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RECENSIONS / BOOK REVIEWS

Global Unions, Global Business:
Global Union Federations and
International Business

By Richard Croucher and Elizabeth Cotton,
London: Middlesex University Press, 2009,
146 pp., ISBN 978-1-904750-62-8.

This book explores the role of international
trade union federations vis-a-vis multinational
companies (MNCs). This incorporates a critical
assessment of how unions might strengthen
their position in relation to the latter. The vol-
ume opens with an important reminder: de-
spite their difficulties, unions remain the larg-
est membership organizations in the world,
and, unlike most NGOs, often have demo-
cratic internal structures (p. 4). And, global
union federations retain an important role in
coordinating responses, assisting local unions
in rectifying great imbalances of power at the
workplace.

The authors correctly note that whilst often
vigorously fending off unionization drives,
MNCs often attempt to improve their public
image through adhering to various standards
or submitting to monitoring by a chosen NGO.
However, despite the latter, “there is a persis-
tent pattern of rediscovery . . . showing that
in fact . . . problems have not been resolved”
despite this (p. 5). The authors conclude that
the most effective mechanism for protecting
the interests of local workers is unionization.
Yet, unions have had to contend with many
years of decline, reflecting neo-liberal ideolo-
gies, changes in the law, changing forms of
work organization and the rise of informal
work, and the greatly weakened bargaining
position of organized labour as a result of
outsourcing.

Global union federations unite national
level unions across industry; such federations
cover a wide range of sectors from education
to metal. Meanwhile, national union federa-
tions are united under the International Trade
Union Confederation. The role of both is
often underreported and misunderstood. This
reflects both media hostility and the need to
work in often difficult environments: hence,
internal democracy is prized over external
transparency (p. 9). Indeed, as discussed in
chapter 2, there are constant challenges to
rights of freedom of association and collective
bargaining in a wide cross-section of national

m

contexts. And, most workers in sub-Saharan
Africa and Latin America work in the informal
sector. The authors introduce their discussion
of MNCs with a caveat: they still only employ
some one percent of the world’s workforce
(p. 16). Nonetheless, they wield a dispropor-
tionate power; the fact that they often pay
more than local firms does little to offset the
prominent role of many in aggressively lobby-
ing for relaxations in labour standards in the
different countries in which they operate. New
financial actors, such as private equity, place
pressure on firms to maximize returns, whilst
the rise of agency working places further
downward pressure on labour standards.

Chapter 3 provides a brief history of
changes in the nature and structure of the
international labour movement, and pres-
ent challenges, such as relations with the
state controlled All-China Federation of Trade
Unions. Whilst part one of the volume (the
first three chapters) provided valuable — albeit
at times limited — background information,
the second half focuses on the present work
of the global unions. Chapter 4 looks at
governance and resource questions within the
international union associations. This includes
a series of excellent maps, which depict the
spatial distribution of union internationals’
governance structures; the regional distribu-
tion of executive positions and staffing are
tabularly depicted. All this provides a valuable
resource for future researchers. The follow-
ing chapter looks at international collective
bargaining. The authors conclude that union
internationals would be better advised to
concentrate their efforts on helping local
unions to operate technically and politically
within multinationals. This is followed by a
chapter exploring the operation of networks
focusing and coordinating union efforts in
specific sectors and firms. The authors argue
that working in small groups and focusing on
education are the most effective mechanisms
for coordinating union efforts (p. 79).

Chapter 7 looks at the importance of
education, an issue often overlooked in the
literature on union renewal. Yet, funding
constraints often limit activities in these areas.
Resource constraints on unions in the devel-
oped world mean that they are less able to
provide resources for international education.
Chapter 8 provides a case study on the inter-
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actions between a global union federation
and a multinational firm, Anglo American.
Whilst of great interest, the selected firm has
a relatively liberal reputation compared to
some of its peers in the mining sector — not
to mention other sectors; this means that the
lessons that can be drawn from this example
are constrained. The concluding chapter
summarizes the importance of global unions
in promoting decent work worldwide. It also
highlights the challenges of resource limita-
tions, which require a stronger commitment
by unions in the developed world if only to
shore up their own chances of survival. This is
an important and valuable book that redresses
a major gap in the contemporary literature: on
the operations, and the strategic and policy
options open to international organized
labour. As such, it will be of great interest to
both academics and activists. My only concern
is that the book is somewhat lacking in detail
at times; one hopes that the authors will
continue their work in this area in order to add
further depth to this fine study.

