
THE history of the present international trade un
ion organisations is long, complicated and very of
ten controversial. It is often the case thai the story 
of what happened will change depending on who 
is telling it. 

However, without any knowledge of this history 
— a history which still affects what is happening to
day - workers here in South Africa will not truly 
be able to decide on international matters. 

International trade union co-operation has been 
organised through two main kinds of organisations: 
* International Confederations of the trade union 

organisations (what are called national centres) 
in different countries 

* International Trade Secretariats which join 
together unions from different countries that 
are all in the same type of industry. 

'European un ions form the 
In terna t ional T r a d e Union 
Secre tar ia t ' 

In 1902 the International Trade Union Secret
ariat (ITUS) was formed. It consisted of most of 
the European national trade union fenerations. To 
begin with it co-operatetj very closely with the Sec
ond or Socialist International, an organisation to 
which the socialist and social democratic parties of 
Europe had affiliated. In its early years it concen
trated solely on factory floor issues and left pol
itical questions to be discussed by the Second In
ternational. 

Later, as the different trade unions in various 
European countries began to operate more indep
endently of political parties, the International 
Trade Union Secretariat began to concern itself 
with wider issues as well. 

The ITUS was made up only of European trade 
unions. The American Federation of Labour 
(AFL), a federation of craft unions, in the United 
States was hostile to socialism and to the European 
socialist political parties, and so refused to particip
ate. 

'The socialist Indust r ia l 
Workers o f t h e World 
alarms British and G e r m a n 
Trade Union Fede ra t ions ' 

Later on a rival, socialist trade union body 
the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) 
grew in power and influence in the United Mates 
and tried to participate in the ITUS. This alarm
ed the British and German trade union federat
ions who thought the IWW was too radical. In 
1911 they persuaded the AFL to join so as to prev
ent the afffiliation of the IWW. The name of the 
international was then changed to the International 
Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU>. However 
after the First World War socialist trade unions in 
the United States were severely repressed, and a!-
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most crushed. Now the AFL had less to fear from 
socialist trade unions and did not need lo worry 
about their joining the i I 1 I •. 

Since the AFL was also hostile to the socialist 
influence in the IFTU it therefore withdrew and 
it only rejoined in 1937. 

Three important developments that were to aff
ect international trade union organisation took 
place in the Second World War. Firstly some of the 
most effective resistance to the German armies in 
the occupied European countries came from 
communist parties and communist organised trade 
unions* Secondly Britain and the USA joined 
forces with Russia, despite their fundamental 
political differences, to fight Germany, Thirdly the 
British and American Labour mvovements became 
closely involved with their governments in fighting 
the war and in advancing the foreign policy of 
their countries. 

However when the War ended these develop
ments were to have complicated effects. 
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* Firstly communist parties were able to use their 
influence and support from trade unions together 
with money and resources from the Soviet Union 
to come to power. This happened first in Czech
oslovakia in 1948, and soon after in other East 
European countries (e.g. Hungary, Roumanian 
Communist trade unions were also powerful in 
France (C.G-T. -• the most important national fed
eration) and Italy, (C.GJX. also the most im
portant national federation) and were seen as a 

threat by Britain and the USA as well as by non-
eommunist groups in Europe, 
* Secondly despite their basic political differences 
the British and American allies had joined forces 
with Soviet Russia to fight against Germany, Italy 
and Japan. So in many areas close contact and res
pect was built as a result of the bitter struggles that 
were fought. This was also true between the wor
ker organisations in the different countries. It was 
these links that first influenced worker organis
ation at the end of the War. 

* Thirdly, during the war the national centres had 
worked closely with their governments, the milit
ary and the secret services to help in fighting the 
war* Since worker organisations were very active in 
resisting German occupation in Europe it is easy to 
see why the trade unions became so actively invol
ved a 

'B i t te r host i l i ty be tween 
America and Russia 
develops in to the Cold 
War' 

However, after the War a bitter hostility grew 
between the governments of the USA and Soviet 
Russia, This came to be called the *Coid War1 and 
quickly aho involved the other Western Allies. 

