. Finally, the third phase 1956-1977 

characterises trade union incorporation into the state, reinforcing liberal corporatist forms 

of labour control. The discussion on the third phase, under an import substitution 

industrialisation strategy, focuses on the absence of union alliances with women workers 
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and other democratic organisations.  The chapter concludes by explaining the ways these 

three phases characterise specific forms of union strategies and modes of organisation that 

limit, as well as enable their identities as civil society actors. 

 

Table 7.1. Sri Lanka Trade Union History Overview 
 

 Movement and Representative Politics 
1893 - 1930 Colonial paternalist labour control 

1893-15 
1915-31 

Anti-colonial movement, communalism 
Colonial state, liberal humanitarianism 

Labour party (Labourism) 
1931 - 1956 

1931-47 
1947-56 

 
Rise of labour movement, Working-class parties, 

Independence, Trade union unity 
1956 - 1977 Liberal Corporatist labour control 

1956-71 
1971-77 

State incorporation, Sinhala Buddhist nationalism 
Consolidation of political unionism 

  

7.1 Reformulating Trade Union History 
 
The theories on union history in peripheral capitalism emerge within the broad framework 

of the New International Labour Studies beginning around mid-1970s (Ch. 4.3.1.). By 

locating trade unions within a social history of uneven development of peripheral 

capitalism, these perspectives highlighted varying modes of integration with the global 

capitalist economy (Munck, 1988).  Emphasising the impact of colonialism and 

imperialism in the “Third World”, they focused on the role of the export sector within an 

international division of labour that shapes class formation and organised workers struggles 

(Southall, 1988).  

 

The core of these perspectives highlighted the ways trade unions and worker solidarity is 

embedded in class formations which are shaped by the nation-state. Thus, the construction 

of nationalism in the realm of culture is interdependent with processes of 

proletarianisation, class stratification and trade union fragmentation (Waterman, 1982; 

Munck, 1988; Cohen 1974; Boyd et. al. 1987). Accordingly, trade unions are embedded in 

gender, ethnic, religious, linguistic, caste and regional power hierarchies, or non-class 

sources of power influencing class structures. These class structures combine capitalist and 

non-capitalist modes of production with diverse relations of controlling the means of 

production, distribution and exchange (Munck, 1988). This interplay between class and the 

division of labour intertwine with the cultural dimension influencing power relations 

within and outside unions.  
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The discussion on defining trade unions in the capitalist periphery has centred around the 

concept of political unionism. As a strategic orientation, political unionism is aimed at 

accessing institutions of democratic representation in the parliamentary party process and 

interrelated institutions of industrial relations (Lambert, 1988: Cohen, 1974). This broader 

agenda is induced by the specificity of a peripheral capitalist context. Constrained by a 

large pool of surplus labour, the working-class (trade union) vote is often weak and so is 

the impact of strikes by organised workers. Moreover, the unions are engaged in fragile 

political systems including collective bargaining mechanisms (Ibid. :147).  

 

Nevertheless, trade unions are also empowered by the degree of union politicisation related 

to their links with nationalist movements, strategic positioning within the modern sectors 

of the economy and polity. The labour movements have significant influence outside the 

union structure and life-situations of workers “newly wrenched from traditional forms of 

social control to which unions give expression” (Ibid.). In turn, political unionism is 

characterised by a broad and diffused set of public claims on the polity, combining 

contentious movement politics with collective bargaining.   

 

The relationship between the party and trade unions is a significant concern for Marxist 

(Socialist) and social democratic (liberal Keynsian) perspectives on trade unions. For 

Lenin, trade unions by themselves are limited to “trade union consciousness” or “class by 

itself” requiring a centralised vanguard party to create a class “for it self” in order to 

transform capitalist relations of production. Meanwhile the social democratic tendencies 

based on Labourist (and Durkheim's sociological) perspectives subordinate trade unions to 

the social engineering state, reforming or “civilising” capitalism. While the strategic 

orientation of the two perspectives on capitalism differ, they both situate trade unions 

subordinated to the political party and also, the nation-state.  

 

Party independent strategies of unions or “independent” unions, however, involve a 

relationship with the state. Since the political relationship between capital and labour is co-

ordinated through the state, independent unions are embedded in representative politics 

even if they decide not to exercise those capacities. According to Munck (1988) union 

autonomy encompasses a workerist perspective as well as a more conservative perspective 

that may resist incorporation into a socialist state (Ibid.: 1988:109). While trade union 

relations with political parties relate to the state form, political parties themselves are open 
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and fragile institutions. In contrast to their vigorous and solid images that control and 

command unions, parties are embedded in dynamic processes with possibilities and 

limitations (Ibid.).  

 

This chapter looks at the history of trade unions in Sri Lanka focusing on the union-party 

political relationship. With union strategies embedded in class struggles taking multiple 

forms, political unionism involves a spectrum of party-union relationships and strategies 

(Kearny, 1972). As a substantive approach, political unionism differs from economic 

unionism, which narrows unions to the enterprise level and articulates workers’ interests in 

terms of an economic “interest group”. In engaging with nation-state representative 

politics, political unionism involves alliances with labour oriented parties (Labour or 

Social democratic) and Labourist state-centred economic strategies (collective bargaining) 

(Waterman, 1993). However, the dominant tendencies of political unionism subordinate 

the normative and cultural dimensions of worker solidarity. As a result, it reproduces 

bureaucratised internal relations, compatible with social engineering state strategies and 

downplays the significance of alliances with local communities, democratic organisations 

and counter movements (Ibid.:  1993: Ch. 3). 

 

The case of trade unions under colonialism in Ceylon, as it was officially called until 1972, 

is intertwined with British Colonialism in South Asia. The sub-continent was incorporated 

into the capitalist world economy on the basis of expatriate capital. Primarily engaged in 

extraction, processing and the export of raw material, this mercantilist capital also shapes a 

specific division of labour (Chandavarkar, 1998:330). The “mercantilist Company state” 

creating and maintaining conditions for the domination of European capital, also "served to 

strengthen the argument that the rise of industry was integral to the incorporation of the 

subcontinent to the world economy" (Ibid. :331). Thus, modernisation theories of 

industrialisation represented a “Eurocentric diffusion of technology determining the 

outcome of the capital and labour relationship in the periphery”. In contrast, the aim here is 

to highlight the specific historical and cultural context of interaction with the word 

economy (Ibid. :332).  

 

In India, rural migration constituted the most important source of labour supply for urban 

industrialisation. Similarly, at the core of the colonial export economy in Ceylon were the 

bonded migrant tea plantation workers from South India. The migrant workers were central 

to the emergent capital-labour relationships, as well as post-colonial state formations. With 
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the launch of British colonial plantations in the early 1830s, the South Indians were 

employed as wage labour. Meanwhile, the indigenous Sinhalese lacked the structural 

imperative to work in the plantations, primarily due to access to land and caste hierarchies, 

which restricted workers from hiring themselves out as labourers (Vanden Dreisen, 1982).  

 

The trade unions emerge among the urban working class in Ceylon within this cultural 

context of a colonial division of labour. The aim of this chapter is to explain the unfolding 

union strategies in a transition from a paternalist colonial mode towards a liberal 

corporatist mode of labour control (Cohen, 1974; Munck, 1988; Waterman, 1982:19). The 

paternalist mode narrowed unions to the workplace and denied any substantive access to 

social mediation. In contrast, the liberal corporatist mode incorporated unions within 

representative politics of industrial relations and parliamentary systems, influencing 

specific forms of union-party relations. However, this transition also depicts a shift away 

from movement politics, or the basis on which unions were identified as civil society 

actors. 

7.1.1.   The Colonial Paternalist Regime  1893-1956 

Trade unions in Sri Lanka emerge under a paternalist colonial mode of labour control from 

1893 to 1956. In the context of a mercantilist company state and colonial modernity, the 

early trade unions were firmly based on occupational identities, and their capacity for self-

organisation was influenced by the participation of liberal middle class leaders 

(Jayawardena, 1972:x). The local entrepreneurs made inroads into tea plantations in the 

mid-1800s, diversifying their large fortunes gained in the liquor trade (Ibid. 2000:147).  

 

The national bourgeoisie expanded their ownership of estates during the post-war period, 

with the British sterling companies selling-off some of their estates. At independence the 

national bourgeoisie represented ‘dynastic’ families, whose power was based on fortunes 

originating in the 19th century under the colonial plantation economy (Ibid. 2000:344; 

Nadesan, 1993:217). The Ceylon Planters Association (CPA) was an influential actor 

within the ruling bloc, influencing state policy, until the (1972 and 1974) nationalisation of 

plantations initiated under the United Front government (1970-1977) (Moore, 1997:357). 

 

The early trade unions (1893-1930) emerge in urban factories beginning 1893, while 

unions among tea plantation workers appear in the late 1930s (Figure 7.1.). The rise of 

trade unions is intertwined with anti-colonial nationalist struggles, expressed in terms of 

 291



religious agitation against Christianity. Thus, religious agitation shapes the construction of 

nationalism, as in many other African and Asian societies (Jayawardena, 1972:33). While 

the colonial state and its bureaucrats were not "crusaders concerned with converting the 

'heathens'", the revival of indigenous religions provided the leadership and political space 

for working-class agitation (Ibid. :33). The religious revival induced a cultural renaissance 

among Buddhists, Hindus and Muslims, inventing a national feeling, the “nation”, an 

“imaginary community”, that simultaneously reinforces the spread of Western radical 

thought and trade unionism (Ibid.: 34). 

 

Figure 7.1. Colonial Economy and Trade Unions 
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7.1.1.1.   Religious Revival  

The relationship between religion and the colonial state is a significant factor influencing 

early trade unions, and particularly, the middle-class union leaders. This relationship also 

illustrates the complex interaction between community and the state in shaping the 

identities of the “nation” and cultural community. The Portuguese who ruled parts of 

Ceylon between 1505 and 1656, spread Catholicism, establishing official churches and 

schools (Jesuit, Franciscan, Dominican) along with the destruction and plunder of Hindu 

and Buddhist temples (Ibid.: 35). The Dutch, who ruled maritime Ceylon from 1658 to 

1796, spread Protestant Christianity, while the British, who replaced the Dutch in 1796, 

made education a significant factor in the spread of Christianity by the later part of the 19th 

century.  The Kandyan kingdom in the hill country, which was unconquered by either the 

Portuguese or the Dutch, came under British rule in 1815. Consequently, the Kandyan 

King was replaced as a protector of Buddhism that was mainly concerned with the 
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appointment of chief monks. Until 1880 the government and various Christian missionaries 

ran all the schools in the island with the exception of one or two Buddhist schools run by 

individuals (Ibid. :36).  

 

The emergent indigenous bourgeoisie although educated in the Christian schools were 

increasingly divided along religious lines. The hegemony of British colonialism was based 

on Christians gaining privileged access to employment in the colonial state. Early Hindu 

and Muslim schools were influenced by similar movements in India. In contrast, the 

Buddhist emphasised a more internal agenda of restoring Buddhist scholarship to 

regenerate religion (Ibid. :43). This involved reform within Buddhism, which also 

established a new caste-free order of monks, the Ramanya Nikaya, formed in 1865. The 

assertion of an indigenous religious revival, among the Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, in the 

latter decades of the 19th century was a reaction to the militant Christianity of the colonial 

state, in particular Christian missionaries (Ibid.: 46). The nationalist struggles articulated as 

a religious and educational revival, was also a strategy of avoiding charges of sedition 

(Ibid. :33). 

 

The religious revival of the late 19th century was intertwined with similar tendencies in 

India, influenced by the international movement of Theosophy, free thought and 

radicalism. The theosophists, formed in 1875 in New York with the motto "there is no 

higher religion than truth", combined anti-Christian, liberal perspectives with an "uncritical 

glorification of the religions of the colonised, the 'spiritual East'" (Ibid. :46). The 

challenges of the 19th century British rationalist movement against Christianity and the 

established church was paralleled with the publication of Ceylon Free Thinker, a weekly 

journal in 1881 (Ibid. :46). The radicalism of the British Labour Party and Socialist 

organisations strengthened the 1920s labour agitation, which coincided with the religious 

revival  (Ibid. :xii). 

     

Along with the militant Buddhist revival in the 1880’s tensions between majority Buddhist 

and minority communities increased. The Sinhala working class was mobilised against  

‘cheap Indian labour’ in 1912 and 1913, with incidents of violence against Indian railway 

workers (Ibid. :164).  Thus, the deployment of ‘sons of the soil’ propaganda directed at 

‘foreign traders’ culminated in the first serious anti-Muslim violence in 1915 between 

Buddhist and Muslims. It was led by the urban labour movement (Ibid. :172-177).  The 

British authorities repressed the riots violently by placing the country under martial law for 
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three months. The middle-class reformers’ meetings, conferences, and petitions were 

repressed by the coercive colonial state through its exercise of death sentences, trials by 

court martial, arbitrary arrest, imprisonment, confiscation of property and harsh 

indemnities (Ibid. :193). Most of the leaders who were jailed for the riots later gained 

legitimacy as political leaders. This coincides with nationalist struggles in India and the 

First World War in Europe which initiated constitutional reforms establishing democratic 

institutions. Thus the new democratic tendencies of the colonial state initiated collective 

bargaining mechanisms, trade union rights and basic rights of migrant Indian workers. 

7.1.1.2.   Early Unions 

Liberal perspectives of British Labourism influenced the first formal organisation of trade 

unions. In turn, the early labour movement pursued an alternative moral community within 

colonial capitalism. Thus the social engineering colonial state situated unions within a 

liberal-paternalist colonial mode of industrial relations (or labour control) that articulated 

worker interests within social welfare reforms.  

 

The first person to introduce ideas of trade unionism was A. E. Buultjens (1865-1916), 

who came from a Christian Burgher family background. He was also influenced by 

Buddhist revivalism (Theosophists) and a Western liberal education (Ibid. :81).1 Inspired 

by union struggles in Britain, Buultjens encouraged workers to organise, while explaining 

the difference between trade unions and mutual provident associations which then existed 

in Ceylon (Jayawardena, 1972:84). Along with Buultjens, Dr. P.M. Lisboa Pinto (1857-

1898), a Goan, qualified in medicine in Bombay, was involved with a dissenting group of 

Catholics and the Christian Temperance movement (Ibid. :80). Buultjens and Pinto 

campaigned for the first labour strike launched by the printers in 1893. Following this first 

strike, labour agitation emerged among laundrymen (1896), carters (1906), and butchers 

who were united by their occupational identities (Ibid.). The struggles of British workers 

resisting metropolitan capital at home, reverberated in the colonial periphery of Ceylon. 

The wave of trade union activity that swept Britain after 1910 also influenced a number of 

strikes among local railway workers between 1912 and 1915, including British railway 

drivers recruited from England for service in Ceylon (Ibid.: 148). 

 

The early trade union agitation coincided with the Social Service Movement, combining 

national consciousness with liberal humanitarian attitudes (Ibid. :202-9). Ponnambalam 

Arunachalam, a Tamil employee of the colonial state, was a key actor within the Hindu 
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revival movement. He also launched the Ceylon Social Service League in January 1915. It 

focused on issues of mass education, medical relief and economic improvement, and 

agitated for compulsory insurance and minimum wages (Ibid.: 205). The Ceylon Social 

Service League formed the Ceylon Workers Welfare League (or the Welfare League) in 

1919, which coincided with the launch of the Ceylon National Congress (CNC).  

 

As the pioneering political party, the CNC was inspired by British liberalism and the 

conservative wing of the Indian National Congress (Ibid.: 196-211). One of the main 

resolutions put forward by the Welfare League at the first CNC congress in 1919 included: 

rights of workers as expressed in the Versailles Peace Treaty; the repeal of penal clauses in 

the Labour ordinance of 1865; abolition of child labour under 12 years; the fixing of 

minimum wages; regulations of working hours and working conditions; the granting of 

maternity benefits; and recognition of the right of association (Ibid. :211). The Welfare 

League expanded to a Welfare Federation to include both manual and white-collar workers 

and was the only organisation that promoted certain democratic rights for workers during 

1920-1922 (Ibid. :213). 

7.1.1.3.   Radical Tendencies 

In the main, the leadership of the labour movement and trade unions emerged mostly from 

the radical segments of the "modernised middle-class, educated in English and aware of 

trade union patterns of agitation" (Ibid. :89). The formation of the Young Lanka League in 

1915 by a group of young middle-class men, mostly lawyers, represented the radical 

tendencies critical of the CNC’s moderate approach to political agitation (Ibid. :233). 

Among the founding members of the Young Lanka League was A.E. Goonesinha, the key 

labour leader of the early trade unions and the labour movement. As a result of his 

involvement in the 1915 Buddhist-Muslim riots, he was jailed for a few months (Ibid.: 

237). The radicals transformed the labour organisations, launched by liberal leaders 

(moderates) immediately after the First World War and gained total support of the 

Colombo Urban working-classes by 1923. 

 

Goonesinha launched the Ceylon Labour Union (CLU) in September 1922, abandoning the 

Young Lanka League and began organising workers across communities and workplaces. 

The CLU delinked from the liberal paternalist approach of the CNC's Welfare League, 

criticising them as betraying the workers and the political movement (Jayawardena, 

1972:239-40). The vice-president of the multi-ethnic CLU leadership was K. Natesa Aiyar, 
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who formed the first trade union in the plantations. While Goonesinha expressed 

admiration for Lenin, there was no socialist ideology behind his activities (Ibid. :254). 

Although Indian Communists were organising from 1921 onwards, reinforced by M. N. 

Roy’s election into the executive committee of the Communist International in 1922, the 

colonial state imposed a strict censorship of  'subversive' literature coming from abroad 

(Ibid. :253). 

 

The first general strike of 1923 involving railway locomotive workers shifted the strategic 

orientation of labour interventions from a liberal, humanitarian approach to radical politics 

and nationalism (Ibid. :249).  Although the CLU membership was only around 100 

members in the first few months, after the 1923 general strike it gained effective command 

of the Colombo workers for a decade. Meanwhile, Goonesinha was thrust into a position as 

the first full-time labour leader (Ibid. :240). The first general strike led to the militant 

strikes of 1927 and 1928 and the violent 1929 tramway strike. These strikes seriously 

threatened the commercial life of the colonial export economy and highlighted the 

structural capacities of the organised urban working classes. In 1928, Goonesinha formed 

the Ceylon Mercantile Union (CMU), the first trade union among clerical workers in the 

private sector, which endures into the present (Ch. 6). 

 

The All Ceylon Trade Union Congress formed by Goonesinha in 1928 represented the 

trade union wing of the Ceylon Labour Party. It replicated the organisational form and the 

constitution of the British Labour Party and the British Trade Union Congress 

(Jayawardena, 1972:270-280). The British Labour Party invited Goonesinha to attend the 

Commonwealth labour Conference in London but prevented him from making contacts 

with the Communists (Ibid. :273). The formation of the first trade union federation – the 

All Ceylon Trade Union Congress – coincides with the formation of the Employers' 

Federation in 1928. Goonesinha welcomed the formation of the Employers' Federation in 

1928 and went on to sign the first collective agreement between the CEF and the Ceylon 

Trade Union Congress in 1929 (Ibid. :300). The main demands of the All Ceylon Trade 

Union Congress in 1928 included: legal recognition of trade unions and the right of 

association; worker compensation and the responsibility of employers over minimum 

wages; working hours; arbitration courts; old age pensions; housing and rent control; and 

maternity benefits (Ibid, :279). 
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Goonesinha contested as a Labour Party candidate in 1931 revealing the CNC’s disinterest 

over labour issues, trade union matters, as well as franchise (Jayawardena, 1972:264). A 

key feature of the Ceylon Labour Party was the prominence given to women. Women 

workers were actively involved in the first general strike led by Goonesinha. Moreover, 

several middle-class women, influenced by their husbands in the Labour Party, were also 

activists of the Women’s Franchise Union, formed in 1927 (de Alwis and Jayawardena, 

2001). With universal adult franchise granted in 1931, the number of eligible voters 

increased from 205,000 in 1924 to more that 1.5 million in 1931 (Ibid. :10). However, 

following adult franchise in 1931, in which Goonesinha was elected to the State Council, 

he narrowed union politics to the workplace while joining ethnocentric Sinhala-Buddhist 

campaigns against Indian workers in the Colombo port and other industries. Nevertheless, 

the first phase of union emergence (1893-1930) was based on the movement dimension of 

unions encouraging alliances with other social movements. As a result, unions were 

embedded in broader struggles aimed at democratising the authoritarian colonial state 

(Figure 7.2.).  

 

Figure 7.2.  Trade Unions 1893-1931 
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7.1.2.   The Labour Movement and Socialists: 1931-1956 

Trade unions entered a new set of relations in the period from 1931 to 1956, with the 

emergence of working-class parties. The universal franchise granted in 1931 under the 

Donoughmore Commission recommendations, introduced industrial legislation reforms 

that linked union struggles with citizenship issues (Kearny, 1972:4-5). Although 1947 

represents formal political independence, the fundamental structures of integration with a 

colonial international division of labour, based on the export of plantation crops, were 

reinforced. While trade unions were integrated into the state apparatus with the 
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introduction of trade union legislation in 1935, the rise of working class parties initiated a 

broad labour movement. However, the disenfranchisement of Tamil plantation workers at 

independence in 1947, reproduced ethnocentric identity politics that exacerbated divisions 

within the labour movement while undermining union capacities to build worker solidarity.  

 

The emergence of socialist perspectives during the 1930-1933 period transformed the  

dominant Labourist tendencies of the early labour movement. Socialism in the 1930s was 

promoted by two groups of the radical bourgeoisie and the petty-bourgeoisie 

(Jayawardena, 1980:14). The radical bourgeoisie influenced by Indian nationalism had 

formed Youth Leagues in various parts of Ceylon and led an anti-British campaign.2 The 

petty-bourgeois radicals were Ceylonese students who were influenced by Socialist ideas 

during their studies abroad and active members of the Ceylon Socialist Student group. On 

their return, they entered Youth Leagues leadership positions (Ibid.: 12).3 It was this latter 

group that provided the leadership to the labour movement in Sri Lanka for the next fifty 

years, until the launch of liberalisation reforms in 1977.  

 

Under the leadership of socialists, the labour movement expressed its mass character 

revealing the contradictions of Goonesinha’s bourgeois liberal political unionism. The 

young socialists, organised as the Ceylon Socialist Association, were critical of the 1931 

Donoughmore reforms and of Labour party strategies that were supported by the British 

Labour party (Jayawardena, 1980:14). The core group of socialists who were in the Ceylon 

Socialist Association, included Philip Gunawardena, Leslie Goonewardena, Colvin R. de 

Silva, N. M. Perera and Dr. S. A. Wickremasinghe. Except for Leslie, all others were from 

Sinhala-speaking rural land-owning classes (Ibid. :13). During their studies in London, the 

leaders of the Youth Leagues drew on the strategic perspectives of the British Communist 

Party whose leadership included key Indian communists. Thus a core group of youths, 

mostly in their twenties, radicalised the labour movement by emphasising the urgency and 

necessity of collective action.  

 

While Phillip Gunewardena acknowledged the crucial role of A. E. Goonesinha prior to the 

collective agreement of 1929, he also pointed out how Goonesinha was complicit in 

strategies of Colonialism and Imperialism with his support for the Labour Government of 

England (Ibid. :16). The Youth League gave leadership to the 1933 trade union agitation at 

the Wellawatte Spinning and Weaving Mills, where their efforts were countered by 

Goonesinha’s ‘blacklegs’ and anti-Malayali hate speech (Ibid. :21). The Youth Leagues 
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politicised the Suriya Mal movement or the Anti-Poppy Day campaign (1931-33) and the 

Malaria epidemic (1934-35). Consequently, this activism exposed the failures of the CNC 

and Ceylon Labour Party strategies to address urgent social reforms (Ibid. :31). The 1933 

Wellawatte Mills strike, a celebrated early struggles of the Left movement, enabled the 

Youth League leaders and other progressive activists to establish closer alliances with the 

impoverished peasant segments, as well as the urban working-classes. The radicalisation of 

civil society during the early thirties also shapes the socialist working class parties. 

Moreover, the contentious politics in civil society combined efforts to democratise the 

state.  

 

The democratisation of the colonial mercantilist state emerged with the 1931 

Donoughmore reforms. Prior to the 1931 reforms, state regulations narrowly focused on 

bonded plantation workers. Hence the only piece of labour regulation was the Minimum 

Wages (Indian labour) Ordinance of 1927, concerning minimum wage rates, legally 

defined working day, minimum age of employment and tripartite representation that was 

limited to Tamil Indian workers. Meanwhile, the Trade Union Ordinance and Trades 

Disputes Ordinance in 1929, based on the British Act of 1927, aimed at repressing the 

unions and was vetoed by the Secretary of the state for the Colonies, Lord Passfield, better 

known as Sidney Webb (Jayawardena, 1972:302).  

 

The disputes settlement mechanisms, introduced under the Trade Disputes Conciliation 

Ordinance of 1931, was used for the first time to settle the 1933 Wellawatte Mills strike 

(Ibid. 1980:38). This was one of three pieces of conservative legislation passed by the 

Colonial administration. The future CP leader, S. A. Wickramasinghe, emphasised the 

plight of the masses under the economic depression of the early 1930s.  With the economy 

recovering from the depression by 1935, labour agitation renewed and the first piece of 

union regulation, the Trade Union Ordinance was introduced (Ibid. :44). The Youth 

League opposed the main provisions of the Trade Union Ordinance of 1935, such as the 

compulsory registration of unions, restrictions on trade unions’ political funds; and 

provisions that not more than half the officials could be ‘outsiders’ (persons not employed 

in the industry) (Ibid. :44). In confronting a paternalist labour regime, their opposition 

highlighted the narrowing of unions to the workplace while reinforcing the power of 

employers. Accordingly, S. A. Wickramasinghe expressed his dissent from the Trade 

Union Ordinance, 
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“The Bill is designed to restrict the legitimate activities of workers to form trade 

unions, but does not provide any protection against victimisation by the 

employers… In a country where there is no legislation for insurance against 

unemployment, sickness, old age, maternity, accidents and any other form of social 

insurance, it is very unwise to introduce legislation to restrict the formation and 

activities of voluntary organisations” (quoted in Jayawardena 1980:45)  

7.1.2.1.   Working class Parties: The LSSP and the CP 

The socialists within the labour movement transformed the Labourist strategies of the 

Labour Party. Aimed at giving leadership to both anti-imperialist and working class 

struggles, the most active members of the Youth League formed the Lanka Sama Samaja 

Party (LSSP - Lanka Equal Society Party) in December 1935 (Ervin, 2001:22). The LSSP 

represents a key mass-based working class party in the history of South Asia which 

continues to influence the ideological, moral and intellectual dimensions of counter 

hegemonic politics. 

 

The socialist articulations of the LSSP were strategically aimed at extending access to 

representative institutions of the state. This orientation highlighted the weakness of the 

organised proletariat and the lack of a strong nationalist movement led by the bourgeoisie 

(Ibid.:  1980:47). According to the party manifesto, the aims of the party were to abolish 

social and economic inequality and oppression, arising from “differences of class, caste, 

race, creed, or sex and the socialisation of the means of production, distribution and 

exchange” (Jayawardena, 1980:24). None of the demands called for revolutionary change 

and the party formation did not intend to establish itself as a Marxist party. Even 

organisationally the party was not a tightly knit revolutionary party (Ibid. :47).  

 

The LSSP affiliated with the Trotskyite Fourth International in 1939, dissenting from the 

initial alliance with a Leninist strategy and the Soviet Union. This induced the first major 

split in the LSSP led by Dr. S.A. Wickramasighe and M.G. Mendis, who went on to 

formed the United Socialist Party in 1940. This initial party was renamed as the 

Communist Party (CP) in 1943, and promoted a Stalinist version of socialism. The CP 

launched their trade union federation in December 1940, the Ceylon Trade Union 

Federation (CTUF). At the inauguration, M.G. Mendis, a key trade union leader, was 

elected as the general secretary of the federation which had 22 branch representatives, 

comprising around 20,000 workers (Sarath, 1986:71-116).  
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The LSSP-CP split highlighted a broader phenomenon of rifts within the world communist 

movement. The prioritisation of the Soviet Union, its “ruling stratum”, over the interests of 

the communist international had implications on labour internationalism and national 

labour movements (Lichtheim, 1975:282-290). Trotskyism was not a popular strand of 

Marxism in Asia, given that China, Indo-China, Indonesia and India followed a more 

orthodox Third International ideology (Amarasinghe, 2000:240). Although attracted to the 

ideal of an “international revolution”, the Sri Lankan Trotskyist alliance with the Fourth 

International was “capable of offering nothing other than ideological satisfaction” (Ibid. 

:246). The nationalist grounding of the Trotskyist narrowed ‘socialism’ to state-capitalist 

strategies, with problematic approaches to building worker solidarity and labour 

internationalism.  

 

The outbreak of the Second World War reinforced mechanisms of corporatism between 

capital and labour, which simultaneously restrained trade union solidarity and action. The 

colonial state banned labour protests and the LSSP, arresting its leaders in June 1940. As 

opposed to the LSSP, the CP supported the British war effort by interpreting the entry of 

the Soviet Union as shifting the war into one against fascism. With the LSSP banned 

during the 1940-45 period, the CP expanded particularly in the plantations. In the absence 

of the key LSSP leaders, the rest of the LSSP leaders sustained their activism in the urban 

areas, mainly infiltrating CP organised labour protests, introducing new demands or 

changing established ones.4 A short-lived split within the LSSP during the 1942-45 period 

led to the formation of the Bolshevik Leninist Party of India (BLPI), which played an 

important role in the Trotskyist movement in India (Ervin, 2001:iii). The BPLI also 

expressed the LSSP’s anti-imperialist internationalism in the subcontinent, centred on India 

(Amarasinghe, 2000). With the LSSP leadership release from custody in 1945, it resumed 

political activism, and in 1951, reunited with the BLPI faction.  

7.1.2.2.   Independence: Contentious Action and Electoral Coalitions  

With Independence, a new balance of power between capital and labour emerged amidst 

the general strikes in 1946 and 1947. The labour movement and trade unions which were 

suppressed during the Second World War, re-emerged with the release of the LSSP 

leaders. The LSSP and the CP actively led the struggles among urban Colombo workers in 

the tramways and buses (November 1945), and public sector workers (October 1946, and 

May-June 1947) (Weerakoon, 1986:160). 
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The 1946 general strike began with the factory workers in the public sector at Ratmalana 

railways. Their main demands centred on basic wages and housing, primarily for daily paid 

workers, who were mostly manual factory workers. The generally higher-skilled monthly 

paid workers took a more prominent role in the 1947 general strike. Nevertheless, the 1946 

strike soon spread to white collar workers and private sector firms. Meanwhile, the 

demands also expanded to include trade union rights for public sector workers and wage 

increases. The strike was led by the LSSP, CP and the BPLI and ended after little more 

than a week with the promise of some concessions (Kearney, 1979:251). As a result of 

unfulfilled promises and the success of the 1946 strike, a second general strike emerged in 

1947. 

 

The Colombo municipal workers spearheaded the 1947 general strike, which spread to 

several private sector industries. Along with the wage demands were demands for 

constitutional reforms which included rights of unions to form federations and the 

nationalisation of the tea and rubber industries (Kearney, 1979:251). The strike initiated by 

clerical workers of the GCSU (General Clerical Service Union), was later joined by a large 

number of public sector workers. Amidst violent government repression, Kandasamy, a 

member the GCSU, was killed and 18 others were injured at a peaceful rally (CP 25th 

Anniversary, 1968:28). After nearly two weeks, the government crushed the strike without 

conceding to any of the workers’ demands. Large number of workers were dismissed and 

some managed to get reinstated after protests and negotiation.  

 

Following the general strike in 1947, the UNP government (1948-56) was compelled to 

grant labour protective measures and new legislation that improved working conditions and 

trade union rights. In 1948, the Trade Unions Ordinance was amended, allowing the 

formation of public sector unions (Kearney, 1979:251). The government also became a 

member of the ILO in 1948. With the government nomination of workers' representatives 

to the ILO conferences, labour internationalism was absorbed into bureaucratic nation-state 

diplomatic strategies (Ch. 5), Moreover, the legal mechanisms for industrial disputes were 

initiated with the enactment of Industrial Disputes Act in 1950. In 1937 there were 31 

unions with around 7000 members. This increased to 237 unions with a nearly 235,257 

workers in 1951 (Balasuriya, 1992).  

 

 302



With representatives of working class parties (LSSP, BLPI and CP) getting elected into the 

first parliament in 1947, the labour movement increasingly integrated with the state. The 

representation of working class party members increased from 2 at the 1936 election to 20 

(LSSP 10; BPLI 5 and the CP 5) in 1947. While the UNP gained 52 seats, the working 

class parties' effort to form a coalition government with the 19 independents failed. 

Meanwhile, the LSSP emerged as the leading working class party with the greatest popular 

support until 1975.  

 

The divisions within the labour movement at independence matched the fragile coalition of 

bourgeois liberal parties. The UNP formed in 1946 was a loose coalition with the Sinhala 

Maha Sabha (Sinhala Grand Council) led by S.W.R.D Bandaranaike a key actor. 

Bandaranaike split from the UNP in 1951, forming the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP), 

with strong Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist tendencies. The SLFP launched its trade union 

wing the Sri Lanka Nidahas Sevaka Sangamaya (SLNSS) in 1951, and the UNP followed 

in the late 1950s, undermining working class party influence on the labour movement.  

 

The working class parties were faced with the dilemma of articulating a nationalist project 

that could contest the ethnocentric nationalism of the UNP and the SLFP. Recognising the 

fracturing of the working class vote, the CP and the LSSP entered into electoral coalitions. 

The BPLI and the LSSP reunion in 1951 propelled N.M. Perera to the post of leader of the 

opposition. In preparation for the 1952 elections, the CP proposed the agenda of a “broad 

front”, arguing for a working party alliance with the SLFP. The SLFP was considered to 

represent the national bourgeoisie against the UNP’s compradore bourgeoisie interests as 

junior partners of imperialism. Meanwhile the LSSP proposed a “left front” agenda against 

both bourgeois parties, the SLFP and the UNP. The CP and LSSP, however, were unable to 

negotiate an agreement, resulting in the UNP winning an absolute majority in the new 

parliament.  

 

The assertion of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism within bourgeois party politics also induced 

union fractures within the LSSP.  The Trotskyist “father of socialism” in Ceylon, Phillip 

Gunewardena, split from the LSSP in 1951 opposing its reunion with the BLPI. He formed 

the Viplavakari Lanka Sama Samaja Party (VLSSP) and adopted a “radical Sinhalese 

populism” (Ervin, 2001:iii). This reduced the membership of the LSSP union federation 

CFL (Ceylon Federation of Labour), particularly among the harbour workers union. 

Although, the VLSSP allied with the CP-LSSP coalition, forming the United Front in 
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1953, it broke off in 1955 joining the SLFP as the Mahajana Eksath Peramuna (MEP - 

Peoples United Front) just prior to the 1956 elections (Sanmugathasan, 1974:73). The 

VLSSP took on the MEP name in 1958 and launched its trade union federation – the 

Central Council of Ceylon Trade Unions (CCCTU) – which allied with the SLFP's ethno-

nationalist agenda. The MEP endures at present, engaged in a similar alliance.  

 

The 1953 hartal, or the general protest, represents a significant broad-based mobilisation, 

led by the labour movement and working class parties (Wanasinghe, 1980). Resembling a 

civil disobedience campaign, the hartal was induced by a cabinet decision to increase the 

price of rice. The government enforced emergency regulations, arresting hundreds along 

with a mass scale state repression that led to the murder of 12 people (Kearney, 1979). 

Unable to harness the mass uprising into a political project due to divisions among the left 

parties, the protest was called-off the very same day. The protest led by the LSSP, CP and 

the VLSSP gained only marginal support from the disenfranchised plantation workers. 

While the LSSP and CP unions went on to strike in some plantation areas, the CIC/CWC 

held meetings in support, but abstained from the strike at the last moment (Nadesan, 

1993:174).  

 

Figure 7.3. Post-independence Labour Movement and Political Parties 
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The LSSP and the CP dominated the rise of the labour movement during the 1931-56 

period and emphasised workers’ class identity over ethnic identities (Figure 7.3.). The 

working class parties aggressively opposed Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, which 

dominated the construction of the national community at the first parliament. However, the 
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SLFP's assertion of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism appealed to the rural elite in a 

predominantly agrarian economy, undermining the working class party strategies. The 

Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism that overshadowed the hartal, crystallised during the period 

1953-56 with the “Sinhala Only” language demand, which subordinated the Tamil 

language and the recognition of Tamil cultural identity (Jayawardena, 1985:107). By the 

time of the election in 1956, which initiated the relatively delinked “national economy”, 

the UNP, the SLFP, and the VLSSP had opted for the declaration of Sinhala as the official 

language (Ibid. :114). 

7.1.2.3.   Plantation Tamil Workers 

The dynamics among plantation unions are intertwined with citizenship rights and state 

strategies of inventing the “nation”. The exploitation of Tamil plantation workers – the 

largest concentration of resident labour – was based on the interests of the colonial state to 

secure its core interest in the export economy. In turn, early labour legislation in Ceylon 

primarily concerned the plantation workers relocated from South India since 1825 (Kurien, 

1989). While trade union formations among the urban working classes emerged in the late 

1800s, the first union among the bonded plantation workers emerged thirty years later in 

1931.  

 

Prior to the 1931 enfranchisement of Tamil plantation workers, the labour movement 

situated the Tamil bonded workers as “transient aliens with no permanent interest in 

Ceylon” (Jayawardena, 1972:333). The enfranchisement of Tamil plantation workers in 

1931, reconstituted the ethnic politics of the labour movement and national liberation 

struggles. In 1931, there were nearly 700,000 Indian workers of whom 33,000 were in 

Colombo. The Indian urban workers, Tamils (from Madras State) and Malayalis (from 

Travancore-Cochin), were mainly engaged in unskilled work in the Municipality, harbour, 

railways, public works, and factories (Ibid., 1972:318). Concentrated in the hill-country, 

the Indian plantation workers were situated in a subordinated position in relation to the 

indigenous Tamils. Meanwhile, patriarchal caste hierarchies among the plantation Tamils 

reinforced control over women’s labour, the main labour force in the plantation labour 

regime (Kurien, 1999). The plantation workers’ caste system which is not inimical to the 

indigenous Tamil caste system, and different from the Sinhala caste system, was reinforced 

by the labour regime which sustained extended kinship relations  (Sivathamby, 1984:126).5
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The powerful plantation companies, with the assistance of the colonial state, reproduced 

authoritarian labour regimes which prevented trade unionists from entering the estates. The 

denial of the right of entry into the estates contravened the Trade Union Ordinance of 1935 

and the 1940 collective agreement. The right of entry remained a contentious issue until the 

mid 1970s. Although the 1941 Village Tribunal Ordinance brought Tamil plantation 

workers under the jurisdiction of village tribunals, they were still denied village committee 

franchise (Thondaman, 1994:24). In effect, the enclave nature of the plantation labour 

regulation system maintained firm boundaries, restraining labour mobility and worker 

solidarity.  

 

The first plantation trade union, the All Ceylon Estate Labour Federation was formed in 

1931 by K. Natesa Aiyar, a Brahmin from Tanjavur, who was also a journalist 

(Jayawardena, 1972:337). His labour activism was influenced by a broader context of 

Indian nationalism and communism. However, the planters’ virulent campaign to discredit 

him along with adverse economic conditions of the depression soon undermined the union. 

Moreover, Natesa Aiyar was expelled from the CLU by 1929 for criticising the anti-Indian 

and Sinhala-Buddhist communal strategies of the CLU leadership, and, in particular, A. E. 

Goonesinha (Kuruppu, 1984:97). Trade unionism in the estates was essentially dismantled 

between 1933 – 1939, and re-emerged in 1939 with the working class party unions and the 

Ceylon Indian Congress Labour Union (CICLU) in 1940 (Jayawardena, 1972:354). 

 

The first plantation collective agreement emerged during the 1939-40 strike wave, amidst 

violent retaliation from the police and management. The “seven point” agreement, between 

the unions and the Planters’ Association was signed in July 1940, involving three unions: 

the All Ceylon Estate Workers Union (LSSP), the Ceylon Indian Workers Federation 

(Natesa Aiyar) and the Ceylon Indian Congress Labour Union (CICLU). The agreement 

recognised the right of workers to form trade unions and the right to negotiate with the 

employer, along with guidelines for dispute settlement (Navaratne, 1987).  

7.1.3.   Plantation Unions  

The dominant plantation union, the CWC (Ceylon Workers Congress) emerged out of the 

Ceylon Indian Congress (CIC). Inaugurated with Nehru’s patronage in 1939, the CIC 

mostly represented Kanganies, Indian traders, merchants and Chettiars (money lenders) 

(Nadesan, 1993). Although a bourgeois liberal party, the CIC was compelled to address 

plantation worker issues which encouraged alliances with the working class parties. The 
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Tamil Congress (TC), representing indigenous Tamil communities and the CIC (K. Natesa 

Aiyar), representing Indian Tamils, stayed out of the 1946 UNP coalition, which 

articulated a Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist agenda in preparation for independence.  

 

The trade union wing of the CIC, the Ceylon Indian Congress labour Union (CICLU) was 

established in June 1940, and was primarily concerned with Indian Tamil plantation 

workers. In 1941, the CICLU trade union membership of around 95,609 members formed 

the majority within the CIC’s total membership of around 130,895 members (Nadesan, 

1993:135). In opposing the party framework, the union (CICLU) leadership eventually 

reorganised the party (CIC) as the Ceylon Workers Congress (CWC) in 1950. This 

renaming, which evaded the term ‘Indian’, was also triggered by the rise of Sinhala-

Buddhist nationalism and anti-Indian attitudes. The CWC was led by a head Kangani’s son 

and a plantation owner, S. Thondaman, for nearly fifty years until his death in 1999.6  

 

Following its emergence in 1935, the LSSP organised the plantations workers under the 

All Ceylon Estate Workers’ Union  (ACEWU) in 1939. The LSSP rapidly expanded in the 

plantation areas and led militant strikes in 1939 and 1940. In October 1944, the CP 

launched its union, the Ceylon Plantation Workers Union (CPW), also known as the Red 

Flag Union. Within six months the CPW membership was around 50,000 workers, and 

included both Sinhala and Tamil workers (Sarath, 1986:71,210). The Employers, directly 

hostile towards the Red Flag union, actively supported the CWC by ordering workers not 

to resign from the CWC and by paying membership fees directly to the CWC (Ibid.).  

 

According to the CP’s official history, the period from September 1948 to September 1950 

was a period of “left sectarianism” and “adventurism”. It was an “organising through the 

struggle” experiment that was influenced by various resistance movements in the region, 

among them the Telengana Rebellion, Hyderabad 1946-1951. It was spearheaded by the 

Communist leadership against the rich peasants. This strategy was put into practice in the 

Gasnawa estate where the workers took control and operated the estate under worker-

management for a number of weeks. With the absence of similar solidarity struggles, due 

primarily to weak co-ordination, the police infiltrated the estate, arresting the leadership. 

The planters and the state retaliated by banning the CPW and making it defunct until 1956. 

