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How do trade unions represent workers of migrant background? How are factors that affect the
quality of life of workers of migrant background, made sense of and responded to by trade unions
trying to reverse declining trade union membership numbers? This thesis takes a qualitative
approach and utilises discursive constructions as a semiotic entry point into the social practices
of trade unions and their responses to workers of migrant background. Combining semiotic
theory of Roland Barthes and Stuart Hall with critical discourse theory of Norman Fairclough,
trade union work is conceptualised as a social practice that comprises both semiotic and non-
semiotic elements. The study focuses on the discursive work of two unions in Copenhagen,
Denmark that represent the bike mechanic and the cleaning trade, respectively. The selection
of unions allows for an exploration of similarities and differences within the national setting.
The analysis is based on individual and group interviews with 28 union officials and active
members, supported and complemented by notes (387 pages) from 56 participant observations
(147 observation hours) that were conducted in the two unions over several years. The analysis
shows how workers of migrant background are constructed through discourses of class and
nation. Analysing the interrelationship between semiotic and non-semiotic elements of union
events and practices, a four-cell typology is developed that characterise union responses as
either internalisation, externalisation, ignorance or misrepresentation. The type of response is
defined according to whether the unions signify their constructions of migrant differences as
relevant or irrelevant to union work, and whether they address these differences with uniform or
differentiated union action. It is argued that the ways in which constructions of national, ethnic
and racial differences are responded to through signification and action are crucial to whether
unions work to reinforce or ameliorate social inequalities. Finally, the typology is suggested
as a tool to nuance the discussion about the inclusive and/or exclusive character of trade union
responses to workers of migrant background.
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Prologue 

Following tradition, the Danish song When I see a red flag billow2 was sung 
during the annual Metal H union’s general assembly meeting that I attended 
in 2018. The song has been used as an anthem of the labour movement3 and 
of the Social Democratic party in Denmark since the early 20th century. In a 
trade union context, the song’s symbolic value is perhaps only surpassed by 
that of the red flag that the song poetically portrays. The meeting attendees, 
who diligently stood up and sang the lyrics, were primarily middle-aged or old 
white men. Although the assembly far from reflected the diversity of workers 
in the general population of Denmark, the red flag to which the song pledged 
allegiance was proclaimed to embrace the whole world: 

It’s the flag of worn-out generations 

over the front, wide and broad. 

Youth must light and evoke it, 

it will break the gates of borders. 

It was at the forefront in peaceful dealings, 

at the forefront in the din of struggle; 

it’s the flag that embraces the entire world 

the future lies in its folds.4 

There were several things about this event that seem to epitomise the themes 
that later came to characterise this thesis, and in particular the interrelation-
ships between the different aspects of the phenomenon of representation. As 
already mentioned, the characteristics of the meeting attendees were a poor 
representation of the general population of Denmark in the descriptive sense 
                               
2 The original title in Danish is Når jeg ser et rødt flag smælde and the song was composed by 
Oskar Hansen for the Congress of Young Social Democrats in 1923. Oskar Hansen lived be-
tween 23 July 1895 and 24 May 1968, and worked as dockworker, poet and journalist in his 
life-time. He became a social democrat in his youth and played part in initiating the Social 
Democrat’s youth association in 1913. 
3 I refer to the labour movement as the broader social movement that includes a number of 
organisations, political parties, groups and individuals and therefore do not delimit the term to 
mean trade unions. 
4 I consulted translator Allan Hilton Andersen for the translation of this verse. For a copy of the 
original handout of lyrics in Danish, see appendix 1.   
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of the word, not to mention ‘the whole world’ which the text claims the flag 
to embrace. What this mix-match of resemblances means for union represen-
tation, understood as political acts of doing, was yet another question and one 
that grew in relevance to me during this research project. Finally, and fore-
most, the way that the lyrics of the song came alive in this particular event 
highlighted the semiotic aspect of representation which is the focal point of 
this thesis: the activity of meaning-making. Let me explain how. 

The ‘flag of worn-out generations’ (in Danish: ‘sliddets slægters fane’) 
to which the verse above refers, is in discourses of class, usually understood 
to signify a community of unionised workers5 who build their collective iden-
tity and action upon the idea of a working class or class commonalities at least. 
As a text, the song therefore re-presents the history of the labour movement 
as a collective of people who unite behind the symbol of the red flag. The flag 
that decorated the handouts of lyrics at this general assembly meeting was, 
however, not that of the labour flag, but instead the red-and-white national 
flag, Dannebrog, which is known to signify the collective identity of a national 
people of Danes (see Appendix 1). When presented together in this form, two 
different meanings suddenly conflated: the working class and the nation.  

Not only did the meanings and histories of class and nation, respec-
tively, become distorted by the form in which they were constructed in this 
event, but they also became filled with new meaning: the working class com-
munity became Danish and the nation of Denmark became working class. In 
other words, the signification of the red flag changed in accordance to what 
Roland Barthes has conceptualised as myth. Through the interrelationship be-
tween the assembly’s interaction of singing the song, the visual of Dannebrog, 
and the language used in the lyrics, the red flag was made to represent not just 
the myth of the working class or the Danish nation, but both. Singing the lyr-
ics, the assembly strangely imposed the impression of embracing ‘the whole 
world’, despite its rather homogenous physicality. This impression contrasted 
starkly with the context of a more heterogeneous union constituency and gen-
eral population in Denmark, on one hand, and the anti-immigrant sentiments 
of contemporary Danish politics and public discourse, on the other. In this 
moment, the contradictions of representation as a phenomenon and the enig-
matic relationship between ‘reality’ and its semiotic representation stood out 
in all of their complexity. It finally directed my thesis work towards an explo-
ration of the difference between semiotics and action and their inconsequent 
relationship in trade union representation.  

                               
5 I define workers as individuals who sell their labour to an employer and who need to do so (to 
a higher or lesser extent) in order to make a living for themselves and their family. 
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1. Introduction 

…we give things meaning by how we represent them – the words we use about 
them, the stories we tell about them, the images of them we produce, the emo-
tions we associate with them, the ways we classify and conceptualize them, the 
values we place on them.  

(Hall, Evans, and Nixon 2013:xviii) 

The word representation, in the semiotic sense, refers to the making of mean-
ing. As part of a social constructivist perspective, theories of semiosis and 
discourse, which this thesis will draw on, hold that no matter what qualities 
and forces the physical world might consist of, we humans always need to re-
present them, to construct them through language, in order to make sense of 
them. While we might not always pay much attention to the ways we construct 
representations, Stuart Hall and colleagues argue that such construction work 
is crucial to the processes of making sense of and valuing ourselves, each other 
and our environment. Moreover, semiotic representations comprise the basis 
of our ability to construct meaningful ways to act and interact with our sur-
roundings. Studying semiotic representations is therefore also a way of stud-
ying social practice.  

In this thesis, I shall study discursive representations as a semiotic entry 
point into the social practices of trade unions.6 Ironically, however, the ex-
pression ‘to represent’ is known to take on a related but nevertheless different 
meaning in the context of trade unions. In this context, ‘representation’ usually 
refers to the political, organisational (and often legal) practice of acting on 
behalf of others with formal authority. In Denmark, which is the setting for 
this study, trade unions’ authority to represent moreover draws its legitimation 
from the democratic claim that they are responsive to the constituency they 
act for. Trade unions, in other words, act on behalf of the constituency whose 
will and interests they simultaneously adhere to be accountable to (Pitkin 
1967). So as not to confuse these two meanings of representation, I shall 

                               
6 Throughout this thesis I will use the terms ‘trade union’ and ‘union’ interchangeably. While I 
considered the term ‘labour union’ as a relevant alternative, I chose to use ‘trade union’ because 
of the Danish context in which the study is situated. In Danish, a labour union is referred to as 
‘fagforening’, which refers to the unionisation of specific crafts (‘fag’) rather than labour more 
generally. I chose the term ‘trade union’ because it indicates the historical importance that the 
differentiations of education, work and production have had for the conceptualisation, emer-
gence and organisation of unionism in Denmark.  
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henceforth reserve the word representation to refer to the political action of 
trade unions, while semiotic representations will be referred to in terms of 
constructions, significations and discourse. With this clarification, the main 
argument of this thesis can now be described as follows: the ways in which 
trade unions construct and signify workers in discourse matter for how they 
act for them in their representational work.  

In the coming chapters (2 and 4), I will return to the abovementioned 
concepts to define and characterise them further. Before doing so, the reader 
might want to know the relevance of studying the semiotic work in the context 
of trade unions in particular; why it is relevant to focus on Denmark; and how 
semiotics relates to the ways in which trade unions act. While I will attempt 
to answer the last question throughout this thesis, I will address the relevance 
of studying trade union work in Denmark at once. In addition, I will argue for 
why it is relevant to focus the study on the discursive constructions of workers 
of migrant background more specifically.  

1.1 Trade unions and workers of migrant background 
My choice to focus on trade unions is partly motivated by their distinctive 
character as representative bodies (Hyman 2001a:211). Trade unions not only 
act on behalf of their constituency, but also tend claim that they do so in a 
manner that is responsive to the interests and will of their constituents. While 
the same may be said about many states, trade unions differ from the former 
in that their membership is voluntary7 and rooted in ideas of class rather than 
nation. For the same reason, it is, at least in principle, only ‘workers’ who are 
eligible for union membership and it is their interests that the union claims to 
represent. What constitutes a worker is, however, a matter of meaning-mak-
ing, which historically relies on discourses of class. While I approach the 
meaning of ‘workers’ as a matter of exploration, I will use the term to refer to 
individuals who depend on selling their labour power (i.e. the mental and 
physical capacity to work) to (an) employer(s) in order to make a living for 
themselves and their families (Marx 1970b [1867], chapter 6, 1970c:122–25). 

Trade unions have always been embedded in states, which puts them in 
an interesting discursive paradox. Even though that early discourses of class 
provided a vision of a global unity of workers (as Marx and Engels’ famously 
urged in The Communist Manifesto: ‘Proletarians of all countries, Unite!’ 
(Marx and Engels 1888:67, footnote 5)), the emerging unions in industrialis-
ing Europe quickly became bound up with the confines of the state during 
World War I, if not prior. As a result, trade unions had to reconcile the idea of 

                               
7 One may argue that some people are indeed stateless, but I will nevertheless argue that the 
difficulties of living without citizenship are so severe that it, in effect, coerces people to apply 
for citizenship, if possible.  
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a working class with that of the nation. This marriage gave rise to a discursive 
paradox, since discourses of class promote collective identification and action 
across state boundaries, while discourses of nation promote identification and 
action across class boundaries. In the beginning of trade unionism, this para-
dox seem to be resolved in the constructions and organisation of national un-
ions and workers rather than transnational ones (see, for example, Thompson 
1966; Virdee 2014).  

The historical development of national unions benefitted many working 
people in the emerging and expanding welfare states that trade unions contrib-
uted to bring about and shape during the 20th century (Esping-Andersen 1990). 
Simultaneously, however, the time of these achievements was ‘also the time 
of maximum inequality between nations on a global scale’, as Therborn points 
out (2012:12). Aided by global economic inequality, the technological devel-
opment and the expansion and cheapening of transportation, wealthy Euro-
pean countries recruited migrant workers to fill the industrial labour demand.  

The recruitment of migrant workers, has, over time, accentuated the 
discursive paradox of national unions. According to Penninx and Roosblad 
(2000), unions in wealthy European states are today confronted with three di-
lemmas: 1) whether to resist or cooperate with employers’ efforts to recruit 
workers from abroad, 2) whether to include or exclude migrant workers from 
union membership and goods, and, if opting for the former (which most do 
today (Marino, Penninx, and Roosblad 2015)), then 3) whether to rely on uni-
form or differentiated action in their representative work of workers of mi-
grant background (Penninx and Roosblad 2000:1–2). Stated in another way: 
the migrant worker, of no will of their own, confronts trade unions with their 
historical embeddedness with the state and highlights the unions’ paradoxical 
relationship to class and nation because they are an in-group in terms of class, 
but and out-group in terms of nation. While this fundamental dilemma is any-
thing but new, it is becoming ever more difficult for unions to ignore for a 
number of reasons that I will expand on.  

One circumstance that accentuates this union dilemma has to do with 
migration. While migration has always been part of human history, the mobil-
ity of humans has increased tremendously over the last two centuries in terms 
of speed, frequency and quantity (Castles and Miller 2009). Accordingly, la-
bouring populations have always had cultural, spiritual and bodily diversity, 
but this diversity has increased and multiplied with migration (Vertovec 
2007). Trade unions therefore need to handle this diversity in their day-to-day 
work. It also means that significant numbers of workers are not citizens in the 
country they work or/and may not be constructed as nationals. In parallel, we 
are witnessing growing nationalism and protectionism in political and public 
discourse, both in Europe and beyond, which promotes national boundary 
making and cultivates the imagination of national peoples (Anderson 2016 
[1983]). Whether they want to or not, trade unions have to take a position on 
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these matters either implicitly or explicitly, not least because they depend on 
maintaining or increasing their membership base. 

Another circumstance that highlights this union dilemma is that indus-
trial relations scholars and unionists alike perceive contemporary unionism in 
Anglo-Saxon and European countries to be in crisis due to declining unioni-
sation rates (Ebbinghaus and Visser 1999; Kelly and Hamann 2010; Visser 
2006), declining union bargaining power, increasing economic inequality, and 
deteriorating working and living conditions for workers (Bengtsson 2018; 
Bernaciak, Gumbrell-McCormick, and Hyman 2014; Bieler et al. 2015; Fair-
brother and Yates 2003; Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman 2013; Perrett and 
Lucio 2009). This perception relates to the alarms of a welfare state crisis that 
first created debate in the 1970˗80s (Castles 2004:2–3), and to the subsequent 
welfare state retrenchments and/or restructuring that have taken place in Eu-
rope since then (Bonoli and Natali 2012:4). The relevance of studying union-
ism is therefore also connected to the changes of class inequalities in welfare 
states.  

