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      Introduction

      
         
         
         Andreas Bieler, Roland Erne, Darragh Golden, Idar Helle, Knut Kjeldstadli, Tiago Matos,
            and Sabina Stan
         

         
         The Structuring Conditions of the Global Economy and Possibilities of Agency

         
         
      

      
      Processes of neoliberal globalization have put national trade unions under pressure.
         As a result of the increasing transnational organization of production and the integration
         of the Chinese, Indian, and other new working classes into the global economy, national
         labour movements have been put in competition with each other. The global economic
         crisis has intensified these pressures further. And yet, these economic and political
         integration processes have also provided workers with new possibilities to organise
         resistance.
      

      
      During 2013/2014, the editors of this book worked on the project Globalisation and the Possibility of Transnational Actors—The Case of Trade Unions
            at the Centre for Advanced Study in Oslo, Norway (see http://transnationallabour.wordpress.com/).
         Our objective was to elucidate the many facets of the possibilities and constraints
         that globalization puts on trade unions. A key moment in the project was our international
         workshop on Labour and Transnational Action in Times of Crisis: From Case Studies to Theory in February 2014. One special issue resulting from this workshop with the journal
         Transfer: The European Journal for Labour and Research  is dedicated to analyzing contentious labour politics and collective action in Europe
         (Stan, Helle, and Erne 2015); another special issue from the workshop with the journal
         Labor History deals with the contribution of politicization to transnational trade union action
         (Erne et al. 2015). The main aims of the workshop were, however, twofold and are mirrored
         in the purposes of this publication. 
      

      
      The first purpose of this volume is to emphasize the importance of labour agency and to investigate what new weapons
         the labour movement may have in times of crisis, historically and now, and how it
         is conditioned by the current setting of transnational capitalist social relations
         of production. The book draws on a variety of fascinating cases, across a range of
         formal and informal collectives. Key here is the way trade union action at the local
         and national level may be connected across borders in moments of transnational solidarity.
         ‘Labour’ refers to trade unions but also other, more informal forms of collective
         action by workers understood in a broad sense, including also women, migrants, and
         precarious workers. One particular form of transnational solidarity—analyzed in some
         of the contributions—is the willingness and ability of trade unions to reach out to
         labour migrants. 
      

      
      When assessing different instances of transnational agency, the edited collection as its second purpose intends to clarify conceptually which factors facilitate the formation of solidarity
         and which factors are likely to be an obstacle. To date, there has been a whole range
         of projects collecting various individual case studies of successful and failed efforts
         of transnational solidarity (e.g., Bieler, Lindberg, and Pillay 2008a; Bieler and
         Lindberg 2010; Bronfenbrenner 2007; Novelli and Ferus-Comelo 2009). By contrast, the
         ambition of this volume is to move beyond empirical description of cases to a conceptually
         informed understanding of collective action across borders by providing an insightful
         theorization of transnational action and the construction of transnational solidarity.
      

      
      Global restructuring may prevent transnational solidarity, as national labour movements
         are put in competition with each other. At the same time, global restructuring may
         actually facilitate transnational solidarity by connecting production processes across
         borders and thereby bringing workers into direct connection with each other. In short,
         the structural setting neither prevents nor automatically results in transnational
         solidarity, which is why a focus on agency and its potential different strategies
         is so important. Nonetheless, agency can never be studied in isolation of the structural
         setting, within which it takes place. As Karl Marx famously stated:
      

      
         Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make
            it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given
            and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a
            nightmare on the brains of the living. (Marx 1852)
         

      

      Thus, this introduction will first provide an overview of the structuring conditions
         in the global capitalist economy in terms of general structural tendencies as well
         as the more specific dynamics within the current epoch of globalization. Then, the
         agency of labour will be introduced at a conceptual level. Two main claims will be
         made. First, classes as collective actors are not given as a result of how people
         are located within the social relations of production. Class formation is a process
         in which class-consciousness is established as the result of concrete struggles. Second,
         when analyzing labour movements and their involvement in class struggle, it is important
         to define them in a broad sense going beyond the issues of the workplace and covering
         also struggles in the broader sphere of social reproduction. Finally, this introduction
         will provide an overview of the structure of the volume.
      