Meanwhile, the CP old guard returned to power in 1950, further centralising its 

organisational structures. 
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7.1.3.1.   Disenfranchisement of Plantation Workers 

Following independence in February 1948, the enactment of the Citizenship Acts of 1948 

and 1949, and Parliamentary Elections (Amendment) Act of 1949, disenfranchised the hill 

country Tamils (Jayawardena, 1985:80). Voting on the bills was “very much on class lines 

which cut across ethnicity” (Ibid. :92). Along with the LSSP, BLPI, CP and CIC, many 

independent members of the first parliament voted against the bills. The legislation directly 

undermined the political rights of a core segment of the working class in the export 

economy. At the time, the main trade unions in the plantations included the CIC 

(Thondaman), along with LSSP (EPW) and CP unions (CPW).  

 

As a result of the Citizenship bill, 200,000 voters, representing around one million hill 

country Tamils, were excluded from electoral registers at the 1952 elections. Following 

elections, the newly elected UNP government prime minister, Dudley Senanayake, 

considered the victory a result of  “liquidating the Indian menace” by a simple process of 

denying the right to vote (Jayawardena, 1985:97). The Sinhala nationalists at first wanted 

the UNP to promote Sinhala as the national language, but after they were refused, the 

SLFP adopted their agenda (Siriwardena, 1990). Meanwhile, the Tamil Congress (TC) 

alliance with the UNP led to a split and the formation of the Federal Party (FP) in 

September 1951, articulating demands for Tamil autonomy. The CIC/CWC launched a 

controversial satyagraha (moral protest) to highlight the plight of the stateless plantation 

workers in May 1952. More than 6000 estate workers participated in the protest that 

extended over four months (Thondaman, 1994:100).  Amidst police repression, the protest 

was supported by the working class parties, the Tamil Congress and a group of Buddhist 

monks - Prabuddha Bhikshu Mandalaya (Jayawardena, 1985:97).  

Figure 7.4.  Trade Unions 1931-1956 
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In summary, the rise of the labour movement during the 1931-56 period is central to the 

articulation of class politics of unions (Figure 7.4.). While democratising the state, the 

working class parties played a pivotal role in radicalising the labour movement. Although, 

the paternalist mode of labour control was democratised during this last phase, the 

disenfranchisement of plantation workers following independence highlighted the role of 

identity politics in undermining union unity. 

 

7.2 Liberal Corporatist  Regime 1956-1977 
 
With the launch of the import substitution industrialisation strategy in 1956, trade unions 

were increasingly integrated with the state and an emerging liberal corporatist regime of 

labour control. Unlike the colonial paternalist regime, state intervention in the economy 

established economic and social rights that expanded the social provision of education, 

health, employment, and social welfare. The changes also reinforced interlocking union-

party leaderships, which increasingly subordinated trade unions to political parties. The 

import substitution regime was influenced by the assertion of working-class unity in a 

context of deteriorating economic conditions that followed the trade boom during the 

1952-53 Korean War. However, trade union incorporation with the ruling SLFP during 

1956-64 and 1970-77, restrained their capacity for movement politics which undermined 

their role as civil society actors.  

 

The new strategic orientation of the import substitution industrialisation strategy comprised 

of four main features: 1) a national economy, relatively delinked from the capitalist world 

economy, particularly in terms of consumer goods; 2) active state intervention in industrial 

production and distribution; 3) tripartism (capital, labour and state negotiations) on the 

basis of economic nationalism; and 4) the emphasis on planning and market regulation 

(Liyanage, 1997:440). The changes in industrial relations enhanced tripartite mechanisms, 

labour legislation, labour tribunals (the Industrial Disputes Act No. 62 of 1957) and 

employee provident funds (Employees’ Provident Act No.15 of 1958). Along with 

expanding public sector employment opportunities, the recognition of trade union rights 

further institutionalised union strategies (Wesumperuma, 1982). 

 

The active state intervention in industrial production and distribution during the 1956-1977 

period aimed at transforming the mercantile state and the post-colonial capitalist class.7 

The extensive nationalisation program included essential industries, foreign owned 
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plantations, transport, banking and insurance. State run corporations were launched in 

capital goods (iron and steel, industrial hardware), intermediate goods (petroleum refinery 

facilities, petroleum products, new cement plants) and a variety of consumer goods 

(Liyanage, 1997:441). Among the key nationalisation activities included were: the Ceylon 

Transport Board (1957), Port Cargo Corporation (1958), the Bank of Ceylon (1961) and 

the Insurance Corporation of Sri Lanka (1963). The extensive nationalisation program also 

expanded party access to state resources, further reinforcing its power over trade unions 

(Figure 7.5.). 

 

Figure 7.5.   Import Substitution Regime and Trade Unions 
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The import substitution regime emerged in a period following the 1955 Bandung 

Conference, which articulated the non-alignment movement. The independent countries of 

Asia and Africa proposed a military non-alignment with the Soviet Union – American 

“Cold War” contentions (Ahmed, 1992:296). The dynamics of Cold War geopolitical 

alliances also induced union schisms in mid 1960. The establishment of diplomatic 

relations with the Soviet Union and China in 1956 had important implications on working-

class parties – the CP and the LSSP (Sanmugathasan, 1974). The CP maintained links with 

both the Soviets and the Chinese. The LSSP link with the Fourth International, prioritising 

the national struggle, eventually led to its 1964 expulsion. These geopolitical alliances also 

reinforced labour internationalism around the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU), 

articulating anti-Imperialist and anti-Western strategies. In contrast, the CWC linked itself 

with the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU).  

 

Opposing the trend of ‘economic nationalism’, the UNP coalition government (1965-70) 

carried out limited efforts towards retracting the state, by deregulating imports, devaluing 

currency, promoting ‘green revolution’ technology and markets in agriculture and reducing 
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welfare expenditures (Lakshman, 1997:7). The policy reforms funded by the World Bank 

were inadequate and the government was compelled to resort to commercial loans (Ibid.). 

This meant deteriorating balance-of-payment conditions and terms of trade, leading up to 

the closed economy strategy of the United Front in 1970-77 period (Ibid. :7). Unable to 

articulate a union unity that recognised the multi-ethnic character of the nation and of civil 

society, the dominant unions were dragged into ethno-nationalist state strategies.  

7.2.1    The Ethnocentric State  

The SLFP-allied centre-left coalition – the MEP (Mahajana Eksath Peramuna) – came to 

power in 1956, based on an election campaign, emphasising the language issue. The first 

legislation of the new government was the bill making Sinhala the sole official language in 

June 1956.8 The LSSP and the CP held on to a position of language parity, with LSSP 

leader Colvin R. de Silva’s, famous appeal “one language, two countries; two languages, 

one nation” (Jayawardena, 1985). The LSSP, the largest party in the opposition, also 

followed a line of “responsive corporation” with the MEP government. Philip 

Gunawardena of the VLSSP was the first Left leader to abandon a progressive position on 

the ethnic issue (Ibid. :115).  

 

The coalition of political parties legitimised linguistic and Sinahala-Buddhist nationalism 

grounded in caste coalitions (Uyangoda, 2000). The representative and movement politics 

of the marginalised caste identities, in both Sinhala and Tamil communities, were central to 

the post-independence social politics, including the 1970s youth militancy (Ibid. :67). Thus 

the post-1956 trade unions, emerging among public sector workers, were embedded in 

caste-coalitions, as well as Sinhala-Buddhist strategies of the state. While the CP mobilised 

against caste discrimination in the Jaffna Tamil society in the 1960s, it retracted from 

similar confrontations in the Sinhala South (Ibid. :68).  

 

Agitation on the language issue in 1958 led to the first major outburst of ethnic violence 

after forty years  (Jayawardena, 1985:121). While in 1956 a few incidents of anti-Tamil 

violence took place, in May 1958 the damage was more extensive. Tensions over the 

devolution of state power were at the centre of anti-Tamil violence. With the (Tamil) 

Federal Party’s protests, the government agreed under the Bandaranaike-Chelvanayagam 

Pact of July 1957 to extend limited language rights and to devolve certain powers to the 

North and East provinces. With the support of Sinhala nationalist and militant Buddhist 

monks, the UNP opposition organised a protest march, a pada yatra, to Kandy led by J.R. 
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Jayewardene. Succumbing to Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinist influences, Bandaranaike (MEP) 

retracted the agreement on devolution in April 1958. In response, the protests in Jaffna led 

to riots in May 1958. The reactionary anti-Tamil violence of May 1958 also spread to the 

plantation areas that killed two workers in one incident (Nadesan, 1993:175). 

7.2.1.1.   Plantation Unions and Class Politics  

Although the plantation workers performed a significant role for the import substitution 

regime, the ethno-nationalist tendencies of the state undermined class strategies in the 

plantations. The CWC, which had expanded rapidly since its launch in 1941, entered a new 

set of relations after the disenfranchisement in 1948. Factional disputes within the 

CIC/CWC intensified after the 1952 satyagraha and the non-participation in the 1953 

hartal. Thondaman’s own political positioning of the union and his authoritarian leadership 

style – influencing general council members through incentives, bribes, and intimidation – 

induced significant splits. The two main splits since its launch, led to the formation of the 

Democratic Workers Congress (DWC) in 1956 and the National Union of Workers (NUW) 

in 1964 (Ch. 9).  

 

The DWC formed with the initiative of a joint secretary of the CIC, A. Aziz, a charismatic 

union leader and a core group of dedicated activists allied with the CP. The DWC opposed 

the CWC link with the ICFTU and affiliated itself with the WFTU. Divisions within the 

DWC in 1960, however, distanced relations with the CP. While the DWC maintained a 

fragile alliance with the CWC during 1959-1961, the links were severed following the re-

election of Thondaman in 1961.  

 

The CWC alliance with the UNP government in 1965-70 and 1970-77 undermined 

working class parties and fractured their unions. Meanwhile, the UNP also launched its 

trade union wings organising plantation workers under the Lanka Jathika Estate Workers 

Union (LJEWU) in 1958 and urban workers under the Jathika Sevaka Sangamaya (JSS) in 

1960. In turn, the CWC and the LJEWU were the preferred unions for most plantation 

owners.  

 

For the plantation unions, the citizenship issue was of central concern. With the UNP 

taking a unilateral decision on the Citizenship Acts of 1948 and 1949, the negotiations with 

India on repatriation was rife with problems of establishing citizenship and lack of 

administrative capacity. The 1964 Sirima-Shastri Pact agreed on the repatriation of 
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525,000 workers to India, while granting Sri Lankan citizenship to 300,000 (Nadesan, 

1993). The repatriation process was to be completed in 15 years, in 1980. At the time there 

were around 1.1 million hill-country Tamils, out of which 975,000 were considered 

“stateless”. The fate of another 150,000 people was kept ambivalent. In 1974, Prime 

Ministers Bandaranaike and Indira Gandhi signed another accord, which divided the 

residual equally - 75,000 each between the two countries. According to the CP newspaper 

“Forward” in September 1981,  

“it is clear that no further progress can be made on the basis of the arbitrary theory 

of an “absorbable maximum”, which smacks more of horse deals than social 

justice or humane consideration…the main thing is to eliminate statelessness 

altogether” (Forward, 1981:September 19th). 

 

The National Union of Workers (NUW) split from the CWC in 1965. This coincided with 

the special allowance struggle, or “the 17.50 struggle”, led by the DWC and CPW (Ch. 9.). 

Although the CWC aimed at undermining the struggle by negotiating with the Employers 

Federation, the struggle lasted 46 days, spreading across the plantations. All major trade 

unions the DWC, CPW, EPW, UPWU and rank and file of the CWC supported the 

struggle that led to a Collective Agreement in 1967. The collective agreement made 

provision for gratuity payments, mobility of labour among estates, retiring age and the 

check-off system (Weerakoon, 1986:165).  

7.2.1.2.   The 1964 Trade Union Unity and Schisms 

Almost a decade after the 1953 Hartal, the United Left Front alliance (MEP, CP and 

LSSP) expressed a broad alliance of class solidarity in preparation for the 1963 

parliamentary elections. The 1963 May Day remains a key moment of labour movement 

and working-class solidarity. The CP, LSSP and the MEP held a united rally, attended by 

an unprecedented crowd, reinforcing hope for a ruling government, formed by a working-

class party alliance. However, the United Left Front (ULF) alliance lasted less than a year, 

and characterises a historical turning point of labour movement radicalism (Uyangoda, 

2000:70). Although key LSSP and CP leaders joined the SLFP, the newly elected 

government was dissolved in December 1964, by a no-confidence motion. Thus, a fragile 

UNP coalition government came to power from 1965-70.  

 

The unity of working class parties in 1963 initiated new trade union alliances. In April 

1963, the CTFU (CP) convened the first conference of all the major trade union centres, 
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launching the Joint Committee of Trade Unions (JCTU). Although the JCTU disbanded 

with the break-up of the ULF, it re-emerged as the Joint Committee of Trade Union 

Organisations (JCTUO) in April 1966. The JCTU was replicated in the plantations with a 

number of temporary Joint Committees that established alliances for solidarity action.  

 

Major schisms emerged within the CP and the LSSP in 1964, induced by the failure of the 

United Left Front, as well as Soviet-Chinese divisions in labour internationalism. The CP 

split into the Chinese and Soviet wings in 1964, forming two trade union federations. The 

CP Chinese wing took over the Ceylon Trade Union Federation (CTUF) in December 

1963, forming the largest CP organisation. The CP Moscow wing launched the Ceylon 

Federation of Trade Unions (CFTU) in March 1964.  

 

The LSSP alliance with the ruling SLFP government led to three main fractures as well as 

its expulsion from the Trotskyist 4th International. The group led by Edmond 

Samarakkody, Merril Fernando and Bala Tampoe, formed the LSSP (R), which split again, 

renaming the LSSP(R) as the Revolutionary Marxist Party (RMP) and dissolved in 1983. 

The Shakthi group, rejoined the LSSP after a short period, while a segment of the Shakthi 

group merged with another small splinter group of the LSSP forming the Revolutionary 

Communist League (RCL). This group which launched the Kamkaru Mawatha (Workers’ 

Path) newspaper in 1967, was renamed later as the Socialist Equality Party and continues 

its activism at present. The third main group, which operated within the LSSP for some 

time as the “left tendency” emerged as the NSSP (Nava Sama Samaja Party) in 1977, and 

remains active at present as a potential alternative to the CP and LSSP strategies.  

7.2.1.3.   Ethnocentric Politics of Working class Parties   

The working-class parties, the LSSP and the CP, engaged in Sinhala ethno-nationalist 

campaigns during the 1965-1970 period. This was nearly a decade after the 1956 "Sinhala 

Only" strategy that absorbed Sinhala petty-bourgeois segments into state employment and 

union membership (Perera, 1996). At the 1965 elections, the UNP gained only 66 of the 

151 seats and was forced into a coalition with the Federal Party (14), SLFP dissidents (14), 

Thondaman (CWC) and a few smaller groups. The ruling UNP coalition was pressured to 

devolve power to Tamil regions by forming District Councils. Again devolution was 

opposed. The SLFP and dissidents within the UNP led a Sinhala-Buddhist communalist 

campaign, which the LSSP and the CP also joined. Following the UNPs retraction of the 

District Councils agreement, the Federal Party withdrew from the UNP coalition in 1968.  
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The CP and LSSP newspapers led an active campaign reviving “virulent Sinhala 

chauvinism and all the prejudices of the majority community” (Jayawardena, 1985:137). 

The communalism of opposition parties was also linked with Thondaman's joining a 

dissenting group of Sinhala MPs during a no-confidence motion that displaced the 

Bandaranaike government in December 1964. A month after the UNP coalition Hath 

Howla (seven party coalition) was formed, mass demonstrations were launched, coinciding 

with the May Day rally in 1965. The UNP repression of the demonstration led to the killing 

of a worker and the first such incident at a May Day rally, in 33 years of its celebration 

(Kearney, 1979:259).  

 

The SLFP, LSSP and CP unions called a one-day strike and a demonstration in January 

1966. This coincided with protests launched by Buddhist monks against the official-

language regulations (Kearney, 1979:250). At this protest, the LSSP and CP sections 

joined with the SLFP communal slogans, “Dudly ge badday Masala Vadai”, implying that 

the prime minister was harbouring Tamils (Jayawardena, 1985:138). The plantation Tamil 

unions, the CWC, DWC, and a few other urban unions refused to participate in the 1966 

opposition protest. In effect, the strike fell short of the expected opposition to the weak 

UNP coalition in power.  

7.2.1.4.   Revolutionary Counter-movements 

The contradictions of working class parties, particularly their alliances with conservative 

bourgeois majoritarian parties, reinforced revolutionary counter movements, led mostly by 

a segment of educated rural youth. It was widely accepted that the traditional left (CP and 

LSSP), entrenched in parliamentary politics lacks the capacity to organise resistance in the 

event of a military dictatorship (Keerawella, 1982:41). The rise of left-oriented youth in the 

late 1960s coincided with counter-hegemonic social movements in other Third World 

countries. For the radical youth, the Cuban revolution (1958) inspired the rejection of the 

reformist institutionalised left movement by way of an armed struggle, particularly 

guerrilla warfare (Ibid.).  

 

During the late 1960s the Sri Lankan political milieu was influenced by the Vietnam war 

and anti-American, anti-imperialist sentiments. Vietnam solidarity meetings and rallies 

were organised throughout the country with the active participation of the CP and the 

LSSP leaders. While the LSSP was positioned in an independent, non-aligned foreign 
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policy, the CP was mostly dominated by the Chinese wing. In effect, the CP Chinese wing 

and the pro-Chinese lobby, within the SLFP, were influential in steering the United Front 

foreign policy during the 1973-75 period (Keerawella, 1990:178). By the mid 1970s, 

however, the pro-Western segments within the SLFP re-asserted its influence. 

 

Within the Chinese wing of the CP various splinter groups emerged and among them the 

Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) (Peoples Liberation Front). The JVP led to a 

formidable organisation with a militant, revolutionary, anti-imperialist, anti-feudal and 

anti-capitalist strategy that excluded the labour movement (Keerawella, 1982:46). The JVP 

argued that the 1965-70 UNP coalition government was vulnerable to a military take-over, 

backed by American imperialism (Ibid. :41). More importantly, they also expressed an 

educated youth resentment of class, caste and regional power hierarchies (Uyangoda, 

2000:72). The JVP insurrection in April 1971, when a CP and LSSP allied UF (United 

Front) government was just elected, illustrated the limits of the state-centred political 

unionism strategies and neglected alliances, particularly with youth among the unorganised 

majority (Figure 7.6.).    

Figure 7.6.     Sinhala-Buddhist Nationalism and Political  Unionism 
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7.2.2.  State Integration 1970 -77 

The pinnacle of liberal corporatist strategies of trade unions and the labour movement 

emerged during the ‘closed economy’ period 1970-1977. While state intervention in the 

economy democratised the industrial relations systems, the new strategies made significant 

advancements towards reducing income inequalities (Lakshman, 1997). However, changes 

in the international division of labour, as well as contradictions of union-party relationships 
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restrained further reforms in the liberal corporatist strategies. Thus the UF government’s 

‘closed economy’ strategy was constrained by restricted access to credit, the shift towards 

floating exchange rates, and the oil shocks of 1973-74 which exacerbated foreign debt. 

Internally, the rise of pro-Western and conservative nationalist interests within the SLFP 

strategically undermined the labour movement and working class party influence within 

the UF.  

 

The state first considered export-oriented industrialisation, in the form of FTZs in 1970. 

Influenced by changing global financial markets, along with the World Bank and the IMF, 

an incentive package for export-oriented firms was introduced in the 1972-76 Five-Year 

Plan (Athukorala, 1997). Consequently, the post-1972 restructuring process, expanded 

textiles and textile-based industries, located mostly in areas surrounding Colombo. 

 

The UF government launched corporatist arrangements that reinforced the party 

subordination of unions. The introduction of the Termination of Employment of Workmen 

(special provisions) Act No.45 of 1971 (TEWA) strengthened legislation against arbitrary 

retrenchments and termination on non-disciplinary grounds. This legislation introduced in 

October 1971, following the April insurrection, aimed at protecting worker activists and 

unionists against employer retaliation in the early stages of the closed economy. 

Nevertheless, the state also enacted emergency regulations to suppress the JVP 

insurrection. In addition, the passing of the Trade Unions Representative (Entry into the 

Estate) Act in 1970 established the union right of entry and the right to hold meetings on 

estates. The introduction of the Estate Quarter (Special Provisions) Act, in 1971 entitled 

workers, dismissed from employment, to remain in the line-rooms (Nadesan, 1993:213). 

 

State intervention in the economy expanded the bureaucracy in state administration, 

corporations, co-operatives, and enterprises, further strengthening unions in the public 

sector. In 1976 state enterprises accounted for about 56% of value adding in the organised 

industrial sector (Karunatilleke, 1985:145). Public enterprise contribution to the GNP 

increased from 17.2% in 1960, to 20.7% in 1970 and to 24% in 1977 (Ibid.). Most public 

sector industries were capital intensive, leading to low levels of employment generation. 

Moreover, political intervention in management often led to overstaffing  (Ibid. :149). 

Economic regulation, in terms of quotas, permits and licenses, made state patronage 

essential for any industrial or commercial venture in the private sector. In addition to the 
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institutional problems of the state, a stagnant economy soon dissipated the influence of 

working class parties, while amplifying divisions within unions. 

7.2.2.1.   Worker Participation  

The working class party strategies introduced “peoples” committees at the grass-roots level 

and Employee Councils in public corporations (Chandratilleke, 1997). By the end of 1974, 

there were 134,457 employees in 21 public corporations organised under Employees 

Councils (Abeysekera, 1977). The strategy of worker-management encouraged the 

emergence of a range of worker education programs and organisations. Worker education 

was initiated through state institutions such as the Colombo University, the Ministry of 

Industries (National Institute of Management), and the Sri Lanka Foundation Institution 

(SLFI). This also accompanied the initiation of various autonomous groups such as the 

Workers and Peasants Institute launched in 1974 in Kandy. The Employee Councils, as 

well as worker education programs, however, declined rapidly with the expulsion of the 

LSSP from the UF government in 1975.  

 

The working-class party influences on worker education overlapped state strategies 

focusing on labour regulations and collective bargaining that promoted forms of economic 

unionism. The SLFI, a state embedded institution, was launched in 1974 with German 

(SPD) and FES assistance. The Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES), a private German 

institution, initiated its involvement with local trade unions in 1965 and allied with the 

ICFTU (Wesumperuma, 1982). The SLFI initially focused on worker education for trade 

unions under the UF government, but abandoned its work with trade unions in the post-

1977 liberalisation regime. The AFL-CIO’s Asian American Free Labour Institute 

(AAFLI) launched its activities in 1974 and appointed a resident representative in 1978 

(Ibid.: 1982). Along with the ILO and the SLFI, the FES and AAFLI emerge as key actors 

promoting liberal corporatist modes of labour control that limited the contentious 

movement politics of unions.    

7.2.2.2.   Union-Party Contradictions  

The JVP insurrection and Tamil youth militancy in the 1970s highlighted the 

contradictions of political unionism of working class parties, particularly in terms of 

addressing youth unemployment and Tamil cultural claims. The state repression of youth-

militancy directly undermined progressive segments of the labour movement, including 

trade union leaders. Ironically, the same youth leaders who had radicalised the labour 
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movement in the early 1930s were unable to recognise and shape an emergent youth 

movement less than fifty years later. Nevertheless, the working class parties restrained the 

coercive potential of the state. With the release of JVP activists from jail, the JVP returned 

to public campaigning by joining the 1976 December-January railway strikes. In May 

1978, the JVP launched its trade union federation, the Socialist Workers Union with the 

inaugural meeting held in 1980 (Rathu Lanka, 1980:October). 

 

Along with the JVP insurrection in April 1971, which lasted about three months, the UF 

government targeted CP and JVP sympathisers for harassment, intimidation and detention.9 

The arrest and detention of CP leaders and other activists led to the temporary dissolution 

of the CTUF and affiliated trade unions. While segments within the CP were sympathetic 

towards the JVP insurrection, internal divisions were exacerbated. By 1974, the CTUF 

(Chinese wing) was essentially defunct, with most of the leaders rejoining the CFTU, and 

some joining the UNP, SLFP or the LSSP. Consequently, the CFTU emerge as the main 

trade union federation of the CP.  

 

The removal of the CP from the government began with the railways strike in 1977. In 

January 1977, large segments of workers in the railways, clerical services and the harbour, 

launched strike action demanding a Rs. 500 loan for the purchase of children’s school 

books (KM, 1977:Jan 8th). The strike was initiated in December by the railway unions, 

under the United Railway Front led by the CP. The government responded by forcing 

workers to return to work, harassing (transfers, restriction on promotions) and arresting 

workers, particularly targeting the activists (de Silva, 1977). Although, the CFTU and 

SLFP union leaders aligned with the government, some of their rank and file members 

joined the strike. In this autonomous membership action, the workers won demands that 

benefited a whole segment of public sector workers. The main urban unions the CMU, 

CBEU, UPTO and the key plantation union the CWC, nevertheless, evaded the strike. 

Following the Ratmalana railway strike in early 1977 coinciding with a police shooting at a 

Peradeniya University student protest, the CP leadership was forced to quit the SLFP 

government. 

 

The LSSP came under heavy internal criticism for its complicity with coercive strategies of 

the state. The LSSP was implicated in the suppression of the JVP insurrection and of 

labour militancy. N. M. Perera (LSSP), as the Finance Minister, enforced emergency 

regulations to crush the bank workers’ union (CBEU) strike in September 1972. Around 
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300 strikers were dismissed and those who delayed returning to work were placed on 

various probationary measures. Following the expulsion of the LSSP from the UF in 1975, 

the dismissed workers were reinstated and all restrictions on other strikers were removed 

(WEAL, 1993:5). By 1973, the LSSP had lost most of its popular base. Following the 

dismissal of the splinter group, the “Left Tendency" at the 1972 LSSP conference, they 

formed the Nava Sama Samaja Party (NSSP) in December 1977. 

 

The expulsion of the LSSP from the UF government in 1975 ended the labour movement’s 

incorporation to the state. In November 1974, a few weeks after SLFP’s withdrawal from 

nationalisation policies, the CFL’s annual conference procession was banned and a curfew 

declared in Colombo. Key LSSP ministers intervened to return their supporters home 

safely. In January 1975, the LSSP launched a massive demonstration led by the CFL 

(LSSP), CFTU (CP) and the SLFP unions (SLNSS) (Young Socialist, 1980:June). The 

state mobilised the police and the army to crush the demonstration. The increasing tensions 

between the SLFP and the LSSP finally led to the LSSP’s removal from the UF in 

September 1975, on the basis that a speech by N.M. Perera was disrespectful towards her 

husband, Sirimavo Banadaranaike, then Prime Minister. The new SLFP Finance minister 

completely revised the 1974 budget, designed by the LSSP leader, ending the import-

substituting industrialisation and the liberal corporatist mode of labour control. While the 

urban labour movement struggled with incorporation into the state, the plantation unions 

were faced with ethno-nationalist state strategies that instigated anti-Tamil violence.  

7.2.2.3.   Plantation Workers and Tamil Militancy 

The 1972 constitution enshrined Sinhala as the official language and positioned Buddhism 

in its ‘rightful place’ (Coomaraswamy, 1994:25). One of the flagrant acts of discrimination 

was the distinction made between ‘persons’ and ‘citizens’ on the issue of fundamental 

rights directly affecting the hill country Tamils, waiting to receive citizenship (Ibid.). The 

mainstream Tamil political parties, the Federal Party, the Tamil Congress and the CWC 

opposed the new constitution and formed the Tamil United Front (TUF). The TUF leader, 

S.J.V. Chelvanayagam resigned from the drafting of the constitution under the LSSP 

leader, Dr. Colvin R. DeSilva. 

 

The Tamil youth movement, especially in Jaffna, was in the forefront of agitation against 

the constitution of 1972. The TUF was soon compelled to take a more radical stance in 

order to accommodate the militant agenda, becoming the Tamil United Liberation Front 
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(TULF) in 1976. The TULF promoted a separate state through a democratic process. At 

this point, the CWC leadership opted out of the TULF agenda, highlighting contradictions 

of Jaffna Tamil hegemony and the subordination of hill country Tamil politics. 

 

The Tamil militant mobilisations emerged out of the Federal Party’s youth wing. State 

repression took the form of open hostility, arresting many Tamil youth activists. This was 

followed by a series of incidents, aggravating Tamil youth discontent during the 1970s. 

The police repression of crowds at the International Tamil Research Conference in Jaffna 

in 1974 resulted in about 10 deaths and the suicide of a Tamil youth, wanted by the police 

(Senaratne, 1997). In retaliation, a Jaffna Tamil mayor who was a staunch supporter of the 

incumbent SLFP was assassinated in 1975. It was carried out by a team from the Tamil 

New Tigers (TNT) that included Vellupillai Prabhakaran, the present leader of the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) (Ibid.). To illustrate the “youth issue” in an 

entrenched social hierarchy, the JVP leader was aged twenty-two when it was launched in 

1965, and Prabhakaran was twenty-one when the LTTE was formed in 1976 (Morrison, 

2001:187). 

 

The plight of Tamil plantation workers under the UF government reinforced Tamil youth 

militancy in the North. Land reforms introduced in 1972, and the nationalisation of 

company owned estates in 1975 (land reform Phase II) failed to improve conditions for 

Tamil workers in the plantations (Gunasinghe, 1985:xii). This coincided with the 

Mahaweli Development Programme (MDP) launched in 1970 which expanded new 

settlements in plantation areas. The Minister of Agriculture, Hector Kobbekaduwa, a 

leading SLFP ethno-nationalist, articulated reforms as correcting a “historical injustice” of 

colonialism against the majority Sinhala-Buddhist community.10 The state land reform 

strategy evicted plantation workers legally by changes in guidelines for plantation 

management. For example, the SPC (State Plantations Corporation) was under pressure to 

establish regulations to dismiss estate workers who had applied for Indian citizenship and 

for “stateless” persons (Sivarajah, 1991:33). In addition, the workers were also “literally 

chased away from their line rooms” (Manikam, 1995:33). The agrarian crisis endured with 

marginal structural changes (such as new institutions) in the peasant sector, during the 

1965-85 period. There were no such changes in the plantation sector (Gunasinghe, 

1985:xiv). 
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7.2.2.4.   Trade Union Autonomy and Unity  

Despite party factions, trade union unity emerged during the 1970-77 period within two 

core networks in the plantations and urban areas. Among the plantation unions a Joint 

Committee of Plantations Trade Unions (JCPTU), comprising of mostly CP, LSSP and 

SLFP unions, was formed in 1970. The JCPTU was generally supportive of the UF 

government although it included the Federal Party Union, Ilankai Tholilar Kalagam, and 

the independent CESU (Ceylon Estate Staff Union).  

 

The JPTUC along with other major unions in the plantations issued a joint pamphlet in 

February 1971, protesting the shooting of a worker in the Nalanda Group in Hatton. 

According to the pamphlet there were 28 such killings in the plantations, since the unions 

began in 1939.11 In 1973, the JCPTU held a 10 day token strike demanding a monthly 

wage system, decrease in food prices, non-victimisation of union members and a minimum 

wage (Daily News, 1974:March 30th). The JCPTU’s demands overlapped the JCTUO’s 

(Joint Committee of Trade Union Organisations) campaign around 28 demands (Ibid.). 

Although the campaign was unsuccessful, the struggle expressed the core demands of 

plantation unions which have continued into the present.  

 

In January 1974, V.S. Rajah, general secretary of the plantation union LPWU (LSSP), 

articulated the pro-UF trade union position,  

“… trade unions in Sri Lanka studied the lessons from Indonesia and Chile, and 

believe that the government of Sri Lanka would have faith in the organised 

working class to establish a socialist state  (Daily News, 1974:January 2nd).  

However, the C.V. Vellupillai of NUW expressed the contradictions within the UF 

government, 

 “on the one hand the government jointly foster the trade union movement while on 

the other the (Labour) Ministry seeks to water down its effects, in fact it renders 

the trade unions defunct” (Daily News, 1974:January 18th).   

 

Among urban workers, the SLFP, CP and LSSP unions formed the Joint Committee of 

Trade Union Organisations (JCTUO). The largest among them was the SLFP union 

(SLNNS). However, tensions between the trade unions and ruling party exacerbated by the 

SLFP abandoning the ‘closed economy’ strategy. Following the LSSP led general protest 

campaign in February 1976, the SLFP demanded that their unions quit the JCTUO. While 

resisting the SLFP, the labour movement was vigilant about the opposition UNP party 
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attempts to undermine the government. With rumours of opposition strategies to sabotage 

workplaces, the key trade unions in the JCTUO agreed to establish worker “defence 

squads” (CFL, 1974). Nevertheless, this fragile union unity failed to build union solidarity 

with other workers, limiting the class politics of unions.  

7.2.2.5.   Radical Christians 

With unions and the labour movement increasingly integrated with the state and party 

politics, new labour oriented organisations emerged, initiated by radical Christians. These 

organisations engaged in worker education programs, campaigns on worker issues and, at 

times, in active struggle (Figure 7.6.). Radical Christian groups, such as the Christian 

Workers Fellowship (CWF), Satyodaya, Centre for Society and Religion, (CSR) and 

Devesarana Development Centre have made significant interventions in organising worker 

solidarity.  

 

Unlike state-embedded labour organisations and trade unions, the approach to worker 

education was based on popular education with a radical democratic orientation, often 

influenced by the work of Paulo Freire (1921-1997). All these groups, particularly the 

CWF and the Devasaranaramaya, were directly involved in addressing issues raised by the 

youth insurrection in 1971, and were strongly radicalised by perspectives of liberation 

theology (CWF?, 1994). Two Jesuits, Paul Caspersz and Aloysius Pieris, launched the 

Satyodaya in Kandy (1972) and Thulana Research Centre in Kelaniya (1974) respectively. 

The Civil Rights Movement (CRM), established in November 1971, also included several 

radical Christians. The Satyodaya, led by Fr. Paul Casperz, launched the Co-ordinating 

Secretariat of the Plantation Areas (CSPA) in 1974. The CSPA comprised a broad network 

of NGOs, including a few trade union leaders and activists in the plantations. 

 

The Christian Worker Fellowship (CWF) emerged in 1957/58, initiated by an Anglican 

priest (and later Bishop of Kurunegala) Lakshman Wickramasinghe, who dissented from 

the anti-Marxist propaganda of the Catholic church (Dornberg, 1992:84). The early 

discussion groups were among white-collar workers in Colombo, and comprised of 

activists, unionist and Left party members (Ibid.: 1992:84).12 The Devasarana 

Development Centre was an ashram-like community, launched in 1957 by an Anglican lay 

priest, Rev. Yohan Devananda. The Devasrana evolved from a monastic community, 

promoting Buddhist–Christian dialogue to a community development centre, engaged in 

issues of youth unemployment and social inequality (Ibid. :86). With the initiative of 
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Catholic activists, the Centre for Society and Religion (CSR) was launched in April 1971 

in Colombo, focusing on issues of social justice and class politics. While these radical 

Christian groups engaged in a range of worker struggles, there were limited attempts to 

build structural alliances with the dominant unions.  The neglect of other workers by 

enduring forms of political unionism is interrelated with the absence of union strategies, 

addressing women worker issues  (Figure 7.7).   

 

7.7.  Political Unionism, Youth Militancy and Other Worker Organisations 
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7.2.3.   Women and Trade Unions 

While women were actively involved in labour struggles, enduring patriarchal structures 

dominated trade unions and the labour movement (Chitraleka, 1991; Jayawardena, 

1986:133). Nevertheless, the trade union movement’s support towards women’s franchise 

was significant in the 1920s (de Alwis and Jayawardena, 2001). The LSSP and CP were 

ideologically allied with the issues of women’s liberation, but in actual practice their 

efforts were far from transforming existing male biases within and outside the party. 

However, the LSSP was influential in opening an alternative that combined socialism with 

feminism. Led by women of Left parties, the first autonomous women’s feminist socialist 

organisation, the Eksath Kantha Peramuna, (United Women’s Front) was launched in 

1947. It was supported by the LSSP and the CP and extended an agenda of achieving 

socialism and the removal of all discrimination against women (Jayawardena, 1986:135). 

But, the EKP was dissolved after nearly a year of activism in 1948.   

 

The women’s movement in Sri Lanka during the late 1970’s included a range of feminist 

perspectives. Among them, the dominant ideology was a version of liberal feminism that 
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emphasised political rights for women and women’s integration into the development 

process. This version of liberal feminism, reflective of the UN ideology at the time, merged 

with the ‘developmentalist school’ and highlighted public identities of women, while 

obscuring the private realm of patriarchy (Jayawardena, 1986).  

 

In terms of women worker interests, the dominant union tendencies of unionism were 

embedded in ‘developmentalist’ approaches during 1970-77 period. Under the UF 

government, an official delegation was sent to the 1975 International Women’s Conference 

in Mexico which paved the way for the establishment of the Women’s Bureau in 1978. 

Among the delegates to the 1975 Conference was Vivienne Goonewardena, the LSSP 

women’s wing leader. Under orders from the celebrated first woman Prime Minister 

Sirimavo Banadaranaike, Vivienne’s speech at the conference was censored, particularly 

the criticism of US foreign policy with reference to Chile and Diego Garcia. Thus, a female 

prime minister does not necessarily indicate a victory for feminism (Jayawardena, 1986).  

 

The feminist socialist tendencies re-emerged with the formation of the Kantha Handa 

(Women’s Voice) in 1978, initiated by a core group of mostly middle-class women.13 The 

Kantha Handa articulated women’s interests as “not only emancipation but liberation from 

all oppressive structures and institutions of patriarchy in society” (Jayawardena, 1986). In 

subsequent years, several other socialist feminist groups emerged, and among them were 

the Women’s Liberation Movement in Ja-Ela, the Progressive Women’s Forum, linked 

with Devasarana. Both of these organisations were instrumental in launching women 

workers' organisations around the Free Trade Zones in the post-1977 liberalisation period 

(Ch. 6&10). 

 

In summary, the 1956-1977 period of union integration with the state illustrates complex 

and contradictory reconfigurations of union-party relations (Figure 7.8.). During this 

period, unions were fractured along Cold-War political alliances, with the dominant 

tendency allied with the WFTU. Political unionism, influenced by the working-class party 

(LSSP and CP) leadership, transformed the authoritarian colonial and post-colonial state. 

The assertion of class politics, in the realm of representative politics or party politics, 

deepened the notion of citizenship, linking political rights with economic and social rights. 

In extending state intervention in the economy, the political party influence on the state 

was reinforced. While trade unions increasingly gained access to the state during this 

period, they were also subordinated to the political party and the state. 
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Figure 7.8.  Trade Unions 1956-1977 
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The emergence of JVP insurrection, as well as Tamil youth militancy, illustrated the limits 

of working class parties and the labour movement in the realm of representative politics. In 

particular, the labour movement strategies were inadequate in transforming power 

hierarchies such as patriarchy, ethnicity, caste, as well as paternalism. Accordingly, the 

assertions of ethnocentric nationalism, first with the Sinhala linguistic nationalism of 1956, 

then with Buddhism given its ‘rightful place’ in 1972, directly undermined and 

domesticated the class interests of trade unions. While absorbing more women into wage 

work and into trade unions, ethnocentric nationalism reinforced structures of patriarchy 

within and outside trade unions. The resistance of the women's movement against male 

biased, party-subordinated bureaucratic union strategies overlap with Christian labour 

organisations. The inadequacy of the labour movement and trade union strategies to build 

worker solidarity, highlighted the exhaustion of enduring political unionism strategies.  

 

7.3 Political Unionism  and Limits of Solidarity  
 
“It is the duty of trade unions under capitalism to combat this 
ideological counter-offensive of the capitalist class and its 
agents and to teach the worker that their interests and those of 
the capitalists, i.e. their exploiters, do not coincide and to 
educate them on the necessity to transform the economic 
struggle to a political struggle”.  

N. Sanmugathasan,  General Secretary CTUF (CP) 
Daily News, August 2, 1974. 
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The history of trade unions in Sri Lanka illustrates an enduring relationship between 

political parties and trade unions in varying modes that influence union strategies and 

modes of organisation. The union-party relationship, characterising a form of political 

unionism, emerges within a specific context of peripheral capitalism. The dominant modes 

of labour control manifest as a transition from a paternalist colonial mode (1898-1956) to a 

coporatist mode (1956-1977). In turn, the emergent political unionism, illustrates party 

alliances (or representative politics) and engagement in systems of industrial relations, 

along with autonomous movement politics. However, this strategic orientation narrowed 

unions to workplace bargaining around wages and conditions of work, undermining their 

capacities to build broad alliances with other unorganised workers.  

 

The emergence of trade unions and the labour movement in Sri Lanka intertwined with 

national liberation struggles. The early labour movement struggles as civil society actors 

merged with other counter hegemonic movements such as the Christian Temperance 

Movement, Theosophists and the Social Service movement. While the religious and 

cultural identities strengthened and united trade unions in an anti-imperialist struggle, there 

were also instances of violence against ethnic minorities.  

 

As trade unions gained access to representative politics, the emergence of political 

unionism was shaped by British Labourism as well as Stalinism. This reinforced 

bureaucratic modes of organising workers. In the process, trade unions complemented the 

social engineering state, reproducing paternalist forms of labour control while 

subordinating their role in politicising civil society. By interlocking union-party 

leaderships, political unionism promoted representative democracy within unions, based 

exclusively on formal organising procedures. This reduced trade union organisational 

knowledge to a technocracy (lawyers and other professionals) that maintained hierarchical 

and centralised organisational structures, based on instrumental economic rationality. In 

turn, the dominant Labourist approaches, emphasising representative democracy over 

forms of participatory democracy, reproduced mechanical notions of worker solidarity, 

narrowed to unity in diversity.  

 

The influence of working-class parties was central to deepening the substance of political 

unionism by combining union struggles with issues of citizenship. The working class 

parties highlighted the union role as actors in class relations, extending union strategies 

beyond the workplace to making claims on the polity. However, the centralised 
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bureaucracies and factions, based on personalities and fiefdoms, reinforced patriarchal 

paternalist internal relations. By constraining worker commitment to unions, divisive 

tendencies were sustained along political parties, leadership loyalties, and ethnocentric 

Sinhala-Buddhist identity politics. Not surprisingly, the rise of Sinhala and Tamil youth 

movements depicted contradictions of the LSSP and the CP political unionism that 

neglected youth and Tamil struggles.   

 

Nevertheless, organisational hierarchies or ‘oligarchic control’ also illustrate a complex 

and contradictory union-party relationship involving multiple instances of autonomous 

trade union protest. The pinnacle of liberal corporatist strategies under the 1970-77 United 

Front government also depicts the unravelling of union-party relations and trade union 

solidarity. In turn, the working class parties that dominated the labour movement and 

expanded democracy since their emergence in 1935, failed to gain a single seat in the 1977 

elections. This displacement of working-class parties highlighted the limits of trade union 

subordination to party politics that had undermined their capacities to build worker 

solidarity. 

 

The integration of trade unions into the state, by way of the political party, deepened 

political patronage, prioritising worker alliances with political parties over their trade 

unions. The party mediation in forming alliances with other unions restrained union 

capacities for building direct, formal and informal links with other workers. The narrowing 

of trade unions to the state-centred economic realm (collective bargaining) and spheres of 

production, absented women’s work in reproduction as well as production. Moreover, the 

interests of workers in oppressed ethnic and caste communities, particularly in the 

plantations, were often marginalised within the urban labour movement. In effect, the 

emergence of labour oriented organisations, such as the radical Christian organisations, and 

women workers organisations are illustrative of the limits of political unionism. 