The conceptions of a union/welfare state crisis have incentivised unions 
to experiment with new (or old) forms of union action, which can also be seen 
in the expanding research area of trade union revitalisation and renewal (more 
on this in the literature review in chapter 3). In such efforts, the role of migra-
tion and migrant workers is described as a challenge to trade unions, as a po-
tential for their revitalisation or as both. It is, in other words, an interesting 
time to study trade union work because it is currently perceived to be at a 
turning point of either fading out or changing, and workers of migrant back-
ground are conceived to play an important role in this transition (see also 
Standing (2014) for a similar argument).    

An outcome of the heightening of migration and nationalism is that 
more and more people in European welfare states, whose social position qual-
ify as ‘working class’ in discourses of class, are simultaneously conceived of 
as outsiders to ‘the nation’. This makes the paradoxical position of unions 
more salient than ever and prompts questions of how they will respond to this 
particular subgroup of workers and whether and how they will represent them. 
Seen in this perspective, it is therefore not surprising that research on how 
trade unions respond to workers of migrant background and why their re-
sponses differ, is growing (see chapter 3). With this thesis, I aim to contribute 
to this discussion from a sociological angle, using discursive significations as 
an entry point into the social practice of union work. To do so, I ask the fol-
lowing research question: 
 
How are workers of migrant background constructed in trade union work? 

 
My choice to focus on the construction of workers of migrant background is 
deliberate. The expression underscores two signifiers that are central to the 
theme of this thesis: that of the worker and that of the migrant. Whereas the 
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collective identity of the worker is constructed within discourses of class, the 
migrant is predominantly constructed through discourses of nation. It is also a 
conscious choice to focus on migrant background rather than migrant work-
ers, because the construction of ‘migranthood’ goes beyond registrations of 
citizenry and border crossings and into ethnicisation and racialisation, which 
I will expand on in chapter 4. The focus on workers of migrant background is 
of particular interest because it refers to a position at the intersection of dis-
courses of class and nation, of which trade unions draw on both, although they 
provide different discursive foundations for identification, solidarity and col-
lective action. As I will demonstrate in chapter 4, discourses of class enable 
constructions of commonality that transgress national communities and state 
borders; and discourses of nation enable constructions of commonality that 
transgress class divisions. 

Finally, I want to argue why it is of relevance to focus on the context of 
Denmark. Trade unions have played an important role in the historical devel-
opment of welfare states in Europe and still impact workers’ living and work-
ing conditions today. This is particularly true for the Nordic countries8, includ-
ing Denmark, where trade unions are highly institutionalised, regulate the la-
bour market together with employer organisations through collective bargain-
ing systems, and are invited by the state to participate in other areas of policy-
making as well (more on this in chapter 2). The Nordic countries are, in other 
words, of particular relevance because trade unions here exercise significant 
influence on labour market regulation as well as state politics. The historical 
interrelationship between the collective bargaining and welfare systems in the 
Nordic states (Esping-Andersen 1990), often surfaces in discussions about the 
endangered ‘Nordic model’, ‘Scandinavian model’, or the ‘Danish model’ for 
instance, where the ‘model’ sometimes refers to the collective bargaining sys-
tem, sometimes to a particular welfare state system, and oftentimes to a com-
bination of the two. The preservation of these ‘models’ are generally desired 
because they are made to explain why the Nordic states have some of the 
world’s highest standards of living together with high income compressions, 
high employment levels, high income protection, and low levels of (also in-
work) poverty (Esping-Andersen 1990; Kvist et al. 2012:139).  

The high institutionalisation of trade unions in the Nordic countries is 
also used to explain why trade unions here do not import revitalisation ideas 
that aim to improve the inclusion of workers of migrant background, in con-
trast to unions in the UK and other European countries (Marino et al. 2015; 
Simms, Holgate, and Heery 2013:6; Wrench 2004). Despite high union insti-
tutionalisation, comparatively high union membership rates, collective agree-
ment coverage, and de-commodification of labour (Esping-Andersen 

                               
8 When I refer to Nordic countries and/or states I refer to the states that are part of the Nordic 
Union which are: Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Iceland.  
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1990:37),9 trade unions in Nordic welfare states have recently taken on a crisis 
awareness, after decades of continuous decline in union membership numbers 
and rates (Andersen, Dølvik, and Ibsen 2014; Andersen and Felbo-Kolding 
2014; Arnholtz and Navrbjerg 2021; Bengtsson 2018; Djuve 2016; Ibsen, 
Due, and Madsen 2015; Kjellberg 2019; Redder and Plum 2015; Wingborg 
2017). This crisis perception has allowed for trade union revitalisation ideas 
from unions in the US and the UK to be adopted in Denmark (Arnholtz, Ibsen, 
and Ibsen 2014). In combination with the renowned anti-immigrant policies 
of the Danish state, Denmark makes for an interesting country case that is 
unlikely to advance the inclusion of workers of migrant background in union 
representation, but where unions nevertheless employ revitalisation ideas that 
have been characterised as doing so.  

1.2 Class solidarity in cultural diversity 
The question of how trade unions should respond to workers of migrant back-
ground (Marino, Penninx, and Roosblad 2015; Penninx and Roosblad 2000) 
resembles the question of how liberal welfare states should respond to migra-
tion-driven diversification of society. Whereas both questions continue to cre-
ate debate (both inside and outside of academia), it is primarily the latter that 
is at the centre of comprehensive arguments for and against ideas of multicul-
turalism and universalism. By relating these debates to each other and to the 
present study, I want to enable a discussion around whether and how my find-
ings relate to dominant arguments of multiculturalism and universalism. 

State responses to migration-driven diversity with uniform or differen-
tiated action are connected to political and philosophical questions of univer-
sality and particularity, as well as to the idea of nations. Balibar, amongst oth-
ers, observes that the idea of the national people contains strong tensions be-
tween universalistic and particularistic aspirations. On the one hand, national-
ism aspires to unite heterogeneous individuals in one universal identity as a 
complement to the state’s territorial control. On the other hand, the ideal type 
around which the national identity is constructed is claimed to be different 
from the ideal types of other nations (Balibar 2002b). This tension produces a 
number of paradoxes for states in their aspirations of the nation-state project, 
the most obvious perhaps being that the democratic ambitions of the people’s 

                               
9 As pointed out by Marx and Polanyi and others, ‘workers are not commodities like others 
because they must survive and reproduce both themselves and the society they live in’, and 
labour is therefore ‘unable to withhold itself for long without recourse to alternative means of 
subsistence (Esping-Andersen 1990:37). De-commodification is both a pre-condition for the 
survival of social systems and for a tolerable level of individual welfare and security. I will 
henceforth use Esping-Andersen’s concept of de-commodification in order to characterise 
workers’ lessened market dependency for upholding a socially acceptable standard of living 
(1990:37).  
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rule is delimited to the people that is conceptualised as belonging to the state, 
which in turn calls for the imagination of national peoples and differentiations 
between them. The nation can be said to be an integration project of unifying 
a heterogeneous population to recognise themselves in each other as one peo-
ple despite social divisions of other kinds. The collective imagination of the 
nation is, moreover, argued to play a role in stabilising the demos, ‘the units 
of democratic governance’, as well as in ‘providing a sense of belonging to-
gether and a desire to act collectively’, whereby it ‘might also help to facilitate 
the sort of solidarity required for a redistributive welfare state’ (Kymlicka 
2015:3).  

The idea of the nation as a people (demos) is predominantly built on the 
idea of either a civil community or that of an ethnic community, although 
states in practice seem to mix the two to some extent (Borevi 2002:25–33). At 
the extremes of this continuum, the demos is imagined as equivalent to a na-
tional ethnicity in the ethnic interpretation of the demos. In the civil under-
standing, the demos is instead based on a republican idea of a political unit 
that is autonomous from the individual’s ethnic or cultural belonging (Borevi 
2002:25–26; Joppke 2008:533). In the context of liberal and democratic wel-
fare states, with which the debate is concerned and in which my study is em-
bedded, an ethnic definition of the nation is in conflict with the democratic 
principle of the liberal state’s equal concern and respect for all within its de-
mos. As Borevi points out, one cannot call it a democracy if individuals are 
demanded to be of certain looks or cultural belonging in order for them to 
participate in the political community. ‘It is called “democracy” and not “eth-
nocracy”’, as she point out (Borevi 2002:26, my translation). The only legiti-
mate principle that liberal states can rely on for imagining a national people is 
therefore the civic understanding, which draws on ‘the idea of shared human-
ity and of universal human rights, as developed by the European Enlighten-
ment’ (Joppke 2008:533).   

The philosophical ideas of Rawls and Habermas have been central in 
responding to the challenge of how to achieve justice for a heterogeneous pop-
ulation. In their view, cultural and religious particularities cannot be what uni-
fies a democratic demos and must be tucked away in the private sphere. They 
instead point to the allegiance to the liberal values and procedures of democ-
racy as the only justifiable factor of unification. As Joppke argues, Habermas’ 
concept of ‘constitutional patriotism’ is similar to Rawls’ idea of political lib-
eralism in that both hold ‘that the ultimate motives for attachment to a political 
community are universalistic and not particularistic’ (Joppke 2008:535). The 
common argument is the idea ‘that in a liberal society the ties that bind can 
only be thin and procedural, not thick and substantive’ (Joppke 2008:535). 

The liberalism of Rawls and Habermas has been critiqued amongst mul-
ticulturalists who point out ‘that liberal states never in fact conformed to the 
colour-blind ideal, whereby religious and cultural identities remain tucked 
away in the private sphere’ (Appiah, Gutmann, and Wilkins 2001; Mouritzen 
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2006:72; Parekh 2008). Even though states might adhere to civic nationalism, 
I agree with the critique that liberal states are never ‘a-cultural’ or objective 
in the ways in which they legislate or form their democratic procedures (Pa-
rekh 2008) and that societies are definitely not colour-blind or done with rac-
ism (Appiah et al. 2001; Goldberg 2015). The universalist idea of a ‘veil of 
ignorance’ does not reflect the realities of social practice, as pointed out by 
Parekh:  

No European society or political system is secular in the sense in which liberals 
use the term. [Instead…] its Christian heritage has shaped and continues to 
shape its vocabulary, self-understanding, institutions, ideals and practices. The 
ideas of human dignity, equal human worth and unity of humankind derive 
their moral energy from it, and reappear in liberalism in their secularised form. 
The views of human nature and history that inform much of the European po-
litical thought and practice, many of its current laws and practices, and even 
such trivial things as treating Sundays, Christmas and the New Year as public 
holidays are all further examples of the continuing influence of Christianity. 
The fact that their historical roots are often forgotten and religion survives as 
culture does not mean that their religious basis or overtones go unnoticed by 
non-Christians. 

(Parekh 2008:11) 

Pointing out that European societies and political systems that may adhere to 
Rawlsian and Habermasian universalist models but are not able to keep out 
cultural influences in practice, Parekh and others argue that cultural differ-
ences should instead be recognised and brought into the political discourse 
(2008:14–15). Instead of uniform policies based on a universalist model, pro-
ponents of multiculturalism argue that responses to cultural diversity should 
acknowledge differences and respond to them with differentiated action in or-
der to pursue justice for all (Modood 2007). 

Multiculturalism has, however, also been met with critique amongst 
which I agree that it is problematic to think of cultures as essential and sepa-
rable wholes. Modood, however, argues that this critique is based on a misun-
derstanding of multiculturalism which does ‘not have to essentialize or reify 
cultures’ and that ‘successful politics of difference-recognition may (or may 
not) be accompanied by crude, confused, unreflective notions of culture’ (Mo-
dood 2007:97). A related critique of multicultural policies is that they may be 
detrimental to some members of the cultural and/or religious groups given 
special rights because ‘many cultures oppress some of their members, in par-
ticular women, and that they are often able to socialize these oppressed mem-
bers so that they accept, without question, their designated cultural status’ 
(Okin et al. 2011:81). With regard to this critique, Modood argues for an un-
derstanding of multiculturalism as a recognition of difference at the group 
level which neither approves nor disapproves of the difference morally, but 



   

     11 

should ‘not infringe on the fundamental rights of individuals or cause harms 
to others’ (Modood 2007:67).  

Yet other arguments are concerned with the causes of cultural diversi-
fication and the cultural diversity’s effects on national solidarity and trust. It 
is argued that increasing migration-driven diversification of societies under-
mines the state populations’ commitment to (re)distribution of social goods 
and services. The concern, which is often referred to as ‘the progressive’s di-
lemma’, is that there is a trade-off between immigration and welfare. In re-
sponse to this concern, Kymlicka has argued that the imagining of the nation 
in ethnic terms was necessary for the trade union movement and social dem-
ocratic parties to succeed in bringing about the welfare state and that the wel-
fare state, in other words, depends on an imagining of a nation in ethnic terms. 
This argument was substantively critiqued by Glick-Schiller, who argues that 
Kymlicka’s argument ‘projects nationalism as the modern form of a primor-
dial communitarianism’ and that his dismissal of social historians who argue 
that welfare states did indeed come out of political contestation between class 
forces ‘lacks sufficient historical reflexivity’(Glick Schiller 2016:1, 4). While 
I agree with Glick Schiller’s critique, it is nevertheless of relevant to rehearse 
Kymlicka’s argument since it is central to contemporary debates about migra-
tion, cultural diversity and welfare, both inside and outside of academia.  

Kymlicka argues that national identity is indispensable today because it 
stabilises the boundaries of the demos and the political units of democratic 
governance because, as he argues using the words of T. H. Marshall: that in 
order for the welfare state to be political effective it ‘rests on “a direct sense 
of community membership based on loyalty to a civilisation that is common 
possession” (Marshall 1963:96)’ (Kymlicka 2015:3, 5). Simultaneously, 
Kymlicka acknowledges that the ethnic imagination of the nation ‘creates en-
demic risks for all those who are not seen as belonging to the nation, including 
indigenous peoples, sub-state national groups and immigrants’ who ‘have 
been faced with social stigmatization and racialization, at best offered a stark 
choice of assimilation or exclusion, and at worst subject to expulsion or gen-
ocide’ (Kymlicka 2015:5–6). In his view, we cannot do without an ethic im-
agination of the nation, but in order to ‘make liberal nationalism legitimate’, 
we need to complement nationalism with a form of multiculturalism ‘that en-
ables immigrants to express their culture and identity as modes of participating 
and contributing to the national society’ (Kymlicka 2015:6, 12).  