      
      The Structuring Conditions of Neoliberal Globalization

      
      When analyzing the structuring conditions of the global economy, we can distinguish
         between the general structural tendencies within the capitalist social relations of
         production and the more specific structural dynamics of the current epoch of globalization.
         In this section, the two areas will be discussed in turn. 
      

      
      The Structuring Conditions of Capitalism

      
      As a result of the way the capitalist social relations of production are organized
         around wage labour and the private ownership of the means of production, both labour
         and capital have to re-produce themselves through the market. Workers have to sell
         their labour power and often compete with each other over finding the best jobs. Capitalists
         too, however, are in constant competition with each other over market share and, therefore,
         are driven generally though the introduction of new technology to produce new and
         better products in order to secure and increase their market share. Their rivals have
         to do everything possible in order to match and overtake them, in turn. Otherwise,
         they are in danger, first to lose market share, and then to go bankrupt. As Marx noted,
         ‘under free competition, the immanent laws of capitalist production confront the individual
         capitalist as a coercive force external to him’ (Marx 1867/1990: 381). The fate of
         Nokia, once dominating the mobile phone market, but now almost extinguished as a brand,
         is an interesting example in this respect. It is because of this inbuilt focus on
         competitiveness that capitalism is such a dynamic, as well as destructive production
         system. 
      

      
      And yet, this dynamism comes at a price. What is logical for the individual capitalist
         is problematic for capital as a whole. When every capitalist attempts to produce more
         goods with fewer workers through the application of new technology, there will be
         fewer and fewer people who can actually buy those goods. In other words, there are
         tensions between growth and technological progress, which are ‘just too powerful to
         be contained within the confines of the circulation of capital’ (Harvey 1985: 132).
         Hence, there will be a crisis of overproduction and, as a result, a declining rate
         of profit. ‘We see here’, Harvey argues, ‘the necessary contradiction that arises
         when each capitalist strives to reduce the share of variable capital in value added
         within the enterprise while speculating on selling his output to workers employed
         by other capitalists’ (Harvey 2006a: 134). Expressed differently, there is a situation
         of a surplus of both capital and labour, which can no longer be brought together in
         a productive way within the capitalist social relations of production, a ‘state of
         overaccumulation’ (Harvey 1985: 132). The current global financial crisis clearly
         demonstrates this dynamic. In order to overcome the crisis of overaccumulation in
         the early 1970s and the related decline in the rate of profit, a financial fix with
         a shift towards investing in financial markets to make profit took place (Harvey 1985:
         137–39). More and more new, innovative financial instruments were set up in order
         to develop new areas for the accumulation of surplus value. This also included the
         highly risky subprime mortgages. What was, however, logical for one financial company
         due to the initially high profit rates in the subprime mortgage market turned out
         to be disastrous for the whole financial system. As soon as all financial institutions
         became involved in this risky area, the bubble burst revealing the fragile foundation
         of these financial instruments.
      

      
      With accumulation opportunities exhausted within the existing capitalist social relations
         of production, the resulting structuring condition is a fundamental dynamic of capitalism
         towards outward expansion, incorporating ever more additional geographical areas into
         capitalism (Luxemburg 1913/2003: 332–38) or reorganizing already existing relationships
         between different geographical areas, between the core and the periphery in novel
         ways. Samir Amin, for example, illustrated how in the current phase of capitalism
         forms of production were established through foreign direct investment (FDI) in peripheral
         spaces enjoying the advantage of low-wage costs. Peripheral countries ceased to export
         only agricultural products and moved towards the export of low value-added, labour-intensive
         manufacturing products (Amin 1976: 185–86). More recently, rather than exporting low
         value-added manufacturing products, cheap labour locations such as China have become
         assembly platforms of information and communication technology products and electrical
         goods. Unsurprisingly, ‘Chinese exports are Chinese only in the sense that they were
         assembled in China’ (Hart-Landsberg 2013: 38), while ‘foreign corporations are responsible
         for approximately 88 per cent of all Chinese high-technology exports’ (Hart-Landsberg
         2013: 94). This outward expansion of capitalism proceeds along lines of uneven and
         combined development, as first conceptualized by Leon Trotsky (1929/2007: 132–37).
         Development of peripheral countries is combined with the core, but in highly uneven
         ways (see also chapter 3 in this volume).
      

