
NAFTA and the Politics of Labor Transnationalism

When the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) went into
effect in 1994, many feared it would intensify animosity among North
American unions, lead to the scapegoating of Mexican workers and
immigrants, and eclipse any possibility for cross-border labor cooper-
ation. But far from polarizing workers, NAFTA unexpectedly helped
stimulate labor transnationalism among key North American unions
and erode union policies and discourses rooted in racism. The emer-
gence of labor transnationalism in North America presents compelling
political and sociological puzzles: How did NAFTA, the concrete man-
ifestation of globalization processes in North America, help deepen
labor solidarity on the continent? And why did some unions more
readily engage in transnational collaboration and embrace internation-
alism than others? In addition to making the provocative argument that
global governance institutions can play a pivotal role in the develop-
ment of transnational social movements, this book suggests that global-
ization need not undermine labor movements: collectively, unions can
help shape how the rules governing the global economy are made.
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Preface

Why NAFTA, why labor? Although this book is about the labor move-
ment in North America, its central themes – how it is possible to build
social movements across borders and the effects of global governance
institutions on that process – resonate in an era in which most peo-
ple understand the world through the prism of globalization. Whether
the poorest villagers fighting the construction of a dam or the wealth-
iest bureaucrats demanding banking regulation, all recognize that the
ubiquitous movement of capital, goods and services, and people across
the globe creates a web of both transparent and hidden connections. The
lessons learned from analyzing the case of NAFTA and labor transnation-
alism are therefore highly generalizable across issue areas; they speak to
international movements historically and currently, from those opposing
nuclear proliferation to those emerging to combat climate change. Even
as I write, the Greek economic collapse and an errant volcano threaten
the European Union, stirring debates about regulation and governance
while simultaneously highlighting our global interconnectedness.

NAFTA arrived at a moment in human history when many had begun
to contemplate their global connections. The end of the Cold War, which
had polarized the planet for decades, and the emergence of nascent democ-
racies around the world provided new opportunities to examine the links
among nations and activists. And there were many and varied links that
were reflected in the processes we now called globalization: the transfer
of new technologies, the explosion in communications, and the diffusion
of global political and cultural products (from national constitutions to
Sesame Street). At the same time, this moment laid bare the threats of
an expanding global economy. Economic expansion often benefited the

xiii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-76287-8 - NAFTA and the Politics of Labor Transnationalism
Tamara Kay
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521762878
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xiv Preface

rich at the expense of the poor. Physical and intellectual property rights
were privileged by and codified in the global economic order, but most
social and human rights were not. The rules governing the global econ-
omy were made by elites generally behind closed doors, and when their
policies failed or had disastrous unintended consequences, the majority
of the world’s citizens had little recourse. At the same time, the vast and
dense network of economic ties among nations made each vulnerable to
crises in others (which the U.S. economic meltdown in the fall of 2008 so
aptly demonstrated as it rippled across the globe).

Most observers would not have guessed that a trade agreement would
become the site of the first battle in the war against globalization and give
birth to the antiglobalization movement that spread to Seattle, Quebec
City, Mar del Plata, and beyond. One AFL-CIO official reflected on this
improbability:

That you can really do grassroots work on a public policy issue, even one that is
as arcane as a trade agreement, I mean who would have ever thought that a trade
agreement was going to be the topic of dinner table conversation around the coun-
try? I mean it’s a bizarre thing when you think about it, but in fact it was . . . for
some people sort of revelatory. (Personal interview with Mark Anderson of the
AFL-CIO, January 8, 2001)

In the early 1990s, however, trade captured all the tension and ambiva-
lences about globalization, particularly for industrial workers who expe-
rienced its daily contradictions. Their jobs depended on trade but were
vulnerable to its folly; factories closed at a moment’s notice and reopened
halfway around the world, imported products (whether cheaper or bet-
ter) undercut sales of local ones, and entire industries were decimated
because of fluctuations in stock prices, exchange and interest rates, and
subsidies. Workers were at globalization’s front line.