In critiquing Kymlicka’s argument, Bauböck reformulated the progres-
sive’s dilemma into a ‘trilemma’. While Bauböck agrees that it is important 
to convince citizens ‘that their immigration and multicultural policies do not 
kill their egalitarian social policies’, he rejects Kymlicka’s call for national 
solidarity as an answer (Bauböck 2016:2). Instead, we need to see the chal-
lenge as a trilemma, he argues, and his reformulation summarises the main 
issue at stake in the debate, in my opinion: ‘The trilemma is between openness 
for immigration, multicultural inclusion and social redistribution: How is it 
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possible to achieve social solidarity in cultural diverse states with fairly open 
borders?’ (Bauböck 2016:1).  

The trilemma is ever so relevant and fundamentally connected to the 
social inequalities of class. The trade union dilemmas are, in this way, very 
much connected to the trilemma of the welfare states. Nevertheless, whereas 
previous research explored how constructions of the nation in either civic or 
ethnic terms shape the ways in which states respond to minority cultures 
(Borevi 2002:26–33), there is surprisingly little research on how constructions 
of nation matter to the work of trade unions (see literature review chapter 3). 
As I explore how union officials construct workers of migrant background, I 
will therefore also show how such constructions of difference are signified to 
matter for union work and whether and how unions respond to them with dif-
ferentiated or uniform action as promoted by multiculturalism and universal-
ism respectively.10  

1.3 Outline of the study 
In this 1st chapter, I have introduced the reader to the overall theme of this 
study and argued for its relevance. In the next chapter, I will clarify how I 
approach union work as comprising both sayings and doings. I also offer a 
historical background of the beginning of unionism in Denmark and the bour-
geoning of the conceptualisation of a working class in Denmark. Thereafter, I 
introduce the reader to the contemporary collective bargaining system in Den-
mark which sets out conditions for union work. I also account for some of the 
central constructions of migrant categories that have become institutionalised 
in public statistics and in public discourse in Denmark since the 1990s. Fi-
nally, this chapter provides a characterisation of the labour market position 
and de-commodification of workers of migrant background, as well as their 
unionisation in Denmark.   

In chapter 3, I review how research has previously studied the theme of 
migrants and ethnic and/or racialised minorities in the context of trade union-
ism. Since my literature review indicates that the theme has rarely been ap-
proached with a focus on discourse, it is complemented with studies of the 
construction of working class identity and of the discursive construction of 
race and ethnicity within other fields of study. Based on this review, I identify 
a research gap that this study will contribute to filling. 
 In the 4th chapter, I present the reader with the theoretical framework of 
the thesis which combines elements of the semiotic theory of Ferdinand de 

                               
10 In discursive theory, signification can also be understood as action or doing. Even though I 
agree to semiotic and/or discursive work being forms of action, I nevertheless find it analyti-
cally helpful to distinguish between sayings and doings as two qualitatively different forms of 
action. I develop this argument in section 2.1. 
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Saussure, Roland Barthes and Stuart Hall, with elements of the critical dis-
course theory of Norman Fairclough. I argue that elements of critical discourse 
analysis are fruitful for the theorisation of the relationship between semiotic 
and non-semiotic forms of social practice, as well as for studies that are not 
only interested in structural aspects of social practice, but also in understand-
ing and explaining organisational change. Drawing on Fairclough, I concep-
tualise discourses of class and nation as meta-languages that produce and sus-
tain myths of the working class and the nation as given communities, and point 
out some of the central signifiers that they typically deploy.  
 In the subsequent chapter, chapter 5, I explain the reasoning behind my 
choice to focus the study on the union work of Metal Hovedstaden (henceforth 
Metal H) and 3F København (henceforth 3F K) within the bike mechanic and 
cleaning trades in Copenhagen. I account for the qualitative design of the 
study, the ethnographic methods that I deployed, and the material that these 
methods helped me to generate. Although the analysis focuses on 28 semi-
structured interviews that I conducted with union officials and activists, this 
chapter shows the extensive participant observations (56 participant observa-
tions, more than 147 observation hours that produced 387 pages of observa-
tion notes) that preceded these interviews and informed the two vignette sce-
narios that were integrated in the interview guide. Finally, the chapter includes 
a discussion of the ethical aspects of the study and a description of how I af-
terwards coded the empirical data.  
 Chapter 6 situates the local unions of Metal H and 3F K in the organi-
sational landscape and histories of their federations, Dansk Metal and 3F. In 
accordance with critical discourse theory, which states that critique is 
grounded in social values (Fairclough 2010:7), I point out the descriptive un-
derrepresentation of workers of migrant background in trade union official-
dom as problematic. Thereafter, I characterise the bike mechanic and the 
cleaning trade and the way that Metal H and 3F K have organised their work 
within these trades. With this description I aim to customise the reader to the 
settings which the interviewed unionists are both enabled and restricted by. 
 Chapter 7 is the first analytical chapter, in which I analyse how lan-
guages, language proficiencies and dialects were used to construct workers of 
migrant background as different, and how these differences were signified to 
matter in union work and responded to in union action. My findings are ana-
lysed through my development a four cell typology in which both signification 
and action of difference constructed through discourses are characterised and 
visualised.  
 In chapter 8, I broaden the analytical scope to other ways in which cul-
tural matters other than language were assigned to workers of migrant back-
ground. This chapter in particular shows how cultural differences were con-
structed as Danish and foreign by drawing on imaginations of the nation and 
processes of ethnicisation and racialisation, and how the constructions of for-
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eign cultures were typically differentiated as Eastern European or non-west-
ern11. The constructions of workers of migrant background as different in 
terms of cultural matters (other than language) were responded to in more var-
ied ways than the responses to language differences, which enable me to de-
velop the typology further.  
 The 9th chapter connects the discursive constructions of workers of mi-
grant background to the organisational and democratic meanings of represen-
tation by exploring how the unionists made sense of the central union activi-
ties of recruitment and representation. This chapter focuses on an analysis of 
vignette responses, reversing the order of analysis of signification and action 
that I followed in chapter 7 and 8. Again, my findings are analysed through 
the now fully developed typology. 
 In the final chapter, I discuss what discursive patterns appeared across 
the two union structures and may be conceptualised as part of an order of dis-
courses that inform trade union practice in Denmark. I also discuss the utility 
of the typology that I developed through my analysis as a way to grasp the 
similarities and differences in how unions respond to constructions of workers 
of migrant background as different through signification and action. Attention 
is also given to divergent union responses that I only found within one of the 
two unions, and I discuss their importance for explaining change in trade un-
ion practice. I furthermore relate the convergent and divergent forms of union 
responses to the debate on universalism and multiculturalism and how choices 
of uniform or differentiated action connect to discourses of class and nation.  

                               
11 I have chosen to write ‘western’ and ‘non-western’ with lower case ‘w’ in my attempt to 
avoid perpetuating the special elevated status of ‘the west’ – a term which to me is never really 
geographically or theoretically justified or consequent. I will explore the specific construction 
of the ‘western’ and ‘non-western’ country categories in Denmark and its relevance for the 
constructions of workers of migrant background in discourse in section 2.4.1. 
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2. Background 

Trade union work is the thematic focus of this study, which I approach as an 
area of social practice that delimits the scope of the study – not as an analytical 
concept as such. In order to carve out the scope under study, I will start by 
explaining what I mean by a trade union and trade union work. Next, I will 
give an account of the historical emergence of trade unions and workers in 
Denmark, followed by a characterisation of the current collective bargaining 
system and the ways in which the welfare system de-commodifies12 workers 
in Denmark today. However, I will argue that the way workers are differenti-
ated, categorised and signified in national terms impacts on their (de-)com-
modification. Moreover, I characterise the public discourse about immigrants 
and ethnic minorities in Denmark that pre-structure meaning-making in the 
wider society that the trade unions in focus are part of. I also argue that work-
ers of migrant background are statistically overrepresented in what may be 
termed as working class positions in Denmark by characterising their labour 
market positionality. Finally, I characterise the unionisation of workers of mi-
grant background in Denmark and problematize their statistical underrepre-
sentation in union representative roles. 

2.1 About trade union work 
Trade unions can be defined as complete organisations13 in the sense that they 
display all five elements of membership, hierarchy, rules, monitoring and 
sanctions (Ahrne and Brunsson 2011:85). Trade unions can, however, be dif-
ferentiated from most other organisations, according to the industrial relations 
scholar Hyman, because of ‘their representative logic, together (in most cases) 
with an explicit commitment to democratic policy determination’ (Hyman 
2001a:211). In addition, trade unions are, for the most part, voluntary and in-
termediate organisations that act for their members vis-à-vis employers, em-

                               
12 I follow Esping-Andersen’s conceptualisation of commodification, which I will expand on 
in section 2.4.2. 
13 Organised phenomena, such as social movements, can be understood as partial organisations 
if they display only some of these elements (Ahrne and Brunsson 2011; de Bakker, den Hond, 
and Laamanen 2017). The trade unions included in this study, however, display all five ele-
ments that defines complete organisations according to Ahrne and Brunsson (2011:85). 



 

16 

ployer organisations and the state (Hyman 1997a:520). A fundamental pur-
pose of trade union work has historically been ‘to sell labour power collec-
tively and minimize competition between individual sellers’ (Kjeldstadli 
2015:83). To do so, unions must also answer three fundamental questions ei-
ther implicitly or explicitly: ‘whose interests they represent, which issues they 
embrace as relevant for the task of representation, and what methods and pro-
cedures they adopt in undertaking this task’ (Hyman 1997b:515). Representa-
tion as a form of action is, in other words, central to trade union work.  

But what does representation mean and what does it involve? The po-
litical philosopher Hanna F Pitkin thoroughly analysed the different meanings 
of representation in her book The Concept of Representation (1967), which is 
helpful in clarifying what I mean by trade union representation. When trade 
unions are explicitly committed to democratic forms of representation, their 
authority to act on behalf of unionised workers is legitimated by formal and 
organisational arrangements that ‘follow and determinate it: accountability, 
the holding to account of the representative for his actions’ (Pitkin 1967:11). 
When formal representation is based on accountability, election of the union 
leadership becomes important, as does the transfer of the right to act in the 
constituents’ names (Pitkin 1967:43; 53). This form of formal representation 
can also be referred to as a system of representational democracy which most 
trade unions are committed to in their electoral procedures.  

The idea of representation as a form of political action, however, also 
refers to what Pitkin terms as ‘substantive acting for others’ or ‘the substance 
of representation’, which implies ‘acting in the interest of the represented, in 
a manner responsive to them’ (Pitkin 1967:209). This understanding of repre-
sentation addresses the controversy over the proper relationship between a 
representative and those for whom they act and is ‘in a continuing tension 
between ideal and achievement’ (Pitkin 1967:12, 234, 239, 240).14 In order to 
achieve such substance, representation cannot simply rely on formal and or-
ganisational arrangements, but rather needs to engage with the questions of 
who, what and how the interests of their members should be represented and, 
as they do so, it needs to be done in a manner that is responsive to the members 
(Hyman 2001b). Such responsiveness means that the persons whose interests 
the trade union represents ‘must eventually have something to say in defining 
what that is’ (Pitkin 1967:161). In order to have a say in defining what inter-
ests and means a trade union should pursue in their representative work, the 
workers that the union claims to represent must therefore be part of the union 

                               
14 Pitkin furtermore conclude: ‘This tension should lead us neither to abandon the ideal, retreat-
ing to an operational definition that accepts whatever those usually designated as representa-
tives do; not to abandon its institutionalization and withdraw from political reality. Rather, it 
should present a continuing but not hopeless challenge: to construct institutions and train indi-
viduals in such a way that they engage in the pursuit of the public interest, the genuine repre-
sentation of the public; and, at the same, to remain critical of those institutions and that training, 
so that they are always open to further interpretation and reform.’ (Pitkin 1967:240). 
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work, not just the election of representatives. In order for union representation 
to be substantive, it must involve internal democratic processes that are capa-
ble of continuously taking the differences of the constituents and their interests 
into account.  

Substantive representation may also be difficult to achieve without in-
volving some degree of what Pitkin refers to as ‘descriptive representation-
making’ (Pitkin 1967:61). Descriptive representation is a matter of how well 
an organisation represents its constituency, their characteristics and interests, 
in a descriptive sense. Trade unions in this sense also ‘stand for’ their members 
‘by virtue of a correspondence or connection between them, a resemblance or 
reflection’ (Pitkin 1967:61). If subgroups of workers (characterised by their 
profession, trade and labour market sector, or by their characteristics such as 
age, gendering, racialisation, political values etc.) are not part of, and/or in-
volved in the union that represents them, it may become difficult for the union 
to reflect these workers’ social conditions and interests in their representative 
work. In this sense, descriptive representation is important for trade unions’ 
ability to achieve legitimation vis-à-vis their own rank and file, whose inter-
ests they claim to represent.  

 There is also another aspect to descriptive representation that matters 
for unions: it involves the trade union ability to represent a broader community 
of workers vis-à-vis employer and state organisations. In order for employer 
and state organisations to acknowledge trade unions as legitimate representa-
tives of a group of workers, the unions need to convince the employer and 
state organisations that 1) their membership base reflects, to an acceptable de-
gree, the group of workers whose conditions they negotiate as a whole; and 
that 2) they reflect the will of their membership base so that the membership 
base will follow the decisions made by the trade union representatives. In prac-
tice, these claims are dealt with by setting up qualitative boundaries for union 
representation, such as profession, education, trade, industry and/or labour 
market sector and state boundaries. Representation within these boundaries is 
predominantly expressed in quantitative terms, such as membership numbers 
and rates, and they matter for the employer and state organisations’ willing-
ness to form agreements with trade unions as representative bodies.15 For this 
reason, recruitment and preservation of union members are crucial for trade 
unions’ ability to achieve legitimation and bargaining power vis-à-vis em-
ployer and state organisations.16  

                               
15 In the Nordic countries, where trade unions are highly institutionalised, membership rates are 
also a bargaining resource in triparty negotiations with the state. 
16 Finally, it may also be said that representation in the quantitative sense of membership num-
bers also has importance for the financing of the unions themselves and their activities. Because 
trade unions rely on membership revenues as a means of financing their employees, strike 
funds, their collective agreement work and the union goods and services that they offer their 
members, recruiting and retaining members is indispensable for their longevity.  
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Altogether, the representative union work has many aspects, none of 
which on its own is enough to accomplish what Pitkin conceptualises as sub-
stantive representation, in which these different aspects intertwine. In this the-
sis, I will relate my analysis of the representative work of trade unions to 
Pitkin’s definition of substantive representation. 