 

The main form of solidarity expressed in enduring structures of political unionism is one of 

mechanical solidarity (Table 7.2.). The interlocking party-union leadership narrowed union 

democracy to representative democracy that separated deciding from doing. In turn, unions 

neglected developing attitudes, skills and procedures for the active participation of their 

membership. By evading forms of participatory democracy, the internal relations 

reinforced patriarchal and paternalist centralised bureaucracies that marginalised women 

and youth. Primarily influenced by the party, these internal relations restrained alliances 

 328



with other workers and subordinated subjects, particularly women, youth, and oppressed 

ethnic and caste identities.  In narrowing union external relations, worker solidarity was 

orientated towards workplace and collective bargaining issues, which complemented state-

centred social engineering strategies. This meant reducing union identities to economic and 

political actors. Consequently, union strategies were grounded in a political economy of 

interest that evaded a social economy of affection. In other words, the union emphasis on 

the party, workplace and industrial relations neglected the movement dimension, which 

sees unions and their members with commitments to families and communities.  

 

Table 7.2.  Political Unionism and Dominant Tendencies 
 

Organisation Dominant tendencies 
Internal 

Relations 
Patriarchal Centralised Bureaucracy  
Representative over participatory democracy 

External 
Relations 

Subordinated to state and parties,  
limited alliances with other workers 

Orientation Workplace and collective bargaining,  
state-centered  social engineering 

Strategies Political economy of interest over  
social economy of affection 

Organisational 
Knowledge 

Positivist (individualist) 
Organisational efficiency over values of solidarity 
concentration and centralisation  

Solidarity Mechanical 
 

The relationship between political unionism and mechanical solidarity is embedded in 

approaches to organisational knowledge (Ch. 4.2.4.1). Political unionism situated 

knowledge as an individual attribute not as a social product. In the process, unions adopted 

positivist approaches to knowledge dispensed by the state and state-embedded institutions. 

This nurtured union leaders and officials who concentrated and centralised organisational 

knowledge that subordinated collective values to organisational efficiency. By ignoring the 

cultural and normative dimension of economic struggles, political unionism, consequently, 

undermined union identities as moral economic, as well as civil society actors (Ch. 3).  

 

7.4 Conclusion  
 
This chapter looked at the emergence of trade unions in a peripheral colonial context 

embodying specific strategies and modes of organisation. The dominant union strategy that 

emerged in Sri Lanka is one of political unionism. In subordinating trade unions to political 

parties, this strategic orientation increasingly narrowed trade unions to state-centred 

strategies, subverting the movement dimension of unions as civil society actors. 
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Consequently, political unionism reinforced patriarchal bureaucratic modes of organising 

workers while limiting alliances with the majority of unorganised workers.  

 

The history of trade unions in Sri Lanka illustrates three distinct phases. In the period prior 

to adult franchise 1893-1930, unions were embedded in anti-colonial movements and were 

directly linked with popular struggles. The second phase 1931-1956, marked the 

emergence of the labour movement and a liberal paternalist colonial regime. During this 

phase, the working class parties radicalised the labour movement and democratised the 

colonial state. In the third phase 1956-1977, economic nationalism integrated unions into a 

corporatist regime that increasingly restrained their identities as civil society actors.  

 

Influenced by British Labourism, political unionism strategies that manifest in Sri Lanka 

reinforced the subordination of trade unions to party politics and fortified bureaucratic 

modes of organising workers. While working class parties, the LSSP and the CP, deepened 

the class politics of trade unions, the youth insurrections and dismal popular support 

towards the end of the 1970s highlighted the inadequacies of political unionism. Despite 

radical gains towards expanding democratic labour market institutions and state social 

provision, the party subordination of unions exacerbated union schisms. These divisions, 

along party lines, were compounded by ethnic identity politics. The emergence of radical 

Christians and women’s organisations also revealed the failings of political unionism, in 

the realm of social reproduction. The weakness of political unionism strategies, after four 

decades of struggle towards democratising the state, nevertheless highlights the necessity 

and the possibility of alternative union strategies.  

  

The contradictions of political unionism explained in this chapter also concern union 

powers that endure but often are not exercised. Accordingly, union strategies that adopt 

alternative relations with political parties, characterising independent unionism, need closer 

examination. The next three chapters focus on three independent unions in a contemporary 

context. In critically assessing the relationship between modes of organisation and strategic 

orientation, the aim is to explain union capacities to transform enduring constraints of 

political unionism.  
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1 A. E. Bultjens was at St. Johns College, Cambridge, in 1883 to 1887. London was at the time a 
centre of political dissent and social non-conformism. Karl Marx, Engels and other revolutionaries 
lived in London, where Marx died in 1883. The Social Democratic Federation was formed in 1881 
by British Marxists. The Fabian Society was formed in 1884. Among the leaders were Sidney 
Webb, Annie Beasant and Bernard Shaw. Led by William Morris, the Socialist League formed in 
1884 (Jayawardena, 1972:80). See Jayawardena (Ibid.) for an extended discussion on A. E. 
Buultjens.   
 
2 The first Youth League was formed in Jaffna and active groups emerged in Colombo and 
elsewhere in 1931. The Youth Leagues were critical of the CNC and the Ceylon Labour Party 
position on the new Constitution (Jayawardena, 1980:17). 
 
3 The Ceylonese students who went to universities before the First World War were drawn from 
"families of large land owners, merchants and professionals" (Jayawardena, 1980:14). They were 
also from a few selected Christian schools. According to Jayawardena "With the boom in all 
agricultural products and plantation crops in the twenties, a newly prosperous rural middle-class, 
accessed foreign universities" from provincial or Buddhist Theosophical schools (Jayawardena, 
1980:14).  
  
4 Personal interview with K. P. Silva (2000). According to him, the infiltration and modification of 
union demands is similar to the JVP trade union strategies in 2000.  
  
5 For an extended discussion on caste dynamics among plantation workers see Hollup (1994); 
Sivathamby (1984) and Kurien (1999). The Kangani is a work supervisor and the agent who 
conscripted labour from South India under colonialism.  
  
6  Head kanganies (HKgs) were mostly upper caste Tamils who recruited poorer extended families 
and other villagers. Upon arrival at the estates the HKg co-ordinates the division of labour, 
including the medicine man and the astrologer. The HKg is also a key labour manager, a money-
lender, as well as a community leader. The HKg system was abolished with the state nationalisation 
of plantations in 1975 (Hollup, 1994). 
 
8 The MEP (SLFP+VLSSP) won 51 seats, the LSSP 14 seats, CP 3 seats, Federal Party 10, and UNP 
8 seats. 
 
9 The April 1971 insurrection led to the arrest of 10,192 persons (4492 were captured, 5700 made 
voluntary submissions). Nearly 70% of those detained were employed and at least 80% were 
educated up to 7th standard (Vitharana, 1975). The state legal actions against the JVP detainees were 
launched in July 1972. The main hearings were conducted until December 1974 and the remaining 
cases were completed by November 1976.  
 
11 The JCPTU included: the UPWU, CPWU, LPWU, the New Red flag Plantation Workers Union 
(Subbiah – Shan faction); CESU (Ceylon Estate Staff Union), Agricultural and Plantation workers 
Congress, Hill Country Workers Union, Ilankai Tholilar Kalagam (Daily News 19th, November 
1973). “Another protest rally by plantation unions”, Daily News, 28th January 1971. 
 
12 Vijaya Vidyasagara, a leading figure in the CWF up to the present, is a LSSP member. He was 
actively involved in worker-participation strategies at the Tax Department under the UF government 
(personal conversations). 
 
13 In 1978, the key activists at Kantha Handa at its inception included Hema Goonatilleke, Kumari 
Jayawardena, Mala Dassanayake, Bernadeen Silva, Audrey Ribera, Sunila Abeysekera, and 
Kumudini Samuels.  
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Nurses’ Resistance: 

Independent Economic Unionism 
 

 

 

 
This chapter takes a closer look at the main public sector nurses' union in Sri Lanka - Public 

Services United Nurses Union (PSUNU) -  with the aim of explaining its potential towards 

articulating a social movement unionism (SMU) strategy (Ch. 4.).  The comparison with a 

social movement unionism is not meant to point to a prescriptive or an ideal type, but to 

focus on strategic options, capable of empowering unions. Thus, the nurses’ struggle for 

human dignity concerns not only workers, but also human beings with desires for 

emancipation and possibilities for creative engagement with the institutions of daily life (Ch. 

3.). Contrary to the subordination of unions to political parties or political unionism as the 

dominant strategic orientation, an SMU orientation suggests party-independent union 

strategies. The PSUNU is a party independent union. Hence, the point of departure for this 

chapter is to examine the extent to which the PSUNU’s independent unionism can develop a 

SMU orientation.  

 

This chapter explores both the possibilities and the limitations of PSUNU’s independent 

economic unionism to advance a SMU orientation. While the union maintains relative 

autonomy from party subordination as an “independent union” and engages in contentious 

political action, its internal relations characterise a bureaucratic union model.  

 

This study is divided into four sections. The first section situates the nurses in an historical 

and social context of a peripheral capitalist economy. This leads into describing the 
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contemporary setting of nurses’ work, labour processes, and working conditions. The second 

section captures the historical emergence of the PSUNU and its engagement in representative 

and movement politics. While some of this was discussed in chapter 6, the main focus here is 

on union integration with, as well as resistance to the post-1977 authoritarian state strategies. 

The third section explains the PSUNU’s strategic orientation in terms of its formal 

organisation, articulation of worker interests, approaches to organisational knowledge, issues 

of leadership and alliances. Finally, the fourth section looks at the interplay between union 

strategies and modes of organisation, which have potential for developing an SMU 

orientation that builds union capacities and worker solidarity.  

8.1 The Emergence of Nurses 

Linked with structures of British nursing history, the nursing profession was introduced with 

reforms in the colonial military medical system. This integration of nurses with the state 

apparatus has reinforced a Bureaucratic-Managerial Model of nursing care inherited from the 

time of Florence Nightingale (Reilly and Perrin, 1999). Women played a key role under 

colonialism, challenging male biases not only in the provisioning of state health-care, but in 

the public sphere in general (Jayawardena, 1993; Ch. 7.). Dr. Mary Ratnam and Dr. Alice 

deBoer pioneered early struggles to expand education for women in order to gain access to 

professions (Jayawardena, 1993; Brohier, 1994). Their struggles highlight the mutual 

interdependence of the health-care reforms with broader social and political transformations, 

particularly in a patriarchal society. 

 

The Civil Medical Department established in 1859 introduced nursing care, and a basic 

network of hospitals and out-patient dispensaries in major urban centres (Uragoda, 1987). 

Primarily aimed at protecting British troops and workers in the Colonial administration, its 

main services focused on controlling communicable diseases, such as small-pox and cholera 

(Ibid.:146). Two English women, in the position of Superintendent and qualified nurse 

headed the first nurses’ training school, launched at the Colombo General Hospital in 1877. 

The school followed principles introduced by Florence Nightingale. Thirteen nurses qualified 

in 1882. Because of  difficulties in recruiting local workers, and issues of “caste prejudice” in 

handling patients, the colonial military hospitals employed Catholic nursing nuns (Brohier, 

1994:5). The first batch of nuns of the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary started work in 1886. 

By this time the Christian missionaries – Baptists, Methodists and missionaries from 

American missions – were active in providing education and health services.  
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Organisations among nurses emerged in the early 1900s including: the All Ceylon Nursing 

Employees Union, State Nurse Employees Union, Democratic Nurses Union; and Nursing 

Officers Union (PSUNU, 1999).1 There is a lacuna in research on these early organisations 

and their efficacy. Hence, nursing history is often captured from the standpoint of the 

colonial state and the women’s movement. As already stated, during this time women 

engaged in struggles for public provisioning of education and health care (Jayawardena, 

1986:116).  

 

The Public Health Nurses Association (PHNA) established in 1934 was initiated by M.A. 

Jenudeen with the assistance of then Health Director, S.F. Chellappa (De Silva, 1970:50-58). 

The PHNA’s main focus was to improve the status of  nurses, starting with a protest 

campaign to register nurses. In 1943, a retired nurse, L.M.D. De Silva, launched the Lanka 

Training Nurses Union. This union was renamed in 1946 the Ceylon Nurses Association, 

with Jenudeen as the secretary. In 1953, the CNA affiliated with the International Nurses 

Association. In 1948, Jenudeen attempted to link the Public Health Nurses Association and 

the Ceylon Nurses’ Association, with the All Ceylon Women’s Conference (ACWC) (Ibid.). 

The ACWC was formed in 1944 by professional and other middle class women who took up 

many legal, economic and political demands of women (Jayawardena, 1986). Although the 

campaign to register nurses was conducted with the assistance of the ACWC, the medical 

council was appointed as the main authority with the nurses subordinated to an advisory 

board (De Silva, 1970:50-58).  

 

Nursing was transformed under the import substitution regime of 1956-77 (Ch. 7.), which 

reconstituted the labour force. Workers from rural, Sinhala-Buddhist petty-bourgeois 

backgrounds increasingly entered state employment, following the 1956 Sinhala official 

language policy (Bastian, 1984:168). While the state expanded the provision of public health 

care, by the mid-1960s nurses worked in a shift system with low wages, and lacked adequate 

facilities and holidays. The changes in public sector employment also shaped the similar 

class backgrounds of doctors and nurses, illustrated by the general tendency of male doctors 

to marry nurses. According to an ex-hospital administrator,  

“… prior to changes in the mid-1960s, the nurses were a disciplined, dedicated, top-

calibre service. There were around three training schools managed by foreign nuns. 

The curriculum was rigorous, and the students were taught among other things, 

“proper” dress, use of cutlery, and speech. … Prior to 1956, nursing was a profession 

for mostly middle-class English educated women, who were working more as a 
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vocation, not as a main income-earning avenue. Since that time and with the 

influence of the nurses' union the workers’ attitude changed. The nurses saw 

themselves less as providers of a social service and more as workers.” 

The reconstitution of nursing since the launch of the 1977 liberalisation strategies, illustrates 

the increasing commodification of nurses, where a majority of new entrants into nursing 

consider it a ‘job’ rather than a ‘service’. This tension between nursing as a ‘job’ and as a 

‘service’ reflects the historical changes in public health provision, as well as women’s 

struggles for recognition as professional workers. In turn, the manifestation of instrumental 

and intrinsic values of nursing relates to the changes in the labour process and working 

conditions of nursing care activity.  

8.1.1 Nurses and Nursing Care Activity  

Nurses constitute a segment of health-care professionals who provide the first line of care. As 

a skilled occupational category, nursing care is standardised, regulated, and updated by the 

state. Nurses are a dispersed and stratified category of workers, working in specific health 

care areas, embodying a range of skills. They often act as advocates and health educators for 

patients, families, and communities. Moreover, nursing care activities concentrate on 

preventive, promotive, curative and rehabilitative measures across the life span not only for 

individuals, but also for communities. What diverse nursing skills have in common is a 

relationship with the state and to other workers in the health sector.  

  

While the central state controls the tasks that registered nurses may perform, the work setting 

determines their day-to-day labour process (nursing care) and relations of production. The 

daily tasks of a nurse include a range of activities, within and outside their training. When 

providing direct patient care, they observe, assess, and record symptoms, reactions, and 

progress; assist physicians during treatments and examinations; administer medications; and 

assist in convalescence and rehabilitation. The nurse supervisors (ward sisters, ward 

managers, nursing sisters, Nursing Officer Grade 1) generally co-ordinate nursing activities. 

They plan work schedules and assign duties to nurses and aides, provide or arrange for 

training, and visit patients to observe nurses and to ensure that proper care is given. They 

may also co-ordinate record keeping and ordering of equipment and supplies.  

 

Nurses are classified as hospital, office, nursing home, public heath and occupational nurses.  

Hospital nurses form the largest sub-category of nurses, where most are 'staff nurses' who 

provide bedside nursing care and carry out medical regimens. They may also supervise 
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licensed practical nurses and aides. Hospital nurses usually are assigned to one area such as 

surgery, maternity, paediatrics, emergency room, intensive care, or treatment of cancer 

patients or may rotate among departments. Office nurses assist physicians in private clinics 

and emergency medical centres. Under the guidance of a trained nurse, nursing home nurses 

manage nursing care for in-patients, with conditions ranging from acute to chronic diseases. 

Public health nurses work in the government sector, schools and other community settings. 

They work with individuals, groups, and families to improve the overall health of 

communities and function as middle level managers at regional levels to implement national 

health programmes. Occupational health or industrial nurses provide nursing care at work 

sites to employees, customers, and others with minor injuries and illnesses. Occupational 

health is a grossly neglected dimension of public health.2  

8.1.2 Skills and Training 

The medically skilled categories of workers in the health system include 13 main categories 

of workers with training periods varying from five years (doctors) to one year (family health 

worker). In the year 2000, training applicants for nursing needed 3 credits in the A’level 

exam. Following the completion of three-years of nursing education and three years of 

(clinical) practice, the nurse is considered a staff (or a registered) nurse. The Post-Basic 

School of Nursing (PBS) conducts training programs – Midwifery (6 months), Intensive care 

(2 months) and Management (2 months) – that provide access to specialisation. Beginning in 

July 1994, nurses with diploma qualifications were offered a BSc degree program through 

the Open University of Colombo and a MNSc (Masters in Nursing Science) program was 

established in 2000.  

 

Within the national health system qualified nurses can progress to clinical work in hospitals 

and institutions of nursing education or public health nursing (such as Assistant Medical 

Officers and Public Health Inspectors). The private sector health care providers generally rely 

heavily on State trained nurses to service their requirements (PTF, 1997). Nurses also have 

opportunities to work in other countries and with international institutions in the health sector 

such as the WHO, UNFPA, UNICEF, and NGOs (the International Committee of the Red 

Cross (ICRC); CARE, Redd Barna, Medicins Sans Frontiers (MSF) and Save the Children 

Fund (SCF)).  
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8.1.3 Working Conditions 

While a few nurses work in well-lit, comfortable health-care facilities, most are working in 

poorly maintained hospitals. Many government hospitals have an inadequate number of beds, 

lack facilities for visitors, toilet facilities and basic amenities (PTF, 1997). Overcrowding and 

inadequate facilities are common features of many urban and semi-urban hospitals and 

clinics. Hospital nurses are often engaged in a range of non-nursing tasks such as conducting 

linen and drug inventories, clerical work, reception, serving meals, and so on. 

 

A key aspect of nurses’ “professional” status is the high degree of autonomy in their work. 

This autonomy is shaped by the structure of work, as well as by concrete working conditions. 

With over-crowded facilities, nurses are particularly drawn into multiple activities, 

encompassing long work shifts at an enhanced pace. Even the opportunity to refuse overtime 

work is limited. Nurses spend a major portion of their time walking and standing. They also 

face complex emotional involvement with patients and have to cope with human suffering, 

emergencies, and other stresses. Because patients in hospitals and nursing homes require 24-

hour care, nurses in these institutions frequently work nights, weekends, and holidays. They 

are also on-call. Office, occupational health, and public health nurses are more likely to work 

regular hours. The home and public health nurses who travel to patients' homes and to 

schools, community centres, and other sites, are faced with the lack of official vehicles and 

inadequate public transport.  

 

Nursing has its hazards, especially in hospitals, nursing homes, and clinics where nurses may 

care for individuals with infectious diseases such as hepatitis and AIDS. Nurses are faced 

with back injuries when moving patients, shocks from electrical equipment, and hazards 

posed by compressed gases (in theatres). Thus, they are required to observe rigid guidelines 

to guard against these and other dangers such as radiation, chemicals used for sterilisation of 

instruments, blood contamination and anaesthetics (Forastieri, 2000). Although safety 

guidelines are promoted by policies, in a context of inadequate facilities, nurses are 

compelled to face added risks. Most government hospitals have no bathing facilities and 

there are basic shortages of soap, masks and gloves. In such conditions, the nurses 

themselves seem to accept their exposure to preventable risks as “normal”.  

8.1.4 Wages and Stratification 

Nurses are workers within the core of the labour market, involving negotiated wages, 

stability of employment and mobility. While the wages for public sector nurses are set by 
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public administration circulars, private sector wages are regulated by Wages Boards for 

Nursing Trades, co-ordinated through the Labour Ministry. According to the Health 

Ministry, there are four main grades of nurses - matrons, sisters and nurses (grade I and II). 

There are three ‘special’ grades, consisting of director posts in nursing hospitals, public 

health and nursing education. After two years of deliberation, the revised 1997 categories 

placed nurses’ salaries on a par with those professions supplementary to medicine (PSMs) 

(pharmacists, radiographers, medical lab technicians, physiotherapists, occupational 

therapists).  

 

Public sector wages also include built-in increments, promotions, allowances and other 

bonuses. The allowances for nurses include living quarters, uniform (sewing, washing), on-

call, footwear, and travel.  In the Public sector, the starting annual salary for newly trained 

nurses has increased from Rs. 10,080 in 1981 to Rs. 47,600 in 1999. In terms of a 

depreciating dollar value, the 1981 salary converts to $480  (US$ 1 = Rs. 21) and 1999 salary 

converts to around $643 (US$ 1 = Rs. 74) per annum.  

 

The base salary of around Rs. 4,000 per month in 1999 for a three-year-trained nurse is 

considerably less than a starting salary for a junior manager. Generally a 3-4yr trained junior 

manager starts with a salary between Rs. 7,500 and Rs. 12,000 per month (BOI factor costs 

1999). Given the shortage of nurses, this wage disparity also indicates the under-valuation of 

women’s labour. Nevertheless, the nurses often see themselves as privileged when compared 

with other women workers in FTZs or plantations.  

 

During 1971,  nurses worked 60 hours per week with variations in shifts. In 1993 nurses 

worked 42 hours per week with a more manageable shift system. Most nurses are compelled 

to do overtime given the shortage of nurses. While there is a limit on overtime at present, 

most nurses avoid overtime, given the intensity of stress during their regular working hours. 

More importantly, the overtime wage turns out to be a non-attractive sum.  

 

The Labour Ministry utilises the category of “nursing homes trade” to standardise minimum 

wages under the Wages Board Ordinance for private sector workers. According to the 

Labour Ministry there are 32 categories of workers in the nursing trade, grouped into 7 

grades (Table 8.1). While the classifications highlight the interdependence of a range of 

workers, they also illustrate the complex division of labour among health sector workers. 
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Table 8.1. Categories of workers in the nursing trade 
 

Grade  Category 
I Matrons, AMO (apothecaries) 
II Nursing sisters, pharmacists, Lab technicians,  
III Nurses, mid-wives, store keepers, trainee nurses,  
IV Clerks, Typists, receptionists, telephone operators,  
V Attendants, Dispensers, Surgical Dressers, ward clerks, stewards, 

diet clerks, overseers 
VI Orderlies, peons, cooks, watchers, conservancy 
VII Linen room attendants, labourers, garden labourers, sweepers, 

pantry boys 
Source: Sri Lanka Labour Gazette 1997, No. 4, Oct-Dec. 

 

8.1.5 Hospital Regimes 

Encompassing an overall political form of care production, hospital regimes are embedded in 

the legitimation of medical authority, which situates doctors at the centre of the 

administrative-legal system. In turn, doctors are key players in the health care division of 

labour, as well as the determination of its work (Freidson, 1970:xvii).3 Hospitals reveal 

bureaucratic co-ordination of an extended division of labour, involving complex and highly 

developed administrative structures, governed by rules, hierarchy and experts. With doctors 

also acting as hospital managers, the doctor-nurse relationship is often articulated with the 

nurse in a subordinate position having to “follow doctors' orders”.4 While nurses play a 

pivotal role in the health care delivery system, particularly when doctors are increasingly 

reducing time spent with patients, it is doctors who gain public recognition. According to a 

female nurse, enrolled in the nursing MSc programme,  

“Even look at the media. If some patient was cured, the doctor's name is the one that 

gets included. ‘The doctor treated so and so’. But nurses play a big role in that 

treatment. Sure he played a role, he diagnosed and prescribed a course of action, but 

not all of the treatment. Most of the treatment is done by the nurses, and all the 

caring was done by a nurse”. 

 

Although nurses constitute the largest group of health care professionals, and are those who 

provide round-the-clock direct patient care, they are excluded from the key decision-making 

processes within the hospitals, as well as the state bureaucracy –  the Ministry of Health. 

Within the Ministry of Health’s organisational structure in 1996, out of around 50 directors, 

only three were key nursing administrators (or nursing directors). In addition, these were in 

the peripheries of three separate departments. In order to co-ordinate nursing administration, 
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scattered under three different departmental sub-categories, the Sri Lanka Nurses Association 

(SLNA) has been demanding the restructuring of nurses administration within the Health 

Ministry by establishing a “nursing director” position. This demand was linked with the 

implementation of the Nurses Council, a legal provision under the Sri Lanka Nurses Council 

Act and a component of the Medical Council Ordinance. In October 2000, the government 

initiated a provisional Nurses' Acting Committee in preparation to establish a Nurses' 

Council.  

 

Nurses often supervise other workers in minor grades. While this is required to a certain 

extent to co-ordinate health care delivery, there are also areas of task overlap. For example, 

the midwives’ union (GMSA) highlights the inefficiencies of having a nurse supervisor in 

maternity wards when the midwives and the obstetricians in charge are capable of handling 

the smooth operation of these wards. While undervaluing the role and responsibilities of the 

midwives, these workplace systems in hospitals often lead to duty conflicts while 

misallocating the services of trained nurses. 

 

The gendered category of the 'nurse' is embedded in patriarchal structures situating women 

primarily as mothers and care-givers. Hospital bureaucracies, dominated by men in positions 

of power, reinforce the subordination of nurses as women workers in the gender division of 

labour that devalues women's work.  The minority of male nurses often dominate the public 

sphere of nursing, including trade unions.  

 

Figure 8.1.  Liberalisation Reforms and Nurses 
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With the 1977 liberalisation process, nurses faced new challenges in regard to the state, as 

well as hospital regimes. Along with privatisation and deregulation, the ‘rationalising’ state, 

or ‘debureacratisation’ has involved piecemeal social engineering reforms, emphasising 

management over administration (Figure 8.1.). This shift towards a 'managerial state', 

characterised by dominant ideologies of New Public Management, prioritised ‘efficiency’ as 

the unitary organisational goal. Meanwhile, the neo-liberal managerial state under-funded 

health care expenditure, exacerbating the shortages of nurses, low wages and poor working 

conditions. Moreover, the partial devolution and decentralisation of state health services, 

introduced in 1987, maintained the centralised power structures, while fostering conflicts 

related to wages, contract labour, political interference in appointments and the transfer of 

nurses. 

8.2 PSUNU : Emergence and Activism  

In the post-1977 liberalisation reform process, the Public Services United Nurses' Union 

(PSUNU) has emerged as the main nurses' union. The PSUNU, along with the Sri Lanka 

Nurses Association, are the two main bodies representing nurses’ political and professional 

interests. As a party independent union, the PSUNU has built a broad membership base with 

considerable union resources. In 1998, the PSUNU membership of 14,061 nurses accounted 

for nearly 98% of all nurses. Moreover, the strategic orientation of the PSUNU has combined 

engagement in the system of industrial relations with contentious movement politics. 

 

The PSUNU was formed in November 1969, following a three year campaign by thirteen 

nurses with the support of a male nurse (Nelson Karunagama), and a Buddhist monk, 

venerable Muruththettuwe Ananda, as the leader. The monk, who has remained the leader 

over the last 30 years, is the chief prelate of the Abhayarama temple in Narahenpita, a suburb 

of Colombo.5 According to the official narrative, the monk had met nurse Nelson when he 

was a patient, and after visiting other hospitals and seeing the nurses’ working conditions, the 

monk was persuaded to launch a new union. The PSUNU administrative secretary describes 

the monk's intervention as an act of reciprocity or “krutha guna salekeema”.  

 

The PSUNU's ‘independent’ union strategy characterises an alternative to the dominant 

political unionism strategies. The PSUNU formed at a time when the UNP was mobilising a 

range of social forces aimed at undermining the CP and the LSSP dominated labour 

movement (Ch. 7.2.1.2.). While the LSSP and CP unions were active in the health sector, the 
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main nurses’ union in the late 1960s was the Podu Heda Seva Sangamaya (Public Nursing 

services Union - PNSU) an SLPF allied union.  

 

In opposing the PSUNU, the PNSU described the monk as an impostor, a “person who has 

wrapped a robe” (Lak Hediya - PNSU 1967:November). Opposing the “middle-class 

bureaucratic structures of the PNSU” and its party subordination, the PSUNU proposed a 

strategy of disassociating itself from political party alliances (PSUNU newspaper, 

Hedamina). At the time, this autonomy complemented the opposition UNP party strategies, 

aimed at undermining working class party unions and class identities of workers.  

 

The strategic orientation of the PSUNU has primarily maintained an occupational focus on 

the workplace, wages and working conditions. Among the key achievements of the PSUNU 

is the shift system, and modifying work intensity. Prior to 1971, nurses worked from 7a.m. to 

7 p.m. with an hour's break, where the weekly work hours reached around 60 hours. 

Following the PSUNU’s agitation in 1971, the shift system was reorganised under a 7a.m. to 

1p.m. and 1p.m. to 7p.m. system (PSUNU, 1999)(Appendix 5.).  

 

However, the PSUNU narration of its own official history often denies the internal diversity 

of nurses’ collective action. For example, the PSUNU victories in 1974 emerged from a 

diverse influential group of non-PSUNU nurses that overlapped a broader public sector wage 

struggle. A federation of nurses' unions was formed in 1974 to agitate against policy changes 

linked with the L.B. DeSilva Salary Commission report. The L.B DeSilva Commission 1965, 

recommended major structural reforms in nursing services, reducing the nurses to a lower 

departmental grade of para-medical. The campaign led by non-PSUNU nurses comprised a 

broader struggle against the Commission report, demanding an interim allowance to reflect 

the high cost of living (Daily News, 1974: Jan. 7).  

 

The nurses gained recognition as professionals, as well as a militant segment of the working-

class during the December 1974 struggle that debilitated the health system (Daily News, 

1975:March 6). With almost all nurses behind the federation, around 3000 nurses launched a 

work to rule campaign. The Federation was led by a matron at the Colombo Hospital, 

strategically organising the campaign over a period of three months across the network of 

national hospitals (Daily Mirror, 1974:July 27). The LSSP’s All Ceylon Nurses Union also 

played a key leadership role. In March 1975, the campaign was finally resolved when then 
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prime minister Sirimavo Bandaranike agreed to recognise nursing as a profession, as well as 

changing salary scales, grades, and overtime payments (Ibid. :Nov. 5).  

8.2.1 State Integration and Resistance  

With the UNP coming to power in the 1977 elections, the dismantling of non-UNP unions 

also effected the PSUNU (Ch. 6.1.4). The struggles of the PSUNU, under the UNP’s J.R. 

Jayawardene government (1977-88) reinforced its strategic positioning as an independent 

union and its capacity for contentious movement politics. These struggles often generated 

alliances with a range of civil society actors, including NGOs, that engaged in issues of 

democracy, worker rights, human rights and women’s rights. When the union was banned, 

along with other unions, a broad coalition of women’s organisations protested the 

proscription (Voice of Women, 1986:March).  

  

Under the UNP's Premadasa regime (1988-1993), however, the PSUNU retracted its 

movement politics. In promoting a union-state “partnership”, the Ministry of Health often 

consulted the PSUNU in the distribution of promotions, transfers and scholarships. The 

union gained access to state institutions at a time when the coercive state was engaged in the 

active repression of the labour movement. 

 

The alliance with Premadasa relates to the internal power struggles of the UNP (Ch. 6.2.1.6.). 

In undermining the UNP leaders who were also union secretaries, Premadasa’s alliance with 

the PSUNU was strategic for his market-populist and ethno-nationalist agenda. Following the 

1985 temple incident, there was a period when the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist forces 

formed a broad opposition to the 1987 Indo-Sri Lanka Agreement. The broad coalition of 

opposition against devolution included the Prime-minister Premadasa and the Health 

Minister Gamini Jayasuriya (Amunugama, 1991; Ch. 6.1.1.9). The union leader was among 

the monks organised under the MSV (Mavbima Surakime Viyaparaya or Movement for the 

Protection of Motherland)(sec. 8.3.7).  

 

The union was compelled to retreat to passive protest action during the 'terror period' from 

1987 to 1990 (Ch. 6.2.1.3.). The PSUNU nurses and its leader attended the funeral of Vijaya 

Kumaratunga, in February 1988. Vijaya was a key political leader opposing the UNP during 

the 1982-88 period and supported the 1985 nurses' struggle at the temple. Meanwhile, in May 

1988, President Premadasa settled a fundamental rights case launched by the PSUNU against 

the special increment paid to non-striking workers by the UNP government in 1985. The 
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supreme court awarded the PSUNU a supplementary sum of Rs. 5000 in damages and 

nullified a previous Cabinet decision (Island, 1988: May 9; Kulathunga, 2000). However, the 

PSUNU was not excluded from the political violence of the period. In November 1988, the 

PSUNU members hoisted white flags protesting the killing of a district organiser for the 

PSUNU, working at the Matara Base Hospital (Island 1988:Nov. 30, Dec. 2). 

 

The state patronage of the PSUNU was symbolised by President Premadasa’s generous 

granting of land and finances to build a union office. When the PSUNU requested a piece of 

land (around 20 perches) in July 1990, the president granted more land (100 perches) than 

requested, with a ten-year, no interest loan, to cover the land costs (Rs. 4,036,000). This 

generous response by the state, allocated prime land, located less than a kilometre away from 

the temple, to construct a separate union building. The union opened the new conference 

building, the “Heda Madura” in January 1992 with the Minister of Health as the chief guest. 

While the union office remains in the temple premises, the Heda Madura continues to 

function as the main conference hall. It is also rented out as offices and a place for holding 

workshops, seminars, special events (weddings, press conferences, and so on) and as living 

quarters.  

 

The PSUNU’s “partnership” with the Premadasa presidency was strategic in terms of the 

populist strategies of the state. The PSUNU’s incorporation into the state illustrated the 

President’s undermining of UNP's own party health service union while developing links 

with the powerful Buddhist Malwathu-Asgiri sect. This appeal to the ‘people’ over the Party 

also enabled the President to manufacture consent by projecting an image of solidarity with 

women, as well as workers. In effect, the publicised presidential support for an 

“independent” trade union reinforced authoritarian state strategies that modified union 

identities and class politics while reinforcing state preferred union strategies.  

 

The PSUNU’s integration with the state was reorganised under the People’s Alliance (PA) 

(1994-2001), supported by working-class parties and the labour movement. The PSUNU’s 

strategies, under the Premadasa regime (1988-93), implied its opposition to the PA. 

Nevertheless, PA leader, Chandrika Kumaratunga and her husband Vijaya Kumaratunga, 

then leaders of the Sri Lanka Mahajana Party (SLMP), actively supported the PSUNU 

struggles against the UNP anti-union agenda. The PA and President Kumaratunga retracted 

the PSUNU privileges within the Health Ministry. The union saw this reorganisation more as 

an issue with a hostile new Health Minister rather than PA agenda. According to the union 
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“various politicians with vested interests have misled president Chandrika, but the president 

has avoided these pitfalls” (PSUNU, 1999). 

 

Figure 8.2.  PSUNU Timeline 
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In attempts to undermine the PSUNU, the PA’s main party the SLFP, like the UNP, launched 

its own party union with limited success.  According to the PSUNU leadership, it was 

president Premadasa that truly recognised the nurses demands.  

“The solidarity and militancy we displayed during those days (under J.R. 

Jayawardene’s rule), and the support of the people are the reasons why Premadasa 

government recognised that it is better to provide us with our fair rights than to 

confront us” (PSUNU, 1999).   

 

The PSUNU activism under the PA government was mostly branch level initiatives that took 

place in the North Central Province. In November 1994, nurses joined a district wide health 

officers’ strike in Polonnaruwa. The issues concerned 14 contract-workers in the National 

Anti-Malaria Campaign demanding permanent status. One of the protesting workers went on 

a hunger strike on top of a water tower. In February 1995, the Nochchiyagama nurses stayed 

away from work for a day in opposition to decisions taken by provincial authorities to 

transfer a nurse (Island, 1995: Feb 23).  

 

The most controversial PSUNU agitation was over a new uniform given to nurses’ assistants 

which resembled that of nurses. Meanwhile, nurses and midwives in the remote Ampara 

district (Eastern Province conflict zone) went on strike in December 1999, demanding the 
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payment of overtime allowances due to them since February. With most of the PSUNU 

membership located in Colombo (Western Province), peripheral branch level struggles are 

often omitted in union official narratives.   

 

The history of the PSUNU illustrates varying degrees of independent unionism, autonomous 

from party politics yet, subordinated to the state. The primarily occupational and workplace 

orientation of the PSUNU, often combined representative with movement politics. The 

increasing integration of the PSUNU with the state under the Premadasa regime 1988-93 

illustrates contradictory tendencies of “independent” unionism. Under the PA regime 1994-

2001, the PSUNU retreated to contentious movement politics, involving mostly fragmented 

branch level action. The substance of this strategic orientation relates to the ways in which 

PSUNU organises worker solidarity.  

8.3 Organisation  

This section describes the PSUNU’s formal organisation. It focuses on the articulation of 

worker interest, approaches to organisational knowledge, issues of leadership and alliances. 

While a party-independent union is central to an SMU orientation (Ch. 4), here the aim is to 

explain the key mechanisms expressing a bureaucratic mode of organisation.  

  

Table  8.2.  PSUNU Organising Committee 

 1969 1973 1975 1983 1986 1989 1993 1995 
Women 
(unmarried) 

7(6) 10(9)  8(3) 9(4) 8(3) 10(2) 6 (1) 

Men 2 3 4 4 4 3 3 4 
 Source: PSUNU Annual Reports 

 

Although women are a majority of the 14,449 nurses of the PSUNU in 2000, the two key 

positions, the leadership and administrative secretary posts, are held by men. Both men, the 

monk as leader and the administrative secretary who pioneered the union, are key actors at 

present. The changes in trade union legislation in 1970 which allowed outsiders to be office-

bearers, enabled the monk to establish his leadership. Over the years, the main organising 

(executive) committee has averaged around twelve officials. While initially unmarried 

women held most of the official positions, with the removal of the marriage bar for public 

sector nurses in 1979, married women increasingly entered these positions (Table 8.2). 

 

The union holds a delegates conference once every two years to select the executive 

committee. Although the union’s formal leadership position, the general secretary post, is 
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constitutionally allocated to a female nurse, the Buddhist monk represents the substantive 

leadership. In 2000, the main organising body or the executive committee of the union 

continues to remain dominated by women. The union has six district level organisers in the 

main urban areas, the Colombo, Kandy, Galle, Kurunegala, Anuradhapura, and Ratnapura. 

The organisers for Colombo, Kurunegala, and Anuradhapura areas are female nurses. While 

at present district officers are required to have six years of nursing experience, this is 

expected to be reduced to 4 years in order to encourage youth leaders.   

 

With nearly 95% of nurses as union members, the PSUNU has seen its total annual income 

from membership fees increased from Rs. 5,922 in 1975 to Rs. 3.6 million (US$ 48,000) in 

1998/99 (Table 8.2). Along with securing wages and incentives through struggle, the union 

resources expanded with state patronage allocating land and subsidised financing. The total 

asset base has increased from Rs. 14.2 million in 1996, to Rs. 19 million in 1998 and to 

around Rs. 23 million (US$ 307,000) in 1999 (Union Annual Reports) (Table 8.3). The 

PSUNU in comparison with most unions in Sri Lanka, remains one of the few financially 

affluent unions. However, the acquired resources also express a tendency to avoid risky 

struggles.  

 

An active administrative secretary, Mr. Francis, manages the union office at the temple, and 

is assisted by two female office workers. Most union administrative tasks are performed 

manually using typewriters, although the union owns a computer and plans to have e-mail 

access. The trade union office in the temple premises, a relatively large building with a 

capacity for 100-150 people, has a barren, ascetic interior with no union symbols, banners, 

flags or posters. 

 

Table 8.3.  PSUNU Members and Annual Membership Fees 

 1975 1981 1986 1991 1995 1999 
Total Members    7,578 11,387 14,494 

Women    7,428 10,776 13,576 
Men    150 611 918 

Membership 
fees (Rs) Annual 

5,922 52,341 133,177 896,942 2,311,386 3,645,000 

 Source: PSUNU Annual Reports 

8.3.1 Articulation of Worker Interests 

The PSUNU’s articulation of worker interests centres primarily on the workplace with 

collective bargaining as the unitary goal. The key issues include: wages, allowances, 
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accommodations, appointments, transfers and worker education. While mostly focusing on 

institutionalised representative politics, the PSUNU also illustrates a willingness to engage in 

contentious politics.   

 

From inception, the PSUNU strategies situated nurses as a separate occupational group with 

particular interests. In the process, this “interest group” orientation separated and 

subordinated the health sector workers’ general interests. It also opposed the working-class 

party (CP and LSSP) union strategies that incorporated nurses’ interests with other health 

sector workers. In subordinating class politics, the PSUNU’s strategic orientation interpreted 

the “class” struggle as a “popular” struggle against an elite dominated state apparatus.  

However, this populism is a top-down state-centred populism, which evades issues of 

democratising the state or building concrete relations with democratic organisations and 

social movements.  

 

The monk and the editors of the Hedamina newspaper use the terms ‘class enemies’ and 

‘class solidarity’ primarily from a populist perspective. Accordingly, workplace struggles are 

articulated in terms of bureaucratic mismanagement or authoritarianism. Thus the nurses are 

represented as a “group” interest that advances popular struggles. This populist perspective is 

based on underplaying the class interests nurses have with other health sector workers, as 

well as the labour movement in general. More importantly, the demand for cultural 

recognition as a ‘profession’ is based on an individualism that limits alliances with a range of 

other workers. Consequently, the PSUNU's “group interest” strategy, which emphasises 

cultural remedies frequently, neglects political-economic ones.  

 

The PSUNU’s self-definition as apolitical unionism creates consent or gains legitimacy by 

reference to “people” and “community” over other workers. According to the leadership, in 

the 30th Anniversary Issue in 1999,  

"Our union is no arm of any party. Our primary alliances are with the people and not 

political parties. Therefore, in order to win our rights, we were compelled to have 

discussions with and struggles against, every government in power up to now. 

Ending the slave labour shift system, existing since the origin of nursing services, to 

a continuous shift system, was achieved by opposing the SLFP government in an 

island wide struggle. However, even our new members are unaware of this slave 

system. Because of this, those who betray our union and the nursing service, aim to 

benefit from this ignorance".    
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The PSUNU's articulation of worker interests, emphasising its instrumental (servicing) role, 

directly complements state social engineering perspectives. The state health bureaucrats are 

often invited to participate in union public activities. The Director General of health services 

or the head of health service bureaucracy, describes the union’s “service”,  

"..this union, with its  non partisanship, confirm the willingness and the possibility of 

doing a great benefit to the nursing service, the nursing profession and the well-being 

of the public, while winning the trust of a majority of the nurses" (PSUNU, 1999). 

 

The PSUNU’s articulation of worker interests, framed in terms of the  “public” and “people” 

complements the interests of the state. In addressing the student nurses, the leadership 

articulates the service provider role of union members.  

