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global corporations,
global unions

feature article stephen lerner

As global corporations extend their global reach, could they be making themselves more vulnerable to unions?

In November 2006 a group of Latino immigrant janitors
won a historic strike in Houston, TexasÑdoubling their
income, gaining health benefits, and securing a union

contract for 5,300 workers with the Service Employees
International Union (SEIU). At a critical moment in the
strike, 1,000 janitors marched on the police station to
protest the illegal arrests of two strikers. The next day,
when the charges were dropped and the workers released,
a local newspaper reported the crowdÕs chant as ÒArriba
Revoluci—n!Ó The article got it wrongÑworkers were actu-
ally chanting ÒArriba La Uni—n!Ó But it got the mood right.
It looked and felt like a revolution in Houston. Thousands
of immigrant workers and their supporters had successful-
ly challenged the corporate power structure and its allies.
They stood up to the police, blocked streets, garnered
widespread support, and prevailed against enormous odds.

To many observers, a union fight in the heart if Texas
seemed like a shot in the dark. But
to workers toiling in poverty for the
wealthiest corporations on earth,
Houston was a shot heard around
the world.

The SEIU janitorsÕ month-long
strike exposed a global economy
addicted to cheap labor. Immigrant
workers challenged a system that paid them $20 a night to
clean toilets and vacuum the offices of global giants like
Chevron and Shell Oil. They stood up to the global real
estate interests that own and manage the office buildings
where they work and the national cleaning companies that
stay competitive by paying workers next to nothing.

Supported by activists from religious, civil rights, and
community movements, janitors marched through
HoustonÕs most exclusive neighborhoods and shopping dis-
tricts, into the lives of the rich and powerful. These disrup-
tions forced HoustonÕs elite, normally insulated from the
workers who keep the city functioning, to face up to the
human downside of the low-wage economy. Invoking the

legacy of the civil rights movement, more than 80 union
janitors and activists from around the country flew to
Houston on Òfreedom flightsÓ to support the strikers. They
chained themselves to buildings, blocked streets, and were
arrested for nonviolent acts of civil disobedience.

The cityÕs corporate and political establishment tried to
thwart the strikers. Twenty years ago they had successfully
resisted an SEIU-led organizing drive among the cityÕs jani-
tors. So when workers took to the streets, the gloves came
off again. Police helicopters circled, mounted police moved
in, and protesters nursed broken bones in jail, while the dis-
trict attorney demanded $40 million in combined bond,
nearly $900,000 for each person arrested.

If the strike had been only a local affair, the civic elite
would probably have won. But the campaign went global,
arising in front of properties controlled by the same firms in
cities around the world. As the strike spread, janitors in

Chicago, New York, Washington,
Mexico City, London, Berlin, and
other cities honored picket lines or
sponsored demonstrations. These
protests and the negative publicity
they drew put the struggle of
5,000 workers in Texas in the inter-
national spotlight. HoustonÕs busi-

ness leaders intervened to end the dispute, and the work-
ers secured their historic victory. The strike, the tension and
passion it generated, and the reaction of the power struc-
ture explain why a reporter hearing ÒArriba La Uni—nÓ
thought he heard ÒRevoluci—n.Ó

Such a victory in anti-union Texas is worth attention.
During the past four decades, union membership has
steadily shrunk, first in the United States and now increas-
ingly around the world. As unions have declined, we have
seen greater inequality, cuts in social welfare benefits, and
a redistribution of wealth to giant multinational corpora-
tions around the globe. Trade unions, laws, and social poli-
cies that benefited workers have been gutted in country

Of the 100 largest
economies in the world, 52
are not nationsÑthey are

global corporations.
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after country. Corporations and newly minted private-equi-
ty billionaires boast of their ability to operate anywhere in
the world without challenges from workers, unions, or
governments to their increasing dominance of the global
economy.

Given these trends, many observers have written the
labor movementÕs obituary. But the Houston victory and
successes by janitors elsewhere around the world signal a
new upsurge of labor activism in America and beyond.
Contrary to conventional wisdom, the spread of multina-
tional corporations and the increasing concentration of
capital have created the conditions that can turn globaliza-
tion on its head and lift people out of poverty.

a turning point

SEIUÕs Building Services Division, like many U.S. unions,
declined dramatically in the 1970s
and 1980s. It lost a quarter of its
members, work was part-timed,
and benefits were cut. Through its
Justice for Janitors campaign in the
1980s and 1990s, the SEIU grap-
pled with how to respond to out-
sourcing within the United States;
as large-contract cleaning compa-
nies consolidated on a national
basis, so too co-workers in far-flung
cities consolidated their efforts to
win campaigns and contracts. By
2006, the SEIU had figured out how
to use this national scope for
growth and power, and members around the country used
their sway with national employers and building owners to
help the Houston janitors win their strike. Cleaners across
the globe bore witness to the struggle and put HoustonÕs
real estate leaders under an international microscope. 

But the conditions that allowed for success in Houston
are already changing. Again the ground is shifting under
our feet as the service industry and its clients continue to
globalize. Just as the SEIU moved from organizing in single
buildings to organizing whole cities and extending that
strength to new regions like the South, it must respond to
these new changes by developing a deeper global strategy.
The largest property owners and service contractors are

becoming global companies that operate in dozens of
countries and employ or control the employment condi-
tions of hundreds of thousands of workers. Simple solidar-
ity will no longer suffice. Without a global union that unites
U.S. workers with their counterparts across the world,
workersÕ power to influence these corporations will contin-
ue to wane. Such corporations may threaten workersÕ way
of life, but they also present an opportunity.

It is ironic that a great opportunity to organize global
unions comes among the poorest, least skilled workers in
one of the least organized and wealthiest sectors of the
world economy. Contract janitors, security officers, and
others who clean, protect, and maintain commercial prop-
erty (most of them immigrants) perform site-specific work
that is local by nature; their jobs cannot be moved from
country to country. Workers who follow global capital from
country to country in search of jobs have the power to

demand and win better working
and living standards. It is among
the most invisible and seemingly
powerless workersÑwhose labor
is nonetheless essential to the eco-
nomic success of the most power-
ful corporationsÑthat we can
build a global movement to rein-
vigorate trade unions, stop the
race to the bottom, and lift work-
ers out of poverty. Far from an iso-
lated event, the Houston strike
demonstrates how the extraordi-
nary reorganization and realign-
ment of the worldÕs economy has

opened up the opportunity to unite workers around the
globe in a movement to improve their lives by redistributing
wealth and power.

understanding globalization

The world is tilting away from workers and unions and
the traditional ways they have fought for and won justiceÑ
away from the power of national governments, national
unions, and national solutions developed to facilitate and
regulate globalization. It is tilting toward global trade, giant
global corporations, global solutions, and toward AsiaÑ
especially China and India. We cannot depend on influenc-
ing bureaucratic global institutions, like the International
Labor Organization, or fighting entities that are ultimately
under the control of global corporations, like the World
Trade Organization. Workers and their unions need to use
their still-formidable power to counter the power of global
corporations before the world tilts so far that unions are

Stephen Lerner, a union organizer for more than 25 years, is the archi-

tect of SEIUÕs Justice for Janitors campaign and has served as the direc-

tor of the unionÕs Property Services Division for the better part of two

decades, building the SEIU into the fastest-growing union of private-

sector workers in the nation.   
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