2.1.1 The work of sayings and doings 
The representational work of trade unions, as characterised above, consists of 
both ‘sayings’ and ‘doings’. The trade union ‘work’ that I will study in this 
thesis is primarily concerned with sayings, or what can be referred to more 
specifically as the semiotic work of constructing workers of migrant back-
ground through discourses. However, trade union work also includes forms of 
action that, although it relates to semiotic work, is more adequately character-
ised as doings. The work of doings is concerned with transforming ideas into 
material action, performing, executing or carrying out something in the phys-
ical world.17 Whereas these two forms of action are indeed interconnected, it 
is analytically useful to distinguish them, for example to grasp the difference 
between saying or writing ‘I am striking’, and the action of actually stopping 
work. While the semiotic aspects of union work are the main focus of this 
thesis, I will also explore how the discursive work relates to the work of do-
ings, which I will refer to as action. What this means more specifically is that 
I will not only explore how workers of migrant background are constructed 
and signified in language, but also how such constructions are responded to in 
action. 

The distinction between semiotic work of sayings and actions of doings 
relates to my ontological and epistemological positioning. In accordance with 
the critical realist approach (Bhaskar 1986), this study is based on some cru-
cial assumptions about the world and how we can gain knowledge of it. First 
of all, I assume, in accordance with Fairclough, ‘that there is a real world, 
including the social world, which exists irrespectively of whether or how well 
we know and understand it’ (Fairclough 2010:4). With regard to the distinc-
tion between semiotics and action and reusing the example of the strike, this 
means that no matter how a worker’s stoppage of work is understood through 
language, it nevertheless has the outcome that the work is not performed by 
them. The same goes for the saying ‘I am striking’: unless the saying is ac-
companied by the stoppage of work, the work will still be performed despite 
the claim of striking. In this sense, the differentiation between semiotics and 
action relates to another ontological assumption that I share with Fairclough: 
‘that the natural and social worlds differ in that the latter but not the former 
depends upon human action for its existence’ (Fairclough 2010:4). What I aim 

                               
17 Online etymology dictionary: https://www.etymonline.com/word/do, viewed 2 May 2020. 
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to show in this thesis is how the significations of workers of migrant back-
ground relate to how trade unions respond to them in action. 

2.2 The becoming of trade unions in Denmark 
Trade unions developed in Denmark subsequent to a guild system that deteri-
orated in the second half of the 19th century and finally ended with the free 
trade legislation (1857) that came into effect in 1862 (Alstrup and Olsen 1991; 
Knudsen 2011:43). As the guilds dissolved, many artisans transformed their 
guilds into sickness and funeral funds that primarily aimed to give economic 
relief to members in need (Knudsen 2011:46–47). The first trade union in 
Denmark, which was formed by typographers in Copenhagen in 1869, may 
have had more in common with the relief funds than it had with the character 
of the subsequent trade unions. It is therefore common to regard the cigar 
makers’ union of 1871 as the first ‘real’ trade union in Denmark, since its 
initial programme more clearly attended to wage levels and working condi-
tions (Knudsen 2011:58–60).  

1871 was also the year when socialist ideas of a working class achieved 
wide distribution in Denmark through Louis Pio’s two leaflets Socialistiske 
Blade I tvangfire hefter in which he (under the pseudonym ‘a worker’) char-
acterised the bloody fall of the Paris Commune in France and the working 
conditions of workers in Denmark, and incited workers in Denmark to change 
their conditions by means of trade unions.18 Subsequently, Pio started the first 
socialist newspaper in Denmark (Socialisten, 1871-1874) and in 1971 Pio, 
Harold Brix and Povl Geleff founded the International Workers Association 
in Denmark (henceforth IWAD), as a national section of the Marxist First In-
ternationale.  

In the organisational form of IWAD, societal and trade politics were 
intertwined and collective identification as workers was propagated by Pio, 
who predicted the diminishing of craft production in Denmark. Despite con-
demnation in the press, IWAD rapidly attained thousands of members, pri-
marily in Copenhagen, but also in the provinces.19 From 1871 to 1873, 19 craft 
or trade-based units joined IWAD whereof several began to initiate strikes 

                               
18 The Socialistiske Blade of 1871 can be found at the homepage of the Workers’ Museum in 
Denmark: https://www.arbejdermuseet.dk/viden-samlinger/arbejderhistorien/temaer/den-tid-
lige-arbejderbevaegelse/socialistiske-blade-1871/, viewed 8 December 2020. 
19 Danmarkhistorien, research-based knowledge of the history of Denmark produced by the 
Unit of History at the Department of Culture and Society, Aarhus University: https://dan-
markshistorien.dk/leksikon-og-kilder/vis/materiale/arbejderbevaegelsen-1872-1940/, viewed 8 
December 2020. 
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(Knudsen 2011:62–63). On the basis of a comprehensive strike of bricklay-
ers,20 Pio called for a mass meeting at Nørrefælled21 in the Copenhagen area 
on 5 May 1872 to collect funds for their strike. Pio’s agitation in Socialisten 
was interpreted by the Danish police and government as an incitement for rev-
olution, causing them to (unlawfully) ban of the meeting and arrest Pio, Brix 
and Geleff. As people nevertheless gathered at Nørrefælled on 5 May 1872, 
the police and meeting attendees got into a violent confrontation.22 Subse-
quently, IWAD was made illegal in 1873,23 but many trade unions had already 
emerged by then and continued to mushroom during these transformative 
years. Amongst the 66 trade unions which were founded in Copenhagen dur-
ing the 1870s alone, approximately half of them were founded between 1871 
and 1873 (Knudsen 2011:76). Although many of the new trade unions were 
not established enough to retain significant membership numbers during eco-
nomic downturns until the 1890s (Due et al. 1999:9), the foundation for what 
was to become a completely new system of labour market regulation in Den-
mark had already been laid. 

2.2.1 The development of a national trade union structure 
The early unionisation of workers was, as I have already hinted at, signifi-
cantly influenced by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’ ideas of an international 
working class, through the argumentation of Pio and the establishment of a 
section of the first International. Nevertheless, the national element obviously 
characterised the development of a national organisation of trade unions and 
of the national bargaining system that they later became part of.  

Subsequent to the closure of the first socialist International (1871-73),24 
a central political leadership of the trade unions was absent. In 1874, 11 trade 
unions, however, formed an umbrella organisation (De Frie Fagforeningers 
Centralbestyrelse) and composed a common manifest (To Denmark’s Workers 
(1874)) that proclaimed the aim of forming a national political workers’ party. 

                               
20 The bricklayers demanded a wage increase and their working hours decreased from 11 to 10 
hours a day (Knudsen 2011:65). 
21 ‘Fælled’ is a Danish term for a common grazing area for cattle which belongs to a village 
community. In other words, ‘Nørrefælled’ was a specific grazing area in the Copenhagen area. 
In 1908–1914, Nørrefælled was transformed into a park, Fælledparken, which still exists today 
but is now part of Copenhagen city. On the 1st May each year, trade unions in Copenhagen end 
their demonstration procession in Fælledparken to celebrate Labour Day. 
22 The violent confrontation between workers and police at Nørrefælled in 1872 is commonly 
known as ‘the battle on Fælleden’ (Slaget på Fælleden) today. 
23 Danmarkhistorien: https://danmarkshistorien.dk/leksikon-og-kilder/vis/materiale/slaget-
paa-faelleden-den-5-maj-1872/, viewed 8 December 2020. 
24 After the arrest of Pio, Brix and Geleff, there was an attempt to continue the socialist work 
of the First International under the name of The Democratic Worker Association, chaired by 
Sophus Pihl. However, Pihl was arrested in 1873 for having insulted and threatened the King, 
which resulted in the Democratic Worker Association being dissolved as well (Knudsen 
2011:71). 
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In the first national trade union congress in 1876 (Gimlekongressen), the 11 
unions, moreover, adopted a common programme of principles and organisa-
tional forms for a labour movement, which included the aim of establishing 
national federations for all trade unions (Gimleprogammet of 1876).  

Many trade unions, whether organised in a national federation or not, 
successfully recruited members and bargained with employers at the local 
level of workplaces in the cities by means of strike.25 To deploy efficient lock-
outs in response,26 not to mention to try and eliminate the trade union move-
ment per se, the employers responded by developing a centralised organisation 
at the national level (Due et al. 1999:7–8). Amongst the unions, the national 
central union committee De Samvirkende Fagforbund i Danmark (DsF)27 was 
established in 1898 (Hilson, Neunsinger, and Vyff 2017:149). This meta-or-
ganisation was created more as a response to the centralisation of the employer 
organisations than a wish from the nationally-organised union federations to 
centralise collective bargaining across trades and crafts. The centralisation 
was only reluctantly accepted by the different union federations, who wanted 
to maintain their craft/trade-based focus, as well as their organisational auton-
omy and independence.28  

The national centralisation of both employer and workers’ organisa-
tions formed the basis for a centralised system of collective bargaining, and 
the national employer confederation (DA) and DsF entered the first General 
Agreement in 1899, also called the September Compromise (Due et al. 1999; 
Due and Madsen 2006; Jensen 2012; Larsen and Ilsøe 2016). The central reg-
ulations of the September Compromise are still in effect and characterise the 
labour market regulation today, such that it has been referred to as ‘the con-
stitution of the Danish labour market’ by industrial relations scholars (Due et 
al. 1999:21; 22). 

                               
25 At the workplace level, the unions developed a bargaining tactic named ‘omgangsskruen’ to 
improve the salary and working conditions of their members by singling out businesses one by 
one, in a local area, and striking against it collectively (Due et al. 1999:9; Knudsen 2011). This 
strategy proved very efficient for the workers, since the labour market was characterised by 
small and medium-sized businesses, craftsmanship and a relatively slow industrialisation pro-
cess. The artisan-influenced production in Denmark enabled workers to organise along lines of 
education or craft in order to protect and improve their wages and working conditions. By unit-
ing the education of trade-related professions, workers tried to monopolise the labour force 
within their area of craft (much like the guilds) and thereby monopolise the labour force of that 
trade (Due et al. 2007:30–31). 
26 See ‘lockout’ in Explanations. 
27 The national union confederation De Samvirkende Fagforbund i Danmark changed its name 
to Landsorganisationen De Samvirkende Fagforbund in 1959 and to Landsorganisationen Dan-
mark (LO) in 1969 (Christiansen, Dietrich, and Scheuer 2014). In January 2019, LO merged 
with the Confederation of Professionals (FTF) and became The Danish Trade Union Confeder-
ation (Fagbevægelsens Hovedorganisation, FH). 
28https://www.arbejdermuseet.dk/viden-samlinger/plads-til-os-alle/lange-seje-traek-parti-
fagbevaegelse/de-samvirkende-fagforbund/, viewed 6 May 2019. 
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2.2.2 The becoming of workers in Denmark 
The trade unions in Denmark are historically rooted in craft-based identities 
which, prior to trade unions, were institutionalised in a system of guilds. De-
spite the second industrial revolution’s transformations of work in the millen-
nium shift to the 20th century, 29 most skills remained in major crafts and in-
dustries in Denmark, such as construction work, iron and metal industries, alt-
hough in new forms. The slow industrialisation of agricultural production al-
lowed for a continuation of crafts which enabled the development of a craft-
based unionism (Hilson, Neunsinger, and Vyff 2017:145; Knudsen 2011:11, 
47). Collective union identities were therefore not just drawing on ideas of a 
working class and community, but also on different and specific craft-based 
skills, identities and trade esteem.30 This circumstance is reflected in the Dan-
ish term for trade union, ‘fagforening’ which stresses the meaning of an asso-
ciation of a craft profession (Due et al. 2007:30–31). Unskilled31 workers, who 
performed the work of lowest pay and status, were accordingly not considered 
equals to workers within crafts and skilled work, and were excluded from the 
craft-based unions. In order to act collectively they were instead forced to 
found a general union across craft/trade boundaries, which they did in 1896, 
naming it the Working Men’s Union Federation (Knudsen 2011:375–76). 