      
      These structuring conditions apply to the capitalist social relations of production
         in general. As Robinson, however, noted, ‘globalization represents an epochal shift;
         that is, fundamental worldwide changes in social structure that modify and even transform
         the very functioning of the system in which we live’ (Robinson 2004: 4). The next
         section will look in more detail at the specific underlying dynamics of globalization.
      

      
      The Structural Dynamics of Globalization

      
      Structural change related to globalization since the early 1970s has further shaped
         the structuring conditions for agency by labour. In response to a crisis of overproduction,
         capital has abandoned the post–World War II class compromise embodied in the Keynesian
         welfare state in developed countries. The related restructuring was driven by neoliberalism,
         which has to be understood as a project by capital to restore class power (Harvey
         2006b: 29). Several main developments can be related to neoliberal globalization from
         the perspective of labour movements (Bieler, Lindberg and Sauerborn 2010: 249–53).
         
      

      
       First, globalization has led to an increasing transnationalization of production,
         with the production of many goods being organised across borders. Outflows of FDI
         rose from US$88 billion U.S. dollars in 1986 to US$1,187 billion in 2000 as peak year
         (Bieler 2006: 50). A period of recession caused a decline in FDI flows from 2001 to
         2003, but four years of consecutive growth led to a new all-time high of FDI outflows
         of US$1996.5 billion in 2007 (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
         [UNCTAD] 2008: 253). Overall, there were close to eighty thousand transnational corporations
         (TNCs) with roughly the same number of foreign affiliates in 2007 (UNCTAD 2008: 212).
         Unsurprisingly, FDI flows have again declined since the onset of the global financial
         crisis in 2008 (UNCTAD 2013: 213), but even slightly lower levels contribute to the
         continuing build-up of FDI stocks over time, indicating the ever more important role
         played by TNCs. While outward FDI stocks had been US$2,091,496 million in 1990, they
         were US$8,025,834 million in 2000 and US$23,592,739 million in 2012 (UNCTAD 2013:
         217). Empirical indicators of the increasing organization of production across borders
         also include ‘the phenomenal increase in cross-border mergers and acquisitions; the
         increasing transnational interlocking of boards of directorates; the increasingly
         transnational ownership of capital shares; the spread of cross-border strategic alliances
         of all sorts; and the increasing salience of transnational peak business associations’
         (Robinson 2008: 30). As a result, workers in different countries and varying national
         contexts, both in the North and in the South, have been thrust into unprecedented
         competition with each other in these transnational production sectors. All too often,
         unions, locally at the factory level and nationally in centralized negotiations, are
         confronted with the threat that unless they agree on concessions, employers will transfer
         production units and jobs to locations with lower labour costs (Bieler, Lindberg,
         and Pillay 2008b: 272).
      