The effects of integration processes on North American unions and
their responses to them provided the original question and the initial
seed of an idea for this book. At Berkeley, I was in the right place at
the right moment to contemplate it. In April 1998, Professor Harley
Shaiken convened a gathering of labor activists from across the continent
to discuss their experiences in NAFTA’s wake. It quickly became clear
that what was most compelling and unexpected was not what unions
were doing to confront regional economic integration but how they were
doing it – collectively. For two days, activists discussed building new
transnational relationships and strategically using a complaint mechanism
in NAFTA’s side agreement to strengthen continent-wide labor rights
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Preface xv

campaigns. I was intrigued and decided to examine the origins, character,
and limitations of labor transnationalism in North America.

I quickly realized that the same forces that congealed in the early
1990s to reveal globalization’s limitations also exposed the prolifera-
tion of international laws, governance institutions, and nongovernmental
organizations that could provide new arenas, tools, and opportunities
for mobilization – including NAFTA. Although North American labor
activists’ opposition to NAFTA was expected, their decision to seize
the new opportunities it provided and mobilize transnationally was not.
Unions had never organized trinationally around a public policy issue in
North America. Indeed, so many unions had stopped organizing domes-
tically that some scholars no longer considered labor a social movement.
Racism also constrained unions’ abilities to build relationships across
borders. It is this exceptionalism, however, that strengthens labor’s value
as a case; if the labor movement, stymied by racism, a parochial nation-
alism, and its bureaucratic iron cage, developed equitable transnational
relationships, then movements without similar historical baggage should
be even better equipped to do so.

Although the NAFTA story belongs to a particular time and place,
the lessons from its analysis have significant implications beyond North
America. It reveals the mechanisms and processes by which global gover-
nance institutions can help build social movements, demonstrating that
even institutions with weak enforcement and policy outcomes can have
strong movement outcomes. Almost no trade agreements, global gover-
nance institution instruments, or international human rights laws have
strong enforcement mechanisms. Nation-states and corporations almost
always oppose them. It is therefore important for scholars and move-
ment actors to consider not only their architectures for enforcement but
also those for movement building. Governance mechanisms can be struc-
tured to undermine or optimize movement outcomes. The NAFTA case is
therefore relevant to the study of other movements and institutions, from
climate change activists battling for international protocols to indige-
nous communities demanding World Bank protections, among many oth-
ers. Engaging global governance institutions can help build transnational
social movements.

Of course, the existence of global governance institutions does not
guarantee movement building. NAFTA also serves as a useful case because
unions responded differently to its effects, revealing the importance of
leadership, strategy, and education to changing organizational cultures
and illuminating how racism can be successfully challenged. Although
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xvi Preface

racism was not completely eliminated among the continent’s unions, it
was significantly tempered, ultimately helping shift how unions deal with
immigrant workers. As I write, labor unions in the United States are
among the vanguard of the movement opposing Arizona’s new draco-
nian immigration law (SB 1070). Prior to NAFTA, that unions would
lead the struggle for immigrant rights would have been unimaginable.
The story of how NAFTA helped undermine racism is therefore one of
the most important in the book, and it has largely been ignored in the
historiography.

Ultimately the NAFTA story is about social change – how the North
American labor movement changed our conception of trade in relation-
ship to labor rights, how a toothless trade agreement changed the calculus
by which labor activists evaluated the benefits of transnational activism,
and how transnational collaboration changed the way activists saw each
other and subsequently their international policies. These changes did not
take root in every union; however, their permeation across the landscape
of North American labor relations was transformative. In an era in which
most people understand the world through the prism of globalization, the
NAFTA case continues to resonate, allowing the seed of an idea to bear
rich analytical fruit.
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ACTWU Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union
AFL-CIO American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial

Organizations
AIFLD American Institute for Free Labor Development
ANAD National Association of Democratic Lawyers

(Asociación Nacional de Abogados
Democráticos)

CAW Canadian Auto Workers
CEP Communications, Energy, and Paperworkers Union
CETLAC Education Center and Labor Workshop (Centro de