As indicated by the name of the unskilled workers’ first union, the be-
coming of workers in Denmark was also characterised by other differences 
than craft/trade and skill. The early unionisation was primarily driven by male 
workers who predominantly worked in bigger workplaces within urban con-
struction or industry (Knudsen 2011:76–77). Wage-earning women and chil-
dren, who primarily performed unskilled work, were not considered workers, 
but instead perceived as threats for replacing or undercutting the wages and 
working conditions of male workers. Whereas legislation slowly decreased 
children’s wage labour over time (beginning with the Factory Law of 1879),32 
women’s wage labour only increased. Nevertheless, this did not result in the 
trade unions including wage-earning women, not even in trades which had 
                               
29 I use the term ‘second industrial revolution’ to refer to the technological advances, such as 
the improvements of steam engines, the development of petrol motors, electricity and the tele-
phone, which led to large-scale iron and steel production, construction of comprehensive rail-
road infrastructures, widespread use of machines in manufacturing, and in effect transformed 
systems of production and labour processes. 
30 According to historical studies of early union pamphlets (1890-1920’s), trade unions in Den-
mark cultivated craft identity and trade esteem which resulted in many small local unions and 
federations (Hilson et al. 2017:148).  
31 By unskilled workers, I am referring to workers who do not have a formal education within 
their line or work. Unskilled worker are therefore not unskilled in the broad meaning and prac-
tical sense of the word, since unskilled work often demands skill, training and experience. 
32 Legislation on formal child labour started with the Factory Law of 1873, which made it illegal 
for factory owners in Denmark to employ children under 10 years of age, made it obligatory to 
shorten children’s daily working hours to 6 ½ hours, and made it illegal for children to work 
during the night and on public holidays. However, children working elsewhere, in the country-
side for example, were not covered by this law. 
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many female workers (such as the cigar makers’ union in Copenhagen (Knud-
sen 2011:59)). Instead, women had to start their own trade union to become 
unionised, which Olivia Nielsen33 did in Copenhagen in the 1880s. After 15 
years of local union work, women founded their own national union federation 
(Kvindeligt Arbejderforbund I Danmark (KAD)) in 1901, which exclusively 
unionised female workers for the next 100 years. While individual trade un-
ions generally furthered interests that pertained to their specific craft/trade, 
KAD first and foremost fought for women to be acknowledged as workers and 
the recognition of women’s right to perform wage labour. For many years, this 
struggle overshadowed other claims, such as better working conditions, equal 
pay, as well as subsequent interests that pertained especially to women’s gen-
der role, such as the right to childcare and maternity leave.34  

The becoming of workers in Denmark was also marked by differentia-
tions of ethnicity.35 The organisation of Jewish workers who migrated to Den-
mark from the Russian Empire in the end of the 19th century and the early 20th 
century shows that. The great majority of them worked as seamstresses and 
tailors in Copenhagen and many were, in addition, socialists who organised 
themselves as workers informally, not in the Tailors’ Union in Denmark 
(Thing 2008:2–4). Historical research testifies to a conflictual relationship be-
tween the tailors’ union and the workers of Jewish/Russian background (Thing 
2008). In the tailor trade, the early collective agreements differentiated be-
tween male and female workers, with the latter being paid a lower wage. In 
Copenhagen, the male tailors of Jewish/Russian background were often em-
ployed to do men’s work for the wage level of women. This wage discrimina-
tion against workers of Jewish/Russian background was criticised by the 
chairperson of Tailors’ Union, Arup, as a problem of replacement and/or un-
dercutting wages and working conditions of the unionised Danes. Workers of 
Jewish/Russian background were at times described as class enemies by Arup 
(Thing 2008:6), and some source material indicates that the Tailors’ Union 
tried to excluded workers of Jewish/Russian background from working in the 

                               
33 Olivia Nielsen (1854–1910) previously lead the local trade association Kvindeligt Arbejder-
forbund (KAF) founded in Copenhagen in 1885. She herself worked with laundry and clean-
ing (bottle rinsing). See Danmarkshistorien: https://danmarkshistorien.dk/leksikon-og-kil-
der/vis/materiale/anna-olivia-nielsen-1852-1910/ , viewed 8 December 2020. 
34 Danmarkshistorien: https://danmarkshistorien.dk/leksikon-og-kilder/vis/materiale/kvinde-
ligt-arbejderforbund-i-danmark-1901-2005/, viewed 8 December 2020. 
35 I agree with Brubaker that: ‘Ethnicity, race and nation should be conceptualised not as sub-
stances or things or entities or organisms or collective individuals - as the imaginary of discrete, 
concrete, tangible, bounded and enduring “groups” encourages us to do - but rather in relational, 
processual, dynamic, eventful and disaggregated terms. This means thinking of ethnicity, race 
and nation not in terms of substantial groups or entities but in terms of practical categories, 
cultural idioms, cognitive schemas, discursive frames, organizational routines, institutional 
forms, political projects and contingent events. It means thinking of ethnicisation, racialisation 
and nationalization as political, social, cultural and psychological processes.’ (2002:167, italics 
by Brubaker). 
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trade between 1908 and 1910 (Thing 2008:4). In 1910, workers of Jew-
ish/Russian background and the Tailors’ Union nevertheless started to collab-
orate, and in 1912 the Jewish Tailor Club (Der Yiddisher Shnayderklub) was 
founded as a semi-autonomous union structure. Through a strike 1916, the 
club succeeded in unionising the waste majority of tailors of Jewish/Russian 
background and won the conflict with the employer. Around 1918, the club 
transformed into a cultural association and, by the time the club dissolved dur-
ing world war II, Thing claims that the workers of Jewish background had 
been assimilated into the collective bargaining system (Thing 2008:14).  

Taken together, this section demonstrates that the becoming of workers 
and a working class in Denmark in the 19th and 20th century – as a collective 
identity for collective class action – was formed by significations differences 
of work, education, age, gender and ethnicity. 

2.3 Trade unions and workers in Denmark today 
The formal labour market institutions in Denmark have not surprisingly 
changed since the emergence of trade unions in the 19th century. Nevertheless, 
industrial relations researchers argue that the collective bargaining system in 
Denmark has specific characteristics that persist over time (Due and Madsen 
2006), and that national systems of industrial relations shape trade union ac-
tion (Connolly, Marino, and Martinez-Lucio 2019; Gumbrell-McCormick and 
Hyman 2013; Hyman 2001b). It is therefore not unlikely that this context also 
influences how unions construct workers of migrant background in discourse. 
In this section, I characterise the industrial relations context and point to some 
of the ways in which the current welfare system shape the conditions of work-
ers in Denmark. The reader who is unfamiliar with many of the particular 
terms of the Danish labour market and bargaining system might want to con-
sult the list of Explanations in parallel with reading this section. 

2.3.1 The collective bargaining system 
The collective bargaining system that started with the September Compromise 
in 1899 has been crucial for labour market regulation and the social conditions 
of workers in Denmark ever since. Because most employment-related matters 
are agreed upon in collective agreements, the collective bargaining system and 
the role of trade unions within it are crucial to the conditions and representa-
tion of workers’ interests in Denmark. This is also the case in other Nordic 
countries, for which this study is therefore of particular relevance. A crucial 
way in which the collective bargaining system in Denmark and other Nordic 
countries differs from how other states regulate their labour markets is that, it 
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does not have statutory minimum wages and extensive labour market legisla-
tion. These matters are instead agreed upon in collective agreements (Videbæk 
Munkholm and Højer Schjøler 2018:122).  

Although the collective bargaining system in Denmark has undergone 
significant changes since 1899 (for further details see, for example, Due and 
Madsen 2006:21), industrial relations scholars nevertheless argue that it has 
kept a number of central features, which makes it unique in comparison to the 
collective bargaining systems in other states (Due and Madsen 2013; Due, 
Madsen, and Jensen 1993). Due and Madsen (2006:28–30) argue that the col-
lective bargaining system in Denmark can be distinguished as a ‘Danish 
model’ in the sense that it is characterised by six features:  

1) First, the bargaining system is characterised by high numbers and 
percentage of organisation of both workers and employers in trade unions and 
employee organisations, respectively, as well as a high level of collective 
agreement coverage. As mentioned in 2.1, this means that the collective bar-
gaining system depends on continuous high unionisation in order to maintain 
the employers’ willingness to participate. It also means that unions depend on 
a high level of collective agreement coverage in order to bind employers to 
standard wages and working conditions.   

2) The second characteristic is that of recurring national bargaining on 
the level of sectors which is coordinated by the confederations and the Con-
ciliation Board36.  

3) A coherent system of regulation at both central and workplace level 
with strong relationsships between the worker and employee parties is a third 
characteristic, allowing for local negotiations about wage and working condi-
tions in addition to the central agreements. This feature underscores the im-
portance of union work at the local level. 

4) The fourth characteristic is that trade unions and employee organisa-
tions only have the legal right to initiate conflicts in connection with the expi-
ration and renewal of agreements, including sympathy conflict37. The respect 
of truce during periods with binding agreements, and the possibility of conflict 
when the agreements are to be renewed has, according to Due and Madsen, 
produced a ‘consensus culture’ which is now central to balancing the conflict-
ing interests between the two parties and responsibility for the state economy.  

5) A voluntary self-regulating system between unions and employer or-
ganisations, with minimal legislation, is a fifth characteristic. Examples of 
legislation that directly obliges the labour market today include: legislation on 
holidays, employment documentation, civil servants, maternity leave, physi-
cal and psychological working environment, equal pay and discrimination.38 
                               
36 See ‘conciliation board’ in Explanations. 
37 See ‘sympathy conflict’ in Explanations. 
38 For further information about the labour market legislation, see the Ministry of Employment: 
https://bm.dk/arbejdsomraader/arbejdsvilkaar/arbejdsretlige-love/oversigt-over-arbejdsretlige-
love/; Work Environment in Denmark: https://at.dk/en/regulations/working-environment-act/; 
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By contrast, issues which are subject to collective bargaining include: working 
hours, minimum wage, and working conditions other than the legislated work-
ing environment. 

6) Finally, the sixth characteristic is that the government involves trade 
unions and employee organisations (in so-called triparty discussions and ne-
gotiations) in legislative changes that are of relevance to the labour market. 
This practice shows that trade unions (as well as the employee organisations) 
are central actors in not only labour market regulation, but also the Danish 
welfare state system more generally.  

The multi-level bargaining structure of the contemporary collective bar-
gaining system in Denmark means that union officials, from different union 
levels, impact on different levels of bargaining.39 The decision-making com-
petences depend on how both the employer and employee side have organised, 
and where in this vertical and horizontal matrix of organisational units the 
mandates for collective bargaining are situated. An approximation of this ma-
trix in contemporary Denmark can be found in table 1. 

Table 1 shows the extensive reach of union work in Denmark today. 
For this reason, it is relevant to clarify, already now, that this thesis is con-
cerned with work at the local union level (see section 5.1, for further details 
on the selection). As can be seen from table 1, the local union level represents 
their members in business bargaining as well as in single and multi-industrial 
bargaining. At the workplace level it is, moreover, officials from the local un-
ions who assist the workplace-based shop stewards in negotiations with the 
employer. It is important to emphasise that the local negotiations significantly 
complement the centrally-agreed minimum wage rates (again, there is no stat-
utory minimum wage in Denmark), benefits and working conditions. This is 
particularly the case within the benchmarking agreement areas covering the 
trades of bike mechanics and cleaners, which I will be focusing on (see section 
5.1).40 
                               
and the Discrimination Act: https://www.retsinformation.dk/eli/lta/2017/1001, all viewed 15 
December 2020. In addition, there are EU directives. 
39 The system can be thought of as including both an organisational and a bargaining structure. 
The organisational structure refers to how trade unions and employer organisations have organ-
ised themselves internally, while the bargaining structure refers to the formal placement of the 
collective bargaining mandates within each of the organisational structures. Resources and de-
cision-making competences can be transferred both between levels and within levels, making 
the bargaining structure and organisational structure interact (Due and Madsen 2006:47–48). 
40 Two types of wage systems are used in the collective agreement system in Denmark: the 
‘minimum wage system’ and the ‘norm wage system’. In the first, a minimum rate for a working 
hour is agreed, after which salary supplements can be negotiated at the local level based on 
function, qualifications, accomplishments etc. This system is the most common in Denmark, 
especially in the private sector. In the normal wage system, the lions’ share of wages is estab-
lished in the central collective agreements without much room for subsequent negotiation at the 
local level. This wage system is more common in the public sector. In March 2015, the mini-
mum hourly wage within the benchmarking industrial collective agreement was DKK 111.85 
crowns, and the standard mean hourly wage within the industry was DKK 195.28, according to 
FAOS: https://faos.ku.dk/arbejdsmarkedets-begreber/loen/ viewed, viewed 19 May 2020. 
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Table 1: Levels of employment relations in Denmark 

Political level Main collective actors 
Political regulation Parliament, government 
Tripartite regulation Political system and central labour market  

organisations  
Conciliation Board Negotiators and formal representatives 

from the central organisations and sector 
organisations 

Central bargaining level Main collective actors 
Central agreements Confederations and cartels 
Multi-industry bargaining Confederations and cartels 
Single-industry bargaining Cartels and sector organisations 
Multi-corporate agreements Business managements or cartels and  

sector organisations 
Local/regional bargaining level Main collective actors 
Multi-industrial bargaining Local union officials from confederations 

and cartels 
Single-industry bargaining Local union officials from cartels and  

sector organisations 
Business agreements Business management, local unions and 

shop stewards 
Workplace agreements Employers and shop stewards 

Source: Based on Due and Madsen 2006:48, table 2.1, with their approval (Madsen 2021). 
Note: The third section of the table collapses the local and regional bargaining level since the 
private labour market in Denmark has very few and delimited collective agreements at the re-
gional level (Due and Madsen 2006:48–49).  

There are also ways in which the local trade unions influence the central bar-
gaining level that are not communicated by table 1. At the central bargaining 
level, agreements are negotiated between officials from the union confedera-
tions41, cartels42 and sector organisations. Amongst the two latter, their offi-
cials come from the union federations, and the realisation of their collective 
bargaining depends on the local union level, since the local unions have au-
tonomy to decide whether to accept or reject the collective agreement pro-
posals negotiated at the central level. This is decided by means of membership 
ballots.  

Finally, I want to highlight that it is primarily union officials at the local 
level who mainly collaborate with the workplace-based workers, union mem-
bers, shop stewards and working environment representatives. In order for the 
union federations and confederations to be relevant worker representatives in 
                               
41 See ‘confederation’ in Explanations. 
42 See ‘cartel’ in Explanations. 
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triparty regulation and central bargaining, they rely on the local unions’ ability 
to recruit and retain union members. Simultaneously, the political work of un-
ion federations and confederations and their representatives in cartels and sec-
tor organisations influence the relations at the local level.  