      
       Second, the increasing transnationalization of production, which implies a ‘centralization
         of command and control of the global economy in transnational capital’ (Robinson 2004:
         15), has gone hand in hand with greater decentralization and fragmentation of the
         production process itself through processes of outsourcing along the production chain.
         Thus, transnational production, under the direction of TNCs, is increasingly organized
         in global commodity chains (GCCs) (Robinson 2008: 27). In this process, TNCs ‘began
         dividing the production process into ever finer segments, both vertical and horizontal,
         and locating the separate stages in two or more countries, creating cross-border production
         networks’ (Hart-Landsberg 2013: 91). In these networks, TNCs no longer own the various
         production sites along the GCC, but rely on ‘independent contract manufacturers to
         procure the necessary parts and components and oversee their assembly into final products’
         (Hart-Landsberg 2013: 92). It is no surprise that bilateral and multilateral, regional
         free trade agreements have become ever more important for transnational capital, as
         these transnational production networks could not function without free trade. As
         a result, however, ‘the complex nature of this strategy, which involves a variety
         of business relationships, means that trends in the international trade of components
         are a better measure of the importance of cross-border production networks than are
         changes in [FDI]’ (Hart-Landsberg 2013: 92). In other words, TNCs are still in charge,
         but their strategy has significantly changed. From owning cross-border production
         structures, they have moved to coordinating GCCs. As confirmed by the United Nations,
         ‘TNC-coordinated [GCCs] account for some 80 per cent of global trade. Patterns of
         value added trade in [GCCs] are shaped to a significant extent by the investment decisions
         of TNCs’ (UNCTAD 2013: xxii). 
      

      
       These developments, however, could not have occurred without the dramatic increase
         in the global workforce (see also chapter 1 in this volume). Richard Freeman (2010)
         shows that the integration of China, India, and the former Soviet Union during the
         1980s and 1990s doubled the global workforce to almost three billion by 2000. As David
         Coates correctly notes, ‘the enhanced global mobility of capital in the last three
         decades has social rather than technical roots. Capital is more geographically mobile
         than it was in the past because it now has more proletariats on which to land’ (Coates
         2000: 255). This reorganization of the production process around transnational outsourcing
         and centralization of decision-making and the integration of new working classes,
         all part of globalization, has led to an increasing casualization and informalization
         of the economy in which permanent, full-time employment contracts have to a large
         extent become a thing of the past. This is especially the case in developing countries,
         which had never been in a position to establish a large industrial sector with permanent
         and secure employment. ‘According to the most recent estimates, non-agricultural employment
         in the informal economy represents 82 per cent of total employment in South Asia,
         66 per cent in sub-Saharan Africa, 65 per cent in East and South-East Asia (excluding
         China), 51 per cent in Latin America and 10 per cent in Eastern Europe and Central
         Asia’ (International Labour Organization 2014: 6). Nevertheless, informalization more
         and more also affects developed countries in the North, where employers are on the
         offensive and demand a flexibilization of the labour market with the argument that
         it is necessary in order to retain competitiveness (Bieler, Lindberg and Pillay 2008b:
         266–67; see also Standing 2011). Indeed ‘it is no longer accurate today’, Dan Gallin
         (2001: 228) rightly concludes, ‘to describe the informal sector as “atypical”’.
      

      
      It is at this point, however, that one has to be careful not to slide into a purely
         structuralist argument. First, restructuring within industrialized countries and the
         intensified exploitation of the existing workforce are always contested and never
         conflict free. And it is in this contestation that agency of resistance plays a crucial
         role. As Cleaver argues, capital’s focus on increasing productivity is not only the
         result of competition with other employers, it is also a response to workers’ struggles,
         establishing a new way of controlling labour (Cleaver 2000: 89). In other words, while
         the pressure for outward expansion results from capitalism’s crisis tendency, the
         way this unfolds and the extent to which space is incorporated into capitalism is
         very much the result of class struggle. ‘The production of economic landscapes is
         the result of political conflict, between labour and capital and between different
         segments of labour and of capital who might have quite different visions for how the
         landscape should be structured’ (Herod 2006: 158). In the next section, this class
         agency will be conceptualized. 
      

      
      Class Agency in the Global Political Economy

      
      In this section, we will first discuss more generally how agency can be conceptualized,
         before providing several examples of concrete cases of transnational solidarity under
         conditions of globalization. 
      