"The debilitated state of health services is known to you better than the ordinary 

public. If our services are to the public, if our alliances are with the people, then our 

duty is to rescue the public from this dangerous plight. That is, our primary duty is to 

completely treat those needing care.  We have to show the people as well as the 

rulers the reality of the health service. If needed solutions are not implemented, we 

should pay our sincere attention to the ways and means of doing this. The PSUNU 

extends a new invitation to all its members. That is, report the real conditions of your 

hospitals to the union. We remind you to pay special attention to this. We again 

remind you that our main alliance is with the public.  Let us do our duty to the 

people, then they will inevitably protect us" (PSUNU, 1999).  

However, this “alliance” with the public lacks the “inclusive character” that strengthened 

union and community alliances as in the case of Brazil or South Africa (Ch. 4.3.1.1.). There 

is no attempt to form union-community alliances around collective consumption issues in the 

PSUNU’s approach. Thus, the PSUNU’s public “alliance” is more a state-centred rather than 

people-centred approach. It relates to the “group interest” orientation which undermines class 

unity and avoids confronting the state, particularly on the basis of a potential mass 

mobilisation. While PSUNU maintains a range of alliances, these alliances are derived from 

a specific standpoint regarding union solidarity.    

8.3.2 Limits of Alliances  

The PSUNU’s  “independent” positioning involve alliances with broader networks of 

similarly “independent” public sector unions. The core independent unions at present include 

the Ceylon Bank Employees Union (CBEU), United Postal & telegraph Union (UPTO), and 

the Government Medical Officers Union (GMOA). The peripheral network of independent 
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unions include the Ceylon Estate Staff Union (CESU), the Ceylon Railway Station Masters’ 

Union, and the Public Service Trade Union Federation (PSTUF). The union has participated 

in May Day rallies in alliance with the Ceylon Mercantile Union (CMU) and the PSTUF. In 

December 1996, the temple was the site for a forum attended by 37 union leaders to discuss 

resistance to the Steel Corporation’s privatisation.6  

 

Among the range of unionised workers in the health sector the PSUNU and the doctors’ 

union (GMOA) have been the prominent unions since the post-1977 period.7 The other 

smaller nurses organisations include the Sri Lanka Nurses Association (SLNA), the 

Government Nursing Officers Association (GNOA) and the United Health Workers Union 

(UHWU). While they all have overlapping interests, PSUNU has only limited alliances with 

most unions in the health sector.   

 

Figure 8.4.  PSUNU Alliances 

 

ACILS 
FES 
International 
labour Orgs 

SLNA 
GNOA 
UHWU 
Nurses Orgs

CBEU 
UPTO 
CESU 
PSTUF 
CMU 
GMOA 
Independent 
trade unions 

PSUNU

PSI 
FIET 
AJPMWU 
ICFTU 
International 
Trade unions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alliances 
Temporary 
Issue-based 

Top-down Labour  
diplomacy 

↓ 
SMU 

Structured 
alliances 

Solidarity action 
Movement politics 

 

 

The union’s main international network includes the Public Service International (PSI), the 

International Federation of Commercial, Clerical, Professional and Technical Employees 

(FIET) and the All Japan Prefectural and Municipal Workers Union (AJPMWU).8 The 

nurses have participated in PSI workshops in Australia and FIET workshops in Malaysia. 

The union also attempted to establish a network of SAARC nurses unions, which was 

postponed due to the “lack of resources”. Locally the union is linked with the International 

Labour Organisation (ILO), the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung  (FES) and the American Centre for 

International Labour Solidarity (ACILS). In terms of labour internationalism, the PSUNU’s 

network of international relations is allied with the International Confederation of Trade 

Unions (ICFTU) (Figure 8.4.). 
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Although the PSUNU is embedded in local and global union networks, the union’s strategic 

orientation evades developing structured alliances. Thus sporadic and temporary alliances 

neglect strategic choices of collective decision-making or patterning relations with other 

unions as a part of building worker solidarity. As a result, the alliances generally subordinate 

movement politics to representative politics and foster a labour diplomacy approach which 

reinforces bureaucratic unions, their leaders and career officials. In turn, the top-down and 

“issue-based” alliances reflect the complexities of linking group interests with a broader 

context of class unity and worker solidarity.  

8.3.3 Occupation  “Professionalism” versus Alliances 

The PSUNU’s occupational and workplace orientation, emphasising ‘professional’ identity, 

is based on limiting alliances with other workers. While an SMU strategy also highlights the 

centrality of the workplace, the aim is to build worker solidarity on the basis of a group de-

differentiation that encourages class unity. However, the PSUNU’s workplace orientation is 

grounded in a group differentiation that promotes cultural remedies while subordinating 

redistributive strategies (Ch. 2.2.6.).   

 

The union articulation of the nurses' identity as a profession overlaps the Sri Lanka Nurses’ 

Association (SLNA) agenda. This demand for recognition is linked with gaining access to 

training and education, as well as wage bargaining. While professional status advances 

nurses' labour market positioning, it also strengthens their integration with a Bureaucratic-

Managerial model organising and delivering public health care. In effect, the main difference 

between the PSUNU and the SLNA, is the formers willingness to engage in collective action.   

 

With regard to worker education and skill up-grading, the SLNA and the PSUNU agree on 

demands to increase the three-year program to a four-year one, changing the nurses’ diploma 

into a degree program. The regulation of 'professional' category is a negotiated process 

involving unions and the SLNA and, more importantly, international standards. However, the 

labour market deregulation process, under liberalisation, has increasingly undermined trade 

union intervention. In December 1998, the PSUNU launched a 2-day token strike against the 

recruitment of 2000 nurses who, they claimed, lacked basic training. In protest the PSUNU 

highlighted the danger patients would face due to untrained nurses administering medicinal 

care. The Health Ministry held the position that these nurses are mainly recruited as clerical 

workers and further training will be given before absorbing them into the nursing staff.9  
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The PSUNU's stress on “professionalism” coincides with the union's distancing itself from 

other categories of workers. This was illustrated by the nurses’ agitation against the issue of 

uniforms for supplementary categories, or “attendants”. The uniform was a long-standing 

demand among the supplementary staff. Protesting against the Health Minister’s decision, the 

PSUNU argued that the nurses’ uniform is symbolic of a specific professional status and 

qualification, similar to a policeman. But the critics of the PSUNU, including the Joint 

Council of Professions Supplementary to Medicine (JCPAM), pointed out that even a police 

uniform is demarcated by badges and other accessories and that the sarong and sari which 

attendants have historically worn restricts their physical movements at work. According to 

the critics, the nurses felt that it was “beneath their dignity” to wear a similar uniform to their 

attendants. Meanwhile, the PSUNU filed a court case and obtained a restraining order on the 

Ministry policy. Nevertheless, workers in supplementary categories now wear a uniform-like 

jacket. 

 

The narrowing of nurses’ interest to the workplace, in particular to a specific occupational 

category, avoids addressing the general interests of workers in the health sector. This demand 

for occupational recognition reinforces divisive hierarchies among health sector workers. 

While the PSUNU was willing to confront the state in 1985, this was in a context when the 

union had few resources to risk. The effectiveness of contentious union action also relates to 

the specificity of nurses’ location within the health sector, as the largest category of 

professional health care workers.  Other workers, who lack the skills and the knowledge of 

hospital regimes, cannot easily replace them in the event that they withdraw their labour. 

More importantly, the PSUNU’s potential for movement politics depicts an active 

membership at the workplace level. Nevertheless, the group interest orientation, which limits 

PSUNUs class alliances, reveals its limited engagement with the women’s movement.  

8.3.4 Women Workers in Social Economy 

The PSUNU articulation of nurses' interests expresses a political economy of interests, which 

obscures women's concerns in a social economy (Figure 8.5.). This involves highlighting 

instrumentality over intrinsic values regarding economic activity, emphasising the form 

rather than content of these interests. For example, a key workplace demand concerns hiring 

more nurses into the public service in order to reduce work intensity. However, this vital 

demand is often separated from the interrelated issue of democratising the state in order to 

intervene in entrenched power relations in the workplace. The issue of “duty of care”, a core 
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articulation of nursing values, sustains a legal-formal notion of obligation (based on an 

abstract moral universalism) that marginalises an ethic of care. The following sections will 

expand on this political economy of interest approach and what it means in terms of women 

workers’ concerns.  
 

Women workers (including, doctors and nurses) in the health sector are embedded in hospital 

bureaucracies dominated by male administrators. The enduring patriarchal structures within 

the health sector situate nurses primarily in a gendered image of carers, which complements 

their role in the private realm. This reinforces the dominant representation of women 

primarily as mothers, wives or “caregivers”, subordinating their identities as workers and 

citizens in the public realm. 

 

Figure 8.5. PSUNU and  Women Worker Concerns 
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As a union dominated by women workers, the PSUNU’s leadership by a male Buddhist 

monk illustrates the very conditions of a male-biased health care system, as well as a trade 

union culture. While the PSUNU comprises mostly educated (skilled) women workers and 

professionals, who hold official positions within the main co-ordinating body, their limits in 

addressing women’s issues and alliances with the women's movement, reveals an ideological 

positioning that reinforces dominant notions of patriarchy.10

 

Although International Women’s Day is recognised by the union, no celebrations are held. 

The ways in which International Women's Day is addressed in the Hedamina newspaper 
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illustrates the PSUNU’s approach to women's concerns. Generally, there is a short article 

with a basic description of International Women’s Day. While briefly mentioning that 

women workers are oppressed, and that the “capitalist society has made women into a play 

toy”, the union newspaper obscures constraints faced by nurses as women. While evading 

any attempt to articulate a women’s agenda for the union, there is a general devaluation of 

the women's movement by claiming that women’s day is the only time of the year that these 

organisations are activated (Hedamina, 2000: March). This alludes to a pervasive anti-NGO 

argument that is grounded in patriarchal ethno-nationalist strategies, aimed at undermining 

politically active women's organisations. The critique is a subtle one since women’s NGOs 

have assisted the union, particularly during the 1985 struggle. Nevertheless, this approach to 

the women’s movement is characteristic of “group interests” identity politics that reinforce 

patriarchy and parity-impeding cultural practices within unions. 

 

By narrowing women's interests to a political economy of interests, the emphasis on the 

public sphere of women as workers, neglects the private realm of women in domestic labour. 

Workers’ family lives and domestic labour is effected in multiple ways by work 

intensification. The workplace and women's domestic labour connection, however,  is 

peripheral to the PSUNU’s articulation of worker interests. While there is a minority of 

nurses who employ domestic workers, most carry the double burden of wage and household 

labour. For those women nurses who are active unionists, it is often a triple burden.  

 

From the union standpoint, the values of nursing culture are firmly rooted in the emphasis of 

women’s role as care-givers, constructed around the notion of service to the people, and 

social responsibility (duty). This ideological positioning of the union sustains conservative 

notions of  ‘femininity’ that are built into the very definition of nursing. While representing 

women's interests as producers, the PSUNU is rooted in an ideology that situates women 

mainly as reproducers. Nursing is often appropriated as a “respectable” job for women, 

particularly in the images of sacrificial mothers and care-givers. For official union events, 

such as trade union annual conferences,  nurses often dress in saris, symbolic of patriarchal 

femininity, when the official work uniform is a short dress.  

 

The union's articulation of “professionalism”, primarily in terms of a duty of care, is 

combined with a conservative Buddhist world-view. The PSUNU leadership has often 

invoked Buddha as the originator of women’s liberation and draws on heroine characters of 

Buddhist mythic-history, such as Patachara (Aththa, 1985:July 6). Women, however, are 
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identified primarily as mothers and wives in this perspective while denying a range of 

feminist standpoints within Buddhist doctrine. “Woman is the symbol of motherhood, 

woman should be viewed from that perspective” claims a Hedamina article written on  

International Women’s Day in 2000. Women’s struggles are consequently reduced to state-

centred representative politics, subordinating the life and movement politics of women’s 

struggles. According to the union newspaper, "given that a woman heads the highest post 

within the state administration at present (President Chandrika Kumaratunga), changing 

constraints is a relatively easy task” (Hedamina, 2000:Mar.).  

 

International Nurses' Day is generally celebrated as the main annual and cultural event for 

nurses. Various Health Ministry officials and political party leaders attend the event. Besides 

the speeches, the activities of the day include the garlanding of a Nightingale statue (a three 

feet tall, portable statue). In 2000, the celebration included previous and present ministers of 

Health, the Director General of Health and the chief guest was the vice-chancellor of 

Kelaniya University, a prominent Buddhist nationalist monk. Speeches addressed values of 

nursing, nurses' education and enhancing service quality. The celebration of International 

Nurses Day with the patronage of the state, while subordinating  International Women's Day, 

is illustrative of the limits of PSUNU's 'independent’ economic unionism. The limited 

alliances and dismissal of the women’s movement in PSUNU’s emphasis on occupational 

“professionalism”, relates to its understanding of organisational knowledge.   

8.3.5 Organisational Knowledge  

The PSUNU's approach to organisational knowledge emphasises scientific or professional 

knowledge while devaluing the sharing and pooling of knowledge (Ch. 3.3.2.2.). This 

overlaps the articulation of a narrow “professional” occupational interest, which approaches 

knowledge as an individual attribute rather than as a social product. In defining 

administrative efficiency as an absolute value, the PSUNU illustrates the centralisation of 

organisational knowledge. While reinforcing internal hierarchies, this approach to 

organisational knowledge complements social engineering state strategies.  

 

The specialised approach to organisational knowledge reproduces union hierarchy 

legitimised by formal democratic structures. Thus the internal organisational culture plays a 

critical role in separating officials from the membership. The deployment of language 

positions the PSUNU in terms of organisational knowledge. The internal culture of 

communication is grounded in a Sinhala linguistic identity which subordinates the role of 
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English in nurses' occupational identity. The health system is dominated by Western 

medicine, with English as the main language of communication and technical knowledge. 

Most nurses’ notes on patients are in English, while the spoken language mixes Sinhala or 

Tamil with English technical terms. Meanwhile, nurses’ training is faced with problems of 

translating most course material into Sinhala, given the lack of adequate English skills of the 

trainees.  

 

While providing Sinhala/Tamil medium instruction has made nurses' education accessible to 

a broader segment of the population, student nurses also demanded a more intensive program 

on English. The nurses' interests in English language skills also relate to expanding labour 

market opportunities as migrant workers. The option to temporarily migrate was formalised 

in the early 1990s with the provisioning of two-year duty leave and two more years of 

extension. While the PSUNU is formally supportive of policies to enhance nurses' English 

language skills, learning English is seen as an individual attribute, rather than a union 

concern. This situates the union in a status of subordination to the English linguistic 

hegemony of hospital regimes. For example, the doctors' union, the GMOA, with its public 

interaction in English, has sustained its privileged status, while widening the gap between 

doctors and nurses. As one union member, who is also a nursing student in the Masters 

degree program, observes,   

“The doctor comes and nurse addresses him ‘Sir’ and talk in English. Then he, in 

front of the patients, talks to the nurse in Sinhala, as if she was a maid! The way it is 

done, they are brought down to level of the subordinates there. Those practices we 

have to change…” 

 

The union newspaper Hedamina, published in Sinhala, is the main source of union 

information. In the late 1990s, the newspaper consisted of about four pages, around three 

issues per year, and of 4000-5000 copies of each issue. Key articles in the past five years 

addressed recent policy changes, wage issues, poor working conditions in hospitals, 

corruption within the bureaucracy, administrative issues in hospitals, the official uniform, 

International Nurses Day activities, and election nominations for union officials. A 

continuous theme in each issue echoes changing nurses’ attitudes towards patients, 

encouraging a more personal approach to nursing care. 

 

Although the union is concerned with gaining recognition as professional workers, the union 

newspaper has limited articles on skills upgrading of workers rather than promoting a broad 
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and diffused duty of care. While the Nurses Association is oriented towards encouraging 

nurses’ access to technical knowledge and English competencies, the actual union's 

orientation reflects counter tendencies. A group of PSUNU union members revealed this 

tendency, while also linking the workplace with national issues.  

"We are all members of the trade union. …They (PSUNU) only focus on economic 

benefits, not on education. Yes, seminars and training programs are there, but they 

have no idea of education development. …The priest doesn’t have the nursing 

knowledge, and those around him are not well educated (qualified) and they are not 

coming from higher ranks. So they don’t have any influence towards a national 

policy for nursing". 

While this perspective also reflects the Nurses’ Association standpoint, what is absent is a 

strategic perspective on privatisation. Nevertheless, this standpoint also reveals PSUNU’s 

internal power hierarchies that centralise organisational knowledge. Union members 

inadequacy in English skills inhibit nurses in their work as well as the union, in terms of 

building international alliances.  

 

The PSUNU's orientation towards organisational knowledge undermines tacit and practical 

forms of knowledge that allow for a pooling of knowledge. As a result, their independent 

unionism is based on a bureaucratic and a “service” union model, which does things for 

workers while curbing worker initiative and creativity to do things for themselves (Ch. 

3.3.3.3.). By defining organisational knowledge as an individual attribute, the PSUNU de-

links social knowledge from practice. In the process, the PSUNU evades developing a deeper 

understanding of union practices which makes new practices possible, leading to an 

enhanced understanding and so on (Ch. 4.2.4.4.). The PSUNU’s capacity to develop new 

union practices that can democratise organisational knowledge involves issues of leadership 

and internal democracy.   

8.3.6 Leadership and Organisational Democracy 

The monk’s leadership illustrates the extensive autonomy of the PSUNU’s leader from the 

membership. This separation of the leadership from the membership is central to PSUNU’s 

bureaucratic unionism, which is reinforced by the monk’s cultural status. While the monk is a 

key civil society actor, his activism is delinked from the membership. With limited 

leadership accountability to the members, the PSUNU sustains enduring paternalist union 

tendencies.  

 

 358



The autonomy of the leadership is legitimised by reducing representative democracy to 

formal democratic procedures. There are instances when decisions of the monk are contested, 

and times when the monk has gone ahead with his own decision. The monk is relatively 

accessible to all members, and he also has the privilege of allocating a considerable portion 

of his time to union activity. According to the administrative secretary, Hector Francis, “the 

monk is accessible 24 hours a day and he is also committed to it, so this union benefits from 

an outsider like that”. However, the union office is located in the temple, which is a specific 

space of a hegemonic religion that subordinates other religious identities. More importantly, 

the union is not the main priority of the monk.  

 

The monk's activism in civil society overlaps a range of networks and issues. In April 1984, 

the monk was involved with an anti-World Bank campaign called the ‘national anti-water 

tax’ organisation. It was led by a group of Christian and Buddhist religious leaders and 

activists (Attha, 1984:Apr. 17). In July 1985, the monk was in a satyagraha in Eastern 

Province (Monergala), protesting with peasant organisations against the privatisation of land. 

During the 1985-86 period the monk supported a university parent-teacher activist group 

defending student rights. In July 1999, the monk and PSUNU participated in a trade union 

alliance of 25 unions that supported the doctors’ union (GMOA) strike action. In May 2000, 

the monk launched a teachers’ union, called the Education Professionals Union, which 

attracted a membership of around 25,000, within a few months. The monk is also at present 

the secretary of the Nursing Lecturers' Union. Although this activism is kept separate from 

the nurses’ union, an immediate circle of nurses, men and women, are aware of this role of 

the monk. 

 

There is a deep sense of trust in the monk’s genuine interest as an actor in civil society, 

particularly among the immediate circle of union activists who maintain a highly centralised 

organisation. Unlike secular trade union leaders, the dominant cultural representation of the 

monk as a symbol of asceticism and moral righteousness plays a key role in legitimising a 

centralised organisation on the basis of organisational efficiency. However, the leadership 

trust is mostly an abstract trust that reinforces paternalist cultural practices and containment 

strategies. Central to these strategies is the dismissal of dissent by framing it as efforts to 

undermine an “efficient” party-independent union. Consequently, internal criticism is 

represented as tendencies towards creeping political unionism. By avoiding open debates and 

discussion, the PSUNU strengthens economic unionism strategies and instrumental 

approaches to unions, based on a unitary goal of collective bargaining.  As a result, the 
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PSUNU’s centralised organisation, representing a “single collective will”, avoids the 

potential for a “negotiated collective will”, based on participatory forms of democracy (Ch. 

3.3.2.3.).  

 

In reinforcing a static organisational culture that produce conformity and conservatism, the 

PSUNU’s leadership utilises containment strategies of personalising and discrediting critical 

standpoints within the union. Each issue of the union newspaper includes an article about 

attempts to infiltrate the PSUNU by “enemies” outside. This danger or threat by ‘outsiders’ is 

then related to potential “saboteurs” within. This strategic posturing parallels Margaret 

Thatcher’s mobilisation of “enemies’ of democracy arguments (Ch. 1.5.2.). It conveys an 

image of a union “under siege”, in order to centralise and strengthen leadership power over 

the membership. In suppressing dissent or demands for leadership accountability, any 

alternative leadership is presented as inevitability corrupt and dishonest. According to the 

PSUNU leadership,  

“Many times through the Hedamina we have identified those who used our union, 

then become treacherous for personal gain. They betray the nurses and the 

honourable nursing service aimed at personal gain. They betray their class by their 

greediness for official posts, wealth, and other benefits. This may be a trait they are 

born with. However, the history of the PSUNU has proven that so-called 

emancipators have a short life span” (PSUNU, 1999). 

In inviting union members to accept this “siege” mentality, the PSUNU recites and glorifies 

struggles under “J.R’s” repression (1977-88). This defensive articulation of worker solidarity 

reinforces centralised paternalistic union structures that undermine membership initiation for 

organisational innovation and elaboration.  

 

Two dissenting groups within the PSUNU finally split in 1996 forming two competing 

unions, the United Health Workers Union (UHWU – Ajith Guneratne) and the Government 

Nursing Officers Association (GNOA – Saman Rathnapriya). Both these unions are led by 

young male nurses who finished their training in the early 1990s. They highlight the 

PSUNU’s weakness, in terms of education and training, as well as the lack of a broader 

political perspective. The monk’s containment strategies illustrated in late 1999, when he 

dismissed the UHWU as a “fake” revolutionary group, implying it was linked to a small 

Trotskyist political party called the Socialist Equality Party (Hedamina, 1999: Ch. 7.2.1.2.).11  
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In illustrating PSUNU’s restricted organisational democracy, these dissenting voices 

highlight the lack of open dialogue. 

“The union is saying we are disruptive. So they label us and then they instigate 

peoples' backwardness. How are we doing the disruption? What are our views? And 

how is it disruptive? That's not done. " 

The UHWU leaders challenge the PSUNU’s ‘independent’ status.  

"… They evade principal question: the privatisation of health sector. They just want 

to win temporary gains. But recently, they haven’t been able to win even their daily 

demands. Government made promises and the agitation stopped, so the union is 

under the government.”  

 

The PSUNU's tendencies of bureaucratic unionism restrains forms of participatory 

democracy and open dialogue that allow a pooling of knowledge. While the PSUNU is 

against privatisation in principle, as the UHWU points out, there is little effort to understand 

and intervene in the larger processes of marketisation. This strategic shortcoming reveals a 

broader context of ethno-nationalism, which represents privatisation and deregulation as in 

the national interest (Ch. 6.3.).  

8.3.7 Ethno-nationalism 

As a politically active monk in civil society, the PSUNU's leader is immersed in ethno-

nationalist state strategies. In terms of the state, the 1956 “Sinhala Only” policy and the 1972 

granting of Buddhism its “rightful place” (Ch. 7.2.), strengthened the position of Buddhist 

ethnocentric monks within the ruling bloc. In creating consent in civil society, the post-1977 

liberalisation process strengthened these enduring structures (Gunasinghe, 1996:236-9). 

Therefore, the role of the Buddhist monk as a trade union leader overlaps ethno-nationalist 

state strategies reorganising relations with “secular” democratic institutions to gain state 

objectives (Ch. 2.5.).12

 

The Sinhala-Buddhist ethnocentric tendencies of the PSUNU, mostly related to the 

leadership’s positioning, ignores concerns of Tamil members and the militarisation of the 

state. The Tamil nurses account for around 20% of PSUNU’s membership. Members in 

Batticaloa, Trincomalee, Vavuniya, and Jaffna – the North and East provinces –  attend 

PSUNU events under a number of difficulties. Tamil nurses in Batticaloa and Trincomalee 

continue to play an active role which the PSUNU secretary sees as commendable. However, 

the union’s articulation of worker interests, generally neglects issues faced by Tamil nurses’, 
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particularly those spread across the conflict zones. The leadership of the PSUNU 

acknowledges this shortcoming, particularly in the Hedamina newspaper, and claims that 

efforts are made to bridge these gaps.13 Nevertheless, this neglect reflects the leadership’s 

promotion of a military solution to the ethnic conflict. Accordingly, the Hedamina front-page 

caption reads “let us protect the (war) heroes who are protecting the motherland” (Hedamina 

2000:June).   

 

The militarisation of the state is central to the undermining of trade unions in the post-1977 

liberalisation period (Ch. 6.2.). Moreover, women are faced with multiple forms of violence 

and loss livelihood as a direct consequence of war. With the emergence of the war, nursing 

care given to soldiers and civilian casualties has intensified. In April 1987, the Jaffna hospital 

came under aerial bombing attack by state forces. Nine patients and one worker died 

immediately while one nurse and 34 others were injured. The same day the doctors at the 

hospital held a token strike over the attack (Kamkaru Mawatha, 1987:April 3). While there 

are many other incidents of health workers’ direct experience of war, there is little 

acknowledgement by the PSUNU of the linkages between the broader realities of war and 

nursing. The union has often refrained from collective action on account of the government's 

war efforts (Hedamina, 1995, November). This subordination to the state reveals a key 

contradiction within a narrowly occupational-oriented independent union that obscures its 

complicity with Sinhala-Buddhist identity politics. 

 

The leader’s Sinhala-Buddhist identity politics relates to his role within the hierarchy of 

Buddhist political monks. While Buddhist monks are divided into sects, they also differ on 

the basis of doctrine and caste hierarchies within sects (Gunasinghe, 1996:236-9). The temple 

is a branch of the dominant Malwathu-Asgiri Siam (nikaya) sect, generally associated with 

the elite govigama caste. Political leaders often consult this sect on a range of national 

policies. In addition, the state and private sector media are actively engaged in representing 

monks as the “guardians of the nation” (Ibid. :Ch. 6.3.). The monk is associated with 

segments of militant Buddhist monks, promoting a military rather than a political solution to 

the ethnic conflict. Commenting on the Tamil (LTTE) separatist struggle, the monk asserts, 

“I don’t think that political proposals are going to solve this. I’m not saying to 

destroy innocent people. What Prabhakaran [LTTE leader] is doing is victimising 

innocent people in order to gain power. Our ones (politicians) are doing the same 

thing. The UNP is keeping this going like an open wound. These ones (PA) are 
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doing the same thing. The only thing I can see is that you need terrorism to destroy 

terrorism” (my accents) (Ravaya, 1998:Mar 29). 

 

The union leader and the militant Buddhist monks are actively involved in campaigning 

against devolution of political power. The monk as the general secretary of the MSV (the 

Movement for the Protection of Motherland) played a key role often outside the public gaze 

(Ch. 6.2.1.6.). In initiating a court case against the proposed ‘devolution package’ in early 

August 2000, the monk allied with the UNP opposition and Sinhala nationalist parties, the 

JVP, MEP, and the Sihala Urumaya. At a rally organised by the MSV, the monk announced 

that “the patriotic people and the Sangha of this country will never allow attempts to destroy 

the unitary nature (of the nation-state)” (Divaina, 2000: August 19). In August 2000, during 

an anti-devolution meeting arranged at the union-owned building Hedamadura, three thugs, 

allegedly with links to the Sinhala-chauvinist NMAT (National Movement Against 

Terrorism), were injured by a planned bomb attack that back-fired (Divaina, 2000: August 

8). The thugs and their families later visited the monk for forgiveness and non-prosecution. 

 

The monk’s access to representative institutions significantly differs from the access of 

other trade union leaders. Unlike most “secular” trade union leaders, the monk has 

immediate access to state bureaucrats and MPs, the military and police forces, who often 

express a culture of deference in interpersonal interaction. In effect, these state and media 

endorsed privileges for Buddhist monks play a key role in male-dominated decision-making 

forums. More importantly, the status of the monk as a community leader is reinforced by his 

links with specific networks of political monks. 

 

The monk legitimises his leadership in terms of a Buddhist concern with social justice. For 

instance, his status as a Buddhist monk with community links was instrumental in 

successfully resisting state repression during the 1985 struggle. At the time, President J.R. 

Jayawardene attempted to discredit the monk by claiming that “a bikkhu leading the nurses 

union is un-Buddhistic” (Island 1986: March 24). But according to the monk, “If Buddha 

helped naked Patachara, why can’t I help the nurses?” (Aththa, 1985:July 23).14 As the 

monk is criticised by various groups, he also retaliates. As one PSUNU activist claims, “this 

monk has slung and got hit by more mud than any other priest in the past three decades”. The 

monk is also quite articulate in his use of satire and innuendo in responding to criticism, 

particularly using colloquial Sinhala expressions.15

 

 363



While reinforcing the politics of ethnicity and religion, the monk’s positioning in the 

intersections of the state and civil society, subordinates class identities of workers and their 

capacity for self-organisation. The narrowing of nurses' interests as a group interest evades 

the nurses’ class identity that coincides with broader class struggles of the labour movement. 

Consequently, the ethno-nationalist strategies of the leadership sustain power hierarchies that 

subordinate Tamil identities while legitimising the militarisation of the state. The leadership 

grounding in militarism and ethno-nationalism also strengthens enduring patriarchal 

structures that further restrain women nurses' resistance within and outside the workplace. In 

turn, the ethno-nationalist politics of the monk, illustrate a union membership that has limited 

capacity to influence the strategic orientation of their union.   

8.4 Limits of Independent Economic Unionism  

The PSUNU represents a specific version of independent unionism that combines state 

subordination with movement politics (Figure 8.5). While avoiding political party 

subordination, independent union strategies confine worker interest to the workplace and 

occupation, refraining from alliances with other health workers’ struggles. Nevertheless, the 

capacity to engage in contentious politics, at times joining solidarity action with other 

independent trade unions, expresses a form of independent economic unionism with the 

potential for developing an SMU orientation. The core aim of an SMU orientation is to 

revitalise unions and their members as civil society actors engaged in a counter hegemonic 

movement (CH. 4.).  

  

The self-definition of PSUNU as apolitical unionism, emphasising nurses’ identity as  

“professionals”, is based on an ideology of individualism. In a context of increasingly 

commodified nursing care, this ideology of individualism reinforces forms of economic 

unionism obscuring both class and gender power relations, which shape the “professional” 

status. By representing union interests as a “group interest”, the union legitimises a servicing 

role, which evades encouraging an active membership with a deeper commitment to social 

transformation. Thus the PSUNU's emphasis on a duty of care in nursing is disconnected 

from developing an ethic of care for one another within the union. Although independent 

from party influence, the PSUNU parallels forms of “Christian unionism,” in which unions 

submit to the interests of capital, or in this case of the state, on the basis of recognising 

worker dignity and their subordinate status (Munck, 1988). 
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However, the PSUNU’s emphasis on worker dignity opens the potential for linking life 

politics of nurses with movement politics (Ch. 3.2.1.3). Historically, the nurses’ struggles 

intertwined with women’s struggles aimed at democratising the patriarchal colonial state and 

gaining access to the public realm. While nurses expanded their political and economic rights 

in a broader context of labour and women’s struggles, they faced enduring constraints. The 

patriarchal hospital regimes that adopt neo-liberal 'managerial state' strategies continue to 

represent nursing as an extension of women’s “caregiver” roles, thereby suppressing their 

public identities as workers and citizens, as well as collective agents.  

 

 Figure 8.6.  PSUNU Independent Economic Unionism 
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For achieving an SMU orientation the intent is to transform the individualism that reinforces 

bureaucratic modes of organisation, into a community in movement, engaged in 

transformative politics (Ch. 3.2.1.2.). The emphasis on life politics, therefore suggests 

connecting nurses’ struggles with their commitment to families and communities. This 

relates to re-linking ‘work’ in the hospital, the sphere of production and wage labour, with its 

implications for families, communities, the realm of reproduction and non-wage labour. The 

aim here is to highlight patriarchal tendencies within the PSUNU that appropriate nursing as 

a “respectable” profession, conducive to “traditional” or “cultural” images of working 

women. This version of femininity and womanhood derived from conservative Buddhist 

ideologies of religious nationalism, overlaps enduring patriarchal tendencies within the 

labour movement (Omvedt, 2000; Chakravarty, 1981). Thus the building of a community in 

movement, relates to transforming the hegemonic tendencies that situate female nurses as 

care-givers, repositories of culture and ‘self-sacrificing’ mothers. In turn, the possibility of 
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influencing PSUNU’s strategic orientation requires engaging with organisational decision-

making processes. 

 

The PSUNU's organisational structures, emphasising formal democracy, highlight the 

possibilities of developing participatory forms of democracy. In emphasising formal 

democracy, the leadership combines formal and informal mechanisms to sustain a paternalist 

organisational culture that separates deciding from doing. The monk’s status which 

reinforces a culture of deference in most interpersonal relations, limits a culture of open 

democratic social interaction. Moreover, the ways internal criticism is dismissed, reproduces 

a self-understanding of unions merely as ‘service’ unions where members take union 

decisions only in principle, but are excluded from their implementation. In the process, the 

PSUNU nurtures mechanical forms of solidarity that express a ‘unity in diversity’ approach, 

where members mostly engage instrumentally with one another. Consequently, deepening 

formal democracy relates to recognising diversity of concerns among nurses. In combining 

unity in diversity with diversity in unity, the purpose is to recognise subordinated identities, 

such as Tamil women nurses. This recognition relates to removing parity impeding cultural 

norms within the union and providing access to economic resources that allow for 

participatory parity (Ch. 2.5.1.) The process of deepening formal democracy is interrelated 

with encouraging alliances with other unions, as well as democratic movements within 

communities (Ch. 2.2.6). 

 

The PSUNU alliance with an independent union network has the potential to move beyond 

narrow single-issue campaigns to encourage structured alliances. The intention of structured 

alliance is to develop a community in movement. Therefore, the starting point for 

encouraging such a strategy is among independent unions in which the PSUNU already 

participates. Strategies such as collective decision-making or patterning relations with other 

unions are central to building structured alliances (Ch. 4.3.5). These alliances can include 

democratic organisations and movements, such as women, ecology and human rights. For a 

resource-rich union, engaged in economic unionism strategies, such alliances are often seen 

as financially risky ventures. However, these alliances concern going beyond financial 

assistance to engaging in solidarity action. These alliances give concrete expression to the 

PSUNU’s principle of “alliance with the people”. Thus, the PSUNU's emphasis on worker 

dignity, “alliance with the people”, combined with formal democracy and a willingness to 

engage in contentious movement politics embodies possibilities for developing a SMU 

orientation. While PSUNU’s independent economic unionism is distinct from dominant 
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political unionism, the strategies for building union capacities relate to a shift from 

mechanical to organic forms of solidarity that encourage reflective and creative capacities of 

members (Ch. 3.2.). 

8.4.1 Conclusion 

The PSUNU represents strategies of independent economic unionism or of a party 

independent union that narrows workers’ concerns to an occupation and workplace. 

Providing the first line of care, the nurses work in a range of settings interrelated with other 

health care workers. Nurses are a segment of skilled professional workers with security of 

employment and occupational mobility. Nevertheless they often work in hospitals with 

inadequate resources and face numerous preventable risks. Although nurses are in the core 

labour market, their wages are relatively low compared with similarly trained private sector 

managerial workers. Adding to their work intensity, nurses are often compelled to do 

overtime. In this context, the PSUNU represents the majority of all nurses with a strategic 

orientation that engages in representative and movement politics.  

 

The PSUNU’s articulation of worker interests as a “group interest” is grounded in a 

bureaucratic mode of organisation that limits alliances with other workers. PSUNU’s 

emphasis on organisational efficiency over leadership accountability,  complements 

authoritarian state strategies. Under the Premadasa regime (1988-93) the PSUNU was 

incorporated into the state. While linked with a network of independent unions, the PSUNUs 

alliances are often issues-based and temporary. The dismissal of women worker 

organisations, while encouraging links with the health bureaucracy, reflects a specific 

approach to organisational knowledge. Consequently, organisational knowledge is 

approached as an individual attribute that complements state social engineering strategies. 

The monk’s engagement as a civil society actor, derived from the autonomy of the leadership 

from the members, has promoted militarised ethno-nationalist state strategies that directly 

restrained class identities of workers and their capacities for self-organisation.  

 

While the PSUNU’s independent economic unionism is rife with limitation, it also expresses 

the potential to develop an SMU orientation. Internally, PSUNU’s representative democracy 

can encourage forms of participatory democracy that allow for internal debates and 

dialogues. This implies asserting the social character of organisational knowledge, 

encouraging a pooling and sharing of knowledge, aimed at new practices which in turn, leads 

to new knowledge. By extending beyond the union diplomacy approach to alliances, the 
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PSUNU has the potential to develop structured alliances with a range of national and 

international unions on the basis of engaging in solidarity action. The core of an SMU 

orientation relates to shifting PSUNU’s emphasis on union form to a concern with union 

values and values of worker solidarity. Thus, an SMU orientation is a way of giving concrete 

form to the PSUNU’s alliance with the “people”, while building its members’ capacities to 

link life politics with movement politics.  

 

While the PSUNU depicts an independent union of skilled workers, the next chapter looks at 

an independent union of unskilled workers. Unlike the resource rich PSUNU, the plantation 

workers union typifies a range of challenges, but also the potential towards developing an 

SMU orientation.  
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1  The first British school for nursing was started by Florence Nightingale in 1860, as the 
Nightingale School and Home for Nurses at St. Thomas’s Hospital. Nightingale’s campaign to 
improve the quality of nursing in military hospitals led to the establishment of the Army Medical 
College. She gave evidence at the 1857 Sanitary Commission, which introduced reforms in the 
Colonial military medical institutions. Established in 1858, the Colonial army controlled Civil 
Medical Department initiated the state health system (Uragoda, 1987).  
 
2 The expanding role of factory production and processing (Free Trade Zones), construction, 
increasing use of agro-chemicals, and psycho-social distress from external migration of adults are 
some of the factors that amplify the need for occupational health interventions (Presidential Task 
Force Report (PTF), 1997). 
 
3 See Ivan Illich (1977) on the 'medicalisation of life" undermining people's capacity for self-care 
and self-responsibility and Michel Foucault (1979) on power and knowledge producing specific 
ways of looking at and treating the body.    
 
4 The main method of learning for nurses in the 'medical model' is a task orientated 'learning by 
doing' clinical situation which reinforces curriculum makers and nurses to carry out the decisions 
taken by the doctors. It also embodies women's roles in society and in medicine and technology 
under conditions of patriarchal biases (Kenway and Watkins, 1994).  
 
5 The monk was born in 1943 in a village called Muruththetuwe in Kegalle district, near Ratnapura. 
There were five in his family, including his parents. He was sent to the Maligakande Vidyodaya 
Privena to become a monk at the age of nine, under the guardianship of Pabbade Dhammaloka. The 
monk Dhammaloka was from Ratnapura area and was the chief prelate at the Abhayarama in 
Thimbirigasyaya. After finishing his studies at the Privena in 1961, the monk started working at the 
Abhayarama temple. According to H.A. Seneviratne, the ideology of the monks from Vidyodaya 
nurtured non-political, pragmatic, moralistic monks, while the Vidyalankara encouraged 
ideological, political monks (Seneviratne, 1999). 
   
6 The state owned Steel Corporation was privatised to the Korean steel multinational, Hanjung 
Heavy Industries and Construction.  The police were deployed at factory sites in Oruwala and 
Athurugiriya, and 15 trade unions were arrested (Island, 1996: Dec18).  
 
7 The main categories of unionised workers in the health sector include nurses, doctors, Ayurvedic 
doctors, midwives, pharmacists, and other supplementary workers. Among the main unions are: the 
Government Medical Officers Association (GMOA); Government Ayurvedic Medical Officers 
Association (GAMOA); Society for Registered and Assistant Medical Officers (SRAMO); Society 
for Government Pharmacists (SGP); Joint Council of the Professions Supplementary to Medicine 
(JCPSM) and Government Midwifery Services Association (GMSA). 
 
8 The PSI is an international federation of public sector trade unions. FIET (The International 
Federation of Commercial, Clerical, Professional and Technical Employees or Fédération 
Internationale des Employés et Techniciens) is one of four founding unions (the Communications 
International,  the International Graphical Federation, the Media and Entertainment International)  of 
the UNI (Union International Network), launched in January 2000, representing 15.5 million 
members in 800 unions from more than 140 countries world-wide. The UNI also linked with the 
ICFTU. See http://www.fiet.org/ 
 
9 See World Socialist Web Site http://www.wsws.org/articles/1999/jul1999/sl-j08.shtml accessed 
2001 July. 
 
10 The monk was firmly rooted in a conservative male-biased position regarding the ordination of  
Bihkunies, or female monks. The monk views the ordinations of Bihkunies by Mahayana (dominant 
Buddhist paradigm in South East Asia) monks as not legitimate and those who were ordained have 
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failed in their efforts as a result. He views it as a complex issue, best avoided (personal 
conversations).  
 
11 Although a small group, mostly organised by a wife and husband team, the UHWU has published 
critical political analysis of health sector workers under contemporary dynamics of neo-liberalism. 
See  http://www.wsws.org/articles accessed July 2001. 
 
12 For discussions on the political role of the Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka, see R.A.L.H. 
Gunawardena, The Robe and the Plough, and Newton Gunasinghe “The Symbolic Role of the 
Sangha” in Perera, Sasanka, (ed) (1996) Newton Gunasinghe: Selected Essays, SSA, Colombo. Both 
address the historical and political economic dynamics of the Buddhist monks. The work of Stanley 
Thambiah (Buddhism Betrayed), Gananath Obesekera (Buddhism Transformed), H.L. Seneviratne 
(The Work of Kings: The New Buddhism in Sri Lanka) provide more hermeneutic and Weberian 
accounts of the Buddhist monks.  
 
13 Personal conversations with the leadership in 2000. 
 
14 In the Patachara story, a distraught woman, Patachara, has to reconcile the death of her children, 
husband and parents. Finally, she meets the male emancipator, the Buddha, who ordains her as a 
Bihkuni. The re-appropriation of the Patachara story by the monk attempts to ignores the very 
male-biased tendencies of most feudal mythic history (Chakravarti, 1981). 
 
15 In criticising nurses who are with all other peripheral nurses unions, the monk uses a colloquial 
metaphor of crows landing on an elephant carcass that drifts aimlessly in the ocean waves, and 
getting themselves stranded (Hedamina, 2000: June).  
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Plantation Workers Union: 

Independent Political Unionism 

 

 

 

 

 
This chapter examines the case of a tea plantation trade union, the National Union of 

Workers (NUW), in terms of developing a social movement unionism (SMU) orientation. 

While the NUW is also an independent union, unlike the nurses union its strategies extend 

beyond the workplace to issues of citizenship, engaging with institutions of democratic 

representation. Differing from a SMU orientation, it characterises an independent political 

unionism strategy. This chapter describes the NUW’s independent political unionism 

strategies, explaining its potential towards a SMU orientation.  

 

The NUW illustrates the largest party independent union in the plantations and a strategic 

orientation that links the workplace with broader struggles. Among the plantations 

dominated by the political unionism strategies of the CWC and LJEWU, the NUW 

represents the largest union within the JPTUC (Joint Plantation Trade Union Centre) (Ch. 