Estudios y Taller Laboral A.C.)
CIA Central Intelligence Agency
CILAS Labor Research and Union Assistance Center (Centro

de Investigación Laboral y Asesorı́a Sindical)
CJM Coalition for Justice in the Maquiladoras
CLC Canadian Labour Congress
CROC Revolutionary Confederation of Workers and

Peasants (Confederación Revolucionario de
Obreros y Campesinos)

CROM Regional Confederation of Mexican Workers
(Confederación Regional de Obreros
Mexicanos)

CT Labor Congress (Congreso del Trabajo)
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xxiv List of Abbreviations

CTM Confederation of Mexican Workers (Confederación
de Trabajadores de México)

CUFTA Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement
CUSWA United Steelworkers in Canada
CWA Communication Workers of America
CWC Communication Workers of Canada
ECE Evaluation Committee of Experts
FAT Authentic Labor Front (Frente Auténtico del

Trabajo)
FESEBES Federation of Goods and Services Unions

(Federación de Sindicatos de Bienes y Servicios)
FLACSO Latin American Faculty of Social Sciences (Facultad

Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales)
FTA U.S.-Mexico Free Trade Agreement (before the

inclusion of Canada)
FTAA Free Trade Agreement of the Americas
GATT General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
GE General Electric
GSP Generalized System of Preferences
GU(F) Global Union (Federation)
HERE Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees

International Union
HSA Hemispheric Social Alliance
IACHR Inter-American Court of Human Rights
IAM International Association of Machinists and

Aerospace Workers
IBT International Brotherhood of Teamsters
ICFTU International Confederation of Free Trade Unions
ILGWU International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union
ILO International Labor Organization
IRCA Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986
ISI import-substituting industrialization
ITS International Trade Secretariat
IUE International Union of Electronic, Electrical,

Salaried, Machine and Furniture Workers
MAI Multilateral Agreement on Investment
MERCOSUR Southern Common Market (Mercado Común del

Sur)
NAAEC North American Agreement on Environmental

Cooperation

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-76287-8 - NAFTA and the Politics of Labor Transnationalism
Tamara Kay
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521762878
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


List of Abbreviations xxv

NAALC North American Agreement on Labor Cooperation
NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement
NAO National Administrative Office
NDP New Democratic Party
NGO nongovernmental organization
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and

Development
ORIT Inter-American Regional Workers’ Organization
PAN National Action Party (Partido Acción Nacional)
PRD Party of the Democratic Revolution (Partido de la

Revolución Democrática)
PRI Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido

Revolucionario Institucional)
PSI Public Services International
PTTI Postal, Telephone, and Telegraph International
RMALC Mexican Action Network on Free Trade (Red

Mexicana De Accion Frente Al Libre Comercio)
SEIU Service Employees’ International Union
SEMARNAP Secretariat of the Environment, Natural Resources

and Fisheries (Secretarı́a de Medio Ambiente y
Recursos Naturales)

SITIAVW Independent Union of Workers of the Volkswagen
Automobile Industry (Sindicato Independiente
de Trabajadores de la Industria Automotriz
Volkswagen)

SME Mexican Electrical Workers Union (Sindicato
Mexicano de Electricistas)

SNTMMSRM Mexican Miners and Metal Workers Union
(Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores Mineros,
Metalúrgicos y Similares de la República
Mexicana)

STIMAHCS Union of Workers in the Metal, Iron, Steel, and
Related and Similar Industries (Sindicato de
Trabajadores de la Industria Metálica, Acero,
Hierro, Conexos y Similares)

STRM Mexican Telephone Workers’ Union (Sindicato de
Telefonistas de la República Mexicana)

UAW United Automobile, Aerospace & Agricultural
Implement Workers of America International
Union
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xxvi List of Abbreviations

UE The United Electrical, Radio and Machine Workers
of America

UFW The United Farmworkers of America
UNI Union Network International
UNITE The Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile

Employees
UNT National Union of Workers (Union Nacional de

Trabajadores)
USAID United States Agency for International Development
USTR United States Trade Representative
USW United Steelworkers of America
WTO World Trade Organization
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