      
      Conceptualizing Agency

      
      Social class forces as key collective actors are engendered by the social relations
         of production. Thus, by class is meant ‘a group of people who share a common relationship
         to the process of social production and reproduction and are constituted relationally
         on the basis of social power struggles’ (Robinson 2004: 37). Capitalism in general
         leads to a division between capital, the owners of the means of production, on the
         one hand, and labour, those who are ‘free’ to sell their labour power on the market,
         on the other. If left on its own, however, this understanding collapses into a position
         of economic determinism, which explains workers’ and trade unions’ strategies simply
         as a straightforward result of their location in the production process. In reality,
         the relationship between the structural location and agency of labour is rather more
         complex. Of course, there is a tendential link between the objective class position
         of social forces and the particular strategies they adopt. Nevertheless, ‘what the
         economic cannot do is (a) to provide the contents of the particular thoughts of particular
         social classes or groups at any specific time; or (b) to fix or guarantee for all
         time which ideas will be made use of by which classes’ (Hall 1996: 44). In other words,
         within each given set of structuring conditions, agents are not completely free in
         their actions, but they nonetheless still have a range of strategies at their disposal,
         from which they can choose how to go forward.
      

      
      Thompson warns against a static, structural definition of class. ‘From a static model
         of capitalist productive relations there are derived the classes that ought to correspond
         to this, and the consciousness that ought to correspond to the classes and their relative
         positions’ (Thompson 1978: 148). He does not ‘see class as a “structure”, nor even
         as a “category”, but as something which in fact happens (and can be shown to have
         happened) in human relationships’ (Thompson 1963: 8). Class is, therefore, for Thompson
         a historical category, an observed behaviour over time. ‘We know about class because
         people have repeatedly behaved in class ways; these historical events disclose regularities
         of response to analogous situations, and at a certain stage (the “mature” formations
         of class) we observe the creation of institutions, and of a culture with class notations,
         which admits of trans-national comparisons’ (Thompson 1978: 147). At the same time,
         Thompson was fully aware of the importance of the social relations of production in
         shaping people’s agency. ‘The class experience is largely determined by the productive
         relations into which men are born—or enter involuntarily. Class-consciousness is the
         way in which these experiences are handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions,
         value systems, ideas, and institutional forms. If the experience appears as determined,
         class-consciousness does not’ (Thompson 1963: 8–9). In short, rather than deducing
         specific ideas and strategies of workers from their location in the social relations
         of production, the analytical focus has to be on class struggle and the way workers’
         strategies are developing over time. Class struggle is the process in which labour
         identities are formed and transformed. It is the moment when structuring conditions
         are being confirmed or changed. Whether different labour movements engage in relations
         of transnational solidarity is, therefore, the outcome of open-ended class struggle.
         In his contribution to this volume, Ingo Schmidt draws explicitly on the work of Thompson
         in assessing the possibility for the formation of a European working class.
      

      
      The analysis of class struggle is, however, often too narrowly focused on struggle
         between workers and employers at the workplace or trade unions and employers’ associations
         at the national level. Unsurprisingly, a focus on class struggle is often accused
         of being reductionist. By contrast, when reflecting on the increasing number of struggles
         of the late 1960s and 1970s, Harry Cleaver asserts that ‘the reproduction of the working
         class involves not only work in the factory but also work in the home and in the community
         of homes . . . ; the working class had to be redefined to include nonfactory analysis’
         (Cleaver 2000: 70). Hence, the analysis of class struggle has to cover the whole ‘social
         factory’, not just the workplace. This allowed Cleaver to take into account all the
         other forms of unwaged activities including childrearing and education, which are
         necessary for the reproduction of capital, but take place outside the workplace. Drawing
         on the work of the so-called Italian New Left around Mario Tronti and Antonio Negri,
         he concluded that ‘the identification of the leading role of the unwaged in the struggles
         of the 1960s in Italy, and the extension of the concept to the peasantry, provided
         a theoretical framework within which the struggles of American and European students
         and housewives, the unemployed, ethnic and racial minorities, and Third World peasants
         could all be grasped as moments of an international cycle of working-class struggle’
         (Cleaver 2000: 73). 
      