6.1.2.2.). Unlike the nurses unions, the tea plantation unions represent mostly unskilled, 

low-wage, manual workers embedded in structures of semi-bonded residential labour. This 

situates the plantation unions as a key actor to access  state social provisions, such as 

education, housing, health, and social welfare. A majority of workers are of the hill country 

Tamil community. Their subordinated ethnic identities also concern struggles against the 

Sinhala-Buddhist hegemony and issues of citizenship (Ch. 6.2.1.5.). In turn, the NUW 

represents an independent union, combining politics of distribution with recognition. The 
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NUW, nevertheless, embodies limitations in situating unions in a SMU framework as civil 

society actors.  

 

The chapter is divided into four main sections. The first section describes the labour 

regimes and working conditions in the plantations, along with the dominant mode of union 

organisation. The second captures the history of the NUW, particularly focusing on the 

post-1977 liberalisation process. The third focuses on the formal organisation, articulation 

of worker interests and organisational democracy. The fourth section explains the NUW’s 

possibilities and the limitations of developing an SMU orientation.  

 
9.1 Plantation Labour Regimes 
 
The labour regime in the tea plantations characterises an enduring remnant of the colonial 

plantation economy, embedded in despotic modes of labour control. While unions gained 

increasing access to representative institutions following the 1972 and 1975 

nationalisation, the despotic labour regimes endure. The post-1977 liberalisation process 

culminated in the privatisation of plantations in 1992 and 1995 (Ch. 6.1.2.). The new 

employment contracts restricted the role of trade unions in the plantations, narrowing the 

scope of collective bargaining and retracting state social provisioning. The plantation trade 

unions have historically combined economic and political struggles, highlighting the 

specificity of a residential labour force and ethnic identity politics. 

 

The hierarchical management structures within plantations, illustrate a despotic regime of 

labour control where the exploitation of labour often positions manual labourers as ‘coolies’ 

with little in way of worker rights, respect and dignity. The tea plantations represent a 

‘classic’ colonial enclave production regime with a captive labour force "due to the near 

permanent retention of workers on the estate", engaged in a "pre-capitalist pattern of labour 

relations" (De Silva, 1982:327;22). While organised plantation workers struggles have 

transformed the “coolie” culture, master-slave relations continue in other forms, where the 

workers are subordinated in the public institutions of everyday life. The lack of worker 

dignity is a key factor, discouraging younger generations from entering the plantation labour 

force. Most plantation youth, boys and girls, have studied at least up to the fifth grade, and 

are disinterested in working in the estates, due to the low status, low wages, lack of vertical 

mobility and new aspirations of a relatively educated youth (Vijesandiran, 2000). There is 

considerable youth migration out of rural plantation areas, particularly in plantations in the 

low lands. Nevertheless, most are restricted from migrating due to the lack of basic 
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documents such as Birth Certificates, National Identity Cards, along with arbitrary arrests 

and detentions, which often retain youths that would otherwise leave the estates 

(Vijeysandiran, 2000). 

 

The despotic regime of labour control illustrates a gender division of labour, situating 

women workers at the bottom of the social hierarchy, primarily as pluckers (Mehta, 

1991:43). The enduring patriarchal kinship relations, embedded in caste hierarchies, are 

key mechanisms of labour control. Thus, each estate community and sub-group is 

differentiated along caste lines, often housed in different clusters or "lines" within the 

estate (Kalaimagal, 1991:4; Kurien, 1998). With workers' residential quarters located 

within the estate, the regimented work patterns and the surveillance of workers, interact 

more intensely with the family domain, intensifying women’s labour (Atkin, 1995).  

 

The plucking activity forms a critical labour-intensive portion of the production process, 

requiring women to work longer hours than men for the same wage. Women’s daily wage 

labour consists of around 10 hours, and around 6 hours of household labour. The wage 

labour includes the standard 8 hours and the time spent on weighing their baskets twice a 

day (Jayaweera, 1991:10). Women pluckers work in the fields with bare feet and bare 

hands and wear clothing that hardly protects them against the chill and cold. They are 

constantly on their feet, climbing hills, often in rugged terrain. Women are also drawn into 

doing ‘male’ tasks such as spraying pesticides.  This began in the late 1980s (Jayaweera, 

1991:8). The use of insecticides without proper precautions, as well as the tea dust from 

factories, often contribute to a continuos state of ill health (Thiruchandran, 1997; Kurien 

and Jayawardena, 1984). Male workers in the plantations engage in weeding, fertilising, 

uprooting old plants and work mostly only until mid-day. They generally do the household 

shopping, and, when available, they work on other income-generating activities such as 

garden plots, animal husbandry, and so on (Jayaweera, 1991). 

 

Women are embedded in an intense daily routine, combining wage labour with unpaid 

household labour and caring for others.  

“The female tea plucker's day begins before sunrise. She gets up around 4.00a.m to 

prepare breakfast and lunch, clean the house and get the children ready for creche 

and/or school. By 7.00a.m the tea pluckers are at work in groups and keep filling 

their baskets with leaves until the tea break from 9.30a.m to 10.00a.m. Lactating 

mothers visit the creche to nurse their babies and then resume work until 12.30 or 
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1.00pm. The woman worker takes her load to the weighing shed, visits the creche, 

nurses her baby and then goes home for the midday meal, which she has prepared 

the night before. She returns to the field and continues to pluck leaves until 

4.30pm. She takes the load to the weighing shed and waits her turn. She collects 

the children from the creche and returns home around 5.30pm. She then starts the 

evening chores: feeds the children, cleans them and washes the clothes and puts the 

children to bed. She is often the last to go to bed around 10.00 or 10.30pm. She 

sleeps on a sack on the floor as there is usually only one cot on the floor and that is 

used by her husband” (Samarasinghe, 1996). 

 

Women workers in the tea plantations are entrenched in working and living conditions that 

constrain their well-being. The double burden of long working hours under harsh conditions, 

doing household chores in ill-ventilated kitchens along with problems of food, both in 

quantity and quality, contribute to the dismal health status of women workers 

(Thiruchandran, 1997). Infant and child mortality is considerably higher among the estate 

population than the non-estate populations. Along with the under nutrition of mothers, factors 

contributing to higher infant mortality include the lack of trained midwives, and the delivery 

of births in unhygienic surroundings (Kalaimagal, 1991:19). Violence against women takes 

place in the estates, at work and at home, where domestic violence by husbands is often 

linked with alcoholism (Thiruchandran, 1997). Women form the core labour force in the 

despotic plantation labour regimes that combine patriarchal structures with capitalist interests 

in their subordination and exploitation. 

9.1.1 Wages and Employment 
While the plantations depict a relatively protected labour market, they are historically based 

on a low wage economy. The estate sector income as a proportion of the all island average 

household income has declined between the 1980 to 1996 period, both in relative and 

absolute terms (Ch. 6.4.1.2.). In 1998, the JPTUC demanded a wage increase from Rs. 83 

(US$ 1.2) to Rs. 125 (US$ 1.8) per day. At the time, the general rate for an unskilled worker 

was Rs. 175 (US$ 2.5) plus lunch and tea (Kumar, 1998:18). 

 

As opposed to other formal sector workers, mechanism of annual wage increments are rare. 

The wages paid to a plucker in the first year of employment are the same as those paid to one 

with twenty years of experience (Ibid.). The daily production targets and regimentation of 

work are directly linked with wage rates for women pluckers. For example, women are not 
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permitted to work if they arrive late, they are paid significantly less if they fail to reach the 

daily norm of kilograms, and they receive diminishing returns for additional output 

(Jayaweera, 1991). In terms of non-wage benefits, estate workers are not given paid casual 

leave and paid sick leave as in other sectors. The estate workers can only absent themselves 

from work without pay, although holiday wages are paid at the end of the year for regular 

attendance (Kumar, 1998:18). While women are often the main income earners, they have 

little control over their wages. Deductions are generally built into their wages for trade 

union dues and various community functions (such as the Funeral Society and various 

religious functions), but most women are excluded from the decision-making processes of 

organising these functions. 

 

Since plantation workers are paid only for the days they are given work, a guaranteed number 

of work days is a central worker demand. Depending on the agro-climatic region and the 

season, the availability of work varies. Although successive governments have attempted to 

guarantee a number of work days, such as 300 days work per year, at the estate levels such 

proposals are rarely implemented (Kumar, 1998). While plantation crops do not necessarily 

involve continuity of work, the plantation system altered this constraint through a pattern of 

labour utilisation, which provided regular employment (deSilva, 1985:23). The efforts 

towards mechanisation, introduced since the late 1980s, have been unable to match the 

quality of hand plucking (Sivaram, 1996). Changes in technology, have had minimum 

impact on working conditions and the labour process. “[T]he stagnation in productive 

forces” on the plantations is a key mechanism maintaining low wages and the “pre-

capitalist pattern of labour relations” (deSilva, 1985:22).  

 

Given that the majority of plantation families are entrenched in poverty, child labour is a 

significant component of family survival strategies (Vijesandiran, 1998). Most child 

workers enter the periphery of the labour markets as casual workers, employed in domestic 

work in urban areas, small shops and restaurants, home gardening, and so on (Yogarajah, 

1998). However, with the adoption of the ILO Convention 120 by the Government in 1991, 

legislation was enacted against employing children under the age of 14 years. This has 

directly limited family incomes for plantation workers, and diminished access to education, 

training and employment has exacerbated marginalisation of plantation children and youth.   
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9.1.2 Housing and Education 
The issue of housing in the plantations remain a serious issue of social deprivation, 

particularly affecting women workers. Linked with the housing issue, restrained access to 

land is central to maintaining a residential labour force. The disenfranchisement, anti-

Tamil violence and evictions have reinforced structures limiting access to land. In term of 

housing, the barrack-style line-rooms are integral to the plantation despotic labour regime 

(Karder, 1996). In 1996, out of 1.5 million hill-country Tamils, 1.2 million (80%) were 

considered to be living in estate owned line-rooms; nearly 100,000 persons were displaced 

in the Northern and Eastern provinces or lived with relatives; and around 125, 000 lived in 

rented houses (mostly traders and public servants). Only around 75,000 (.05%) people or 

15,000 families lived in their own houses (Kader, 1996:7).1 The line rooms comprise of 

inadequate floor space, ventilation, and proper sanitation, which exacerbate unhygienic 

living conditions. Most dwellings in the plantations have no electricity, have no paved 

access paths, and no water source within 100 meters of the residence (Manikam, 1995). 

Their shelters are isolated from one set of line-rooms to the next, restricting interaction 

among the workers. Consequently, most social interactions are around religious festivals 

and life-cycle rituals (birth, puberty, marriage, and death rituals). These cultural rituals, 

while re-inventing community, often reinforce enduring structures of class, gender, and 

caste hierarchies. 

 

The issue of education, also a mechanism of sustaining a bonded labour force, is an 

enduring element of plantation labour regime. Aimed at retaining a resident labour force, 

uneducated and unable to out-migrate to other sectors, the plantation management assigns 

low priority to educating plantation workers' children (Little, 1999). Estate schools are 

deliberately designed only to provide education up to the fifth standard at which point the 

children are registered as workers in the estates where their families reside (NUW, 

1985:18). Although estate schools were brought under the state in 1975, the policy 

initiative was completely implemented only in 1985 (Manikam, 1995). The state education 

reforms have, however, favoured the majority Sinhala-Buddhist community (Little, 1999). 

 

Tamil students in the plantation areas are faced with an inadequate number of schools and 

an acute shortage of qualified teachers. After the launch of a German (GTZ) funded teacher 

training institute specifically designed for the needs of plantation Tamil youth, the entry 

qualifications for students from the hill-country were lowered. However, the curriculum 

ignored the special needs of the community. The college was made “multi-cultural” and the 
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initial name Kotagala was changed to Sri Pada College of education (Manikam, 1995:77). 

Lack of access to education has also constrained plantation youth’s access to wage-

employment, particularly in the public sector.  

 

The dismal living conditions of the plantation workers highlight issues related to housing, 

education, access to land and infrastructure facilities. In intertwining workplace issues with 

living conditions, plantation unions have adopted political unionism strategies involving 

structured alliances with political parties, critical engagement with the industrial relations 

system and national campaigns of mass based resistance (Ch. 6.1.5: Ch. 4.3.2). 

9.1.3 Political Unionism  
The plantation unions characterise forms of political unionism, grounded in party-

subordinated unions (Ch. 4.3.2). Although unions in plantations emerged in the late 1930s, 

despotic labour regimes prevented legal entry of union activists into the estates, up until the 

UF government reforms in 1971 (Ch. 7.). The incorporation of unions within systems of 

industrial relations, and their party subordination, reinforced union bureaucracies that 

complemented state social engineering strategies. The interlocking union and party 

leaderships enhanced party control over the unions, filtering out certain demands, 

particularly those that contested capitalist, patriarchal and ethnocentric party strategies. 

 

The influence of the state and despotic labour regimes ensured the distancing of union 

officials from workers, where technical, administrative and financial matters were 

restricted to a specialised elite with professional knowledge. By situating organisational 

efficiency as an absolute value and collective bargaining as the unitary goal, the leaders 

reinforced their positions, illustrating a self-reproducing oligarchy (Ch. 3.3.2). The union is 

situated as a service organisation, where officials primarily do things for workers, rather 

than build capacities of workers so that they are empowered to do things for themselves.   

 

The lack of membership control over their leaders and officials is central to reinforcing 

patriarchal paternalist internal relations. Although women form more than 50% of the 

membership, their participation in union activity remains constrained by long hours of 

wage and non-wage labour, and cultural biases that view trade unions as a “male” domain. 

Women workers relegated as pluckers are rarely appointed to decision making activity 

within the plantation labour hierarchy. Their long hours of both household and wage labour 

leaves little time for trade union activity. Often women’s attendance at trade union 
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meetings is constrained by lack of transport at night, safe roads and electricity in most 

areas. Although women’s co-ordination among themselves is gaining ground, middle-aged 

paternalist men often dominate trade union leadership positions. Thus, the bureaucratic 

unions complement plantation management and state strategies, reinforcing patriarchal 

tendencies.  

 

9.2 NUW: Emergence and Activism 
 
The National Union of Workers (NUW) represents a party-independent union that 

illustrates an alternative to the dominant political unionism strategies. After breaking away 

from the Ceylon Workers Congress (CWC) in 1965, the NUW emphasised elements of 

internal democracy and leadership accountability. The NUW split within the CWC, follows 

an earlier split that led to the formation of the Democratic Workers Congress (DWC) in 

1956 (Ch. 7.2.1.1.). Similar to the DWC, the NUW split was induced by the authoritarian 

leadership style of the CWC, along with its' narrow, party and state subordinate, economic 

unionism strategies (Figure 9.1.). The reason for concentrating on the NUW relates to this 

democratic orientation, which is free of party subordination. 

 

The NUW allied with the working-class parties in opposition to the CWC during the 1966-

77 period. In the early stages, the NUW membership accounted for nearly 50,000 workers. 

However, during the 1970-77 period the NUW, along with other plantation unions that 

allied with the UF, saw a decline in membership. Although unions gained access to the 

state, their inability to contest Sinhala-Buddhist ethno-nationalist strategies enhanced 

plantation workers’ disillusionment. With the UNP’s decisive repression of trade unions 

and the labour movement (1977-1994), the NUW membership further declined, with most 

joining the CWC and the LJEWU.  

 

The NUW, which defined itself as a “non-aligned, non-political union” in 1981, registered 

as a political party in 1990. The enactment of the provincial council system in 1987, and 

the 1988 citizenship and voting right reforms, expanded trade union particpation in the 

realm of representative politics (Ch. 6.2.1.7.). However, the limited devolution of state 

powers to the provinces, as well as the dominance of the CWC and the LJEWU continue to 

restrain NUW’s effectiveness in representative politics. 
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Figure 9.1.  NUW Timeline 
 

1965 NUW formed after splitting with the CWC 
1967 Special Allowance strike 
1970 United Front government (SLFP+LSSP+CP) 
1971 V.K. Vellaian's death 
1972 New Constitution -  privileges Buddhism 

Beginning of Tamil insurrection in North 
1973 Knadiah elected general secretary 
1974 Land reforms: forced evictions in the plantations; 

displaced workers 
1975 Nationalisation of Plantations (JEDB+SPC) 
1977 Liberalisation launch [UNP] export agriculture  

anti-Tamil violence 
 centralisation of plantation bureaucracy 

JEDB + SPC 
1980 July strike 40,000 dismissed 
1983 Anti-Tamil progrom 

NUW leaders in Tamil Nadu encouraging Indian 
intervention 

1984 General Strike (equal wages) 
Velupillai’s death  

1987-
88 

JVP and state terror 
anti-Tamil violence 

1988 NUW leader contest local elections under the USA, 
elected to the provincial council 

1990 NUW registers as a political party 
1992 Privatisation I 

NUW+ JPTUC strike against repatriation 
 JPTUC Collective Agreement 
1994 PA in government  
1995 NUW+ JPTUC anti-privatisation strike 
1996 Privatisation II 
1998 JPTUC+CWC+LJEWU new collective agreement 

until 2001  
Anti-Tamil violence (Wewelwatta) 

1999 NUW in short-lived 'Tamils  of Indian Origin" 
political party 

2000 Parliamentary elections, NUW 10 candidates 
Anti-Tamil violence (Bindunuwewa) 

 

 

During the initial stages, the NUW faced challenges of rebuilding a union from the 

grassroots with minimum resources. By breaking away from the CWC, the leaders also lost 

resources and the networks of a CWC district representative, including an official car, 

administrative support staff and a cadre of representatives. Nevertheless, the pioneering 

leaders, including 15 district representatives of the CWC, began organising workers while 

engaging in contentious movement politics. Within the first year of establishment of the 

union, the NUW was actively involved in the famous Rs. 17.50 Special Allowance strike, 

led by the DWC, towards the end of 1966 (Ch. 7.2.1.1.). The NUW leader, V. K. Vellayan 
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is particularly recognised for initiating a gratuity scheme in 1967 that gave way to the 

introduction of 1983 gratuity legislation. 

 

From its inception, the NUW allied with the working class party unions (LPWU [LSSP], 

CPWU[CP], Red Flag [CP] and the UPWU [CP]) in the plantations. This network of trade 

unions emerged in the early 1960s, in dispersed collectives, as Joint Action Committees, 

which later consolidated under the Joint Plantation Trade Union Committee (JPTUC). The 

NUW was part of the JPTUC that joined the 1973 strike with the CWC and the 

LJEWU(UNP), demanding a monthly wage. Prior to the UNP election in 1977, the NUW 

and the JTPUC protested against the takeover of 7000 acres of tea land in the Maskeliya-

Nuwera Eliya area. In May 1980 the NUW, along with other worker organisations, 

appealed to the government to co-ordinate the reallocation of land to plantation workers 

and to curtail the land alienation process. Their demands included: provision of new 

employment, free transport to where work is available, rations until new work is found, at 

least a year’s employment, to enable a worker to earn a sufficient income before leaving, 

and a minimal “ex-gratia” payment of Rs. 500 (Mavali, 1982:July).  However, the state 

continued its strategy during the 1978-1984 period, evicting and displacing nearly 50,600 

workers (Ibid.). 

 

Illustrating broad union solidarity, the general strike in April 1984 achieved equal pay for 

men and women workers (CWC, LJEWU, and JPTUC). The struggle also gained an 

interim wage increase, the appointment of a committee to decide on a permanent wage 

scale for workers, and a six day work week (NUW, 1985:15). Following the successful 

1984 strike, the NUW was involved in a protest strike in June 1985 in Thalawakelle, 

triggered by a police assault on workers on Holyrood Estate (Ibid.). 

9.2.1 Privatisation of Tea Plantations 
The privatisation of tea plantations in 1992 situated the NUW along with other unions 

directly subordinated to the management companies (Ch. 6.1.2.). To resituate privatisation, 

the plantations formed the core of the colonial economy with South Indian migrant Tamil 

workers as its main labour force. The plantations were nationalised in 1972 and 1975, 

which, to some degree, democratised the despotic labour regime. Following the 1977 

liberalisation, plantations were restructured and finally privatised in 1992. Represented by 

the Ceylon Employers Federation and the Planters Association, the owners of regional 
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management companies are often Indian (such as Tata Tea Ltd.) and Malaysian agri-

businesses, forming joint-ventures with local partners.   

 

The privatisation process narrowed the employment contract, with the new collective 

agreements excluding a range of social issues related to housing, education, health and 

social welfare (Ch. 6.1.2.1.). The NUW actively participated in collective agreements in 

1992 under the JPTUC, which registered as a union federation the same year. This 

registration also institutionalised a loose network of numerous joint action committees that 

endured for nearly thirty years.   

 

The privatisation under the UNP government intensified trade union rivalries. The CWC 

and the LJEWU protested against the recognition of the JPTUC as a bargaining partner in 

the new 1992 collective agreements. The CWC directly wrote to the employers (the EFC) 

in December 1993, claiming that recognition of the JPTUC was “contrary to state policy 

where recognition of representative character had been extended exclusively to the CWC 

and the LJEWU” (Maliyagoda, 2000). However, following agitation and discussions with 

the labour commissioner, the JPTUC was recognised as a legitimate party to the Collective 

Agreements (Island 1992:Nov. 13). 

 

The core of NUW struggles under privatisation illustrates its increasing exclusion from the 

decision making process. The implementation of the provincial council system, devolving 

power to the regions, reinforced NUW strategies in the realm of representative politics. 

Contesting its marginalisation under privatisation, in 1990 the NUW launched its' own 

political party, enabling participation in both movement and representative politics (Figure 

9.2.).  

9.2.2 Sinhala-Buddhist Ethno-Nationalism  
The NUW leadership, activists and membership, are mostly hill country Tamils (Ch. 

6.2.1.5. & 7.1.2.3.). The hill country Tamil workers were enfranchised in 1931 and 

disenfranchised following independence in 1948. Thus, countering post-colonial state 

strategies of Sinhala-Buddhist ethno-nationalism is central to the Tamil plantation workers 

struggles.  Trade union politics of distribution were more intensely intertwined with the 

politics of recognition for plantation unions.  
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As a result, the NUW's strategic orientation was socialised by the post-independence 

Sinhala-Buddhist ethno-nationalist state strategies, and anti-Tamil violence, undermining 

citizenship rights. The struggles for citizenship rights, extends hill-country Tamil 

plantation workers’ politics of recognition across the fluid ethnic spaces in Sri Lanka, 

particularly in the eastern province, to the Tamil Nadu (Southern) state of India. Moreover, 

the centralised authoritarian state, promoting the interests of capital, is often complicit 

with, anti-Tamil ethnic violence. 

 

Along with Sinhala-Buddhist hegemonic strategies discriminating against hill-country 

Tamils, moments of anti-Tamil violence of 1977, 1981, 1983, 1987-90, 1998 and 2000 

were significant incidents influencing NUW politics. The NUW protested the anti-Tamil 

violence of January 1977, highlighting the complicity of SLFP politicians and the police. 

The NUW provided active support to a major strike in the areas of Maskeliya, Norwood 

and Bogawanthalawa in 1981, after anti-Tamil attacks on the workers on Barlow Estate, 

Maskeliya (Mavali, 1981 Jan-Feb). 

 

Although the NUW supported the UNP at the 1977 elections, its' leadership protested the 

1981 celebration of adult franchise organised by the UNP. According to the union 

newspaper, Mavali,  

“any plantation trade union that participated in the golden jubilee celebration of the 

adult franchise without first winning this right for the Tamil plantation workers, 

should be rightly deemed as traitors to the cause of the working-class in this 

country” (Mavali, Jan-Feb 1981). 

At the time, the NUW demanded the granting of citizenship to all Tamil estate workers and 

the ending of repatriation.  

 

The anti-Tamil Violence in 1981 included murder, looting, arson and rape in plantation 

areas (Ch. 6.2.1.5.). According to the NUW, the total number of workers affected was 

around 15,000; 5000 of whom were displaced, 16 workers were murdered, 105 buildings 

including shops, schools, libraries, homes were burned to the ground (NUW, 1985:8). The 

NUW sent letters condemning the violence to President J.R. Jayawardene and the Indian 

High Commissioner. However, the NUW along with the JPTUC, refrained from an 

extensive protest campaign during the 1981 incident of racist violence. In effect, the NUW 

viewed the violence as internal to the UNP power politics, a party that has taken decisive 

anti-worker measures, particularly in its repression of the 1980 July strike (NUW, 1985). 
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The 1983 anti-Tamil violence was a key turning point in hill country Tamil politics. 

According to the NUW, the 1983 anti-Tamil violence was  

“better organised, planned and executed with the support of all anti-Tamil, 

communalistic and chauvinistic groups. Murderers, looters, rapists behaved as if 

they had the license to act like incarnated devils”  (NUW, 1985:9). 

Following the 1983 July anti-Tamil violence, the NUW leaders, T. Aiyadurai, P.V. 

Kandiah and P. Perumal visited Tamil Nadu to hold talks with leaders of political parties, 

social organisations, journalists, editors, and academics. This enabled the NUW leaders to 

communicate the substantive issues of identity politics between the people of the North and 

East and the hill-country Tamils (NUW, 1985:31). The NUW highlighted the specificity of 

ethnic identity politics in the Hill country, “different in nature needing different types of 

solutions”. According to the NUW, “terrorism and counter terrorism cannot be the solution 

to bring an end to the national problem” (NUW, 1985). This is in direct contrast to the 

PSUNU leadership in 1998, that suggested “destroying terrorism with terrorism” (Ch. 

8.3.7.) 

 

The NUW strategies against anti-Tamil violence intertwined issues of citizenship for the 

“stateless”. According to NUW reports, there were 189,278 workers waiting to be granted 

Sri Lankan citizenship, while there were 188,509 waiting for repatriation in August 1983. 

However, both governments claimed that there were only 93,000 who were “stateless”, 

when the NUW figure was 377,787 (NUW, 1985). Nevertheless, the NUW delegates' 

session in 1985, was hopeful of UNP efforts to resolve the citizenship issue, "The NUW 

welcomes the generous move taken by the government to confer citizenship on 93,000 who 

suffer under the humiliating badge of the "stateless"' (Ibid.). Following a range of partial 

state interventions, in 1993 the NUW demanded granting citizenship to the remaining 

84,000 “stateless” workers (Ch. 6.2.1.7.). 

 

Although the Provincial Councils system, introduced in 1987 was aimed at devolving 

power, it had limited impact on union demands.  The NUW continued to highlight the 

weaknesses of resource allocation. For example, with the health services under estate 

management, no funds were allocated for maintaining estate dispensaries, maternity wards 

and necessary drugs (NUW, 1992).  
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The struggle against Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism is a key feature of NUW’s strategic 

orientation. Issues of citizenship relate to the granting of citizenship to those considered 

“stateless” as well as demanding an adequate devolution of power to the provinces to 

access state resources. However, the alliances with political parties have situated the NUW 

in compromising situations. For example, the anti-Tamil violence in the plantations during 

September 1998 and October 2000, illustrated enduring racist tendencies of the state 

apparatus. The limited condemnation of violence by the NUW as well as other PA allied 

unions highlighted the contradictions of party subordinated unions. Nevertheless, the 

incessant racist violence against Tamil plantation workers has reinforced NUW's focus on 

representative politics, while restraining its movement dimension. These strategic 

tendencies are also related to NUW’s mode of organisation.  

 

Figure 9.2.   NUW Strategies  

 

State 

 Sinhala-Buddhist & 
Tamil  Nationalism

Liberalisation 
Post-1977 

Plantation Administration 
Centralisation 

Devolution  
Provincial System of 
Governance 
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Wages and benefits  
Housing, land, education, 
health, welfare 

Citizenship  
Electoral registration  

NUW 

Privatisation 
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9.3 Organisation  
 
In 2000, the NUW membership comprised of 25,418 workers, with women (13,583) 

constituting 53.4% of its membership. The present membership represents around 6% of 

all plantation workers covered under the collective agreement. Compared with the 

membership base of the CWC and LJEWU, with around 150,000 workers, the NUW is 

considerably smaller. Nevertheless, the NUW is among the largest independent unions 

within the JPTUC. 
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Over the 1995-2000 period, the NUW membership decreased 21% from 32,095 to 25,418 

and the number of estates shrunk 17% from 330 to 250. The number of district level offices 

reduced from 19 to 16 over the 1981-2000 period. While a significant majority are Tamil 

workers in high and mid-level plantations, the membership also includes Sinhala workers 

mostly in mid-level plantations. The decline in membership is due to a range of both 

internal and external factors. Internally, the NUW lost members due to poorly coordinated 

estate level branches, resulting in estate level leaders joining other unions. These leaders 

often took members with them. The recruitment of NUW union members by competing 

party-subordinated unions', with incentives of accessing state resources (political 

patronage), also drained the NUW of its members.  

 

The executive committee of the NUW consists of 5 members, including of one woman 

who is the vice president.  The broader organising committee consists of 32 members. The 

main office bearers (the general secretary, president and treasurer), are senior, experienced 

male trade unionists, mostly pioneering members. The NUW administrative staff in 2000, 

included 40 full-time and 18 part-time officials, spread across 15 district offices. The 

general secretary claims that the NUW is one of three unions (along with CWC and 

LJEWU), that pay social security benefits (EPF, ETF) and gratuities for its' administrative 

staff. 

 

Table 9.1.  NUW Membership 

 1994 2000 
Membership 32,095 25,418 

Men 14,923 11,835 
Women 17,172 13,583 

Estates 300 250 
  
Each district office also comprises a committee of seven to twelve officials. The district 

officials are given a certain degree of autonomy in union activity, but are still monitored by 

head office.2 Discussions on incentives to district leaders to increase membership, have not 

been implemented. According to Kandiah, the general secretary, NUW recognises the 

problem of declining members. The leaders, however, are more focused on retaining 

members than recruiting new members.  

 

The lowest unit of organisation is the estate branch, consisting of three committees which 

focus on women, youth and general interests. The branch members on the estates elect the 
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Estate Committees, co-ordinated through a district office. The functions of 6-7 district 

offices are co-ordinated by a regional office. 

 

Generally, the thalaivar or plantation field level supervisor (or foremen) plays a critical 

role in influencing the political alliances of workers and organising the worker struggles. 

The thalaivar’s duties correspond to those of the shop steward in a factory, usually a man, 

represents worker grievances to the estate superintendent on behalf of the Estate 

Committee. However, women have recently been appointed as thalaivars (in Awissawelle, 

Maskeliya areas). If issues are not settled at the estate level, they are taken to a district 

level committee. The district level representative, generally holding a paid position, 

negotiates directly with the superintendent. In the event of outstanding issues, the district 

representative takes up the matter with the District Labour Office. Although most disputes 

are settled at this level, a considerable number also reach regional and national levels. 

 

The NUW's executive committee members meet monthly while the full-time 

representatives meet once every three months to co-ordinate union activities. While the 

union mandate is to hold a general conference every 5 years, this was altered after the 1985 

conference. Following the 1985 conference, the 10th annual session, the next one was held 

in 1992. The mandated 1990 conference was postponed to 1992, due to security threats, 

lingering from the 1987-89 "terror period". The increasing gaps in general conferences 

indicate a restricted internal democracy, reinforcing the autonomy of the leaders from the 

membership. Generally, the conference attracts around 400-500 delegates with women 

forming nearly 50% of the total delegates. In terms of voting for officials, each delegate 

represents 50 workers and most often the experienced, established leaders continue in their 

posts with limited competition.  

 

The NUWs’ women and youth organisations are embedded in communities. This is typical 

of most trade unions in the plantations. There are two women in key decision-making 

positions within the NUW. In 1985, a full-time woman worker, Govindammah Rajendara, 

was elected as the vice-president. Her involvement with the union is limited, given her 

dependence on estate work. The other NUW woman leader, Panchavarnam Kumar, joined 

the NUW as an administrative worker in 1982, upon completing secondary school. Since 

1998, she has been participating in a training program for women leaders, conducted by the 

ACILS (AFL-CIO).  
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The youth organisation of the NUW is oriented towards education, leadership and skill 

development programs, catering to both boys and girls. According to Kandiah, because of 

low earning capacity male youths are increasingly reluctant to join the trade union as 

activists. Attempts to encourage the youth into trade union activity as a learning 

opportunity have remained ineffective. According to Kandiah, most youths are attracted to 

computer classes, often associated with status interests.  

9.3.1 Organisational Resources 
The union’s financial position has remained weak since around the early 1990s. This was 

aggravated with the launch of the political party in 1990, and related expenditures on 

election campaigning. The union funds comprise membership fees (subscriptions), which 

is around Rs. 25-33 per month per worker in 2000.  The subscriptions increased from Rs. 

25 to Rs. 33 in 1997, but not all members have complied. Out of the present membership 

of over 25,000, Kandiah claims that only around 60%-70% consists of regular fee paying 

members. Often children are included as union members, although they are not paying 

members. According to Kandiah, the ILO advice regarding child workers as trade union 

members was to continue the status quo, given the restricted state intervention and lack of 

employment in the plantations. Union dues are directly sent to the union by the estate 

management through the check-off system. With the launch of the NUW political party in 

1990, 10% of all membership fees are set aside as contributions to the political fund. 

 

The NUW has only a minimal accumulation of assets in the form of building and office 

equipment. The NUW owns their offices in three districts (Norwood, Bogawanthalawa, 

and Maskeliya). All other NUW offices are in rented spaces, including the head office in 

Hatton. The union’s official car, has been under repair for some time. The head office in 

Hatton is where most of the key plantation activists live.  The Colombo office, is also the 

official address of the JPTUC. Both offices are modestly equipped, mostly consisting of a 

few tables, chairs, filing cabinets and typewriters. 

 

The main expenses of the organisation include administrative costs, salaries, rent, office 

expenses (telephone, electricity, travel) and legal expenses. Next to administrative costs, 

legal services account for nearly 75% of total expenditure. The union hires lawyers from 

towns where the labour tribunals and other courts are located or in adjacent towns (Kandy, 

Hatton and Nuwera Eliya) to minimise costs. Legal cases that get extended through the 

appeal process and higher court proceedings are particularly costly for the union.  
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Although aimed at enhancing union resources, the reliance on electoral politics has meant 

added expense for the union. Getting elected as representatives in governing bodies, 

however, allows access to funding and other resources that may recover the costs of the 

campaign and other trade union expenditures. As Kandiah claims, the decision to launch 

the party was also an effort to remain competitive with other unions, particularly the CWC 

and the LJEWU. In terms of occasional external funding, the  ACILS (AFL-CIO) has 

contributed to NUWs seminars and workshops since 1997. The mechanism of funding was 

previously disbursed prior to the seminars, but this changed towards the late 1990s, with 

the union now being reimbursed afterwards. These changes have further restrained the 

daily expenditures of the union. In terms of organisational resources the NUW is operating 

with minimal financial resources, similar to most unions in Sri Lanka, and is often 

dependent on external finances. But unlike the resource rich nurses’ union, the NUW 

articulates a broader struggle, linking the workplace with issues of citizenship.  

9.3.2 Articulation of Worker Interests 
The NUW articulates worker interests extending beyond the estate to the national and 

regional level of representative politics. In addition, representative politics are linked with 

contentious movement politics. Within the estate, the main issues of struggle involve: a 

monthly wage, gratuity, EPF contribution, housing, education, health, employment, the 

right to own land and resettlement (colonisation schemes). Interrelated union demands 

outside the estate include issues of citizenship, local and regional government, electoral 

registration, identity cards, arbitrary arrests and detention of youths.  

 

The NUW's resolutions adopted at the delegates’ session illustrate the intertwining of 

workplace with struggles for citizenship. In 1985, one of the key resolutions concerned 

preventing “Sri Lanka becoming prey to foreign powers that are wolves in sheep's 

clothing" (Resolutions, 1985). At the 1992 Annual General meeting, held in Hatton the 

main resolutions adopted included:  

"granting of citizenship to the 84,000 stateless; non-discrimination in the 

registration of plantation people on the Electoral Registers; all political parties to 

come together to find a permanent solution to the North and East crisis; declaration 

of Independence as a paid holiday for plantation workers; restoration of 24-day-

work rule and a monthly wage; changes in maternity benefits; initiate housing 
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schemes; non-discrimination in the allocation of land; and  reforms in gratuity 

payments (NUW, 1992).   

 

The housing issue is central to the NUW, as for most plantation unions. According to the 

NUW,  

"…various housing schemes and the ideas about attaining one million-houses 

project (under the Premadasa regime 1988-93), seem to have no relevance, or 

bearing what-so-ever, where the plantation community is concerned” (NUW, 

1992).  

The plantation labour regime continues to restrain the agglomeration of housing and 

formation of larger communities. In such a context, the NUW proposed that  

"houses should be built in a common place for inhabitants of five to ten estates, 

which could benefit the country’s economy in relations of production as well as the 

community itself” (Ibid.). 

 

The NUW situates education as central to its strategic orientation, particularly in a context 

of high illiteracy rates in the plantations. During the initial period, the leadership 

highlighted the lack of education among plantation workers and the entry of “outsiders” to 

mobilise the workers as the “bane” of the movement (The Tea Worker, 1981:12). The main 

effort of the NUW was to encourage education for children of plantation workers, 

nurturing potential community leaders as well as accessing employment within the estates. 

Education was seen as central to contesting the historical exclusion of plantation workers 

children from white-collar skilled work such as teachers, office staff, and so on. Given the 

low number of estate students reaching post-secondary education, most teachers are 

recruited from outside the plantations. In the absence of qualified teachers, students with 

secondary education (O’level and A’level standards) are at times recruited as teachers. In 

Kandiah's view, private tuition classes have expanded, supplementing inadequate state 

social provision. The drain of public sector teachers towards more lucrative tuition classes, 

also reinforced the poor quality of education in state schools. 

 

In the early 1980s, the NUW launched a scholarship scheme for children of members who 

entered university. The scheme provided a monthly cash allowance for two selected 

students. The scheme was discontinued, however, due to the eruption of the ethnic war. 

The disruption of university education and student protest meant the NUW was not capable 

of maintaining a long drawn-out scholarship scheme. 
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The union also runs a sewing training centre in Hatton. During the mid-1980s there were 

two other centres (in Maskeliya and Bogawanthalwa) which were later discontinued. The 

training is provided free of charge and attended by young women, between the ages of 16-

22 years. Around 25% of the students are Sinhala students. The training programs are 

conducted for six months. Around 150 students attend weekday classes. The union 

acquired two industrial (Juki) sewing machines for the centre through the provincial 

council, during an NUW official’s (Aiyadorai’s) term as a counsellor. The state 

provisioning for training through the National Apprentice and Industrial Training 

Authority (NAITA), from 1995-1999, provided paid trainers, a travelling allowance (Rs. 

400) for students and certificates to the participants giving it national recognition.3 Most of 

the young women who were trained at NUW were able to find work in garment factories in 

surrounding areas (Watawala, DickOya and Hatton areas).  With the NAITA withdrawing 

its participation in 1999, the NUW discontinued the training scheme. 

 

In terms of celebrating worker solidarity, May Day and International Women's Day endure 

as significant events. May Day is celebrated in Hatton and consists of a rally, cultural 

activities and speeches by leaders. The 2000 May Day was attended by around 5000 

members, with a rally that took a two kilometre route. The meeting consisted of around ten 

speeches, including three from women speakers. The meeting also combined cultural 

performances (classical and modern dance performances, dramas, songs, and karate 

displays). International Women’s Day is celebrated with a meeting in Hatton that includes 

speeches and cultural events. Female university lecturers are often invited as special guest 

speakers, and around 1500 women members attended the event in 2000. 

9.3.3 Limits of Corporatism  
Following privatisation in 1992, the main employers of the NUW membership are 23 

management companies. The companies often use various strategies to influence collective 

bargaining outcomes. These strategies include withholding information from trade unions 

to disadvantage them during negotiations and disregarding trade union rights, including de-

recognising them legally/formally.  

 

The union-management relationship at an estate level concerns the superintendents. The 

dominant tendency of trade unions in plantations is a corporatist relation, based on broad 

agreement in the employment contract. With the narrowing of collective agreements, 
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however, this management-union collaboration was reorganised, reinforcing authoritarian 

management practices including tactics of intimidation, and co-opting union activists. As 

Kandiah discloses, since the 1992 privatisation, superintendents who were more prone 

towards negotiation under the JEDB and the SPC, made a decisive shift towards a hostile 

posture against unions. A narrowing of employment relations emerged with the JEDB and 

SPC, denying employment to plantation youth. According to the NUW's delegates' session 

in 1985, "The JEDB and the SPC, who recruit men and women for jobs on the estates show 

outcaste treatment to children of plantation workers, not so in company managed era" 

(NUW, 1985). The reorganised union-management relations have also influenced 

interpersonal relations between union leaders and superintendents sustained over the years 

of mutual interdependence. 

 

A significant portion of union tasks centre around settling labour disputes. This includes 

negotiating with management, advising workers and preparation for labour tribunal 

processes.  In addition to labour disputes, union tasks also involve representing workers 

who have to deal with the state bureaucracies, especially the police. In the event of a labour 

dispute, the immediate strategy of the NUW is to settle it at the estate level. There are 

times when companies and superintendents are willing to negotiate a settlement at the 

estate level. However, there are also occasions when mangers go to extensive lengths to 

suppress workers.  

 

In 1995 at the Ingesture Group Estate in Dick Oya, a dispute arose over three workers 

being assaulted by a superior (KP). A domestic inquiry was held where it was decided that 

the workers should be transferred to another estate within the same company. The worker 

opposed the move, even though the trade union leaders supported that judgement. The 

employers filed a case with the labour tribunal (LT). The union was able to get the services 

of a lawyer for Rs. 500 for all three cases, while the company, generally, hires a lawyer for 

around Rs. 5000 per case. The LT president gave an order to reinstate the workers without 

any back pay, but recognised past services which meant access to gratuity and other 

benefits. The employers filed an appeal at the Kandy court. The court decided for an 

apology and the reinstatement of the KPs. This took four years, with multiple court 

appearances. While the LT case was proceeding, the employer also filed a criminal 

complaint with the police. The NUW filed an appeal, which required the deposit of a Rs. 

90,000 bond per worker. By 2000, the case continued with the employers not willing to 

concede.  
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While both parties suffered financially, along with time wasted, the costs were particularly 

severe for the resource-poor union. As the NUW leadership admits, "the workers are also 

to be blame … this was a dispute that could have been settled easily". But the persistence 

of the employer to delay the case is illustrative of the repression of unions and the denial of 

workers’ demands for justice. According to Kandiah, “this was not even some policy-

making case, but we had to waste our precious time and resources on this minor case”. 

Thus, the changing context of corporatist relations between companies and unions 

illustrates an increasingly hostile approach to unions, restraining their action in 

representative politics. The strategic orientation of the NUW, which combines 

representative with movement politics, is also reflective of NUW’s organisational 

democracy.  

9.3.4 Organisational Democracy  
Nine hours a day,  
Seven times a week,  
Thus their life blood flowed; 
To fashion this land,  
A paradise for some 

C.V. Velupillai 
NUW leader 1966-81 
National Union of Workers 

 

The NUW’s strategic orientation highlights representative democracy as a core value of 

unionism. As a result, the NUW represents a corruption-free union with a “good” 

bureaucracy. The post of president, within the union, is allocated to an elected plantation 

worker, with an orientation towards electing workers as leaders, while training workers to 

become leaders. The first president elected in 1965 was Perumal, a worker at the time, who 

remained in the post for around two years, then resigned to allow other workers to succeed. 