2.3.2 Welfare state services and social rights 
Another set of conditions that impact both union work and workers’ lives in 
Denmark today is the rights and services that have been institutionalised in the 
welfare state system. In welfare state research, Denmark is commonly charac-
terised as a Social Democratic welfare state regime that is based on the prin-
ciple of universalism (Esping-Andersen 1990). According to the universalist 
principle, the state confers social rights on the basis of citizenship and resi-
dency, not on the basis of employment and/or insurance status, as in other 
welfare state regimes (Esping-Andersen 1990; Goul Andersen 2012:8; Jensen 
2012:200). The welfare systems in the Nordic states have historically been 
closest to enact this ideal principle in international comparison, producing 
some of lowest income inequalities and poverty rates amongst European coun-
tries in the 20th century, supported by the length and generosity of social ben-
efits. (Esping-Andersen 2014). In international comparison, the Danish state 
is accordingly amongst the top spenders in terms of social expenditure (Sains-
bury 2012:95).43 

Workers in universalist welfare state systems are less dependent on sell-
ing their labour in order to make a living for themselves and their families than 
in liberal or conservative welfare state systems (Esping-Andersen 1990; Goul 
Andersen 2012:11). Esping-Andersen’s concept of de-commodification is 
useful to characterise the degree to which workers are dependent on selling 
their labour on the market as a commodity in order to uphold a socially ac-
ceptable standard of living (1990:37).44 The de-commodification effect of the 
universalist principle that the Danish and other Nordic states adhere to is based 
on the criteria of citizenship and the imagination of a national community 
(Anderson 2016 [1983]; Goul Andersen 2012).45 Such national solidarity was 
                               
43 The welfare services and benefits are to a high extent funded by extensive income taxation, 
which is why the welfare system also depends on a principle full employment of its population. 
However, full employment has not been achieved since the mid-1970s (Sainsbury 2012:96), 
and in combination with rising unemployment after the first oil crisis and an ageing population 
with rights to state pension, state deficits led to cutbacks on welfare benefits (Sainsbury 
2012:100). 
44 The concept of de-commodification refers to market dependency in terms of ‘more or less’ 
and not in absolute terms. Esping-Andersen points out, that ‘de-commodification should not be 
confused with the complete eradication of labor as a commodity; it is not an issue of all or 
nothing. Rather, the concepts refers to the degree to which individuals, or families, can uphold 
a socially acceptable standards of living independently of market participation’ (Esping-Ander-
sen 1990:37). 
45 Social rights ease labour’s perpetual problem of being treated as a commodity, as any other 
product. As pointed out by Polanyi, labour is only a fictitious commodity since it is a human 
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successfully mobilised against class privilege within Denmark, producing 
decades of welfare state expansion with de-commodifying effects in mid-20th 
century. When Danish employers started to actively recruit workers from 
abroad in the 1960–70s, there were no differences in the formal social rights 
of Danish citizens and migrants with regard to working conditions and work-
related benefits. Migrants who had a work permit were, however, required to 
join the unemployment insurance scheme in the early 1970s (Sainsbury 
2012:98).  

Since the 1990s the universalistic character of the welfare system in 
Denmark has undergone significant changes, including activating labour mar-
ket policies, a reformed pension system, and reduced unemployment benefits 
and periods, leading some welfare researchers to characterise it as ‘a multi-
tiered welfare state that is more dualistic and individualistic, with participation 
in the labour market becoming still more important for entitlement to benefits’ 
(Kvist and Greve 2011:146). Although researchers disagree about whether the 
contemporary welfare system in Denmark has transformed or has mainly been 
restructured (Bonoli and Natali 2012:4), it is safe to say that changes in social 
policies in several aspects have led to increasing economic inequality and a 
re-commodification of the labour force in Denmark compared to the late dec-
ades of the 20th century (Caspersen and Damm 2021; Kvist et al. 2012:84). As 
an outcome of changes in social policies, the number of people living in pov-
erty in Denmark (and, in particular, the number of people living in poverty 
lasting more than three years) has significantly increased (Caspersen and 
Damm 2021; Ejrnæs and Larsen 2013:54; Juul 2017). In a study of public 
policies pertaining to unemployment and security benefits in Denmark, 
Jørgensen and Thomsen find that: ‘Public policies and the attribution of public 
goods and rights are increasingly developed within a hierarchical system of 
civic stratification that legitimizes welfare chauvinism, rather than defending 
the universalist principle embedded in a universal/social-democratic welfare 
state model’ (Jørgensen and Thomsen 2016:330). So, while the welfare state 
system in Denmark still ensures high de-commodification of workers of Dan-
ish citizenship in international comparison, the workers of Danish citizenship 
in Denmark have been re-commodified over decades, social mobility has less-
ened and economic inequality has risen (Caspersen and Andersen 2020; Cas-
persen and Damm 2021).  

                               
activity inseparable from the human being who has to sustain and reproduce themselves as a 
living social creature and sustain their family and or their society. Moreover, labour is produced 
for entirely other reasons that sale (Polanyi 2011:75–76). 
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2.4 Differentiations and constructions of workers in 
national terms 
Alongside the development and expansion of welfare states in the rich part of 
the world during the 20th century, there has been an unprecedented expansion 
of registers of birthplace and citizenships, a multiplication of the construction 
of migration categories and migration policies, and an explosion in the 
knowledge production about, and monitoring of, migration and migrants, 
which has relevance to the focus of this thesis. This development has made it 
possible to document the general increase of globalised migration and of mi-
gration-driven diversification of populations that has taken place since the 
emergence of trade unions. In this section, I will briefly characterise some of 
the most prevalent categories that have come to characterise migration pat-
terns in the context of Denmark. Moreover, the expansion of migrant catego-
risation has enabled states to differentiate between its residents on the basis of 
mobility, heritage, and citizenship and to construct statistical definitions of 
national belonging, contributing to contemporary constructions of imagined 
nations (Anderson 2016 [1983]). Finally, as I will argue in the second part of 
this section, these categories enable targeted commodification of workers of 
migrant background. 

2.4.1 Categories of migration and migrants in Denmark 
Although the Danish state’s statistical bureau was inaugurated in 1850 (Dan-
marks Statistik 2000, foreword), national registers and legislation that ad-
dressed international migration were only just starting to come about in the 
mid-19th century. For example, the first Danish Aliens Act (Fremmedloven) 
was introduced 25 years later in 1875 (making it easier for the state police to 
control and deport foreign citizens), passports were not demanded for interna-
tional border crossing until World War I, and until 1928, the Danish state pri-
marily collected statements of the transatlantic emigration from Denmark to 
North America (Danmarks Statistik 2000:47–48).46  

The attention to immigration amplified during the 20th century, both in-
ternationally and in Denmark, as globalised migration for many reasons47 was 
expanding in scale, speed and diversity, resulting in an increased migration-
driven diversification of populations in many European countries (Castles and 
Miller 2009; Vertovec 2007). Only in the early 1960s, the pattern of net-emi-
gration and fluctuations of emigration and immigration in Denmark changed 

                               
46 About 300,000 Danes emigrated between the 1870s until World War II, North America being 
the most significant destination (Skaksen and Jensen 2016:26). 
47 Amongst the many reasons for the general increase of globalized migration one might men-
tion the technological development, mass production and cheapening of means of transportation 
and communication, as well as social and political upheavals such as the world wars. 
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to more frequent occurrences of yearly net-immigration (Danmarks Statistik 
2000).  

The migration category that was primarily used to categorise the net-
immigration in Denmark from the 1960s and early 1970s, was that of labour 
migration. This immigration arose in the context of the economic upswing in 
Denmark, which created a massive labour demand in industrial production 
that was saturated neither by the world war II baby boomers nor by the in-
crease of women wage earners entering the labour market (Danmarks Statistik 
2000:51). For this reason, industries in Denmark actively recruited migrant 
workers, especially young men from Turkey, Pakistan and the former Yugo-
slavia (Danmarks Statistik 2000:52; Skaksen and Jensen 2016:27–28).  

Immigration in the subsequent time was shaped by the oil crisis in 1973 
and the economic recession of the mid-1970s, which caused a sudden shift in 
immigration policies – both in Denmark and in most other labour importing 
countries in north-western Europe (Schierup, Hansen, and Castles 2006:27). 
While trade unions pressured the Danish government to put a temporary stop 
on new work permits for migrants in 1970, the ban was made permanent in 
1973 (Skaksen and Jensen 2016:30). Despite the stop of active labour recruit-
ment from abroad, net-immigration nevertheless became a continuous trend 
in the mid-1980s. This immigration was instead characterised by migration 
categories of family reunification and asylum (Bonifazi et al. 2008:119; 
OECD 2015:21),48 especially from Turkey and the former Yugoslavia from 
which labour had been recruited the previous decade (Skaksen and Jensen 
2016:32–33).  

In 1990, after an intense media debate about immigration and immi-
grants, the Danish Minister of Finance established a working group (chaired 
by Statistics Denmark) to improve the definitions of migration categories and 
propose how to increase the statistical knowledge about immigration and im-
migrants. Their work started with questions raised in the debate which, 
amongst other things, included questions related to the quantity of immigrants 
‘from alien cultures’ and the public expense of immigration and refugee poli-
cies.49 The report proposed definitional clarifications of existing migration cat-

                               
48 The number of asylum seekers continued to increase steadily across the OECD countries 
again since 2010 and reached a peak in 2014, with more than 800,000 applicants – the second 
highest number in 35 years (OECD 2015b:16) – only to be exceeded again in 2015, with more 
than 160,000 applicants. Although humanitarian migration to the OECD countries has in-
creased, it still only amounted to 8.2 percent of the total immigration in 2013, the main immi-
gration category still being family reunifications (OECD 2015b:21).  
49 The questions named by the working group in their report are (in my translation): 1) How 
many asylum seekers arrive in a given period? 2) How many asylum seekers are waiting for a 
final decision? 3) How much time does it take before an asylum seeker receives a decision? 4) 
How many refugees are there in Denmark? 5) How many are recognised as refugees in a given 
period? 6) How many arrive in the country as a result of the rules on family reunification? 7) 
How is it going for refugees in the country? 8) How many immigrants come from alien cultures? 
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egories, as well as the construction of new statistical categories of ‘immi-
grants’,50 ‘2nd generation immigrants’ or ‘descendants’,51 ‘asylum seekers’,52 
and ‘refugees’ by linking the national Central Person Register numbers to in-
formation on residence permits. In contrast to the existing statistics of foreign 
citizens and of residency and asylum applications and permits, the proposals 
enabled a differentiation of the population in Denmark through categorisations 
of individuals in terms of migration category and status (Arbejdsgruppen til 
forbedring af statistikken over flygtninge og indvandrere 1991).53  

The statistical constructions of migration categories in 1991 simultane-
ously produced a statistical definition of ‘Danes’ as something related to, yet 
different from, citizenship and birthplace. Danes became defined as: persons 
with at least one parent who is a Danish citizen born in Denmark, regardless 
of that person’s own country of birth or citizenship (Pedersen 1991:10). Im-
migrants were defined as: persons who are born abroad to parents who are 
both foreign citizens or born abroad; and descendants were defined as: persons 
who are born in Denmark to parents who are both not Danish (Pedersen 
1991:10–11).54 Today these categories are highly institutionalised in law, pub-
lic discourse, politics and research in Denmark. The definitions of these cate-
gories construct ‘nationhood’ and ‘migranthood’ as something biologically 
inherited which can be passed on for generations. In fact, a third migration 
category called ‘childen to descendents’ was added in 2007, defined as chil-
dren with parents whereof at least one is a descendant and none have Danish 
origin (as defined above).55  

In addition to the statistical differentiations between Danes, immigrants 
and descendants, the working group’s proposal of how to group and differen-
tiate immigrants’ ‘countries of origin’ was also implemented. A formal defi-
nition of ‘3rd countries’ was adopted from the United Nations’ 1988 definition 
of ‘less developed countries’. It was stated that the purpose of this differenti-
ation was to enable differentiation between countries that differ more or less 
from Denmark in terms of citizenship rights, standard of living and culture 

                               
9) What do the immigration policies cost the public? 10) What do the refugee policies cost the 
public? 11) How many refugees return home? 12) How many foreigners will reside in Denmark 
in 10–20 years? (Arbejdsgruppen til forbedring af statistikken over flygtninge og indvandrere 
1991:9–10). 
50 ‘Indvandrere’ in Danish. 
51 ‘Anden generationsindvandrere’ and ’efterkommere’ in Danish.  
52 ‘Asylansøgere’ in Danish.  
53 The proposals were first implemented in the Statistics Denmark’s report titled Immigrants 
and their descendants in Denmark in 1991 (Pedersen 1991). 
54 The definitions quoted in Danish are: 1) ‘Danske er personer, hvor mindst en af forældrene 
er dansk statsborger født i Danmark, uanset personernes eget fødeland eller statsborgerskab’, 
2) ‘Indvandrere er personer født i udlandet, hvis forældre  begge er udenlandske statsvborgere 
eller født i udlandet’, 3) ‘Efterkommere er personer født i Danmark af forældre, som begge ikke 
er danske’ (Pedersen 1991:10–11). 
55 Statistics Denmark: https://www.statistikbanken.dk/statbank5a/default.asp?w=1536, viewed 
3 March 2021. 
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(Arbejdsgruppen til forbedring af statistikken over flygtninge og indvandrere 
1991). ‘3rd countries’ were operationalised to include Turkey and countries 
outside Europe, except for the USA, Canada, Japan, Australia and New Zea-
land (Pedersen 1991:6). Apart from a minor revision56 and renaming ‘3rd coun-
tries’ to ‘non-western countries’, the country categories remains the same to-
day. Western countries are operationalised to include all EU membership 
countries and Andorra, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Monaco, Norway, San Marino, 
Schweiz, the United Kingdom, the Vatican state, Canada, USA, Australia and 
New Zealand. Non-western countries include all other countries. 