      
      Another attempt to include struggles outside the workplace into class analysis is
         made by Kees van der Pijl. He argues that neoliberal capitalism is characterized by
         the fact that capitalist discipline has now also been further extended within the
         entire process of social reproduction, involving the exploitation of the social and
         natural substratum. In response to the commodification of social services, and the
         intensified destruction of the biosphere as well as the disruption of traditional
         life, a whole range of new, progressive but also nationalist right-wing social movements
         have emerged to defend the environment and sphere of social reproduction (van der
         Pijl 1998: 46–48; see also Bakker and Gill 2003). This has to be analyzed as class
         struggle as much as exploitation and resistance to it in the workplace. They become
         class projects in that moment, when they entail ‘a direct challenge to the circulation
         and accumulation of capital’ (Harvey 1996: 401). As a result, the struggle of social
         movements against neoliberal globalization, for example, can also be conceptualized
         as class struggle. In this volume, the contribution by Jenny Jungehüelsing (chapter
         13) analyzing the potential for transnational solidarity in the organization of migrant
         workers clearly reaches into areas beyond the workplace and includes aspects of the
         sphere of wider social reproduction within the social factory. 
      

      
      Transnational Solidarity in Practice

      
      In general, it is often assumed that areas of transnational production are those most
         easily susceptible to strategies of transnational solidarity. Unions in these sectors
         are the first to recognize that organisation at the national level is no longer enough
         to keep wages and working conditions outside capitalist competition. And there are
         positive examples of transnational solidarity. In 2001, European General Motors (GM)
         unions and works councils organised a successful one-day strike of forty thousand
         GM workers across Europe against the closure of the GM plant in Luton in the United
         Kingdom. This did not only lead to a pioneering European labour agreement that prevented
         forced redundancies in all European sites from 2001 to 2008, it also showed that competition
         for investments does not necessarily preempt transnational collective action (Erne
         2008: 34). Nevertheless, transnational solidarity in transnational production structures
         is not automatic. When GM established a new production site in Poland in the late
         1990s, this new site ‘entered a competitive race with the German plant in Rüsselsheim
         over the distribution of new Opel Zafira capacities’ (Bernaciak 2010: 37). Moreover,
         in view of GM’s decision to close down the production of Opel in Bochum/Germany towards
         the end of 2014, the German chairman of the European Works Council, as well as chair
         of the works council at Opel in Bochum, tried to save local jobs by highlighting the
         higher quality and productivity of their production sites (Schaumberg 2014). Thus,
         in manufacturing, where often different production sites are played out against each
         other, the push for solidarity action is great, but competition is a strong counterforce
         at the same time. 
      

      
      To avoid that labour movements from different countries compete with each other by
         offering lower wages, the wider challenge is to coordinate union action across a whole
         sector, at least regionally. The European Metalworkers’ Federation, which organizes
         workers in one of the most transnationalized sectors in Europe, including many TNCs
         in consumer electronics, car manufacturing, and machinery production, became aware
         of these dangers in the early 1990s. Plans for Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) implied
         the danger of social dumping through the undercutting of wage and working conditions
         between several national collective bargaining rounds (Erne 2008: 80–90). In response,
         the European Metalworkers’ Federation approved the European-level coordination of
         national wage bargaining in 1998, and it tried to ensure that national unions pursued
         a common strategy of asking for wage increases along the formula of productivity increase
         plus inflation rate. And yet, the implementation of the coordination strategy was
         unsuccessful. In 2006, the European Trade Union Confederation published, for the last
         time, data on whether the various national collective bargaining rounds had been in
         line with the European Trade Union Confederation guidelines. The findings make clear
         that only Finland had achieved this target (Erne 2008: 97). 
      

      
      It is, however, important to remember that the challenges in manufacturing, characterized
         by transnational production, are not typical of the challenges for all kinds of workers
         all over the world. Perhaps it is actually the service sector in which solidarity
         across borders can be established more easily? In services, workers do not directly
         compete with each other over jobs. A hospital
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