However, the formal democratic structures of the organisation, in practice, coincide with 

leadership styles that maintain a centralised bureaucracy. 

 

The pioneering NUW leaders, V.K. Vellayan, C.V. Velupillai (MP from Thalawakele), and 

S. Somasundaram, were all sons' of head kanganies (HKg’s or labour agents). Educated at 

the prestigious Trinity College, all were from lower castes and committed trade unionists.4 

The present general secretary, Kandiah was elected in 1973, at a time when the pioneering 

leaders of the NUW, C.V. Vellupillai and Vellayan were actively involved in decision-

making processes. Kandiah was with the CWC from 1954 until the formation of the NUW 
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in 1965. As Kandiah recounts, his activism within  the CWC, as a teenager, was reinforced 

by the lack of extra-curricular activities in the estates.  

 

The NUW leaders emerged as a split within the CWC, protesting authoritarian tendencies 

of the CWC leadership under S. Thondaman (Hollup, 1994:200). In April of 1965, V. K. 

Vellayan was informally restricted from attending CWC union meetings, essentially 

forcing him out. While actively participating in union activities, V.K. Vellayan also wrote 

to the Tamil newspapers on various issues. The other key leader, C.V. Velupillai, was 

considered the “bard of the plantations”, recognised for his contributions as a novelist and 

a poet, versatile in both Tamil and English (Daniel, 1992).5 Velupillai began his trade 

union activism in 1945, and was elected in 1947 as the MP from Thalawakelle to the first 

parliament. He was in the CWC group which broke-away in 1956 to form the DWC. When 

the CWC and DWC were united briefly 1959-1961, Velupillai remained with the CWC 

until the NUW split in 1965. 

  

The NUW was formed with a democratic orientation, that “any worker organisation should 

be headed by a worker, in order to render its best services to the workers” (WEAL, 

1995:170). The allocation of union positions to marginalised workers is a central focus of 

this democratic orientation. Workers elected as leaders also represent an acknowledgement 

of marginalised caste identities. As Kandiah remarks, 

"He (Vellayan) was a leader from the schedule castes, he built the CWC. ….all of 

them (the leaders) sacrificed, to build up the working-class, to take the leadership, 

their policy was to train workers to become leaders."  

While caste relations are prominent in some areas in the plantations, for Kandiah, the 

influence of caste has retracted due to the money economy and education. However, in a 

context of enduring authoritarian labour regimes, encompassing a multiplicity of master-

servant relations, caste remains integral to the social hierarchies of power (Kurien, 1999).  

 

While the NUWs organisational democracy recognises specific interests of women and 

youth, patriarchal and paternalist tendencies endure (sec. 8.3.8). The appointment of a 

woman worker as a vice-president in 1985 was a major organisational achievement. 

However, efforts to transform male-biased internal relations remain restricted. In terms of 

promoting youth into leadership positions, the paternalist tendencies convey a questioning 

of youth leaders’ commitment to unionism. 
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The NUW’s organisational democracy emphasises formal representative democracy and is 

primarily geared towards command and control over the membership. There have been 

only two annual conferences since the launch of liberalisation, in 1985 and in 1992. 

Moreover, the union leadership sees the lack of resources as restricting the organisation of 

the next general conference. As Kandiah claims, the objective of a general conference, 

narrowed to the election of leaders, is covered at the delegates' conference, held every two 

years. This emphasis on delegates is central to representative democracy, but limits 

membership intervention to voting on decisions, and, in turn, delinking membership action 

in their implementation.  

 

The pioneering leaders of NUW were a segment of progressive liberal sons of HKgs. 

Although non-Marxist in their perspectives, they allied with the working-class parties. 

Their strategic orientation is one of evolutionary reform within the capitalist system, to 

"humanise capitalism". Thus, NUW leadership efforts focused mainly on informing 

workers about their political, economic and social rights, which, according to Kandiah, the 

union has achieved to a large degree.  

"Our aim was to make workers understand their political, social and trade 

union rights. We were successful, in that they understand the trade union 

movement now, they know the problems."  

Although allied with working class party unions, Kandiah is critical of them, “… most left 

unions are simply “name-boards, stuck in the rhetoric of worker struggles of the 1970s”. 

Nevertheless, Kandiah acknowledges the role played by key LSSP ministers during the 

United Front government in modifying and implementing specific plantation worker 

demands such as a monthly wage and state-provisioning for education. For Kandiah, “We 

were all left minded, but the left oriented trade unions are not helping”. 

 

The NUW's representative democracy is based on a bureaucratic organisation that 

emphasises organisational efficiency over leadership accountability. However, paternalist 

NUW leaders have maintained a commitment to the plantation workers. While engaging in 

representative politics, the union combined contentious movement politics and this 

mobilised workers in a range of protest campaigns, from wearing black bands, to go-slows, 

to militant strikes. Although representing a ‘good’ bureaucracy evading corruption and 

inefficiency, the leadership and the bureaucracy is based on centralisation and hierarchy. 

As a result, the union expresses a bureaucratic ‘service union’, which also includes issues 
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of citizenship. This strategic orientation features a specific approach to organisational 

knowledge.  

9.3.5 Organisational Knowledge  
The NUW’s approach to organisational knowledge is influenced by social engineering 

state strategies that reinforce a professional technocracy. The historical context of 

plantations, which maintained a relatively illiterate labour force, strengthened the role of an 

educated middle-class as the union technocrats, for negotiating with capital and the state.   

Thus, the NUW leadership, although "scheduled castes" in an Indian frame, emerged 

within the highest class strata within the Tamil plantation community, and as a result, were 

educated in urban schools. Their integration within systems of industrial relations and 

representative politics, situated knowledge as an individual attribute, that centralised 

organisational knowledge. The NUWs strategies involve both cultural and economic 

struggles against the prevailing intellectual hegemony.  

 

In terms of cultural recognition, the NUW contests the Jaffna Tamil and Sinhala-Buddhist 

intellectual hegemony that subordinates the Tamil plantation community.6 For example, the 

union leadership criticised the position taken by a prominent research institute, the Marga 

Institute, in 1984 in that it situated the ethnic problem as “incorrect perceptions”, 

“misunderstanding” and  “degenerate values”.7 The union pointed out that it was also 

related to historical material conditions and struggles,  

“… in order to safeguard the interests of a few, the masses have been made 

scapegoats. . ..what this country needs from the intelligentsia is to expose the root 

cause of the problem and to fight for the right cause” (Mavali, 1984:Janauary). 

 

On economic distribution, the NUW depicts a persistent struggle to gain reliable 

information, particularly statistical data, in negotiating with state officials and employers. 

On wage issues, the Cost of Production calculations include other figures such as welfare 

expenditures of the government, which are intentionally unfavourable to plantation 

workers. In welfare expenditure calculations for the estates, segments of rural and urban 

areas also creep in, and infer a distorted picture of the actual conditions in the plantations 

(NUW, 1985:13). According to the NUW in 1985, 

"… statistics rarely reveal the correct picture, they are cooked up with false figures 

mainly to satisfy foreign organisations which have funded various programs and 

projects such as education, housing, sanitation, nutrition, etc." (NUW, 1985). 
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While the lack of reliable information is a serious issue, this specialised approach to 

knowledge has reinforced the concentration and centralisation of decision-making in 

everyday union life, de-emphasising the social character of knowledge. 

 

The NUW published a newsletter, the Mavali in Tamil and English, mostly to 

communicate union perspectives about the plantations. The English newsletter was 

published irregularly, generally around 4 to 5 issues per year, and around 500 to 750 

copies. The English Mavali is mostly printed for readers outside the union. The newsletter, 

limited to 8-10 pages, includes specific articles on plantation workers and related articles 

from mainstream English newspapers. The English newsletter was discontinued after 

Velupillai’s death in 1984. Under the leadership of Vellayan, the NUW actively contested 

dominant forms of knowledge production. The Tamil newsletter ended in 1990, due to a 

lack of finances and a suitable editor.  

 

The bureaucratic tendencies within plantation unions are also influenced by the colonial 

legacy of English as the hegemonic language of capital and the state. With English as the 

main language of employers, trade unions have reinforced the status of the English 

speaking leadership. The organisational culture of the NUW, particularly internal 

communication, is primarily in Tamil. Most of the pioneering leaders were educated in 

urban schools (primarily Trinity College in Kandy), prior to the Sinhala standardisation of 

1956, and were knowledgeable in English. This allowed a degree of parity in terms of trade 

union negotiation with state officials and employers. However, the leadership, educated in 

vernacular languages, following the 1956 standardisation, were increasingly subordinated 

within the language hierarchy.  

 

The significant gap between leadership and membership in the plantation unions is 

reflected in the case of NUW. Most members in plantation unions have had limited access 

to education and are entrenched in enduring structures of illiteracy. The centralisation of 

knowledge by a union technocracy has maintained these structures by neglecting the 

potential for pooling and sharing knowledge. Similar to the NUW, most plantation trade 

unions have no regular newspaper or newsletters, directly catering for the plantation 

workers. Aside from irregular worker education pamphlets, there is limited effort towards 

engaging with the social character of organisational knowledge that encourages alliances.  

The tendency to reinforce a professional technocracy, also relates to the NUWs approach in 

advancing women’s concerns.  
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9.3.6 Women Workers in a Social Economy 
The articulation of NUW worker interests is grounded in a male biased political economy, 

which directly effects women's issues, both internal and external to the trade union (Figure 

8.5.). The NUW, however, unlike the nurses union, intervenes on women worker issues in 

the workplace, as well as household labour. Their demands for equal wages, and a 

guaranteed number of weekdays are combined with housing, education, and health.  

 

In terms of the workplace, the NUW has campaigned to change the Maternity Benefits 

Ordinance, highlighting dismal conditions in most estates. The campaign highlights the 

inadequacies of state run maternity wards for estate workers. While the state deducts 3/7 

share of the 72 days of wages paid as maternity benefits, maternity wards are poorly 

maintained. Pregnant mothers are compelled to take their own food and other amenities, 

such as blankets, to these wards. Although pregnant women on estates often avoid going to 

these wards, the deductions continue (NUW, 1992).  

 

In terms of NUW’s internal cultural practices, the women members are faced with male-

biased cultural norms. The NUW has organised women workers under a separate 

committee, similar to most other major unions in the plantations, but little progress is made 

in terms of including women into the decision-making process. While the NUW 

encouraged two women union officials to attend the ACILS program for women leaders in 

1998, there is an effort to change parity impeding cultural practices within the union. These 

programs often narrow women’s interest to collective bargaining issues that situate them 

primarily as actors in labour markets, while obscuring their role as class and gender actors. 

Nevertheless, the ACILS program provides a space for women union members to come 

together.  

 

The NUW’s male-biased cultural practices are reflective of the broader structures of 

patriarchy. Women workers are discouraged from active participation in union activities, 

primarily due to the longer workday, encompassing both wage work and household work. 

Most women workers remain active in trade unions, particularly prior to marriage. Even 

then, the younger generation of women workers, better educated than the previous 

generation, are reluctant to compromise their autonomy to the male dominated trade union 

norms. Women workers are often discouraged or restricted by male relatives from 

engaging in trade union activity, highlighting their roles as wives and mothers. 
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Figure 8.5.   Women Workers of NUW 
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9.3.7 Union led Party Strategies 
With the launch of NUW’s political party in 1990, the union’s strategic orientation 

increasingly focused on representative politics. Unlike party-subordinated political 

unionism, the NUW adopts an independent political unionism, in which the union 

determines the party strategies. However, as Kandiah laments, a significant proportion of 

the NUW membership votes mostly for majoritarian parties rather than the NUW at 

elections. Moreover, the NUW’s limited success in elections, reveals the inadequacies of a 

party strategy for building union capacities.  

 

As a party-independent union, the NUW has maintained close alliances with left-oriented 

trade unions and their party politics. The NUW was supportive of the 1970-77 UF 

government, although protesting against the discrimination of Hill-country Tamils. The 

NUW supported the SLFP at the 1982 presidential elections and the Peoples' Alliance 

(SLFP, CP and LSSP) at the 1996 and 2000 general elections. The NUW alliance with the 

SLFP, while problematic, relates to the NUW membership's evading the evictions under 

the UF government of 1970-76. More importantly, the NUW’s alliance with the working-

class parties influenced its support for the SLFP.  Nevertheless, at the 1977 elections the 

NUW supported the UNP, which had no long-term interest in the NUW.  

 

The decision to launch the political party was mainly to stop the loss of members to party 

subordinate unions such as the CWC, LJEWU and the Upcountry Peoples’ Front. As 

Kandiah maintains, 

"We registered out selves as a political party in 1990. Workers felt we needed a 

political party. So we are a political party and a trade union….They (workers) give 

preference to politicians rather than trade unions. But the politicians are not 

responding to trade union demands. All they want is some position”  

With limited union resources, the political party is about gaining access to institutions of 

governance and to state resources, particularly at the Provincial Council level. The elected 

representatives in local government are provided with a small fund for various 

development projects. At a municipal level, where funds are minimal, the activities include 

maintenance work on footpaths in the estates, bathing facilities, water supplies, and so on. 

And at a provincial level, where funds are fairly substantial, interventions include the 

provision of electricity and minor construction activities.  
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The NUW has contested local (municipal and pradeshiya sabha), provincial and 

parliamentary elections in the Nuwera Eliya and Kandy distircts. In 1988, Kandiah gained 

7,749 votes (around 3% of total valid votes for Nuwera Eliya) (DC&S, 1999:289). The 

NUW was not registered as a political party in 1988. However, Kandiah contested under 

the United Socialist Alliance (USA), a coalition of Sinhala left groups led by Vijaya 

Kumaratunga and Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga (Ch. 6.2.1).8 While Kandiah was 

elected as a Central Provincial Council member for Nuwera Eliya during the 1988 to 1993 

period, the NUW president, T. Aiyadorai, was elected during the 1993 to 1998 period.  The 

NUW allied with the India Vamsavali Makkal Perani(VMP), organised under the CWC 

leadership (S. Thondaman), in preparation for the April 1999 provincial council elections. 

Although NUW nominated two candidates, Aiyadorai and Kandiah, both were 

unsuccessful. Meanwhile, the CWC – the largest partner in the coalition – actively 

campaigned for their (CWC) candidates and won 8 seats. Although the VMP was initiated 

as an umbrella party for uniting ‘Tamils of Indian Origin’ identity, the dominating role of 

the CWC fractured the coalition.9  

 

While NUW’s political unionism strategies extend to national, regional, and local level 

institutions of governance, the limits of these strategies concern a range of weaknesses in 

the electoral system (Bastiampillai, 1991:6). In addition, the incessant violence against the 

plantation Tamil community has undermined the credibility and the legitimacy of party 

politics. Moreover, the NUW's focus on the realm of representative politics, subordinates 

rather than amplifies collective action in the realm of movement politics. This neglect of 

movement politics is reflected in NUWs approach to building alliances.  

9.3.8 NUW Alliances  
The NUW’s political unionism strategies sustain a broad range of alliances with unions, 

political parties and NGOs.  The NUW’s core alliance is with the unions in the JPTUC, 

which emerged as a key coalition of trade unions in the early 1990s.10 The JPTUC 

accounted for a total membership of 35,588 in 1999 (Labour Ministry, 1999). Within the 

JPTUC, the NUW represents a key union along with working class party unions, such as 

the CPWU (CP), Red Flag  (CP), UPWU (CP),  EPWU (LSSP) and independent unions, 

such as the LGSU (Lanka General Service Union) and CESU (Ceylon Estate Staff Union).  

 

The NUW’s role as a key actor within the JPTUC, illustrates an alternative to party-

dominated political unionism strategies in the plantations. The NUW's leader, Kandiah was 
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elected as the general secretary of the JPTUC in 1990, along with S. Nadesan (UPWU) as 

the president and convenor. Although the CWC also attended JPTUC meetings on 

occasions, the alliance fractured with the CWC and the LJEWU supporting privatisation. 

Along with Kandiah, the two key union leaders within the JPTUC are O. A. Ramiah (Red 

Flag) and Jayaratne Maliyagoda (LGSU). As active CP members, they both articulate 

plantation union struggles in class terms that focus primarily on national union alliances, 

while neglecting the international realm. 

 

Figure 9.4. NUW Trade Union Alliances 
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In the international realm, the NUW maintains links with the WFTU affiliated unions and 

South Indian activists. In October 1983, Kandiah, as the NUW leader, attended an 

international conference in Budapest, Hungary, hosted by Trade Union International 

Agriculture, Forestry and Plantation Workers (TUIAFPW) which is also affiliated with the 

WFTU. The NUW was supported by the FES (German) when it launched worker-

education programs during the 1965-1973 period. Along with the NUW, the other 

plantation unions that participated in the FES programs included the CWC, LJEWU, and 

DWC (Wesumperuma, 1982). Since 1998 the NUW received assistance from the ACILS 

(U.S.) to participate in worker education programs. 
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Although the NUW leadership is critical and dismissive of the role of NGOs in the 

plantations, enduring links with NGOs do exist.11 In 1981, the NUW’s C.V.Vellupillai was 

among the signatories to an NGO initiated statement promoting ethnic integration, titled 

“Sinhala-Tamil Conflict: Towards a Sri Lankan Society based on mutual acceptance, 

justice, equality, and friendship”.12 The NUW is linked with the Coordinating Secretariat 

for the Plantation Areas (CSPA), a network of small NGOs that comprise of Satyodaya, 

CWF, and the Social Development Centre, involved in a range of activities from social 

development projects to lobbying the state. In terms of alliances with women’s 

organisations, the NUW’s celebration of International Women’s Day, and women speakers 

in May Day rely on a network of women is organisations and activists. While the NUW 

maintains a broad range of alliances, the mobilisation of these alliances for contentious 

movement politics remains limited. 

 

Figure 9.5.  NUW External Relations  
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9.4 Limits of Independent Political Unionism 
 

The strategic orientation of NUW characterises an independent political unionism. While 

independent from party subordination, the NUW strategies extend beyond the systems of 

industrial relations as economic actors, to making claims on the state as political actors. 

Although the NUW launched its political party in 1990, the party primarily serves rather 

than dominates the union. In effect, the NUW counters dominant party-subordinated 

unions (the CWC and the LJEWU) in the plantations. Nevertheless, the loss of membership 

in the past two decades depicts serious limitations in NUW’s strategic orientation. While 
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the NUW illustrates a range of limitations, it also points towards a potential for developing 

social movement unionism (SMU) strategies that emphasise the role of unions as civil 

society actors.  

 

The NUW’s promotion of 'bottom up' leaders, however, has maintained formal structures 

that remain top down. In contrast, SMU emphasises the possibility of formal democracy to 

express forms of participatory democracy. NUW’s hierarchical, organisational structures 

rationalise the formation of a collective will, based on the unitary goal of collective 

bargaining. In distilling different wills, the NUW situates technical and administrative 

imperatives as crucial 'givens' which, in turn, reinforce a 'professional elite' or 'experts'. 

This union technocracy, often with the best intentions, is geared towards serving its 

members; they are unaccountable to the membership. In the process, worker education is 

situated in labour market terms as 'skills development', while the members are uninformed 

about the actual running of the union.     

 

The deepening of formal democracy relates to forming a negotiated collective will that 

recognises different approaches to addressing concrete, often localised issues. Thus, the 

aim of worker-education is to encourage a pooling of knowledge which combines 

specialised and technical forms of organisational knowledge, with tacit and experimental 

approaches to knowledge. This pooling of knowledge can reinforce the active participation 

of membership in both deciding and doing. In focusing on the building of members’ 

capacities to do things for themselves, the NUW can reinforce participatory forms of 

democracy to build worker solidarity. This can also nurture ‘organic leaders’, willing to 

experiment with new strategies of a negotiated collective will. This includes building 

coalitions and alliances. 

 

While the NUW is active in a range of alliances, a significant feature is the absence of 

structured alliances. The NUW is a key actor within the JPTUC.  However, these relations 

are sustained on the basis of collective bargaining and single issues, with limited capacity 

to reinforce continuity. The core unions among the JPTUC have already initiated a certain 

degree of structured alliances in preparation for collective bargaining. In addition, the 

JPTUC is not reluctant to support contentious collective action. In further developing these 

structured alliances to reinforce collective contentious action, SMU advances a 

community-in-movement approach.  
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The building of a community-in-movement relates to linking life politics with movement 

politics. The life politics of worker dignity is the core articulation of NUW’s worker 

interest. In linking life politics with issues of family and community, the strategy is to build 

alliances with other democratic social movements and community groups. This leads to 

identifying principles to build alliances with NGOs.  

 

The NUW and most other plantation trade unions' antagonism towards NGOs, are 

reflective of their strategic orientation as (de-politicised) providers of services. A distinct 

feature of unions in comparison to most NGOs in the plantations, however, is their 

capacity to mobilise workers. According to the NUW leadership,  

“… the whole problem is that NGOs, not all, but some are only there for 

namesake. They appoint their own people, they live a cushy life. … trade unionists  

are the ones who suffer. …  NGOs also talk ill of trade unions, ‘people are giving 

subscriptions and what are you doing for them?’  … They don’t know the amount 

of work we do. …  They do propaganda in the estates, and the workers also think 

they are right. Without the trade unions they can’t get into estates.” 

The radical politicisation of the membership is central to an SMU orientation. The NUW 

maintains this politicisation agenda, though embedded in a patriarchal bureaucratic mode 

of organisation.  

 

Deepening NUW's alliances with democratic women's organisations is significant for 

building women worker capacities. The NUW's celebration of International Women's Day 

as well as links with the CSPA, illustrates existing capacities for developing deeper 

alliances. For example, NUW’s loose alliance with Penn Wimochana Gnayodayam 

(PWG), can be strengthened to share and pool knowledge in order to foster collective 

action by linking life with movement politics. The PWG represents an NGO, closely linked 

with other women’s organisations, intervening to improve plantation women’s status. 

Unlike most NGO’s, the PWG’s strategic orientation is to radicalise civil society by 

politicising women and women’s issues.  The strengthening of NUW alliances with the 

PWG is likely to encourage a politically skilled membership. 

 

The NUW's capacity for developing a SMU orientation, relates to redefining strategies in 

representative politics in order to reinforce its movement politics. As a result, encouraging 

forms of participatory democracy and strategic alliances are central to experimenting with 

a complex process of organisational change. Participatory democracy is aimed at nurturing 
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the creative initiative of members that simultaneously deepens values of worker solidarity. 

Encouragement of new ethical practices on the basis of participatory parity involves 

elements of trust and care (Ch. 3.2.1.5). The NUW represents a trustworthy leadership, 

maintaining a “good” bureaucracy. This trust is primarily an abstract trust in expert 

systems, having the potential to develop more concrete personalised forms of trust. 

Developing concrete forms of trust also concerns an ethic of care (Ch. 3.2.1.5). Thus, the 

core SMU orientation involves redefining solidarity as unity-in-diversity as well as 

diversity-in-unity. Consequently, alliances with community organisations that can 

reinforce NUW’s movement dimension is central to developing organic forms of solidarity 

and a community in movement (Figure 9.6.)  

 

Figure 9.6.       NUW Independent Political Unionism 
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Buddhist strategies of an increasingly militarised and authoritarian state. Amidst these 

structural constraints, plantations are fragmented along party lines, further undermining 

worker solidarity.  While the NUW has maintained its independence from party 

subordination, its “service” orientation has reinforced forms of bureaucratic unionism, 

limiting its capacity for movement politics. 

 

An SMU orientation relates to empowering unions as actors in civil society. As a result, 

strengthening NUW's tendencies of internal democracy with structured alliances, has the 

potential to develop SMU strategies. While acknowledging the complex contradictions of 

organisational change, the aim is to activate union members and build new identities 

around unions as a community in movement. To revitalise NUW's role as a civil society 

actor, the purpose is to discover new ways of engaging in representative politics to enhance 

the movement politics of the union.  

9.4.1 Conclusion 
This chapter focused on the tea plantation union, the NUW, explaining its independent 

political unionism strategies and its capacity to develop a SMU orientation. Independent of 

party and state subordination, the NUW’s strategic orientation extends beyond the 

workplace (economic unionism) into representative politics. While embedded in 

limitations, the NUW’s internal democracy and alliances with other plantation unions also 

reveal the possibilities of a SMU orientation.  

 

The tea plantations characterise despotic labour regimes with enduring elements of master-

slave relations. Along with low wages, the workers are faced with dismal living conditions. 

The dominant strategy of plantation unions depicts forms of political unionism, based on 

bureaucratic models of organising workers.  Moreover, party-subordinated union strategies 

have exacerbated union fragmentation in the plantations. 

 

Since its formation in 1965, the NUW maintained its party independence, but launched its 

political party in 1990. This participation in representative politics, however, is primarily 

determined by the union, and has had minimal impact on expanding its membership base. 

Nevertheless, as a key actor within the JPTUC, the NUW illustrates an alternative to the 

dominant party subordinated strategies of the CWC and the LJEWU.  
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The NUW openly confronts workplace issues related to privatisation, as well as citizenship 

issues, which counter Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. Following the privatisation of 

plantations in 1992, the employers took a hostile stance against unions which narrowed the 

employment contract and scope of collective bargaining. The inadequacy of the NUW to 

resist this assault revealed limitations of NUWs strategic orientation.   

  

While characterising a “good” bureaucracy, the NUW is grounded in organisational 

democracy that is primarily focused on formal representative democracy. This situates the 

NUW as a 'service' union and results in organisational knowledge being concentrated 

within the union leadership and officials. By neglecting the potential for pooling and 

sharing of knowledge, the NUW sustains centralised, paternalist, hierarchical internal 

relations. As a result, enduring tendencies of patriarchy within the NUW articulate worker 

interests in terms of a political economy of interests, that absents the role of women in a 

social economy. In turn, the strategic orientation of the NUW reinforces a paternalistic 

bureaucratic model, which inhibits strategic alliances with democratic social movements.  

 

The NUW’s emphasis on internal democracy and the alliance with JPTUC, however, 

illustrates the potential towards developing an SMU orientation. While encouraging 

participatory democracy internally, the aim is to develop structured alliances with the 

JPTUC to enhance NUW’s capacity in building worker solidarity. Developing an SMU 

orientation relates to shifting NUW’s independent political unionism towards a 

community-in-movement so as to regain its role as a civil society actor.  

 

The NUW as well as the nurses union, PSUNU, discussed in the previous chapter, express 

independent union strategies. While they both illustrate alternatives to the dominant 

political unionism strategies, they also embody limitations, in varying degrees, in 

developing an SMU orientation. The next chapter focuses on a Free Trade Zone union, that 

also depicts independent union strategies, but with a closer resemblance to an SMU 

orientation.   
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1 In the low and mid-country estates, there are around 30,600 units of the twin cottage type 
constructed over 25 years ago. Although twice the size of the line-room, a majority (around 70%) 
are considered to require major repairs. See Karder (1996) 
 
2 In mid-2000, the NUW suspended the payment of salaries for specific district officials who were 
not submitting standard accounting details to the head office. According to Kandiah, it was mostly 
aimed at activating some senior district level leaders.   
 
3 The NAITA is co-ordinated by the Tertiary and Vocational Education Commission (TVEC), a 
statutory body restructured in 1994, and issues national certificates according to accepted standards 
(ER, 1999:Nov/Dec, 20). 
 
4 S. Somasundaram was in India at the time, but remained an active supporter until his death in the 
early 1970s. The local trade union leaders were slightly more educated (above 5th standard), than the 
Head Kanganies (Hkg’s), and were mostly from the lower castes, particularly the Paraiyan caste 
(Hollup, 1994:190). The HKg’s children were educated in urban schools in Kandy, such as Trinity 
and Saint Sylvester College. A few students also continued on to higher education around the mid 
1940s.  
 
5 Valentine Daniel (1992) refers to the work of C.V. Velupillai in a discussion on the dynamics of 
historical consciousness and the consciousness of heritage among the ‘hill country’ Tamils.  
 
6 C.V. Velupillai considered Prof. Kailasapathy as a key actor for the hill-country Tamil people until 
his death in early 1980s.  
 
7 The critique was an article by Godfrey Gunetilleke, “A Framework for Inter-Racial Dialogue” in 
the Catholic weekly, The Messenger. The Marga institute was launched in 1972, with the 
collaboration of  the German Friedrich Naumann Stiftung, the International Development Research 
Centre of Canada, and UN agencies such as the UNCTAD, UNRISD, and ESCAP. Progress Report 
1972-1982: Marga Institute : Sri Lanka Centre for Development Studies, 10th Anniversary 
publication.  
 
8 The USA had no specific agenda for the plantations and attracted political leaders, critical of both 
majoritarian parties and the left parties of the CP, LSSP and the JVP.  
 
9 At the October 2000 parliamentary elections the NUW put forward 10 candidates for Nuwera 
Eliya, and 14  for Kandy district. There were no women put forward as NUW candidates. At present 
there are three NUW members who were elected in 1997 to the Pradeshiya sabha. The next 
Pradeshiya sabha elections are planned for 2001. 
 
10 The JPTUC in 1998 included : United Plantation Workers Union; National Union of Workers; 
Ceylon Plantation Workers (Red Flag) Union; Lanka Estate Workers Union; Sri Lanka Nidhas 
Sevaka Sangamaya (Plantation Sector); Up-country Workers Front; Lanka General Services Union; 
Sri Lanka Deshavimukthi plantation Workers Union; New Red Flag Plantation Workers Union;  
Workers Peasants Liberation; Agricultural and Plantation Workers Union (Baddulla); Democratic 
Workers Congress; Ceylon Estate Staff Union; United Lanka Estate Workers Union; All Ceylon 
United Workers Congress. United Plantation Workers Union; Progressive Estate Workers Union; 
Aziz Democratic Workers Congress, Ceylon National Workers Congress; All Ceylon Staff 
Congress.  
 
11 Some of the key NGOs in the plantations include: the Christian Workers Fellowship, Women’s 
Development Centre, NGO forum for plantation organisations, Association for Socio-Cultural 
Advancement, Gami Seva Sevana, Hill country Arts and Literary Assembly; Pengal Wimochana 
Ghanodayam, Plantation and Rural Education and Development Organisation; Satyodaya Centre for 
Social Research and Encounter; social Welfare Mandram; Sri Lanka United Agro Society; 
Navayuga Social Development Foundation, United Welfare Organisation, Uva Workers Aid Centre 
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and Workers Development Centre.  Among the main international donor agencies and NGOs active 
in the plantations include: UNICEF, NORAD, JICA, OECF (Japan), WUSC, Sri Lanka-Canada 
Development Fund, CARE, COPE (Sweden), Christian Aid, PALM, and World Vision. 
 
12 Other signatories included: S. Rajasundaram (Gandhiyam society), S. Balakrishnan (CSPA), J. 
Peri Sunderam (CWC), G. Rajgopal (CESU), Annathaie Abayasekera (CWF, PWG), Jeffrry 
Abayasekera (CWF), Rev. Marcus Fernando (Bishop of Chilaw); Lakshman Wickramasighe 
(Bishop Kurunegala), and Dr. Seneka Bandaranaike. 
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Free Trade Zone Workers: 

Social Movement Unionism 

 

 

 

 
In examining alternatives to dominant political unionism strategies, this chapter looks at a 

party independent union in the Free Trade Zones (FTZs) that expresses social movement 

unionism tendencies. The Free Trade Zone Workers Union (FTZWU) was launched in 1999, 

by a partnership between the ITGWU (Industrial and Transport General Workers Union) and 

the Women's Centre (WC). This chapter focuses on the partnership and its activity in 

representative and movement politics. In particular, this chapter explains the internal 

mechanisms that situates the union strategies as a community in movement, engaged in 

regaining union identities as civil society actors. 

 

The chapter is divided into four main sections. The first captures the labour process and 

living conditions in the FTZs. The second describes the partnership’s historical emergence, 

focusing on the formal organisation, the articulation of workers’ interest, leadership and 

alliances.  The third looks at the movement politics of the partnership in terms of alliances 

with local and global actors in civil society. The fourth section explains the main tendencies 

of an SMU orientation expressed by the partnership and its limitations as well as possibilities.  

 

The main argument in this chapter is that the partnership depicts an SMU orientation to 

organise worker solidarity and build union capacities. As an independent union, the 

partnership’s formal organisation characterises tendencies of participatory democracy 
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nurturing an active membership. With young women who are new to wage labour forming a 

majority of members, the partnership’s articulation of workers’ interest expresses women 

worker struggles in a social economy. As opposed to the paternalist leadership of nurses’ and 

tea plantation independent unions, this leadership is oriented towards encouraging worker 

initiatives.   In emphasising the movement dimension, the partnership links workplace 

engagement with national and international concerns of neo-liberal globalisation.  While 

engaging in representative politics, this strategic orientation is aimed at reinforcing union 

capacities for contentious movement politics by situating unions as actors in civil society.  

 

10.1 Labour Process and Working Conditions 

Worker struggles in the FTZs directly relates to working and living conditions in the FTZs. 

Factories in the FTZs illustrate new forms of despotic factory regimes where workers are 

denied freedom of association and collective bargaining (Voice of Women [VoW], 1983; 

Rosa, 1994,1989; Fine and Howard, 1995; Ch. 6.). The type of industries that have emerged 

in FTZs, generally categorises workers into unskilled and skilled labour, with a small third 

category of supervisors. The actual labour process requires only basic assembly or tailoring 

labour and at most, semi-skilled machine operations (VoW, 1983:18). Workers are trained in 

these “skills” with relative ease within a few weeks, as illustrated by the mushrooming of 

training centres for garment workers, offering two-week courses.  

 

Workers are recruited initially on a temporary basis. This is a period of observation of their 

capacity to learn basic skills, submissiveness within hierarchical factory regimes, and 

workers’ health conditions to endure a gruelling work schedule (VoW, 1983). After this 

initial probationary period which usually takes six months, the workers are slotted into a 

production process where they remain. The majority of the workers are left in a basic skill 

category as machine operators, with a few advancing to supervisory grades, involving 

activities related to quality control and supervision (Ibid.).  

10.1.1 Factory Regimes 

In terms of labour processes, “production targets” discipline the workers. Depicting lean 

production methods, the highly authoritarian and regimented patterns of labour control mean 

that even the slightest delay in production targets and quality are penalised by warning 

letters, deductions from wages, suspension of work or being fired (FES, 1997:25). While the 

standard daily labour time is 8 hours, the work time can be extended to 10, 12 or even 14 

hours. Working overtime is often compulsory. The extended working hours also coincide 
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with work intensity. With short half-hour breaks for meals and limited toilet breaks, the 

workers are disciplined by a tight production schedule.  Strict adherence to this regimen to 

achieve production targets is the daily struggle of these workers. There are instances when 

supervisors retreat to verbal abuse and physical violence such as twisting the ear, knocks on 

the head and jabs with pencils and scissors (FES, 1997:25).  

 

The labour process and working conditions impact on workers' health in a range of both 

mental and physical ills. Working conditions of long hours, repetitive, stereotypical, 

stationary activity combines with the inability to take sick leave without facing wage 

penalties. For minor ailments at work, workers are allowed only 15 minutes in a small first-

aid “sick room”, equipped with minimum facilities. Although the physical conditions of the 

workplace are generally considered to meet legal standards in most factories, there are 

instances of occupational and safety standard violations (VoW, 1983). Despite these legal 

standards, exposure to chemicals, gases, dust, and noise have led to various ailments. 

Workers are also maimed in factory accidents and even killed (Dabindu, 2000:April).1 Many 

workers are considered to experience pain in the joints, knees, shoulders, spine, chest and to 

suffer from strained eyes (VoW, 1983:45; Siano, 1997; De Alwis and Perera, 2000). In 

addition, the mental health conditions of workers are influenced by high levels of stress in the 

workplace, due to long working hours, living away from home, poor living conditions and 

issues of sexual harassment and violence (Samarasinghe, 2000; Siano, 1997). 

10.1.2 Wages and Expenditures 

Factory workers in the FTZs are daily paid employees, where wage levels vary slightly 

according to the size of factory, and the nature of links with larger transnational companies 

(VoW, 1983:31). In 2000, average monthly wages were around Rs. 3,000 to 4,000 or US$ 40 

– 53. While this is more than a plantation worker who earns around Rs. 2,750 per month, the 

increased cost of living in an urban setting makes this wage a bare minimum living wage.  

When compared internationally, although wage rates improved during the period 1980-95, 

the rates have been declining since then (Appendix 7b).  

 

The low wages, expressed in the tight link between wages and production, also involve 

working long hours, night shifts, public holidays, and overtime. The take-home pay of 

workers is determined by the wage rate, number of work days available and additional 

payments, such as overtime and incentives, less any deductions. Along with statutory 

deduction from wages for EPF (Employees’ Provident Fund), fines are also deducted. These 
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fines are mostly linked with late arrival for work, and failure to achieve production targets 

(VoW, 1983:34). Given that most workers are unmarried young women, their earnings often 

supplement the family's income. There are instances where these women are the sole family 

breadwinners. The wage differentiation between male and female workers is generally 

negligible. Nevertheless, the gender division of labour often situates men in slightly better 

wage levels. Although saving money is a priority, workers are often denied access to the 

formal banking system due to low wages, the gruelling work schedule and lack of convenient 

banking hours for workers.2

  

Food, medical expenses, clothing and jewellery represent the main expenses. Expenses on 

food weigh heavily upon workers in boarding houses. Medical expenses are often linked with 

work related health issues and access to the State hospitals for medical treatment, is also 

limited by work schedules (VoW, 1983:53). With saving money a priority, to lowering food 

expenses means keeping to a basic minimum, lowering nutritional intake and adding to the 

susceptibility to diseases (Hanniffa, 1995). In the early 1980s, a food co-operative was 

initiated by a Catholic centre to combat the price increases in food items by marked-up prices 

of local merchants’ (Rosa, 1994:92). While the co-op was able to intervene in the local food 

retail market to influence its price levels, competition by a rival food co-op led to its closure 

(Ibid.).  

 

While women have gained relative freedom from patriarchy at home and village 

communities, negotiating new relations of patriarchy have also emerged. Their control over 

wages is constrained by patriarchy and male violence. These young women are now 

engaging with patriarchal relations of the factory, the surrounding community, the urban 

commercial milieu, and institutions of everyday life. Often young women fall prey to con-

men who have robbed them of their wages and jewellery while promising them marriage 

(FES 1997:45).  

10.1.3 Living Conditions 

In the absence of adequate state provision of housing, most workers live in poorly 

constructed boarding facilities, set up by local villagers. Surveys conducted on 

accommodation in FTZs have found 50%-84% of workers reside in boarding facilities (FES, 

1997; Women’s Centre, 1993). While there are a handful of organised hostels operated by 

Christian Organisations and the government, a majority of workers are compelled to utilise 

boarding facilities provided by residents around the Zone (Rosa, 1989). The organised 
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boarding facilities, with capacities from 30-100 are, at times, under-utilised. Often 

inadequacies of water and sanitation keep workers away. More importantly, strict rules and 

control over workers' freedoms, such as restrictions on visitors, discourage workers from 

living in these boarding houses. The provision of boarding facilities has also become a 

lucrative income-earning avenue for house owners of the FTZ surrounding areas.  

 

In most boarding houses there are no basic amenities. Some boarding houses have neither 

ventilation nor adequate space; some have no electricity and many have no running water. 

Often women share a room with 10 to 12 others, having to live, cook their meals and sleep in 

one cramped room.  In trying to keep fuel expenditures low, the majority use firewood; the 

rest use kerosene oil (Women’s Centre, 1993; DaBindu, 1997:21). Workers are often 

exposed to various toxic fumes as they cook in cramped spaces with poor ventilation. The 

time demands of work and the pressure of cooking space directly affect the type and variety 

of dietary intake (Women’s Centre, 1993). Although there are small minimum health 

facilities provided by some factories and the Zone’s “Free Trade Zone Medical Centre”, most 

of the workers use private medical clinics that have also expanded into the Zone (Ibid.). 

 

Women workers' health is placed at risk by living conditions in the boarding houses. Some of 

these boarding house structures are described as “insecure sheds, like chicken-coops” (FES, 

1997:39). In 1998, a presidential committee, looking into the safety and welfare of women 

workers in FTZs, found most of the 3,810 boarding houses surveyed were “highly inadequate 

and unhygienic”. Following recommendations of the committee, the BOI (Board of 

Investments) provided subsidised loans to boarding house owners to up-grade the rental 

spaces. According to activists in the area, some of the owners used the loans to upgrade their 

own premises and not the rental spaces (Cottingham, 1993:12).3

 

The exploitation of workers within local economies illustrates a range of entrepreneurial 

commercial activities, parasitic upon Zone workers. Accompanying the spontaneous opening 

up of boarding houses, new activities emerged which are linked with various small-

merchants, three-wheel taxi drivers, and private media sponsored musical shows. Often, 

merchants, both in boarding houses and the town bazaar, mark-up prices or reduce quality or 

quantity to profit from these workers (FES, 1997:32). Private buses also mark-up their prices 

for travel originating from the FTZ bus stations. In the towns, merchants promote various 

commodities, such as jewellery, clothing, photo studios, and so on, directly targeting factory 

workers as consumers. Given that most workers are left with little time for shopping, the 
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boarding house shop becomes an expensive convenience (Rosa, 1989). Illustrating a new 

form of the 'truck' system that makes workers dependent on boarding house owners, workers 

are restricted in their access to external markets. Besides getting locked into buying goods 

from the boarding house, workers are also led into high interest credit relations.  

 

Sexual harassment and violence against women workers is an enduring structure of 

oppression. While the physical infrastructure has improved with campaigns by women’s 

organisations, inadequate street lighting and transport are on-going constraints. The roads are 

generally the only public space where workers can meet, given the lack of open public spaces 

such as parks or community centres. Since most workers are single, young women, outsiders 

to the community, and male youths converge on these roads. There are instances where 

groups of young men and women form friendships, with some women finding trustworthy, 

enduring relationships with these men. But the general trend of male-female interaction in 

public spaces involves multiple forms of harassment as well as violence.  

 

The local Sinhala private media, particularly popular radio stations, play a critical role in the 

sexualisation of women workers in the Zone.4 The dominant tendency is to represent young 

working women as prostitutes and sexual objects. Thus the construction of male desires and 

fantasies among male youth in these communities is embedded in an aggressive masculinity. 

The escalation of violence against women includes instances of abduction, rape, and murder. 

For example, on the 19th February 1998, a 17 year old woman worker who had joined a 

factory in the Zone three months earlier, was abducted and raped by 13 men, while walking 

along an unlit road at night. Eleven of the men were between the ages of 18-20 and two were 

married. After receiving treatment at a local hospital, the woman was taken back to her 

village (DaBindu, 1998: March).    

 

Towards the end of the 1990s, the state (BOI) was compelled to actively recruit workers into 

the FTZs, as potential new workers refused to accept the oppressive living conditions. This 

involved half-page advertisements in popular daily newspapers, claiming improved living 

and working conditions.  However, this promotional campaign failed to mention issues 

related to worker and trade union rights in the FTZ's (Daily News and Dinamina, 1998: Oct. 

27). 
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10.1.4 Industrial Relations and Worker Organisations 

The approach to industrial relations in the Zones has maintained an anti-union strategy (Ch. 

6.1.1). In actively repressing collective action and trade unions, the BOI and the state,  

promoted management-worker committees, either as Workers or Employee councils. The 

enterprise level worker-management committees introduced as Joint Consultative Councils 

(JCC) between 1977-1994, were renamed as Employee Councils under the 1994 PA 

government.  