Due to growing critique of the ‘western’ and ‘non-western’ country cat-
egories, Statistics Denmark set up another working group to evalutate them in 
2018, including LO as one of the members.57 This working group argued that 
the categorisation of countries does not, ‘in the outset, have to do with whether 
the countries in geographical, political, economic or cultural sense belong to 
one or the other group’, but are instead meant to ‘describe, amongst other 
things, the cause of immigration, the contribution to the economy of the [Dan-
ish] society and social conditions’ (Danmarks Statistik 2019d:2, my transla-
tion). The argumentation around the purpose of the categories has, in other 
words, not only changed over the years, but is also poor because it claims that 
country categories explain migrants’ cause of immigration, their constribution 
to the Danish economy and their social conditions. Such matters would of 
course be better measured through variables like type of residence permit, and 
country categories that reflect the differentiation in rules and rights which ap-
ply to the countries of emigration. The working group argued that the catego-
ries ‘western/non-western countries’ continue to be appropriate because of 
their stability over time (in contrast to the categories of (non-)EU-EEA mem-
bership countries that would erupt the data series), but this argument centres 
the needs of the statisticians over the best possible explanation of the matter 
under investigation. Furthermore, the working group argued that the catego-
ries were statistically and analytically useful (although they did not clarify for 
what or for whom); that a new country categorisation would be costly; and 
that the current categories are part of legislation which will be required to be 
followed up on (Danmarks Statistik 2019d; Det Administrative Bibliotek 
2019). The most important arguments for keeping the categories of ‘western’ 
and ‘non-western’ countries therefore seems to be that they have become in-
stitutionalised to the extent that they are self-fulfilling.58 
                               
56 Apart from Japan, which is now excluded from the category of ‘western countries’, the cate-
gory is identical to the UN category ‘more developed countries’ (Danmarks Statistik 2019d:1). 
57 Part of the work group were Statistics Denmark, the Confederation of Labour Unions, Danish 
Industry, the Danish Ministry of Immigration and Integration Affairs, along with other minis-
tries, two research units and the Danish Agency for Labour Market and Recruitment. (Dan-
marks Statistik 2019d; Det Administrative Bibliotek 2019).  
58 In 2020, the Danish Minister of Foreign Affairs and Integration, Mattias Tesfaye, has fur-
thermore required the category of ‘non-western’ countries to be differentiated into ‘MENAPT’ 
and ‘other non-western’ countries (Udlændinge- og Integrationsministeriet 2020). MENAPT 
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In parallel with how new statistical categorisations constructed of na-
tionals and immigrants and western/non-western countries in the 1990s, polit-
ical changes also altered the immigration and integration policies, which in 
turn affected migration. The increasing number of asylum seekers and family 
reunifications became the focus of the new populist anti-immigration party 
Danish People’s Party59, which was founded in 1995 and became the third 
largest party in the Danish parliament within six years. Since the time around 
the turn of the millennium (2000), the migration policies have increasingly 
aimed to decrease immigration (Bonifazi et al. 2008:120; Pettersen and Østby 
2013:77). Moreover, the possibility of attaining family re-unification and asy-
lum has been increasingly restricted and complicated (more on this in section 
2.4.2). The effects of these policy changes can be seen in the numbers of types 
of residency permits that have been granted since 1997, as illustrated by graph 
1 below.  

As can be seen from graph 1, the size ratio between the granting of 
different residence permits has changed significantly between 1997 and 2018. 
Only 8 percent of the foreign citizens born outside of Denmark were granted 
residence permit based on family reunification and asylum in 2018, compared 
to approximately 50 percent in the period 1997–2001 (Danmarks Statistik 
2019c:7). This change has in particular affected the category ‘non-western im-
migrants’.60 Residence permits for work and studies have, by contrast, in-
creased manifold since 2000 and made up 68 percent of all granted residence 
permits in 2018 (Danmarks Statistik 2019c:30).61 This increase is instead re-
lated to the category of ‘western immigrants’. 
 

                               
refers to Middle Eastern states, Northern Africa and Turkey, but it also includes Somalia and 
Djibuti on the African horn for example. The ‘MENAPT’ category has no theoretical definition 
but is a list of 24 states with predominantly Muslim populations, including: Syria, Kuwait, 
Libya, Saudi-Arabia, Lebanon, Somalia, Iraq, Qatar, Sudan, Bahrain, Djibuti, Jordan, Ageria, 
United Arab Emirates, Tunesia, Egypt, Morrocco, Iran, Yemen, Mauretania, Oman, Afghani-
stan, Pakistan and Turkey. It excludes countries such as Israel, Eritrea, and Ethiopia whose 
populations are not predominantly Muslim. For further details see: https://ec.europa.eu/mi-
grant-integration/news/denmark-new-statistics-category-for-migrants-from-muslim-countries, 
viewed 3 March 2021. 
59 The Danish People’s Party was founded in 1995 by Pia Kjærsgaard who together with other 
politicians broke away from the Progress Party (founded by Mogens Glistrup in 1972). The 
Progress Party came into parliament in a landslide election in 1973 with a mainly anti-tax and 
anti-legislation agenda. The anti-immigration and Islamofobic agenda became central to the 
Progress Party’s politics around the 1980s, when Glistrup proclaimed the goal of creating a 
‘Mohammedan-free Denmark’ and ‘making Denmark a Muslim-free zone’. An internal dispute 
between pragmatists and fundamentalists in the Progress Party led to the split in 1995, when 
pragmatists started the Danish People’s Party. The Progress Party lost votes and eventually 
dropped out of the national elections while The Danish People’s Party continued to grow.  
60 The basis of residence for immigrants who are categorised as ‘non-western’ is primarily fam-
ily reunification and asylum (39 and 29 percent respectively) (Danmarks Statistik 2019c:32). 
61 The basis of residence for immigrants who are categorised ‘Western’ is primarily work and 
study (50 and 19 percent respectively) (Danmarks Statistik 2019c:32). 
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Graph 1: Foreign citizens born outside of Denmark who immigrated to Denmark, 
by type of residence permit 

 
Source: Statistics Denmark (Danmarks Statistik 2019c:31, figure 1.11).
Note: The dark red colour stands for asylum permits, light red for family reunification, dark 
orange for work, light orange for education and grey for ‘other’. The category of ‘other’ com-
prises the remaining types of residence permits including adoptions, au pair and EU residence 
documents of EU/EEA citizens who expect their residency in Denmark to last longer than three 
months (Danmarks Statistik 2019c:30). 

The way that the different grounds for residency are connected to migrant cat-
egories of ‘western/non-western’ relates not only to national politics, but also 
to a set of supranational policies that the Danish state is committed to through 
the Nordic Union and the European Community/European Union. Since 1954, 
the Danish state has been part of the Nordic Passport Union62, which allows 
citizens from other Nordic countries to migrate, settle and work within mem-
ber states without residence permit. Through the Danish state’s entry into the 
European Communities (1973), the free trade agreement of the European Eco-
nomic Areas (EEA) (1992) and the European Union (EU) (1993), citizens of 
the member states have, moreover, been free to move, settle and work within 
the EEA/EU area. This area and the free movement further expanded through 
the Schengen Agreement63 in 2001, and through the expansion of EU member 
states, latest towards the East in 2004 and 2007 (Pettersen and Østby 2013:77).  

                               
62 The Nordic Passport Union includes the Nordic countries of Denmark (including the Faroe 
Islands, but excluding Greenland), Sweden (including Åland), Norway (excluding Jan Mayen 
and Svalbard), Finland and Iceland. While in most of Europe it had become obligatory to carry 
passport when travelling internationally since the beginning of World War I, this agreement 
allowed citizens of the Nordic countries to travel, reside and work within the Union without a 
passport and provided an easy process of naturalisation. 
63 The Schengen Agreement was first signed between the five states of the European Economic 
Community in 1985. The Schengen Agreement then operated independently of the European 
Union which succeeded the European Community in 1993. 
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While the category of free mobility might not be categorised as migra-
tion if shorter than three months64 (which it is not registered), individuals mov-
ing freely within the EU/EEA, are, however, obliged to apply for an EU resi-
dence document if their stay exceeds three months. The number of EU resi-
dence documents granted in Denmark shows that the migration category of 
EU/EEA free movement is the biggest underlying category of contemporary 
immigration to Denmark, in particular citizens of Lithuania, Germany, Poland 
and Romania. The enlargement of EU member states in 2004 and 2007 in 
particular increases the immigration of Polish and Romanian citizens (Statis-
tics Denmark, VAN66)65. 

This brings me to the national categorisation of immigrants. As of Jan-
uary 2019, Statistics Denmark reported that 607,622 individuals, or 10 percent 
of the total population of Denmark (of 5,806,081), were immigrants according 
to their definition. Table 2 shows the category of immigrants grouped by the 
ten most common ‘countries of origin’ (here operationalised by Statistics Den-
mark as country of birth),66 and further how Statistics Denmark categorise 
these countries as ‘western/non-western’. 

For many years, Turkey was the most common country of birth of res-
idents in Denmark with migration status, which relates to the labour immigra-
tion in the 1960–70s. Today, the most common country of birth amongst for-
eign born residents is Poland. The growth of both Poland and Romania as 
countries of birth relates to these states becoming part of the EU in 2004 and 
2007, respectively. The second largest country category made up of Syria, as 
well as Iraq and Bosnia-Herzegovina, instead relate to events of war. In 2019 
Romanian citizens were the biggest group of migrants that were granted any 
kind of residency permits in Denmark (6,365 individual residency permits), 

                               
64 Well-established statistical definitions used by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) and the European Migration Network (EMN), for example, require 
a person to be living outside their country of usual residence for at least three months before 
they can be defined as a short-term migrant. The OECD definition of a short-term migrant is ‘a 
person who moves to a country other than that of his or her usual residence for a period of at 
least three months but less than a year (12 months) except in cases where the movement to that 
country is for purposes of recreation, holiday, visits to friends or relatives, business, medical 
treatment or religious pilgrimage.’ The OECD and EU differentiate between short-term mi-
grants, long-term migrants and nomads. https://stats.oecd.org/glossary/index.htm and 
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/glos-
sary_en, viewed 17 May 2020. 
65 Statistics Denmark, database VAN66: www.statistikbanken.dk/VAN66, viewed 21 May 
2020. 
66 ‘Country of origin’ is operationalised different by Statistics Denmark for the categories of 
‘immigrants’ and ‘descendants’. If a person is categorised as ‘immigrant’, then ‘country of 
origin’ is assumed identical to the person’s country of birth (‘fødelandet’). If a person is instead 
categorised as a ‘descendant’, the person’s ‘country of origin’ is first and foremost defined 
according to their mother’s country of birth or citizenship (Danmarks Statistik 2019c:15–16; 
Danmarks Statistik and Larsen 2020).  
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followed by citizens from India (5,145), Poland (4,750), USA (4,612), Ger-
many (3,985), Ukraine (3,932), China (3,147), Italy (2,772), Argentina 
(2,734) and Lithuania (2,558) (Statistics Denmark, VAN66).  
 

Table 2: Immigrants in Denmark, by top 10 countries of birth, 1 January 201967 

Country of birth Number Country category 
Poland 41,497 western 
Syria 35,862 non-western 
Turkey 33,083 non-western 
Germany 30,321 western 
Romania 28,543 western 
Iraq 21,859 non-western 
Iran 17,075 non-western 
Bosnia-Herzegovina 16,956 non-western 
Norway 15,697 western 
Great Britain 15,263 western 
Total population in Denmark 5,806,081  

Source: Based on Statistics Denmark, FOLK2 (see also Danmarks Statistik 2019c:17, 19, table 
1.1 and 1.3). 
Note: The migrant population of the ten most common countries of birth make out 42 percent 
of the total population of immigrants in Denmark 2019. Other countries of birth counting more 
than 10,000 individuals in Denmark in 2019 were: Lithuania, Ukraine, China, India, Thailand, 
Pakistan, Bulgaria and Italy (Danmarks Statistik 2019a). 

 
Finally, a few words about the category of irregular migrants. This category 
characterises immigrants who do not have a residence permit and who there-
fore make a living away from the authorities and the formal labour market. 
For the same reason, the number and characteristics of irregular migrants in 
Denmark are estimated with high levels of uncertainty. In an estimation from 
2016, based on police charges of persons lacking a Danish identification num-
ber, the category was assessed as comprising between 16,000 and 19,000 in-
dividuals (Skaksen and Glæsner 2017:1). In other words, this category is as 
big or bigger than several of the top ten country categories of regular immi-
grants in Denmark in 2019 (see table 2). While I shall now turn to how formal 
migration statuses commodify workers in Denmark, the category of irregular 
migrants is, in comparison, the most commodified of all, since they do not 
have legal right to reside in Denmark.  

                               
67 Although more recent statistics are available, I have chosen to account for the year 2019 as 
this was the year that I conducted the majority of the interviews. 
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2.4.2 Commodification of workers with migrant status 
In this section, I argue that the Danish Aliens Act commodifies workers with 
migration status in the Danish labour market. Let me start with a brief review 
of some of the many changes that have been made to the Act. Since the for-
mulation of the first Aliens Act in Denmark in 1983, it has been increasingly 
tightened, starting in 1999 when the Social Democratic-led government re-
moved the possibility for immigrants to attain family reunification for parents 
(Skaksen and Jensen 2016:36). Some of the most salient changes since then 
include the removal of the ‘de facto’ refugee category; the introduction of the 
‘24-year-old rule’68 for reunification of spouses; the diminishing of Danish 
Refugee Appeals Board; and permanent residency permission being made a 
requirement in order to be eligible to apply for citizenship – all changes made 
in 2002 by the right-wing government supported by the Danish Peoples’ Party.  

The requirements for attaining permanent residency have also been in-
creased drastically to include the requirements of: eight years of legal resi-
dence,69 completion of an introduction programme (including high proficiency 
in the Danish language,70 knowledge test in Danish cultural knowledge, and 
an oath of allegiance that must be sealed with a handshake), and proof of two 
and a half years full-time employment and no public debts or criminal record 
(Matthiessen 2009:22).71 However, since double citizenship became recog-
nised in 2015, naturalisation no longer requires a person to renounce their pre-
vious citizenship (Sainsbury 2012:97–98).  