So as the "Cold War' opened between the West-
em Allies and Soviet Russia the trade unions be
came part of it because they were still so closely 
linked with the government and secret services. 
So for example the British TUC and the American 
AFL played important roles in campaigns against 
communist unions in Greece, France, Italy and 
Germany. The aim was to prevent them taking 
control and bringing in pro-communist govern
ments. Russia also poured money and resources 
into the communist unions. Both West and East 
expected the federations they supported to follow 
their political line in the "Cold War'. The trade 
unions became a major political battlefield in 
post-war Europe, 

The links between East and West during the war 
gave rise to a move for a new international trade 
union federation. This gave rise to the formation 
of the WFTU (World Federation of Trade Unions) 
shortly after the end of the war. National Centres 
from both East and West affiliated. However from 
the USA the AFL did not affiliate. A rival group, 
the Congress of Industrial Organisations (CIO) 
which ^tended to have more militant industrial 
unions, did affiliate as many tended to a socialist 
political position. 

However, as the 'Cold War' developed the chan
ces of the WFTU surviving with affiliates from 
East and West grew slim. In I94S the TUC decid
ed to press for the dissolution or reorganisation of 
the WFTU. The pro-communist national centres 
opposed this and a split immediately followed. 

In December of the same year 261 delegates 
from 59 countries met in London to form the 
ICFTU to which the American AFL and CIO both 
affiliated. 

However certain disagreements continued in the 
ICFTU. The ICFTU was a child of the Cold War 
and disputes developed over how that war should 
be fought. The AFL, which provided one quarter 
of the ICFTU's budget, and which fell it should 
have a correspondingly large influence over the 
policy demanded a militantly hard line anti-
communist and anti-colonial position. It was rel
uctant to support even neutral trade union feder
ations. 

T e n s i o n s in the ICFTU lead 
t o t h e wi thdrawal o f 
Amer ican Unions ' 

Other ICFTU delegations felt that the AFL 
would support any anti-communist union whether 
or not it had any real worker support- Tensions 
grew as the AFL (later with the CIO in the AFL/ 
CIO) began to operate independently of the 
ICFTU in Asia. Africa and South America, as some 
of the European powers and trade union feder
ations became interested in co-operation (detente) 
with Eastern Europe. These tensions continued 
and led to a decline in the influence of the ICFTU. 
Eventually in 1969 the AFL-CIO withdrew from 
the ICFTU and only returned in 1982. The ICFTU 
survived and in fact probably grew in inflence in 
some areas without the AFL-CIO presence, How-
ever* it was clear that to have the major Western 
national centre out of the ICFTU could not con
tinue forever. Whether the ICFTU will now grow 
and overcome differences will have to be tested 
in the years to come. 

At the beginning of the century Christian 
(mainly) Catholic) trade unions began to emerge. 
In 1920 Ihey formed the International Federation 
of Christian Trade Unions (best known by its 
French initials of CISC), This organisation contin
ued till 1968 when it changed its name to the 
World Confederation of Labour (WCL). Thi* 
happened because many of Us affiliates no longer 
restricted themselves to being Christian unions 
only. 

^Internat ional T r a d e 
Secretar ia ts formed in 1 8 8 9 ' 

International Trade Secretariats (ITS's) also start
ed at about the same time as the first Confeder
ation. The first ITS was founded in 1889, Many 
more were established in the next 20 years. Each 
trade secretariat was confined to one industry* 
Their job was to share information and organise 
assistance to trade unions in different countries 
which were organising in the same industry (e4g. 
Metal). Unlike the International Confederation 
they accepted more than one affiliate from any 
one country (so two rival unions could affiliate 
lo the Secretariat), The AFL unions also played an 
important role in the ITSY ITS's did not involve 
themselves in political matters. However they ref
used affiliation to any communist union or to any 
union from a country governed by a communist 
party. 
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Walter Citrine (right) the general secretary of the ICFTU takes a party of Soviet delegates of the Anglo-
Soviet Committee round British war factories prior to the Cold War 