 

Unlike the Joint Consultative Councils (JCC) advocated under the 17-year UNP rule, the 

Employee Councils proposed greater independence for workers to organise within the 

workplace. The main structural changes of the Employee Councils included: election of 

workers' representatives through secret ballot; 2 hours per month duty leave for Council 

activity; and access to the Labour Department and the BOI (Board of Investments) to settle 

worker grievances that could not be resolved in-house. The state (BOI) as well as employers 

undermined the implementation of these enterprise-level negotiating structures, proposing 

new corporatist arrangements through a company voluntary “code of conduct” and the 

“social clause” aimed at recognising core ILO conventions (Ch. 6.4.1.3.).  

 

The undermining of FTZ unions relates to the broader context of an authoritarian, militarised 

state which promotes the interests of capital. Incidences of disappearances in the FTZs during 

the terror period of 1988-89 have maintained a culture of fear among FTZ workers (Ch. 

6.1.1.4). FTZ factories often appoint ex-police and military personnel as “Human Resource 

Managers” (Ch. 6.1.1.2). Consequently, employers resort to various strategies to undermine 

worker protest. In one strike incident the management, pretending to be concerned villagers, 

wrote letters to the parents of strikers to persuade them to return to work (Dabindu, 

2000:Apr.). According to union activist Nilmini, 

“They are trying to break our organisation by inducing competition among us over 

production, attendance, and behaviour. They try to increase the conflicts among us. 

Some members, who were absent more regularly they try to cancel their grading”.  

However, the establishment of nominal trade union rights under the PA government (1994-

2000) was central to democratising industrial relations in the FTZs.  

 

In short, the working and living conditions in the FTZs combine with authoritarian industrial 

relations, to reduce worker solidarity. In such a context, worker organisations in the FTZs are 
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dominated by de-politicised Non-Government Organisations (NGOs). Nevertheless, some 

NGO's have merged with trade unions in mobilising workers and engaging in contentious 

action. The ITGWU and the WC partnership illustrate a concrete example of a merger 

between a trade union and an NGO, articulating alternative strategies of building worker 

solidarity, based on redefining unions as civil society actors.   

 

10.2 The ITGWU and the WC Partnership  

The partnership between the ITGWU and the WC, emerges with labour and women’s 

movement activists engaged in the historic 1982 Polytex strike (Ch. 6.1.1.3). The activists 

were linked with the CMU (Ceylon Mercantile Union) and the RMP (Revolutionary Marxist 

Party). Anton Marcus, the main CMU organiser for the area, joined the CMU in 1975 and 

was actively involved with the RMP.5 A small group of RMP activists joined CMU 

leadership’s Trotskyist tendencies. They criticised the dominant LSSP and CP working class 

party strategies and their alliances with the bourgeois SLFP party. However, the RMP broke 

off links with the CMU in 1980, opposing the CMU’s last minute pull-out from the 1980 July 

strike and its authoritarian leadership style.  

 

The launch of the Industrial and Transport General Workers Union (ITGWU) in August 

1980, illustrates a new leadership style. The CMU's branch at Union Carbide was the core of 

the workers organised by Anton and others. Informed of the CMU split, the workers had a 

choice of either joining a new union or continuing with the CMU. Most joined the ITGWU. 

The initial membership of around 6000 workers were employed in mostly garment factories 

in 11 different sites. Immersed in building a union from the grassroots, at that time Anton 

used a bicycle to get around in organising factory workers. As a result, the CMU's leadership 

(Bala Tampoe) used to describe Anton’s union as the “bicycle union” (sec. 9.2.7.). 

 

The Women's Centre was initiated in 1980 by activists of the Women’s Liberation 

Movement, the women’s wing of the RMP, led by Kumudini Samuels and Kumudini Rosa. 

Both were members of overlapping civil society networks. In 1976-77 Kumi Rosa was the 

general secretary of the Student Christian Movement, which included activists influenced by 

liberation theology. She campaigned for women workers by giving speeches at strikes, 

writing pamphlets, and building worker solidarity. She was also active in networking with 

international NGOs and pooling resources for the WC. Meanwhile, Kumi Samuels left her 

full-time position as an administrative worker of the Movement for Inter-racial Justice and 

Equality (MRIJE), a key civil society organisation, becoming a full-time activist.  
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The present co-ordinator of the WC, Padmini Weerasinghe, emerged, politicised, from the 

1983 Polytex strike (sec. 9.2.7.). While Kumi Samuels remains a prominent figure with the 

women’s movement (Women in Media), Kumi Rosa joined the development NGO sector. 

The membership of the WC includes mostly paid members who have been members for 

around three to five years. The membership expanded from 100 members in 1982, to about 

1000 in 1992 and to 3000 members in 2000. There are 13 committee members on the WC, 

and around 200 politically active women workers. The leadership styles and the commitment 

of Padmini Weerasinghe and Anton Marcus are central to the articulation of an alternative 

union strategy as discussed in sections 9.2.7.  

 

The formation of the ITGWU and the WC in 1980 coincided with the anti-union strategies of 

the UNP government.  Along with the repression of the 1980 July strike, the authoritarian 

state strategies enacted legislation (the 1979 Prevention of Terrorism Act, the Essential 

Services Act, and Emergency regulations) to intimidate and eliminate political activists (Ch. 

6.2.). Given the violent political climate, the RMP leadership reached a strategic dilemma 

regarding the mode of activism, favouring covert, “underground” strategies. With a 

considerably larger ITGWU membership, Anton split from the RMP in 1984, protesting that 

unions cannot function “underground”. Since then the ITGWU and WC have elaborated a 

partnership, engaging in representative politics while amplifying movement politics. 

10.2.1 The Partnerships’Aactivism 1977-2000 

The activism of the partnership, during the 1982 – 1987 period was severely constrained by 

the repression of activists in the Zone (Ch. 6.1.1.4.). In 1985 Padmini and six others were 

arrested by GCEC (since 1992 the BOI) armed security guards, for selling the WC 

newspaper, Sthree, about a mile outside the Zone.  The main effort during these initial years 

focused around informing women workers on worker rights.  

 

WC and ITGWU activism was further constrained during the 1988-1989 JVP insurrection 

and the counter-insurrection of the state (Figure 10.1.). Since Anton was known as a trade 

union leader in the area, both  JVP and UNP allied forces targeted Anton, which included 

death threats. The state and employers, complicit in the violence, often labelled activist 

workers as JVP members, which meant they often “disappeared” (Ch. 6.1.1.4.). The 

repression of worker struggles reinforced the partnership and its alliances with a loose 

network of worker organisations in the Zone, involving the Dabindu Collective; Kalape Api 
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(We of the Zones); and the Legal Advice Centre (launched in 1984). The focus on worker 

rights expanded into addressing new issues of human rights during this period.  

 

Figure 10.1.  Timeline ITGWU & WC 
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In 1992, the partnership formed the Centre for the Welfare of Garment Workers (CWGW), 

focusing on campaigns and issues related to garment workers. The CWGW’s activities 

included leadership training programs, awareness raising, dissemination of information, 

legal advice, research and exchange programs (CWGW pamphlet). The publication of 

Garment Workers and the 200 Garment Factory Programme in 1997, was a significant 

outcome, which initiated a district level training program, worker exchange program 

(networking), and solidarity building activities. The link made with the Transnational 

Information Exchange (TIE-Asia) in 1996, supported most of the activities of the CWGW.6 

The TIE-Asia female activist, Kelly Dent, who is also the South Asia area co-ordinator, has 

played a critical role in expanding and deepening alliances with global labour networks.  
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With the re-launch of Employee Councils in the FTZs in September 1994, the partnership 

formed new alliances in terms of engagement with systems of industrial relations. This 

coincided with the end of the seventeen year UNP regime, and the election of the Peoples' 

Alliance (PA) government, supported by the labour movement. In June 1996, in order to 

build solidarity among these workplace committees, the partnership launched the Joint 

Association of Workers and Workers’ Councils of Free Trade Zones or the Joint Association. 

The Joint Association extended the activities of the partnership to include campaigning, 

lobbying and support for victimised representatives of Worker Councils. The Joint 

Association also launched the Joint Workers Forum, later called the Free Workers Forum, as 

a space for open debate among independent unions. With the gradual building of solidarity 

among workers spreading across different FTZs, the Joint Association launched the FTZWU 

in December 1999 (Figure 10.1.). 

 

In January 2000, the FTZWU membership was around 6000 workers, with women workers 

forming close to 90% of the membership. Katunayake FTZ had the largest membership of 

around 60%, followed by Biyagama 40%. While there were links with workers in Koggala, 

no union branch was established. The workers were spread across branches established in 15 

factories, 8 in Katunayake, and 7 in Biyagama. The factory owners include Hong Kong, 

South Korean, and British companies, which, at times, include local partners. Production 

caters mostly to the U.S. and E.U. markets. Out of the membership close to 80% of women 

are between the ages of 18-25, and around 95% are residents of boarding houses. All but 

20% of the members are new to wage labour. The basic monthly wage of most members, 

around 60% are between Rs. 3000-4000, with less that 10% of the members earning wages 

above Rs. 5000 (US$ 67) per month. 

10.2.2 Organisation  

As for the formal organisational structure of elected officials, the key positions include those 

of the secretary, president, and treasurer. Out of the nine office holders, five are women. An 

Organising Committee, consisting of four people, meets usually once a week at the Colombo 

office. General meetings are held with the membership as the need arises. A general 

conference is planned once every two years. The organisers in the three branches meet 

monthly to discuss on-going work and future plans. The mutual interdependence of the 

partnership concerns the ITGWU, providing resources for trade union issues, while the WC 

concentrates on women’s issues. 
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The partnership’s financial resources reflect a dismal 'shoe string' budget where membership 

fees are supplemented with a range of NGO funds. ITGWU activities are funded through 

membership fees collected by a check-off system. However, in the case of FTZ workers, 

where employers often don’t recognise unions, the membership pays directly, making the 

collection of membership fees often a difficult process.7  In contrast, the FTZWU operates 

similarly to an NGO with funds collected by workers as well as receiving WC funds.  

 

Membership fees of the ITGWU comprise around 50%-60% of the union’s total budget. In 

contrast the WC is funded by international NGOs but even those funds have reduced 

particularly since the mid 1990s. During the period between 1982-87, the WC accessed funds 

from Christian donor organisations such as Bread for the World. Since 1992, funds were 

mostly from New Zealand-based Christian organisations, such as the Christian World 

Service. The Asia Pacific Workers Solidarity Links (APWSL) also assist the partnership with 

pursuing foreign funding sources.  

 

Operating in rented offices, the ITGWU has over the years accumulated some office 

equipment (a phone, fax machine, computer, photo-copier and a few filing cabinets). 

Meanwhile, the WC owns two buildings, one adjacent to the KFTZ (on 15 perches of land) 

and the other in Ekala (in 20 perches of land). The ownership of an office is critical for 

activities of the partnership, given the lack of secure public spaces for worker meetings. The 

WC offices (KFTZ and Ekala), as a meeting place, also provides access to a library, a 

reading room, a T.V, and games. This extends to assisting workers with health-related issues, 

housing, and temporary accommodations for visiting relatives. 

 

The organisation’s central office is located in a small three-roomed rented space in a suburb 

of Colombo (Borella). The ITGWU central office was previously located in the business hub 

of Colombo, and WC was mostly based in JaEla. Both organisations moved to the suburbs of 

Colombo in 1996. Their current location allows convenient access to key Colombo 

organisations such as the Labour Department, other union offices, as well as the factories in 

the North and South of the urban Colombo area. A central feature of the partnership is its 

network-oriented organisation, which involves a range of alliances.  

10.2.3 Alliances 

The ITGWU and WC alliance involves a broad network of local, regional and international 

organisations. The local network includes other trade unions, women’s organisations and 
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activists involved in human rights, women's rights, peace, democracy and labour activism 

(Figure 10.2.). The national network of worker organisations included mostly independent 

trade unions, emphasising class politics. The network is activated in the process of 

conducting and participating in workshops, seminars, various campaigns, and the celebration 

of International Women’s Day and May Day. In terms of alliances with political parties, the 

partnership is allied primarily with the NSSP (Trotskyist), and with the JVP at a very 

marginal level. While the partnership agrees with the JVPs 'socialist' principles, it is also 

openly critical of JVP’s Sinhala-Buddhist ethno-nationalism that complements similar state 

strategies (Ch. 6.2.1.6.).  

 

The organisation of May Day and International Women’s Day are two main annual events 

that advance the building of worker solidarity and renewing relations with other worker 

organisations.8 The partnership pioneered the first FTZ May Day rally in 1995, bringing 

together dispersed women workers and asserting their identities as politically active workers 

(Ch. 6.3.1.3.). For the celebration of the 1998 International Women's Day, under the banner 

of   “Women in Action, Struggle and Resistance”, the Women's Centre, teamed up with the 

Community Development Centre of Badulla and the Law and Society Trust of Colombo. 

Around 200 workers, mostly women from the Zones, travelled in 4 buses to Badulla, where 

they joined over 3,000 tea estate and factory workers for a three kilometre march through the 

streets, culminating in a public meeting and cultural event.9

 

The partnership has conducted around four worker exchange programs a year since 1992, 

where a group of factory workers met with workers in other sectors such as the plantations. 

These exchange programs were conducted in rural towns such as Badulla, Puttalam, 

Kurunegala, and Chilaw. At these programs workers often share knowledge about personal 

freedom, respect, and dignity of women’s work within and outside the workplaces.  

 

With the launch of the Free Workers Forum in 1996, the ITGWU regularised a network of 

relatively small independent, and politically active groups of trade unions.10 This network is 

mobilised mainly on issue-based collective action. The partnership supported the campaign 

led by the Free Media Movement, in April of 2000, against government censorship of 

“security related” news. With the on-going issues of devolution and negotiated settlement 

for the ethnic conflict, the partnership is committed to a pro-devolution position.  
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The partnership maintains minimal interaction with the ILO and the ICFTU, which are 

considered the two main international labour and trade union institutions. The main links 

are with similar international labour institutes including the German Friedrich Ebert 

Stiftung (FES) and the U.S. American Centre for International Labour Solidarity (ACILS). 

At a regional level the union is in a network of trade unions and NGOs, called the South Asia 

Labour Forum, involving Nepal, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and India. The Forum 

emerged in May of 1996 in Kathmandu, at a gathering to develop a South Asian Labour 

Rights Charter. The Charter consists primarily of UN and International Labour Organisation 

(ILO) Conventions that would form the basis for a regional regulatory framework for 

industrial relations and trade union rights. The strategies of this network remain a slow, 

drawn-out process, mostly dependent on the Indian initiative.  

 

Figure 10.2.  ITGWU and WC Network s and Alliances  
    ------- local alliances              ---- global alliances  -- 
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The partnership is more closely linked with an alternative network of international labour 

NGOs which include the Transnational Information Exchange (TIE Asia), the Asia Pacific 

Workers Solidarity Links (APWSL), Women Working Worldwide (WWW), and the 

Southern Initiative on Globalisation and Trade Union Rights (SIGTUR). The partnership 

represents the only union in Sri Lanka within the SIGTUR network since its launch in 1992. 

These networks often activate links with International Trade Secretariats (ITSs) such as 

International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers Federation (ITGLWF) (Figure 10.2). 
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10.2.4 Articulation of Worker Interests  

The ITGWU and WC partnership articulates worker interests, connecting workplace issues 

with a broader context of changing structures of production globally. This linking of the local 

workplace with the global 'workplace' (or chains of production) illustrates a key strategic 

orientation, extending beyond the dominant nation-state centred political economy approach 

of political unionism. The articulation of worker interests here redefines trade union 

identities, highlighting movement politics over representative politics.   

 

Worker interests in terms of the workplace are primarily articulated by combining both 

internal and external issues. Issues of wages and conditions of work in the workplace are 

therefore linked with issues outside the workplace, such as poor living conditions and their 

effect on workers' well-being. Particularly in the main Katunayeke FTZ, the partnership 

focuses on issues related to the lack of safe, healthy, easily accessible housing, poor roads 

and public transport, and inadequate street lights.  

 

In terms of workplace issues, the main effort is to establish democratic systems of industrial 

relations at national, regional, industry and workplace levels. At the workplace level, the goal 

is to gain trade union rights, and in workplaces where this is not possible, to institutionalise 

worker representative mechanisms, such as the Worker Councils. An on-going struggle takes 

place around wages concerns the campaign for a minimum wage. Particularly during the 

Ansell strike, which was also during the 1994 general elections, the minimum wage of Rs. 

3000 per month, was the main trade union demand. In countering employers' effort to 

separate wage costs from social wages, the effort is to highlight the ways wage costs relate to 

working and living conditions. Accordingly, the partnership articulates issues of efficiency 

and productivity in terms of socio-economic factors, influencing worker performance within 

the workplace, involving work intensification, low wages, health and safety issues, dismal 

living conditions, and sexual harassment outside. 

 

In mid-2000, the Ministry of Labour announced the further deregulation of overtime work 

for women workers. With the BOI and some workers claiming that “workers want overtime”, 

the FTZWU responded  
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“workers want overtime because they need to supplement their minimum wage, if a 

living wage was paid instead, then they would not need to work so many hours of 

overtime” (22nd June 2000).  

The new legislation extended the present 100 hours of overtime per year to 100 hours per 

month. The FTZWU, in a letter to the Minister of Labour  (22nd June 2000), highlighted the 

negative consequences of the legislation concerning workers health, women workers, and 

employment generation. This integration of worker demands both within and outside the 

workplace, highlight the strategic orientation in articulating worker interests beyond the 

workplace.  

10.2.5 Internal Relations  

The ITGWU and WC partnership is one of mutual interdependence. Although during the 

initial stages the partnership experienced conflicting political and personal relationships, by 

the late 1980s, most of these issues had subsided. Anton’s leadership steers the strategic 

activism of the partnership, influencing both internal dynamics and external networks of the 

partnership.  

 

The mutual interdependence concerns the WC’s focus on women workers and access to the 

women’s movement, complementing the ITGWU’s experience of industrial relations and 

links with the labour movement. The ITGWU takes the lead role in addressing issues within 

the workplace. As a result, ITGWU activities include interventions in wage struggles 

(payment of EPF, bonuses), and health issues (such as bathroom passes, nutritious meals, 

access to medical treatment, and so on). The ITGWU leadership’s experience in industrial 

relations, in dealing with employers, state officials and workers, includes intervening in 

negotiation, resistance and struggle. This role of the ITGWU also reflects the masculine 

cultures of industrial relations institutional complex (the Labour Department, Labour 

Tribunals, as well as legislation).  

 

The balancing of interests between the union (ITGWU) and the WC led to some initial 

internal conflicts. In 1984, the activist previously co-ordinating the WC, separated and 

launched the successful Dabindu newspaper. The main issue of contention centred on the 

personal politics of the male leadership and their relations with female branch leaders who 

were also involved in the WC. However, changes over time in the partnership have 

encouraged an open democratic approach to resolving organisational disputes.  
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The partnership launched a printing training centre called the Lalana Printers during the 

1989-93 period. While the centre assisted in the publishing of ITGWU and WC material, 

leaflets, and newspapers, the mostly labour intensive technology was made obsolete by 

computer technology. More importantly, the disruption of its’ activities in 1991 by some 

JVP-influenced activists attempted to oust the leadership. However, Anton and Padmini, 

along with a core group of activists, successfully resisted an authoritarian struggle from 

below.  

 

The ITGWU and WC partnership's office culture is informal, and often addresses each other 

as sahodaraya “brother” and sahodaree “sister” identities, symbolic of a shared solidarity. 

As the female worker activist Nilmini describes,  

“When we join the trade union, the hierarchy at the workplace is not there in a place 

like this. All address each other as brother or sister. Since we have (a notion of) 

brotherly love (sahodarathvaya) that high-low divisions are not there. The brotherly 

love here is what's there when we go inside (the workplace)” . 

Activities of the organisation are co-ordinated by an organising committee, represented by 

the core group of activists. Committee members maintain a broad political consensus and 

trust among each other as well as the workers they represent. Regular meetings to co-ordinate 

activities, leads, at times, to heated debates, among both men and women. This organisational 

culture of open debate, and non-hierarchic internal relations, indicates a deepening of 

representative democracy towards a participatory one, in direct contrast to bureaucratic 

unionism.  

 

The partnership's internal relations are intertwined with other actors in the network of 

alliances. The networks of communication are mostly maintained through personal contact 

among the core group of activists, linking the co-ordinating committee with factory 

representatives. The partnership has put out leaflets, newsletters and a newspaper on various 

occasions to communicate information to members, as well as a broader segment of workers 

and activists.  

 

The WC published a monthly newspaper “Sthree” (Woman), which was renamed as Sthree 

Kamkaru Handa (Women Workers Voice) in 1996. It was a tabloid size newspaper, with 

around 8 pages in each issue. The newspaper was published bi-monthly, with around 2000 

printed copies. The previous version, Sthree was half the size. The newspapers generally 

focus on a range of issues, involving campaigns by factory workers, both local and 
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international, and news items from various factories. The newspaper and the newsletter are 

produced at irregular intervals, primarily due to the lack of personnel and financial resources.  

 

While the leadership and the core group of activists are competent in their English skills, the 

organisational culture of communication is in Sinhala. While the ITGWU manages to 

function in English, the WC at times uses translators to translate documents from Sinhala to 

English. Both organisations are in a gradual process of learning and communicating in 

English to support the focus on building global alliances. Since most of the computer-aided 

communication is in English, there is a general reluctance among most of the leadership to 

utilise new technology. With the encouragement of the TIE Asia (Kelly Dent), the 

partnership is increasingly using e-mail for communication and solidarity action. The 

orientation toward mutual interdependence between the WC and ITGWU, while mobilising a 

range of actors, relates to organisational democracy and leadership.  

10.2.6 Organisational Democracy and Leadership  

The leadership styles of Anton and Padmini are vital influences on the internal relations and 

the movement dimension of the union (see Appendix 7a). While Anton takes most key 

decisions, his approach is to facilitate and negotiate the decision-making process. The 

Women’s Centre co-ordinator, Padmini, is also a strong leader, grounded in a tacit and 

practical approach to women worker politics. In turn, the two leadership styles encourage 

workers to take the initiative, through a process of open dialogue and debate, encouraging a 

‘politically skilled’ membership (Ch. 5.1.6).  

 

Democracy as a core value of the organisation is geared towards encouraging participatory 

democracy, combining deciding with doing. As worker activist Nilmini explains,  

“If there is a decision to be made, it’s never an individual decision. Although I'm the 

chairperson I can't take a unilateral decision and others can't agree to that. If there is 

a decision to be made, then we hold a meeting and present the case to the members. 

Then we solicit their ideas on that. If it is something that we can agree, we all 

unanimously agree to it. So the solidarity is built on that, by not taking individual 

decisions”. 

The participatory democratic orientation is grounded in emphasising leadership and the 

official's responsibility and respect towards members. With openness in organisation 

discussion, organisational knowledge is shared, encouraging autonomous creative activity 
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among workers. This also highlights the commitment to contentious movement politics. As a 

male union leader Gamini describes, 

“For commitment, there must be trust, confidence and unity. The members must give 

us strength, so that we can move forwards. Even if that doesn't materialise, as for me 

I will continue my journey. Lot of the women workers are like that. We are engaged 

in this, because we participate in everything”. 

 

Both Anton and Padmini, characterise a new generation of leaders emerging from a 

commitment to activism. Anton was assaulted and jailed, along with three others, during the 

1982-83 Polytex strike (Ch. 6.1.1.3). A key mechanism of political violence in the FTZ area 

relates to ‘mini-republics’ maintained by local politicians. According to Anton,  

We were in jail for 2 weeks. When we came out, the government, at that time, the 

UNP, had organised thugs and they assaulted us. … Immediately after we were 

released, I came directly to the labour department for a conference regarding the 

same strike. But, the discussion went on until 7 p.m. Now, that was a planned trap. 

Because, when I came to the Je-Ela office, the UNP thugs also came. The office of 

the Minister of Labour, at the time was upstairs.  So he was behind this whole thing.   

… He tried to break the strike instead of trying to settle it. He was the Minster of 

Labour. … He didn’t try to settle. He tried to break the strike, he provided new 

workers to the management. 

On numerous occasions, Padmini was also threatened, chased, and assaulted particularly 

during the early 1980s. Although most of the present membership is often not aware of this 

history of the leadership, there is a network of activists spread across the Zone that share 

these collective histories of struggle.  

 

Padmini was politicised during the 1980 Polytex strike and maintains activism linking life 

politics with movement politics. After finishing her A’levels (secondary education), Padmini 

joined the Polytex garments factory, as a replacement to the striking workers, or a scab 

worker. But once inside Padmini connected with the workers sympathetic with the strikers. 

Since Padmini was following courses in typing and English while working, she took a 

leadership role among the workers. This initiated her activism, which eventually led to losing 

her job in the process.   

 

Padmini’s immediate network includes key organisations in the women's movement in Sri 

Lanka. This includes organisations such as the Women’s NGO forum, Mothers and 
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Daughters of Lanka, and Women and Media. While Padmini is also involved with various 

women’s groups, her space for expanding this network is limited by her household labour, 

including care for her six-year-old daughter. Nevertheless, the internal democracy of the 

union, combining formal and informal practices, also allows Padmini to bring her young 

daughter to the union and care for her during administrative tasks.  

 

Anton’s leadership within the partnership is also linked to his political activist history. The 

1971 JVP youth insurrection is a key moment of his radicalisation. Anton's broader 

network relates to his early associations with the RMP, or the “radical left”, and later with 

the NSSP. He is also involved in various civil society actors, such as the MIRJE 

(Movement for Inter-Racial Justice and Equality), MDDR (Movement for Democracy and 

Devolution Reforms), and FMM (Free Media Movement). Internationally, the APWSL 

network linked Anton with other transnational activists’ networks.  For example, since 

1987 Anton has been involved with the Asian Cultural Forum of Development (ACFOD), 

a network of activists and organisations promoting social change that draws on national 

and regional cultural and religious resources.11

 

Anton’s commitment to movement politics is depicted in the Free Workers Forum initiated 

in 1996. As Anton explains,  

“We’ve found out that even if we try to organise within the FTZs, we cannot go 

ahead without broader alliance with other trade unions. That’s why we initiated this 

Free Workers Forum. That’s the place where we debate issues about privatisation, 

and globalisation, with all trade unions, especially independent trade unions” 

At the Forum meeting held in May 2000, the main discussion focused on campaigns 

around the upcoming parliamentary elections. This lively discussion, attended by about 40 

trade unionists and activists (only 3 women in the group), involved a range of labour 

organisations, including the ACILS (AFL-CIO).  The themes of discussion included: the 

implications of the “war footing” policy of the president, womens' strategies on new 

overtime regulations, the crisis of small farmers, and the up-coming labour demonstrations.  

 

The leadership of Anton and Padmini is central to the movement orientation of the 

partnership. Their commitment to activism also expresses a commitment to future 

generations. As a result, they have nurtured a second tier of leaders, engaging not only in the 

workplace, but also in a broader socio-political milieu of local communities. In recognising 

their division of labour, while negotiating conflicts and contradictions, they describe the 
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boundaries of each other’s tasks with a mutual understanding. The learning by doing 

orientation to leadership encourages a participatory, democratic, organisational culture, 

strengthening the movement dimension of the union.  

 

10.3 Movement Politics 

Unlike the nurses’ and tea plantation unions, the partnership’s independent unionism is 

grounded in reinforcing movement politics. The partnership intervenes at various levels using 

a multitude of methods, which illustrate a differentiated democratic strategy (Ch. 4.2.4.3). 

The aim is to link life politics with movement politics by articulating the union as community 

in movement.  

 

In empowering the membership, movement politics is oriented towards a broader agenda of 

social transformation on the basis of developing organisational knowledge. This extends the 

workplace struggle to community and social issues. The movement orientation is based on 

participatory democracy that approaches organisational knowledge as a social attribute. In 

linking deciding with doing, the partnership encourages worker education for mutual self-

development. Emphasising the validity of experiential knowledge, worker education 

programs involve activities such as open discussions, training programs and worker 

exchange programs. Accordingly, the awareness and recognition of unequal power relations 

among workers and their organisations, situates worker solidarity as unity in diversity as well 

as diversity in unity (Ch. 3.2.1.1).  

 

In the event of a workplace dispute, the main union strategy is to initiate a process of 

negotiation and settlement, aimed at de-escalating the dispute. This often takes the form of 

writing letters of appeal and protest to employers and labour commissioners. Meanwhile, the 

workplace organisers informed about strategies of negotiation. In terms of workplace 

strategies during a dispute, the union has assisted in lockouts, go-slows, and other forms of 

worker protest and struggle. The union has assisted in strikes on various occasions such as 

the Polytex (1981-82), Monta Garments (1986), Atlas Gloves (1993), and Bonaventure 

(1994). Often, the union is requested to intervene on an on-going dispute, where the union is 

compelled to form a branch union, spontaneously, to organise the struggle. The union sees 

these forms of mobilisation only as strategies of last resort. More importantly, strikes 

generally drain the union of limited financial resources. The 1982-83, Polytex strike that 

lasted for four months, incurred a cost of around Rs. 1,000,000 (around US$ 60,000 in 1983).  
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Partnership alliances with international organisations are central to its strategies of 

mobilisation. This highlights a key element of union renewal, linked with labour 

internationalism strategies (Ch. 4.3.6.1). During the April 1993 strike at Atlas Gloves, the 

partnership sought the protection of International Peace Brigades. It was a period following 

the assassination of President Premadasa and the coercive forces of the state, actively 

containing dissent. The link with the Asia Pacific Workers Solidarity Links (APWSL) has 

also made intervention at an international level possible. In 1994, during a lock-out at the 

Bonaventure garment factory, the ITGWU was able to activate this network to link up with a 

Hong Kong union, the Federation Trade Unions Hong Kong, to support their struggle. The 

Asia Monitor Resource Centre in Hong Kong also contributed to making links and sharing 

information.12 With efforts of the Hong Kong Union, the Company was forced to renegotiate 

its decision to close operations in Sri Lanka. In June 1996, with Joint Association’s 

leadership, the Bonaventure workers continued the struggle, and the factory re-opened under 

new ownership (I.J.S Lanka) in April 1997. This aspect of labour internationalism to 

participate in global campaigns is intertwined with new strategies for mobilising workers 

locally. 

10.3.1 Mobilising Workers  

In mobilising workers, the partnership illustrates the combining of political economy with a 

broader context of a social economy. The FTZ workers characterise a specific working-class 

segment of manufacturing workers. These workers are mostly young women, new entrants to 

wage employment, relatively well educated, and are children of semi-urban or rural families. 

A majority of workers enter wage-labour with a short-term perspective, of five to eight years. 

Their aim is to save some money through wages and benefits, which mostly consists of ETF 

(Employees Trust Fund), EPF (Employees Provident Fund), and gratuities. This short-term 

perspective is reinforced by the state (BOI) regulations that entitle workers to a special bonus 

(gratuity) at the end of five years of employment.13 The short-term outlook of workers often 

allows them to rationalise their daily drudgery and evade confronting employers.   

 

The partnership is often faced with strategic dilemmas, related to mobilising mostly young 

women workers, who are new to the politics of production. Particularly within a context 

where trade unions and activists are repressed and workers are saturated in a de-politicised 

popular media culture, confronting management on workplace disputes, is an enormously 

hesitant process. This also relates to the dominant tendency of political unionism and worker 

organisations (NGOs) to focus on non-contentious politics and welfare activities. Most 
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welfare based NGOs promote individualism, de-politicising workers and domesticating their 

potential for collective action as class actors. As Brito Fernando of the Kalape Api 

organisation explains the difficulty of mobilising workers,  

“most workers simply want to pay their membership dues of  Rs.15. and remain 

dormant. The workers treat the trade union, as if they are receiving medicine from a 

hospital” (Diyasa, 1996: Feb-March) 

 

In contrast, the partnership is oriented towards politically educating and encouraging the self-

organisation of workers. This learning by doing approach, emphasises the ways in which 

proposed collective action will make a difference. According to a woman worker and 

member of the union,  

"There are popular trade union leaders, but no leader has made any intervention. 

Anton was the only person to organise us. There are welfare organisations. But it 

hasn’t helped us. That’s not enough. They have to intervene to organise. Just doing 

welfare work is not going to help, but in order to win our rights we have to organise" 

(Women’s Centre, 1999:July) 

 

In politically educating workers, the partnership's main effort is to counter paternalist and 

patriarchal strategies of management, the state, as well as most NGOs. The aim is to assert 

the autonomy of these young women not only as workers and women, but also as human 

beings. According to Padmini,  

“the management and politicians address these young workers as “children” 

(Lamai), and our effort is  to show that they are not children. They are coming 

straight from school to the factory, and the management treat them like they do in 

school. So that way the management can deny them their rights, and get the 

maximum out of them”. 

   

The mobilisation of workers relates to building worker solidarity, grounded in notions of 

trust and care. Trust is built by collective decision making and expressing a broader and 

deeper interest in workers' real life experiences. Therefore, workers are encouraged to inform 

fellow workers and their families on issues of struggle. The workers are also made aware of 

costs and risks in terms of the personal consequences of participation, such as loss of pay, 

and even jobs. By incorporating a broader political perspective on social change, values 

placed on those negative consequences are lessened to a certain degree.  
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The launch of the FTZ May Day rally while a significant achievement for worker 

organisations in the Zone, received minimal publicity. Particularly, the Colombo based male-

biased labour movement and private media continue to marginalise this event. The 

significance of the rally relates to two forms of intervention. First, this is the only May Day 

rally where the majority of the workers are women. Second, in a context where women's 

identities as workers are repressed and narrowed to the private realm, the rally is a cultural 

event asserting women’s identities and capacities for contentious collective action in the 

public realm. In a similar mode of reclaiming (masculine) public space, the WC street drama 

troupe is a creative mode of communicating worker's interests and politics. The street drama 

articulates worker politics, combining cultural resources, and is occasionally assisted by 

progressive artists and drama teachers.  In providing an alternative to commercialised 

popular culture, the WC co-ordinated musical show attracted a crowd of around 3000 in the 

mid-1990s. In situating the union as a community in movement, the mobilisation of mostly 

women workers also integrates a political economy of interest with a social economy of 

affection.  

10.3.2 Women Workers in a Social Economy 

The shift from a political economy to a social economy related to the militarised authoritarian 

state reinforcing patriarchal structures.  WC's network of women activists includes women's 

organisations in the FTZs, such as DaBindu and Kalape Ape. In effect, WC interventions in 

women worker issues through seminars and workshops follows a similar pattern to others. 

During the early stages of the FTZs in the 1980s, the efforts of the WC focused primarily on 

worker rights, prioritising programs to increase awareness of labour rights and ILO 

conventions. Since the early nineties, this approach shifted towards highlighting women’s 

rights as human rights and engaging with a broader strategy of contesting structures of 

patriarchy in an increasingly militarised state.  

 

By the early nineties, the WC focused on transforming deeply embedded structures of 

patriarchy. The temporary nature of workers’ experience in the Zone meant women workers 

often returned to the private realm of household labour. As a result, the WC strategies aimed 

at extending the experience of contentious politics in the Zone to their daily lives as women, 

once they return to their homes and communities. According to Padmini (WC), women 

activists are engaged in a formidable struggle against patriarchal structures that narrow 

women to the household,  
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"… even though  we build these activists, they don’t stay with us that long. The 

society doesn’t allow that to happen. No matter how informed about struggles 

(against male bias) they go back to family life". 

 

The partnership's campaigns on issues of sexual harassment illustrate a broad approach to 

building alliances with other women’s organisations. For example, the partnership's 

newspaper, Kamkaru Sthree Handa (Women Workers' Voice, May-June 1997) published a 

news item on an attempted abduction of a woman worker in the Zone. Adjacent to that article 

was a letter of protest by Mothers and Daughters of Lanka, on the rape and murder of a 

Tamil woman (Konesvaree), in May 1997 by members of the state security forces. The WC 

also networked with the Women in Need organisation for awareness raising on violence 

against women and assisting with incidents of violence and rape. In November 1998, the WC 

published the Sthreen Gena : Aththa – Yukktha or About Women: Truth and Justice, a 15-

page pamphlet, in Sinhala, addressing patriarchal Sinhala-Buddhist cultural myths about 

women. The pamphlet was an outcome of a workshop held on Gender and Leadership. This 

approach to women’s leadership is in stark contrast to the ACILS program, which avoids 

issues of patriarchy (Ch. 9.3.8). 

 

While most women's issues are addressed with the intervention of the WC, the ITGWU takes 

up issues of sexual harassment as a legitimate trade union issue. Sexual harassment, both 

within and outside the workplace, relate to enduring structures of patriarchy within the 

workplace, community and trade unions. In openly contesting sexual harassment, the 

partnership combines cultural constraints with economic struggles, and gives new 

interpretations to situations. According to a WC woman worker organiser,  

"We have to talk to them as workers and as women. We have to educate them. We 

have to discuss those issues. We go to the boarding houses to discuss these issues. 

We meet once a month to discuss these. … The male workers don’t have any idea 

about the issues faced by women. Most men also get elected to the workers councils 

and they all work together. But if there is a struggle, the women are the ones in the 

forefront, but it’s mostly men who are in official positions within the enterprise. 

That’s hard to change. We are tying to change that. … But, they (men) don’t come 

forward to change these things, they always try to step on women. So to change this 

we have begun discussions. …It is patriarchy." 
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10.3.3 Engagement with Systems of Industrial Relations 

The restrictions on trade union formation in the Zone (since early 1990s in most BOI 

approved factories outside the Zone) situate the partnership in a specific context of 

engagement with systems of industrial relations. The anti-union strategies of employers are 

exacerbated by the dominant bureaucratic unionism of male-dominated party-subordinated 

unions that neglect organising FTZ women workers. The authoritarian management practices 

of employers often involve employing ex-military and police personnel as 'Human Resource' 

managers. According to Anton,  

"We have a big case at the moment (March, 2000) at Fine Lanka, where 1000 

workers were dismissed, because they joined our union. The main issue is that they 

(the employers) have recruited ex-army and police people as industrial relations 

managers. Imagine that.  So instead of industrial relations, they are trying to impose 

military discipline".14

 

The ITGWU as a trade union is embedded in relations with the state and employers. The 

tensions between the BOI mandate as a “one stop shop for investors” and national labour 

laws often reinforce antagonistic relations between the BOI and worker organisations. In 

addressing worker disputes, the union primarily interacts with the Labour Ministry and the 

Labour Department institutions (labour tribunals, industrial courts, and labour advisory 

committees). The union often directly appeals to the labour commissioner in campaigns, and 

when unresolved at that level, appeals are made to the Labour Minister, Ministers of the 

Parliament and even the President. In terms of leveraging political party mechanisms, the 

relations with MPs are mostly through NSSP and left-oriented networks, which often means 

minimal influence. While the Labour Ministry is the main forum to raise worker injustices, 

most dispute settlement procedures are drawn out, with a range of employer tactics to 

undermine workers and the union.  

 

In terms of engaging with labour legislation, the union combines a range of overlapping 

labour legislation. For example, an ITGWU letter to the management at Venture 

International (Pvt) Ltd, also a sub-contractor for Marks & Spencer, sites numerous violations 

of regulations and codes of conduct, including the “fundamental violations of freedom of 

association rights” (ITGWU, 2000:Oct. 23).  The list of evidence included: the non-payment 

of the Rs.400 government-announced salary increase: lack of funds in the compulsory 

savings account; suspension of members of the Workers Council; night work for women; 
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payment rate for night work; employing women who had worked the normal day shift for 

night work; forced overtime work on Sundays or public holidays; and inadequate toilet 

facilities. In turn, these include violations related to: gazette notifications; Worker Council 

guidelines; Labour regulations; factory ordinance; Marks & Spencer Policy Procedures; 

Emergency regulations, and “principals of natural justice, for not allowing any representation 

on behalf of workers” (Ibid.). 

 

The partnership’s interventions in workplace issues are raised by way of Worker Councils as 

well as the union. Given the general tendency of employers not to recognise either the 

Worker Councils or the unions, the emergence of spontaneous struggles in the factories is an 

on-going process. The partnership’s strategy to gain trade union recognition combines efforts 

to institutionalise Worker Councils as a provisional strategy and to establish worker rights in 

the workplace. It is provisional in the sense that gaining trade union rights remains the long-

term objective. While some employers are gradually introducing less coercive management 

practices to maintain a non-unionised work force, most reinforce authoritarian practices. In 

the late 1990s, Korean companies have come under scrutiny for their physically abusive 

management methods (Peacenet, 1999). The partnership strategy is to juxtapose anti-union 

employers' perspectives with practices of a few unionised multinational companies, such as 

Ceylon Tobacco and Lever Brothers, which have a history of recognising and negotiating 

with trade unions. 

 

The mobilisation of Worker Councils combines campaigns around transnational company 

codes of conduct and the ILO Core Conventions.15 While recognising in-built contradictions 

with the 'social clause' and self-monitoring mechanisms, particularly in the weak legislative 

enclave of FTZs the partnership sees these as mechanisms for potential democratic change. 

6.4.1.3.). The partnership's alliance with TIE (Asia) extended the sharing of information on 

TNCs operations in other countries and the functioning of global commodity chains in order 

to participate in global campaigns.  

10.3.4 Strategic Alliances and Global Solidarity 

The partnership's engagement in workplace issues is embedded in a range of strategic 

alliances, both local and global. The approach to alliances is a differentiated democratic 

strategy, expressing “diversity in unity”. According to the leadership, in the present context 

of globalisation, the union is compelled to make alliances with a range of civil society actors, 

recognising differences in political agendas and strategies. These alliances are strategic in the 
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sense that the union openly acknowledges differences in political perspectives in working 

towards some common immediate objectives. They are also structured in terms of collective 

decision making. By recognising the commonality of diverse alliances, the value orientation 

towards building alliances asserts a deepening of democratic strategies.  

 

The diversity of strategic alliances includes the participation of JVP unions as well as ACILS 

(AFL-CIO) in the Free Workers Forum. The JVP is grounded in (nationalist) political 

unionism and the ACILS promotes (inter-national) economic unionism. These are the 

dominant union tendencies that the partnership sees as constraints. By asserting union 

capacities for contentious politics, the differentiated democratic strategy of the partnership is 

grounded in emphasising movement politics. According to the Joint Association pamphlet,   

“We are committed to bring about changes in society that benefit workers by 

fighting against existing power imbalances”.  

The language of framing issues, such as “fighting” and “power imbalances” in their publicity 

pamphlet, highlights the contentious movement politics, often absent in dominant union 

strategies of corporatism.  

  

Figure 10.3.  Differentiated Democratic Strategies  
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Building of alliances is also derived from a learning by doing process. The partnership has 

improved their English language skills, particularly for global solidarity purposes. As a 

versatile Sinhala speaker, Anton needed an English interpreter to attend the APWSL 

international meetings in 1987. In promoting and participating in international alliances, 

Anton continues to enhance his English language skills. This capacity to mobilise the English 
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language also relates to the partnership's resistance to ethnocentric identity politics, which 

displaced the language of class and class politics. The emphasis on global alliances also 

relates to building local alliances, which are aimed at organising the non-organised workers. 