Geoffrey Wood
University of Sheffield, UK

La gestion des ressources humaines
en France : histoire critique

Par Henri Pinaud, Paris : L'Harmattan, 2008,
217 p., ISBN : 978-2-296-05574-2.

Le livre d"Henri Pinaud traite des origines et de
I'évolution de la fonction ressources humaines
dans le contexte spécifique de la France. Men-
tionnons la richesse des informations conte-
nues dans cet ouvrage sur les événements po-
litiques, économiques et sociaux qui ont influé
sur I'évolution de la gestion des ressources
humaines et I'orientation des relations pro-
fessionnelles en France. L'ouvrage s'articule
autour de quatre parties référant a des tran-
ches d'histoire que I'auteur fait correspondre
a des philosophies de gestion des ressources
humaines bien distinctes.

Dans son introduction, I'auteur dresse un
survol historique de I'évolution de la fonc-
tion ressources humaines en France, qui sera
approfondi tout au long de I'ouvrage.

Dans une premiére partie intitulée Contexte
de la Fonction personnel en France jusqu’aux
années 80, l'auteur décrit les partenaires
sociaux (organisations syndicales de travailleurs,
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organisations d’employeurs) et les modes de
relations professionnelles (négociation collec-
tive, cogestion, information-consultation),
mettant I'accent sur I'importance de |'Etat et
la faiblesse de la régulation européenne en
matiére sociale. La négociation collective porte
spécifiquement sur les salaires et les conditions
de travail ainsi que sur les regles régissant les
relations entre employeurs et organisations
de travailleurs et s'effectue dans un cadre de
régulation défini par I'Etat. La cogestion (ou
le paritarisme) représente un sous-ensemble
important des relations professionnelles et s'ex-
prime a travers des organismes régionaux et
nationaux. Le tripartisme caractérise plusieurs
institutions ou I'Etat, les représentants des
employeurs et des travailleurs conviennent de
se consulter régulierement, de décider et de
gérer ensemble. L'Etat est garant du droit du
travail et exerce son influence directement (par
les lois qui reglementent le travail) ou par le
truchement d’une activité de controle (via des
organismes chargés de vérifier I'application
de la réglementation). Le modele taylorien-
fordien d’organisation du travail est implanté
dans les grandes entreprises, et ce, dans tous
les secteurs d’activités. De maniere générale, la
fonction personnel des années 70 se résume a
opérer des recrutements, gérer la paie, élabo-
rer et mettre en ceuvre des plans de formation,
et veiller a 'application du droit du travail. En
somme, la fonction personnel nest pas consi-
dérée comme stratégique, alors que le chef
du personnel apparaft comme un exécutant,
étant au service des autres lignes fonction-
nelles et faisant rarement partie du comité de
direction. Dans les petites et moyennes entre-
prises, la fonction de responsable du personnel
est souvent assurée par le chef comptable qui
joue un role d'administration plutdét que de
gestion de la fonction personnel.

La seconde partie portant sur le theme
Les années 70 et la remise en cause de 'or-
ganisation scientifique du travail (OST) et des
conditions de travail suggere notamment une
analyse des origines de la remise en cause de
I'organisation scientifique du travail. La greve
générale de 1968 qui a eu lieu en France a
servi de générateur de la remise en cause de
I'organisation scientifique du travail, et ce, a
travers une révolte des ouvriers spécialisés qui
préneront I'autogestion. Le caractére de plus
en plus compétitif du marché y a également