 

The partnership's strategic alliances with other non-unionised working classes or categories 

(petty-commodity sector, home workers, peasants, housewives, technicians, and 

professionals), although limited, illustrate broader alliances in civil society. In 2000 the 

partnership initiated discussions with activists in the Ratmalana industrial area, near 

Colombo, to organise workers who produce labels for FTZ factories. The WC is also 

involved with a network of progressive civil society activists, assisting struggles of migrant 

women workers. The front-page article of Sthree Kamkaru Handa in May-June 1997, was 

titled “Appreciating Migrant Workers' Contribution”. The network also launched a 

programme of People’s Tribunals, somewhat similar to a "truth commission", highlighting 

violations of human rights, and the impact of structural adjustment programs on workers and 

communities. 

 

The partnership's alliance with a range of worker-oriented global networks (ACFOD, 

APWSL, and SIGTUR) is a core expression of its movement orientation (Figure 9.3.). As 

one union leader explains the influence of global solidarity,  

“When we were trying to build our workplace union, the director told us to form any 

union, but join Anton Marcus's union. That became a great strength to us. That 

means they know that this union is active. That it's not like other unions. This has a 

lot of international alliances. We have discussions. And they know that there will be 

international pressure if something happens to us.” 

 

The partnership engages in a range of solidarity action, highlighting the weaknesses of 

bureaucratic unionism that narrows unions to representative politics. For example, during the 

2001 SIGTUR conference in South Korea, the partnership was assisted by the Korean trade 

union KCTU, to lobby the OECD 'national contact point' regarding violations by Korean 

multinationals operating in Sri Lanka. With the SIGTUR conference deciding on a global 

solidarity campaign to release arrested trade union leaders in Korea and Malaysia, the 

partnership’s solidarity actions in Sri Lanka led to its inclusion in the 2002 “Joint Trade 

Union 2002 May Day Resolution” (CW, 2002:2&3Qrt). In short, the internal participatory 

democratic orientation, along with an activist leadership, is central to the partnership’s 
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emphasis on movement politics, which is strengthened by a network of local and global 

alliances.  

 

10.4 Social Movement Unionism  

The partnership in this case study illustrates a form of independent unionism, expressing 

tendencies of social movement unionism. By articulating worker interests beyond the 

workplace, the union is situated in communities focused on movement politics. The strategy 

of structured alliances encouraging worker-community alliances, extends beyond the 

dominant nation-state orientation, building transnational linkages. This involves a radical 

democratic orientation, promoting non-hierarchical, internal relations while linking 

democratic struggles in representative institutions with contentious movement politics.  

 

In engaging with workplace issues, the partnership combines struggles inside with those 

outside. In contrast to dominant bureaucratic unionism, narrowed to collective bargaining, 

independent unionism redefines content and values of unions. According to Anton,  

"Even the way we practice unionism, it’s not the traditional way. Say a traditional 

trade union would not want to intervene in issues like the boarding house, sexual 

harassment, not only inside but also outside the factory, even bad attitude towards 

women workers. We see these as trade union issues. They may not be inside the 

workplace. But, we see it as a trade union matter.  So it’s not traditional trade 

unionism. We believe that we should work on as a social movement, to include 

social issues into the trade union". 

The content and values of unionism are based on building worker solidarity within and 

outside the workplace, oriented towards social transformation. This value orientation situates 

unions not only as actors in class relations, but also in civil society, asserting humanist 

values.  

  

In terms of strategic alliances, the partnership is oriented towards deepening national and 

international alliances among workers. The Free Workers Forum illustrates a range of 

national alliances with independent and party subordinated unions, with an orientation 

towards movement politics. The role of the WC is central to building alliances with a range 

of women’s organisations and the women’s movement. As for international alliances, the 

partnership's linkages with TIE Asia, APWSL, and SIGTUR illustrates new tendencies of 

worker solidarity, going beyond bureaucratised internationalism associated with the 

dominant international trade unions, such as the ICFTU and the WFTU. This highlights a 

 440



differentiated democratic strategy, allowing for different standpoints as well as 

communication with and across a range of social actors.  

 

In emphasising internal democracy, the partnership’s strategy is to promote non-hierarchical 

relations with open dialogue on a range of issues, geared towards helping workers organise 

themselves. This necessarily involves asserting democracy-in-doing with democracy-in-

deciding, where organisational knowledge takes into account specialised as well as tacit 

approaches. The partnership highlights contradictions of bureaucratic unionism where 

knowledge is seen purely in its technical character, which in turn undermines social 

approaches to knowledge. Stress on internal democracy is derived from leadership style, 

which is distinct from the nurses’ union and the tea plantation unions discussed in previous 

chapters (Ch. 8 & 9). 

 

The leadership of the partnership represents a new leadership emerging from an activist 

background. While Anton emerges from a background of radical politics, Padmini was 

nurtured by women’s movement politics. This combination of experience outside the labour 

movement, is a key feature of social movement unionism, expressed in the revitalisation of 

the American labour movement (Voss and Sherman, 2000). The new leaders induced 

organisational change through a commitment to organising workers. It paved “the way for 

adopting new, confrontational tactics” (Ibid. :341). This overlaps the description of the new 

leadership in the new labour internationalism expressed by the SIGTUR (Ch. 5). The new 

leadership is a generation of committed activists  

“who also have a long term perspective of their own value orientation, and 

organisational engagement, seeing these as a life long commitment. These leaders 

therefore display qualities of character built upon loyalty, commitment, purpose, and 

resolution” (Lambert and Webster, 2003). 

Anton is a pioneering leader of the SIGTUR network, embodying the above characteristics of 

the new leadership. Anton and Padmini’s activist background and their commitment, as well 

as their willingness for organisational innovation, are central to articulating this SMU version 

of independent unionism. In interpreting the situations in new ways, these leaders encourage 

“participatory education” to transform organisational cultures and to develop a range of 

tactics (Voss and Sherman, 2000:341-3). 

 

The interpretation of situations in new ways, relates to articulating worker interests beyond a 

political economy of interests, to highlight women worker struggles in a broader social 
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economy. Most women workers interviewed, maintained conservative views on gender 

relations, situating women as guardians of culture and moral repositories. While recognising 

un-acknowledged conditions, these expressions also reveal a defensive reaction to sexual 

harassment and negative social attitudes towards FTZ women workers. Nevertheless, these 

women workers also expressed a commitment to contentious politics, asserting issues of 

“social justice”. As the worker activist Nilmini asserts 

“When there were daily injustices that were accumulating against us, there was a 

feeling that we were not going to have any rights. As a worker what's emerged with 

globalisation and (national) politics is a situation where we are not going to be able 

to stand up for our rights and we feel that in our bodies”. 

This link between life politics and movement politics relates to developing a “community in 

movement” articulated in SMU strategies. In describing SMU orientations in South Korea 

and South Africa, Seidman highlights “Within unions, women workers may have been 

especially likely to insist that unions engage in community related campaigns” (Seidman, 

1994:262). 

 

Figure 10.4.  Tendencies of Social Movement Unionism 
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This commitment and care for a future generation also concerns negotiating costs and risk. 

Although the women activists interviewed also expressed family constraints, the experience 

of exploitation and insecurity at the workplace, as well as lived spaces are significant reasons 

for linking life politics with movement politics. This broader activism in a social economy 

also relates to organising worker solidarity as a community in movement.  

 

As a community in movement, the partnership is engaged in reinventing community. 

Drawing on Sinhala-Buddhist cultural material in articulating worker interest, the 

partnership strategies encourage new ways of thinking about Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. 

This intervention in the cultural realm, involving street drama, May Day, and International 

Women's Day activities, transforms the role of women in the public sphere. Consequently, 

this deconstruction as well as reconstruction of culture is intertwined with the politics of 

distribution (Ch. 2.2.6.).  

 

In linking politics of recognition with distribution, the partnership’s orientation is to remove 

constraints that impede equal participation. Consequently, class relations are intertwined with 

a range of power relations involving gender, ethnic, religious, language, caste/kinship, age, 

and spatial identities. In this radical democratic approach, recognising the dynamics of 

working-class identities with other subordinated identities plays a key role in situating unions 

as actors in civil society, engaged in contentious movement politics. It allows for the 

building of coalitions with other subjugated identities. This opens the political space for 

building worker solidarity, expressing an organic solidarity and an alternative moral 

community. This deepening of real self-interest of worker solidarity reflects tendencies of 

transformative politics, which combines unity-in-diversity with diversity-in-unity in a 

differentiated democratic struggle (Ch. 3.2.1.2.). In linking the politics of recognition with 

distribution (Ch. 2.5.1.), the partnership highlights the inadequacies of dominant political 

unionism, based on political economy of interests, reproducing patriarchal and paternalist 

union cultures.  By emphasising the cultural dimension of a social economy, the 

partnership interacts with the community as a point of reference for class politics that 

includes a radical democratic orientation to organising worker solidarity. In short, the 

partnership’s independent unionism that features internal participatory democracy, 

structured alliances and contentious movement politics, articulates new possibilities in 

revitalising unions as civil society actors.  
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10.5 Conclusion 

 

This chapter focused on the ITGWU and the WC partnership, as an independent union 

expressing social movement unionism strategies. The labour force in FTZ factories are 

mostly young women, new to wage labour. With minimum state housing provision, most 

workers live in temporary shelters described as boarding houses. Along with inadequate 

street lighting and public transport, women workers are faced with issues of sexual 

harassment and violence. State strategies promoting FTZs maintain authoritarian industrial 

relations, allowing only for enterprise level bargaining while substituting management-

worker committees for trade unions. In this context, the main worker organisations, 

engaging in a range of strategies took NGO features. Consequently, the ITGWU and the 

WC partnership formed in 1980, and launched the first trade union in the FTZs – the 

FTZWU in 2000.  

 

The partnership’s independence from party subordination encourages a democratic mode 

of organising workers. This participatory democratic approach involves non-hierarchical 

relations and open debate and discussions. In decentralising organisational knowledge, the 

democratic mode of organisation is based on supporting the creative autonomy of 

members. The articulation of worker interests extends beyond the workplace to link social 

issues related to living conditions. Moreover, worker interests express a transition from a 

political economy of interests to a social economy. This allows for a range of tactics and 

strategic alliances, that link life politics with movement politics. These alliances are also 

structured in a way of collective decision-making illustrated with the launch of the Free 

Workers Forum in 1996. The strategic global alliances of the partnership illustrate 

tendencies of a new labour internationalism networking with a range of actors. A central 

characteristic of this SMU orientation is the leadership of the partnership. Illustrating a 

new generation of committed activists, the leadership of the partnership is geared towards 

organisational innovation and interpreting situations in new ways.  

 

Emerging from the modest beginning of a 'bicycle union' and women's activism, the 

leaders of the partnership carved a difficult path, articulating union strategies as 

community in movement. By linking the values of worker solidarity with participatory 

democracy and structured alliances, the partnership fosters a ‘politically skilled’ 
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membership, oriented towards contentious movement politics. This illustrates an 

alternative approach to independent unionism illustrated by the nurses’ and tea plantation 

unions. In emphasising a radical democratic strategy, the ITGWU and WC partnership 

illustrates new possibilities that strengthen the movement dimension of unions and, in turn 

regain their identities as civil society actors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 According to a physician from the Ja-Ela district hospital, at least four or five workers from the 
EPZs are treated every day. Most of them for injuries to their hands. Officials in a hospital in 
Biyagama, claim that at least 50 workers are brought in annually with very serious injuries. See “Sri 
Lankan workers suffer for ‘free trade’” by Param Paramanathan.  
http://jinx.sistm.unsw.edu.au/~greenlft/1997/288/288p21.htm. accessed July 2001, See also “The 
Devil’s Workshop” Midweek Mirror, April 4th, 1997. 
 
2 According to a local bank manager (Hatton National Bank), only around 10% of workers in the 
Katunayake FTZ utilise bank savings accounts, Around 10 employers have implemented 
compulsory savings schemes, where part of a salary (around Rs. 500 – 1000) is sent directly to the 
banks (DaBindu, 2000:January). 
 
3 On October 27th 1998, the BOI launched a half-page ad in the main English (Daily News) and 
Sinhala (Dinamina) newspapers,. The caption read “EPZ women workers have a lot to look forward 
to”, it listed 11 recommendations on safety and welfare issues put forward by the BOI appointed 
committee. See BOI November/December Newsletter 1998, on activities initiated by the BOI 
following the recommendations of the Presidential Committee. Also Daily News, 15 Oct, 1998 
“Sweeping measures to ensure safety of 100,000 FTZ women”.  
 
4 The issue of abortion is rarely addressed in most publications that deal with women’s health. Since 
Sri Lanka still maintains an archaic (1888) law criminalising abortions, women are often forced to 
seek unsafe and in many cases, life threatening abortions. See, Divaina article on September 6, 
1999, titled “Murder before Death, Colombo Abortion Racquet’, which describes back-alley 
abortions in the Negambo area, which is near the Katunayeke FTZ. Also see Dabindu 1992 
Feb/March  letter to the editor on “No mechanism for abortions, no Zone - no Zone, no mechanism 
for abortions".  
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5 Anton joined the CMU at first as a security guard at the gate of the union, then promoted to union 
administrative work (union assistant), co-ordinator to the industrial section and then as a member of 
the CMU executive committee. He worked as a motor mechanic at Nawaloka at around the age of 
19, then as a welder at Lever Brothers. He was born in Ratmalana, and moved to JaEla in 1964 
where he finished his A’level education. His father was a railway worker and an LSSP member. 
  
6 TIE emerged in the 1977 conference on TNCs and the Third World in Nairobi, Kenya, sponsored 
by the World Council of Churches. See Moody (1995) for an extended discussion on building rank-
and-file internationalism.  
 
7 In October 2000, the Sky Sport factory in Biyagama FTZ agreed to implement “check-off 
facilities” only if the union agreed to certain conditions. The ITGWU branch membership at the 
factory comprises 179 workers.  
 
8 The main network of women’s organisations engaged in the FTZ May Day initiative include: 
Women’s Forum, DaBindu, Gami Kantha Peramuna (Peasant women’s Front), Progressive 
Women’s Front, JaEla Women’s Centre, Malabe Women’s Education Centre, Mothers and 
Daughters of Lanka, Women and Media, and Women’s Voice. 
 
9 Asian Women Workers' Newsletter: A Quarterly Publication by Committee for Asian Women 
(CAW) Vol. 18 No. 2 April 1999  http://www.freeway.org.hk/~cawhk/ accessed May 2001. 
 
10 The core members of the network include the  Inter Company Employees Union (JVP), United 
Federation of Labour (NSSP), Commercial and Industrial Workers' Union (NSSP), Progress Centre 
(Biyagama), Joint BOI Industry and Services Employees' Union (JVP). The activist organisations 
(NGOs) in the union’s network include MIRJE, Free Media Movement (FMM), Women and Media, 
INFORM, Centre for Society and Religion (CSR), Civil Rights Movement (CRM), and the Centre 
for Development Alternatives (Kandy). 
 
11 Anton is the main ACFOD co-ordinator for Sri Lanka. For more information on ACFORD see 
http://ksc11.th.com/acfodbkk/ accessed April 2001. 
 
12 Asia Monitor Resource Centre (AMRC) is an independent non-government organisation (NGO) 
which focuses on Asian labour concerns.  The Centre's main goal is to support democratic and 
independent labour movements in Asia. see http://www.amrc.org.hk/ Accessed April 2001. 
 
13 According to BOI labour standards guidelines in January 2000, “ an employee who has completed 
five years service shall be paid a gratuity on cessation of his employment irrespective of whether he 
has retired, resigned, or his services have been terminated by employer…such gratuity shall be 
computed at the rate of half a month's salary for every year of completed service based on the 
consolidated salary drawn by the employee”. 
  
14 Anton Marcus, Interview 2000 June. 
 
15  The Women Working Worldwide organisation’s Project on Women Workers and Codes of 
Conduct conducted three workshops in 1999. The main link organisations for WWW is the WC and 
DaBindu. The final workshop in November 1999, was attended by members of the Da Bindu, the 
Women's Centre, Kalape Api and the Centre for Women. Most of them had been through the 
educational sessions on Codes of Conduct based on the materials put out by WWW, and some had 
also been facilitators at two workshops in July and October 1999. A main constraint to discuss and 
understand the global production chain was that many workers had very little knowledge about the 
companies they worked for and where their products went. See. Women Working Worldwide 
http://www.poptel.org.uk/women-ww/ accessed July 2002.  
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Appendix 1. A background  of Sri Lanka  
 
1. Timeline 
600-500 
B.C 

Feudal regional Aristocracies  
Buddhism  intertwined with Hindu 
practices 

 

 
 
 

Colonialism and Imperialism 
1505-1656 Portuguese colonialism 
1656-1796 

 
Dutch : introduction of plantations 

1796-1947 
1815 

British  
Complete colonisation 

1830 > Plantation Economy 
South Indian migrant labour 

1880 > Rising bourgeoisie  
demand democratic rights 
Religious revival  

1893 First Strike – printers 
1928 First union federation - All-Ceylon Trade 

union Congress  
Employers Federation Ceylon 

1931 
1935 

Universal Franchise 
Trade Union Ordinance 
Lanka Sama Samaja Party (LSSP)  

1939 
 
1940 
1946 
1947 
1951 
1953 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ceylon Indian Congress (CIC)  
Ceylon Indian Congress Labour Union 
First Collective Agreement (Plantations ) 
UNP formed. - General Strike 
Independence 
SLFP formed 
Hartal- mass protest 

1956-1977 
1958 
 
1970-77 
1971 
1974 

 Closed Economy 
Anti-Tamil riots 
Expanding public sector  
Union integration with the state  
JVP insurrection 
Nationalisation of  Plantations 

1977 
1978 
1980 

Open Economy: Liberalisation 
Free Trade Zones  
July strike 40,000 dismissed 

1983 
 
1987-91 

Anti-Tamil progrom: militarised ethnic 
conflict 
Terror period (JVP and the state) 

1994 Peoples Alliance (PA) 
2001 

 

UNP 
 
2. Population 
 1953 1963 1971 1981 1994 
Population 
(mil) 

8.1 10.6 12.7 14.8 17.0 

Urban (mil) 1.2 2.0 2.8 3.1  
Literacy (%) 81 86 86 91 93 
Life expectancy     

Male 
female 

59 
58 

62 
61 

64 
67 

68 
72 

71 
75 

Source :Labour Statistics 1999, Department of labour 
 
 

3. Population by religion 1981 (millions) 
All religions 14.8 
Buddhist 10.3 
Hindu 2.3 
Islam 1.1 
Roman catholic & other 
Christian 

1.1 

Other .008 
Source : Statistical pocket Book, 2001, Department of 
Census and Statistics. 
 
4. Population by Ethnic group 1981 
   (thousands / %) 
All ethnic groups 14,847  
Sinhalese 10,980 74.0 
Sri Lankan Tamils 1,887 12.7 
Indian Tamils 819 5.5 
Sri Lankan Moore 1,047 7.1 
Burghers and Eurasians 39 0.3 
Malays  47 0.3 
Others 28 0.2 
Source : Statistical pocket Book, 2001, Department of 
Census and Statistics. 
 
 
5.  National Poverty Trends 
 1963 1979 1987 1991 
Head count Index 
(%) 

37 19 27 22 

No. Poor (millions) 3.9 2.7 4.4 3.8 
Source: Economic and Social Survey of Asia and the 
Pacific 1998. United Nations. 
 
 
6. Employed by major industrial groups (mil) 

 1995 2000
*Household population 12.7 14.0

Labor Force 6.1 6.8
Total employment 5.4 6.3

Agriculture, livestock &fishing 1.8 2.3
Services .93 1.12
Manufacturing .79 1.05
Trade & hotels .65 .87
Construction .23 .29
Transport, storage & 
communication 

.25 .35

Insurance & real estate .08 .16
Other .29 .23
* Labour Force:10yrs and over: “Other” includes 
Electricity, gas & water and Mining & Quarrying 
Source : Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey 4th Ort. 2001. 
Department of Census and Statistics. 
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Appendix 2. Map of Sri Lanka 
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Appendix 3. Acronyms 
 
 

AAFLI - Asian American Free Labour Institute  
ACFOD -Asian Cultural Forum of Development  
ACILS-  American Centre for International Labour 

Solidarity 
AMRC - Asia Monitor Resource Centre  
APWSL -Asia Pacific Workers Solidarity Links 
BOI -  Board of Investments 
BPLI – Bolshevik Leninist Party of India  
CEF - Ceylon Employers Federation 
CESU - Ceylon Estate Staff Union  
CFL - Ceylon Federation of Labour 
CFTU -  Ceylon Federation of Trade Unions 
CFTU - Ceylon Federation of Trade Unions (CP -

Moscow-) 
CIC - Ceylon Indian Congress 
CICLU - Ceylon Indian Congress labour Union  
CMU – Ceylon Mercantile Union 
CMU - Ceylon Mercantile Union 
CP Red Flag – Communist  Party  
CPA - Ceylon Planters Association  
CPS - Ceylon Planters Society  
CPW – Communist  Plantation Workers 
CRM - Civil Rights Movement  
CRM - Civil Rights Movement 
CSPA - Co-ordinating Secretariat of the Plantation Areas  
CSR -  Centre for Society and Religion  
CSR - Centre for Society and Religion 
CTUF - Ceylon Trade Union Federation (CP -Chines) 
CWC - Ceylon Workers Congress 
CWGW -Centre for the Welfare of Garment Workers 
DWC - Democratic Workers Congress  
EFC - Employers Federation of Ceylon  
EPWU – Estate Workers Union (LSSP)  
FES - Friedrich Ebert Stiftung  
FMM - Free Media Movement 
FTZ - Free Trade Zone 
GMOA – Government Medical Officers Association 
GTOTUF - Government Technical Officers’ Trade Union 

Federation  
ICFTU - International Confederation of Free Trade 

Unions 
IFTZWU -Free Trade Zone Workers Union 
ITGLWF -International Textile, Garment and Leather 

Workers Federation 
ITGWU -Industrial Transports ant General Workers 

Union 
JPTUC  - Joint Plantation  Trade Unions Centre 
JCTU  - Joint Committee of Trade Unions   
JCTUO - Joint Committee of Trade Union Organisation  
JSS – Jathika Sevaka Sangamaya 
JVP - Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna  

LPW – Lanka Plantation Workers Union (LSSP) 
LSSP – Lanka Sama Samaja Party  
MEP - Mahajana Eksath Peramuna  
MIRJE - Movement for Inter-racial Justice and Equality 
NSSP - Nava Sama Samaja Party 
NUW - National Union of Workers 
PSUNU – Public Service United Nurses Union 
PSTUF – Public Service Trade Union Federation 
RCL - Revolutionary Communist League  
RMP - Revolutionary Marxist Party  
SIGTUR - Southern Initiative on Globalisation and 

Trade Union Rights 
SLFI - Sri Lanka Foundation Institution  
SLMP – Sri Lanka Mahajana Party 
SLNNS – Sri Lanka Nidahas Sevaka Sangamaya (SLFP) 
TIE -  Transnational Information Exchange 
UNP – United National Party 
UPTO – Union of Postal and Telecommunications 

Officer 
UPWU – Up Country Workers Union 
USP - United Socialist Party 
WC - Women’s Centre 
WFTU - World Federation of Trade Unions 
WTO - World Trade Organisation 
WWW - Women Working Worldwide 
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Appendix 5.   Key Unions in Sri Lanka 2002 

 
Urban Plantations 

Independent Party Independent Party 
JCTU   - Joint Committee of Trade Unions 
(Fed) 

JCPTU  - Joint Committee of 
Plantation  Trade Unions (Fed) 

 CFTU - Ceylon 
Federation of Trade 
Unions (CP)  

 CP Red Flag 

 CFL - Ceylon 
Federation of 
Labour (LSSP) 

 UPWU – Up 
Country Workers 
Union 

 Nawa Sama Samaja 
Party (NSSP) 

 EPWU – Estate 
Workers Union 
(LSSP) 

 JVP - Janatha 
Vimukthi Peramuna 

 Ceylon Workers 
Congress (CWC) 

 JSS – Jathika 
Sevaka Sangamaya 
(UNP) 

 Lanka Jathika Estate 
Workers Union 
(LJEWU) (UNP) 

 SLNNS – Sri Lanka 
Nidahas Sevaka 
Sangamaya (SLFP) 

  

CMU – Ceylon 
Mercantile Union 

 CESU - 
Ceylon Estate 
Staff Union 

National Union of 
Workers (NUW) 

PSUNU – Public 
Service United 
Nurses Union 

  DWC - Democratic 
Workers Congress 

UPTO – Union of 
Postal and 
Telecommunications 
Officer 

   

    
Fed = Federations 
 
Key Political Parties: 
United National Party (UNP) 
Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) 
Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) 
Mhajana Eksath Peramuna (MEP) 
Lanka Sama Samaja Party (LSSP) 
Communist Party (CP) 
Nawa Sama Samaja Party (NSSP) 
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Appendix 6. Cartoons 1984 
  Source: Aththa (Truth) Newspaper, Communist Party. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Aththa 1984 
January 13th 

Now, we 
also don't 
have any 
work 

“I have no publicity anymore” - Cyril Mathew (JSS leader) 

Shall 
we go 
do a 
job on 
them 

Aththa 1984 
January 18th 

 

Picketing in Jaffna - News Item 
You are the 
ones who 
ruined it 
(J. R. 
Jayewardene) 
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Appendix 7. PSUNU activism timeline 

 
date Reforms 
1974.10.21 4 days or 5 days duty leave per month, abolishing the 

condition that 22 days continuous work 
 Shift system 
1974.4.01 Wages for duty on Public Holidays 
1976.11.16 Discussions with Salary anomalies commission, and a 

new wage system 
1977.11.24 Adding days of duty leave and public holidays to 

monthly assigned hours of work 
1979.08.22 Abolition of marriage restrictions for nurses 
1980.12.31 14 days of night shift reduced to 3 days 
1981.7.24 Getting permission for nurse officials to engage in 

private nursing services 
1981.7.24 Increasing overtime pay and indexed to change 

according to prevailing price levels 
1981.7.24 Getting 2 hrs rest during the night shift 
1984.6.21 3 additional wage increments  
1984.6.21 Annual duty leave increased to 52 
1984.4.4 Executive committee nurses granted holiday wages 
1985.6.14 Increases in wage supplements 
1988.6.1 Nurses executive board given a payment for job 

evaluation of higher grades 
1988.8.24 Increase in payment for surgery work 
1990.1.17 Committee established for nurses training curriculum 
1990.1.15 Student nurses given a Rs. 200/- payment               
 5% of AMP vacancies allotted for nurses 
1995.7.6 Following the strike nurses provided with a rented house 
Source: PSUNU 30th Anniversary Publication (1999). 
 

 

PSUNU meeting. Union leader Ven. Murththettuwe Ananda speaking. On 
the far left, union’s administrative secretary, Mr. Francis. 
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Appendix. 8.  Strikes in the Zones 

 
Company Year 

Fine Lanka 2000 Mar-Dec 
Ready  Wear (Biyagama) 1998 August 
Magpack 1998 
Corrugated Paper Industries 1997 August 
Formosa CO. Ltd 1995 Oct 
Ace Bridge 1994 
Ansell Lanka Ltd  1994 
Bonaventure 1994 
Atlas Gloves Ceylon Pvt. Ltd.  1993 April 
Laws Garments and Knitting Factory Ltd  1992 Dec, 10 
T.K Fastners 1992 
North Sails  1992 
Smart Shirts 1992 Dec, 12 
Floral Greens  1991 Aug, 31 
Sinotex Lanka Ltd 1991/95 Sep 
Texwood 199129-Dec 
Terry Lanka Ltd  1991 Sep 
Korea Ceylon Footwear     1989/94  
Isabella 1988 Oct, 25 
Teckwood 1988 
Atlas Gloves 1988 
Laws Garments and Knitting Factory Ltd  1988 
Bratex (KFTZ) 1988 Nov, 11th 
Formosa ..Co. Ltd 1988 
Hong Kong Knitters 1986 
Monta Garments 1980 April 
Politex 1981/82/83/84 
Source: Abeysekera, Sunila (ed) (1997) A Review of Free Trade Zones in Sri Lanka, 
Dabindu Collective. And DaBibndu Newspapers,  
  

 

 

Free Trade Zone 
Workers Union 
protest rally during 
the Labour Reform 
bills passed in 
January 2003. 
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Appendix  9.  Manufacturing costs and rates of change 1975-1998 
 
 
7a.      Hourly compensation costs 

in U.S. dollars for production workers in manufacturing 
 
Country  1975   1980    1985     1990    1994    1995   1996    1997     1998 
Korea .32    .96     1.23      3.71      6.40    7.29    8.22     7.33      5.03 
Hong Kong .76   1.51    1.73      3.20      4.61    4.82    5.14     5.42      5.47 
Singapore .84   1.49    2.47      3.78      6.29    7.33     8.32     8.24     7.77 
Sri Lanka .28    .22       .28        .35        .45      .48       .48        .46       .47 
Taiwan .40   1.00    1.50      3.93      5.55    5.92     5.93      5.87     5.24 
Mexico    1.47   2.21    1.59      1.58      2.47    1.51    1.54      1.78     1.83 
Asian NIEs .52   1.17    1.65      3.72      5.78    6.40      6.91     6.67     5.72 
United States $6.36  $9.87 $13.01   $14.91 $16.87 $17.19 $17.70 $18.21 $18.56 
  
Source:  U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, January 2000. 
URL: /news.release/ichcc.t02.htm accessed July 2001 
 
 
7b.    Rates of change in hourly compensation costs  

in U.S. dollars for production workers in manufacturing 
 
Country    1975      1980    1985     1990    1994    1995     1996   1997     1998 
Korea 12.7     24.6     5.1        24.7     14.5     -11.6    12.8   -10.8     -31.4 
Hong Kong 9.0      14.7      2.8        13.1      8.5        4.3       6.6       5.4         .9 
Singapore     10.2     12.1     10.6        8.9      14.2       2.0      13.5     -1.0      -5.7 
Sri Lanka  2.3     -4.7      4.9        4.6        6.5       -.7          .0       -4.2       2.2 
Taiwan 11.8    20.1      8.4       21.2       8.5      -4.0        .2       -1.0     -10.7 
Mexico  1.0     8.5       -6.4         -.1        -.9       6.6        2.0     15.6       2.8 
Asian NIEs 11.3    18.9     7.0        18.4      11.3      -3.6      7.4      -2.7      -13.6 
United States        4.8     9.2       5.7        2.8        2.9       2.6        3.0       2.9       1.9 
  
Source:  U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, January 2000. 
URL: /news.release/ichcc.t02.htm accessed July 2001 
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Appendix. 10.   Trade Union membership 1947-1998 
 
 
 No. 

Unions 
Members Strikes Annual Reporting 

Year   Total Plantations Non-Plant No. % 
1936 28  
1937 31 6,717 12 38.71
1938 34 6,066 14 41.18
1939 34 5,931 10 29.41
1940 58 7,703 12 20.69
1941 74 147,076 19 25.68
1942 78 90,552 21 26.92
1943 72 104,690 25 34.72
1944 84 93,479 32 38.10
1945 84 144,240 48 57.14
1946 114 181,774 59 51.75
1947 81 169,031 105 53 52 48 59.26
1948 101 158,178 53 33 20 58 57.43
1949 142 129,327 94 66 28 82 57.75
1950 185 127,809 110 82 28 101 54.59
1951 237 235,457 102 67 35 124 52.32
1952 257 299,103 75 36 39 187 72.76
1953 259 309,031 87 33 54 207 79.92
1954 283 312,178 114 59 55 209 73.85
1955 310 360,127 107 60 47 222 71.61
1956 352 262,249 214 99 115 178 50.57
1957 526 522,216 304 177 127 255 48.48
1958 631 731,020 219 123 96 327 51.82
1959 826 823,821 248 177 71 440 53.27
1960 900 739,063 160 123 37 587 65.22
1961 937 789,349 129 90 39 642 68.52
1962 1026 864,131 188 138 50 732 71.35
1963 1052 1,169,110 232 174 58 771 73.29
1964 1133 1,422,143 304 201 103 897 79.17
1965 1232 1,217,538 230 175 55 869 70.54
1966 1245 1,257,529 164 132 32 883 70.92
1967 1239 1,455,008 936 75.54
1968 1231 1,347,873 197 889 72.22
1969 1230 1,287,305 809 65.77
1970 1364 889,712 340 684 50.15
1971 1513 1,367,474 393 25.97
1972 1578 774,548 494 31.31
1973 1644 1,217,440 590 35.89
1974 1592 398,446 412 25.88
1975 1568 1,266,271 482 30.74
1976 1578 1,066,429 535 33.90
1977 1636 1,399,902 602 36.80
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  Strikes Annual Reporting 
Year Unions Members Total Plantations Non-Plant No. % 

1978 1453 967,795 485 33.38
1979 1309 1,440,720 181 163 18 675 51.57
1980 1273 1,337,664 227 202 25 456 35.82
1981 1139 1,668,230 308 297 11 542 47.59
1982 1149 1,601,056 217 188 29 364 31.68
1983 1107 1,836,697 147 136 11 393 35.50
1984 1068 1,806,173 230 213 17 313 29.31
1985 957 1,565,394 146 132 13 361 37.72
1986 948 1,479,128 84 78 6 341 35.97
1987 903 1,677,431 68 64 4 315 34.88
1988 949 1,496,000 64 54 10 198 20.86
1989 1004 1,496,001 52 45 7 221 22.01
1990 1033 904,582 116 108 8 254 24.59
1991 977 1,136,440 130 111 19 279 28.56
1992 1039 884,226 103 86 17 228 21.94
1993 1151 987,883 49 26 23 466 40.49
1994 1304 1,613,406 224 121 103 645 49.46
1995 1364 1,441,149 183 94 89 670 49.12
1996 1428 1,264,641 224 137 87 624 43.70
1997 1466 888,107 156 78 78 490 33.42
1998 1555 799,821 122 63 59 388 24.95
1999 1553 693,513 125 42 83 262 16.87
2000 1604 1,000104 87 24 63 514 32.04
2001  92 31 61  

Source: Ministry of Labour,  Labour Gazette.  
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Appendix. 11. SIGTUR Conference 2001  (photos) 
 
 
1. Participants (150 from 15 countries) including the Sri Lankan (FTZWU) representatives 
participating at an anti-WTO solidarity march, November 2001. "Our World is Not for Sale"  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

QuickTime™ and a
Photo - JPEG decompressor

are needed to see this picture.
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Interviewee  Organisation Date Role/Position 
1. Ms. Audrey Ribera Women's Activist 11/7/2000 Colombo Residence Student Christian Movement 
2. Mr. Arul Nandhy CESU - Ceylon Estate Staff 

Union 
9/2/2000 CESU office Galle Rd. Admin Secretary 

3. Mr. Suppiah Ceylon Workers Congress 
(CWC) 

11/23/2000 CWC office Colombo Labour bureaucrat 

4. Mr. Siriwardena CFL - Ceylon Federation of 
Labour (LSSP) 

7/19/2000 Colombo Office (LSSP) General Secretary 

5. Mr. S. Subasinghe CFTU - Ceylon Federation 
of Trade Unions (CP) 

8/12/2000 Kotta Rd. Office Polit Bureau 

6. Mr. Bala Tampoe CMU – Ceylon Mercantile 
Union 

7/9/2000 CMU office, Colombo General secretary 

7. Mr. Sellasamy CNWC 27/11/2000 Colombo Residence Political Leader 
8. Mr. Suhadasa  CP  6/12/2000 Kotta Rd. Office Polit Bureau 
9. Mr. K.P. Silva CP 2/15/2001 Kotta Rd. Office General Secretary 
10. Mr. Premalal 

Kumarasiri 
CP 8/11/2000 Residence Ex-CP polit bureau 

Union leader 
11. Mr. O. A. Ramiah CP Red Flag 9/1/2000 Hatton Office 

1/10/2003  Colombo Boarding room 
Union leader 
Polit Bureau 

12. Mr. S. Nadesan CP, UPWU 11/13/2000 Kotta Rd. Office 
11/14/2000 Kotta Rd. Office 
11/21/2000 Kotta Rd. Office 

Polit Bureau 
Union leader 

13. Ms. Betsy Mathews 
 

CWC 
 

9/23/2000 CWC office Coordinator 
Women’s section 

14. Mr. Devaraj CWC 9/5/2000 Home Office Union leader 
15. Ms. Jeffry 

Abeysekera 
CWF    12/27/2000 Kandy, home Activist

16. Mr. Vijaya 
Vidyasagara,  

CWF 11/29/2000 Colombo, home Activist 

17. Mr. Siril P. 
Wijeyhewa 

CWF Christian Workers 
Fellowship 

6/20/2000 Ratmalana, Office activist 

18. Ms. Samanmalee 
 

DaBinbdu    7/12/2000 Office, JaEla Co-ordinator

19. Mr. Ramanathan EPWU – Estate Workers 
Union (LSSP) 

10/24/2000 LSSP office Union leader 

20. Mr. Deitmar FES 10/31/2000 FES office Program Officer 

A
ppendix 4. L

ist of Interview
s 

 Interview
 period: 

M
arch 2000 - M

arch 2001 
18

th D
ecem

ber 2002 -  26
th January 2003 
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Kneitschel 
21. Mr. Anton Marcus Free Trade Zone Workers 

Union 
6/13/2000 Colombo office 
3/2/2000 Colombo office 
7/4/2000  KFTZ office 
8/24/2000 Colombo office 
1/26/2001 KFTZ office 

Joint Workers Forum: ITGWU 
Union leader 

22. Dr. Padeniya  GMOA 7/22/2000 Colombo office Union leader 
23. Mr. Rajapakse 
 

Hospital Administrators 7/21/2000  Durdens Hospital Durdens Hospital 

24. Mr. Wimalasena 
 

Hospital Administrators 7/20/2000  Asiri Hospital Asiri Hospital 

25. Mr. Gurusinghe 
 

Jathika Sevaka Sangamaya 
(JSS) 

6/21/2000 Rajagiriya office  Administrative Secretary

26. Mr. Amaradivakara July Strikers 7/22/2000 Colombo Municipal Council Union activist 
27. Mr. Abeysekera JVP 8/1/2000 Borella office Union leader (health) 
28. Mr. Lal Kantha JVP - Janatha Vimukthi 

Peramuna 
6/22/2000 Borella office General Secretary 

29. Mr. Roy Merinus Kalape Api 7/13/2000 Negambo office Labour leader 
30. Ms. Rohini 

Weerashinghe 
Kantha Shakthi 6/23/2000 office Women's Activist 

31. Mr. Saman 
Liyanage 

Labour Journalist 
Ravaya 

8/9/2000 Ravaya office Journalist 

32. M.S.A.H Mohideen Lanka Jathika Estate 
Workers Union (LJEWU) 

8/30/2000 Rajagiriya office  Administrative Secretary

33. Mr. J. Maliyagoda LGSU 8/27/2000 Kandy office 
9/2/2001 Kandy office 

Labour leader 
Plantations 

34. Mr. Hector 
Abhayavardhana 

LSSP 2/23/2001 home office Polit Bureau 

35. Mr. James 
Kariyawasam 

LSSP 8/16/2000 LSSP office Labour activist 

36. Mr. P.P.S. Perera MEP 12/26/2000 office Admin secretary 
37. Mr. Leelasena 

Devarajah 
Midwifery Association 2/12/2000 Colombo office Admin secretary 

38. Mr. Lodwick National Workers Congress 7/20/2000 Dehiwala office General secretary 
39. Ms. Nimalka 

Fernando 
NSSP 12/21/2000 Campaign office Women's activist 

40. Mr. Saranapala 
Silva 

NSSP 7/31/2000 Barrack Rd Office 
7/2/2001 Barrack Rd Office 

Union leader 
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41. Mr. Hubert Silva NSSP (health union) 11/28/2000 Borella office General Secretary 
42. Ms. Kusum 

Dissanayake 
Nurse 3/27/2000 home   Ex-Nurse

43. Ms. Panchawarnam 
Kumari 

NUW 12/28/2000 Hatton office  Women's union official 

44. Mr. Kandiah NUW National Union of 
Workers  

6/24/2000 Hatton office 
9/1/2000 Hatton office 
11/22/2000 Colombo office 
2/14/2001 Colombo office 

General secretary 

45. Mr. Kalaimahal Plantations 12/1/2000 Colombo office ACILS 
46. Mr. Kandasamy Plantations 11/11/2000 Kollupitya office Centre for Human Rights and 

Development  
47. Prof. Sandrasekeran Plantations 8/28/2000 Colombo home Plantation academic 
48. Ven. 

Muruththettuwe 
Ananada 

PSUNU   11/5/2000 Office/Temple President 

49. Ms. P.N.L. DeSilva PSUNU 8/8/2000 Open University Nurse Lecturer 
50. Mr. Nimal 

Thilekaratne 
PSUNU 7/26/2000 Colombo General Hospital Union leader 

51. Ms. Sarangahewa PSUNU 3/8/2000 Open University 
8/11/2000 Open University 

Nurse Lecturer 

52. Mr. Francis PSUNU 2/24/2000 office 
12/30/2002 office 

Admin secretary 

53. Ms. Ajantha  PSUNU 1/2/2003 Colombo hospital  
54. Mr. Wanigasuriya PSUNU 7/18/2000 Kalubowila hospital Union leader 
55. Ms. Ranjani, Ms. 

Gayanthi, Ms. 
Chitra 

PSUNU 8/8/2000 Open University Master's students (Open 
University) 

56. Ms. Annathai 
Abeysekera 

PWG 12/27/2000 Kandy home Co-ordinator, women's activist 

57. Ms. Nirmala &  
58. Shri Devi 

PWG 12/27/2000 PWG office Hatton Organisers 

59. Mr. Lesley 
Devendra 

SLNNS – Sri Lanka Nidahas 
Sevaka Sangamaya (SLFP) 

7/7/2000 SLFP office General secretary 

60. Mr. Ananda 
Vakkumbura, 

Socialist Equality Party 
(SEP) 

3/3/2000 SSA office 
10/26/2000 SSA office 

Activist/ researcher 

61. Mr. Ranjith Perera, SSA 8/3/2000 SSA office Activist/ researcher  
62. Mr. Manikam SSA 8/9/2000 home Plantation researcher 
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63. Mr. Leon Fonseka Tea Estate 9/11/2000 Tea estate Manager/ Superintendent 
64. Mr. Viren DeMel Tea Planter 9/3/2000 home Estate owner 
65. Mr. Ajitha 

Gunaratne 
United Health Workers 
Union 

5/8/2000 Colombo Hospital  
11/4/2000 Colombo Hospital 

SEP 

66. Ms. Mala 
Dissanayake, 

Voice of Women 6/12/2000 office Activist 

67. Ms. Padmini 
Weerasinghe 

Womens' Center 7/23/2000 Colombo office 
10/31/2000 Colombo office 
1/26/2001 KFTZ office  

Union leader 
Women's activist 

68. Ms. Nilmini Women's Centre 1/15/2003 KFTZ office Union leader 
69. Ms. Kumudini 

Samuel 
Women's Centre 
Women & Media 

7/17/2000 Women & Media office Founding member WC 

70. Ms. Kumiduni Rosa Women's Centre 6/9/2000 GTZ office Founding member WC,  
71. Ms. Sunila 

Abeysekere 
Women's Centre 
Women & Media 

7/3/2000 INFORM office Women's & Human Rights 
activist 

72. Mr. Gamini Women's Centre/FTZWU 1/15/2003 KFTZ office Union leader 
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