57 changes were made to the Danish Aliens Act between 2002 and 
2011, and more than 100 changes have been made to the Act in total, making 
it one of the most changeable acts in Danish law in recent times (Gammeltoft-
Hansen 2014). In just two years (2015–2017) the Minister of Immigration and 
Integration of the former Liberal government,72 Inger Støjberg (member of 
Denmark’s Liberal Party, Venstre), introduced more than 67 restrictions to 
legislation targeting residents in Denmark with migration status (celebrating 

                               
68 The so-called ‘24-years-rule’ means that spouses have to be 24 years or older for family-
reunification and that the overall country affiliation to Denmark has to be stronger than to any 
other country. In addition, the spouse in Denmark has to provide a bank guarantee of DKK 
50,000 (approximately € 6,700), have suitable accommodation, and cannot have received pub-
lic benefits within the last year. Danmarkshistorien: https://danmarkshistorien.dk/leksikon-og-
kilder/vis/materiale/udlaendingelove-1983-2002/, viewed 10 June 2019. 
69 NewInDenmark: https://www.nyidanmark.dk/en-GB/You-want-to-apply/Permanent-resi-
dence-permit/Permanent-residence, viewed 10 June 2020.  
70 Applicants are required to have passed level B2 on the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages. 
71 Danmarkshistorien: https://danmarkshistorien.dk/leksikon-og-kilder/vis/materiale/ud-
laendingelove-1983-2002/, viewed 10 June 2019. 
72 The former government consisted of Denmark’s Liberal Party (Ventre), Liberal Alliance 
(Liberal Alliance) and the Conservative People’s Party (Konservativt Folkeparti) and  
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the first 50 with cake).73 The legislative changes have restricted the possibili-
ties of attaining permanent residency, family reunification, asylum and citi-
zenship in Denmark and reduced the rights and benefit levels of immigrants. 
Several social rights in Denmark now depend on both country of citizenship 
and migration status. Moreover, employment status, economic assets and in-
come levels are being re-coupled as a demand for immigration, continuation 
of legal residency, as well as for naturalisation, which means that workers of 
migrant background are increasingly commodified in comparison to their col-
leagues of Danish citizenship (Floros and Jørgensen 2020). This is the case, 
for example, with the demands on income level and employment period for 
continued legal residency and for naturalisation, which in practice exclude 
many workers of ‘non-western’ migration status from accessing unemploy-
ment funds and other social benefits. Another example is the introduction of 
differentiation in social benefit levels, which has resulted in workers with mi-
gration status, who are eligible for social benefits, to receive a much lower 
amount than Danish citizens.74 In addition, the laws may in practice also hinder 
Danish citizens with a partner with a ‘non-western’ migration status from re-
ceiving social benefits (e.g. Duarte 2016).75  

At the time of writing, the restrictions of the Danish Aliens Act con-
tinue. The current minority government, lead by the Social Democratic Party, 
promotes a so-called ‘paradigm shift’ which includes that additional legisla-
tive changes were made to the Aliens Act, the Integration Act and the Repat-
riation Act (L140) in conjunction with the 2019 Finance Act. 76 The aim of the 
paradigm shift is to send refugees back to their country of emigration as soon 
as possible rather than to further integration.77 Amongst other things, the latest 
changes reduce immigrants’ political rights (to vote and be elected in local 
and regional elections) and make it possible for the state to abstain from re-
newing or withdraw the residence permit of refugees and family-reunited im-

                               
73 See, for example Jyllands-Posten overview from late December 2017: https://uim.dk/gen-
nemforte-stramninger-pa-udlaendingeomradet, viewed 13 April 2020. For documentation of 
Støjberg’s cake celebration of her first 50 restrictions as minister, see, for example, Politiken: 
https://politiken.dk/indland/art5870543/St%C3%B8jberg-forarger-Fejrer-
udl%C3%A6ndingeshystramning-nr.-50-med-lagkage, viewed 4 January 2021. 
74 In order to be eligible for social benefits (kontanthjælp) and education benefits (uddannelse-
hjælp), the applicant has to prove legal residence in Denmark for minimum 9 nine years out of 
the last ten years, as well as a minimum of 2 years and 6 months of full time employment 
within the last ten years: https://www.borger.dk/arbejde-dagpenge-ferie/dagpenge-kontanthja-
elp-og-sygedagpenge/kontanthjaelp/integrationsydelse, viewed 4 January 2021. 
75 NewInDenmark: https://www.nyidanmark.dk/da/Ord-og-begreber/SIRI/Offentlige-ydelser--
-se-hvad-m%C3%A5-du-modtage-med-en-tilladelse-hos-SIRI, viewed 4 January 2021. 
76 See for example: https://www.dr.dk/nyheder/politik/paradigmeskiftet-vedtaget-i-folketinget-
her-er-stramningerne-paa-udlaendingeomraadet, viewed 15 December 2020. 
77 The European Commission’s website of migrant integration: https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-
integration/governance/denmark, viewed 4 February 2020. 
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migrants ‘when possible, unless it is in direct conflict with Denmark’s inter-
national obligations to humanitarian agreements’.78 The anti-immigration pur-
pose of the legislative changes is also reflected in the re-naming of the social 
benefit. First, the universal social benefit was split into two forms of social 
benefit, whereby the benefit intended for immigrants was renamed Start 
Help.79 Later Start Help was renamed Integration Benefit;80 and, as of 2019, it 
is called Self-Support and Repatriation Benefit or Transition Benefit.81 The 
current government has, however, also abolished the law from 2018 which put 
a residency requirement of 7 out of the last 12 years for eligibility on the right 
to unemployment funds (which is partly paid by workers’ own membership 
contributions).82  

The continuous changes made to the Aliens Act have also impeded the 
transparency of the case processing of immigration and citizenship applica-
tions. To loosely translate professor Gammeltoft-Hansen whose speciality is 
migration and refugee law, the Danish Aliens Act is ‘an unusually long and 
complicated text’ which ‘[f]ew foreigners can realistically be expected to fa-
miliarise themselves with’ and which even experienced lawyers have criti-
cised as being ‘unclear and forming the foundation for incorrect casework’ 
(Gammeltoft-Hansen 2014, my translation). The complication of naturalisa-
tion (including high demands on Danish language skills83; nine years of resi-
dency; and five years of self-sufficient providing prior to application)84 means 
that the commodification of workers with migration status not only has in-
creased, but also protracted the period of this heightened commodification. As 

                               
78 See the Danish Parliament Folketinget, law L140: https://www.ft.dk/sam-
ling/20181/lovforslag/l140/index.htm, viewed 10 June 2019. The Ministry of Immigration and 
Integration also published a list of the 114 restrictions made by the former government in leg-
islation affecting residents with migration status in Denmark: https://uim.dk/gennemforte-
stramninger-pa-udlaendingeomradet, viewed 12 April 2020. 
79 See Start Help in Explanations. 
80 See Integration Benefit in Explanations. 
81 See Self-Support and Repatriation Benefit or Transition Benefit in Explanations. 
82 The residency requirement for the unemployment fund benefit was originally justified as a 
means of preventing workers with migration status from non-EU/EEA countries from abusing 
the unemployment fund system, despite the unemployment funds’ documentation that no such 
abuse existed (Kirk and Klos 2018), but the requirement even affected Danish citizens returning 
from having lived abroad (Sæhl 2019). 
83 The high demands on language skills have resulted in high rates of refusals of citizenship 
(e.g. 40% in 2008), making Goodman and Wright argue that the language demands have a 
‘decisive gatekeeping effect’ on naturalisation in Denmark (Ersbøll and Gravesen 2010; Good-
man and Wright 2015:1903). 
84 The most common reasons for residents with migration status not to seek Danish citizenship 
are the difficulty of application and lack of fulfilling the requirements (Erdal et al. 2019). 
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of January 2018, only about ¼ of the Denmark’s residents with migration sta-
tus had obtained Danish citizenship.85 Except for descendants with Nordic cit-
izenship, the legislation has also impeded  the naturalisation of descendants of 
immigrants (Andersen et al. 2021).  

The combination of changes to social policy, the Aliens Act and Inte-
gration/Repatriation laws have created a hierarchy of social rights between 
citizens and non-citizens, as well as between people based on their migration 
status – notably favouring immigrants with EU/EEA citizenship due to supra-
national Nordic or EU laws (Jørgensen and Thomsen 2016). In other words, 
contemporary social and integration policies and immigration laws in Den-
mark produce additional commodification, institutionalised precariousness 
and increased employer dependency amongst workers of migration status and 
their families (Anderson 2010; Floros and Jørgensen 2020; Sainsbury 2012). 

2.4.3 Public discourse about immigrants  
The construction of immigrants and nationals in official statistics in the 1990s 
occurred in parallel with an increased focus on immigration and immigrants 
in the public discourse. The constructions of immigrants in public discourse 
are relevant to mention because they magnify certain discursive constructions 
over others, which in turn assist humans in making sense of their society and 
‘function to organize experiences and guide action’ (Benford and Snow 
2000:614; Goffman 1986; Lepistö-Johansson 2010). Accordingly, industrial 
relations scholars argue that political and public discourse plays a part in con-
figuring the orientation of trade unions and their responses of whether and 
how to include workers of migrant background (Connolly, Marino, and Mar-
tinez-Lucio 2019:13; 19; 163). Due to a descriptive underrepresentation of 
journalists of migrant background and of immigrants as sources in Danish 
news media production, the constructions and significations of immigrants are 
predominantly produced about, rather than with or by residents of migrant 
background. Furthermore, this skewness has strengthened over time (Jørndrup 
and Center for Nyhedsforskning 2017:2)86. 

Researchers argue that a discursive shift took place in public discourse 
on immigration and immigrants in Denmark in the late 1980s and ‘90s (Gaas-
holt and Togeby 1996; Hervik 2019b; Yılmaz 2015). In addition to a numeric 
growth in media articles about immigrants in Denmark, the characterisations 
of immigrants also changed qualitatively. ‘Denmark became “white” in the 
late 1990s’, Hervik argues (2019b:11), when political elites and the news me-
dia put ‘“foreigners” on the top of their agenda’ - in particular Bosnian and 
                               
85 The European website of migrant integration in Denmark: https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-inte-
gration/governance/denmark, viewed 24 February 2020. 
86 In 2016, 12.3 percent of the Danish population was categorised as being of migrant back-
ground, while comprising only about 4 percent of the news sources (Jørndrup and Center for 
Nyhedsforskning 2017:2).  
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Somali refugees (Hervik 2019a:4). Yilmaz characterises the shift as the estab-
lishment of a new hegemonic formation, which transformed immigration as 
an issue of labour into a cultural issue and turned the ‘immigrant worker’ into 
a ‘Muslim immigrant’ (Yılmaz 2015). Ethnic sameness became the new basis 
for social solidarity instead of class, he argues (Yılmaz 2015:48). Hervik char-
acterises the discursive shift as neo-nationalist in the sense that it fronted ‘na-
tionalism as the ideology of the nation-state against minorities [with]in the 
countr[y] as well as narratives of clash between West and the non-West’ 
(Hervik 2019a:4). In contrast to previous nationalism, he argues, neo-nation-
alism builds on post-Cold War ideas about a European inner market and outer 
fortification, and makes rhetorical use of the fact that manual and unskilled 
jobs are declining in numbers and trade union is power lessening. In neo-na-
tionalism, the category of non-western immigrants is especially singled out as 
a cultural threat in sweeping generalisations and ‘culture becomes a total so-
cial phenomenon that includes what is usually approached as the subcultures, 
social relations, systems of government, economic systems and characteristics 
of poverty.’ (Hervik 2012:213). Furthermore, ‘non-western immigrants’ are 
singled out as economic threats to the universalist welfare state system, not 
just by the populist anti-immigrant Danish People’s Party (which has been 
central to the growth of such discursive constructions (Yılmaz 2015:45)), but 
also by the Social Democratic party (see, for example, speech by the leader of 
the Social Democratic party, Mette Fredriksen (Ritzau 2018)).  

Simultaneously, conceptualisations of nationalism and whiteness87 are 
seldom used88 (Hervik 2019a:4) and terms of race89 and racism are generally 
taboo and avoided in public debate (Gudrun Jensen, Weibel, and Vitus 2017; 

                               
87 By whiteness, I understand the social construction of white people which may involve, but 
cannot be reduced to, the perception of white skin colour. Whiteness is ‘a location of structural 
advantage, of race privilege’ and ‘a “standpoint,” a place from which white people look at 
[themselves], at others and at society’; and ‘a set of cultural practices that are usually unmarked 
and unnamed’ (Frankenberg 1993:1). Whiteness may therefore also be attributed to people who 
are not perceived to have white skin but who may pass as white in the aforementioned aspects. 
88 As Hervik describes: ‘Danish public debate seldom includes the conceptualization of nation-
alism, racism, or whiteness. Danish politicians, journalists, and political commentators will in-
stead talk about “Foreigner Policy” (lit. udlændingepolitik), “Aliens Act”, (Integrationslov-
givningen), “Political Symbolism” (symbolpolitik), a “Restrictive Foreigner Policy” (stram 
udlændinge politik), which is a dominant claim repeated almost endlessly and rests upon a na-
tionalist foundation.’ (Hervik 2019a:4–5) 
89 Here, as well as in the rest of the thesis, I refer to the term ‘race’ as a social construction that 
is accomplished through processes of racialisation. I will expand in this theme in section 4.2.2. 
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Hervik 2012:212, 2019b:9), or even explicitly silenced90. When acts of racial-
isation, racism or white privilege91 are pointed out in public debates, they are 
widely repudiated and their naming is instead used to argue that ‘the nation 
[of Denmark is] in danger’ and that this threat also stems from ‘“well-mean-
ing” and “anti-racist” researchers as the propagators of dangerous racist think-
ing with their insistent talk about racial difference’ (Myong and Danbolt 
2019:40; Necef and Dyrberg 2016). In addition, or as an effect of this discur-
sive climate, Hervik observes that ‘many Muslim and scholarly experts work-
ing with ethnic minorities in Denmark are retreating from public engagement, 
rendered powerless to strike back at the politicized and polarized Danish news 
media and political culture.’ (Baggersgaard 2020; Hervik 2012:223). This 
characterisation of the public discourse in Denmark arguably makes stereo-
typical, xenophobic and racist constructions of workers of migrant back-
ground likely. 

2.5 Workers of migrant background in the labour market 
I will now shift the focus from the constructions of nationals and immigrants 
in public discourse to how workers of migrant background are positioned in 
the labour market in Denmark. Previous international studies (e.g. Castles and 
Kosack 1973:57–116) give reason to suspect that workers with migrant status 
are statistically overrepresented in low-skilled, low-paid, low-status work, of-
ten performing manual work with little influence on their work and small 
chances of social mobility – in other words, employment that according to 
theories of class can be characterised as working class positions (Wright 
2015). First, I will argue that there are grounds for a similar argument in con-
temporary Denmark. Secondly, I will give an account of how well workers 
with migrant status are represented by the trade unions in Denmark. 

                               
90 During a parliament debate about further retrenchments of immigrants’ rights in Denmark 
(law package L140) 21 February 2019, the spokesperson of the Danish Parliament and previ-
ous chairperson of the Danish People’s Party, Pia Kjærsgaard, explicitly silenced member of 
parliament and left party The Unity List, Pelle Dragsted, when he pointed out the following 
generalisation of Muslims by the member of parliament and Danish People’s Party, Kenneth 
K Berth, as racist: ‘Is the acknowledgement not just that the integration of people from pre-
dominantly Muslim countries cannot be accomplished? Can Mr Pelle Dragsted point to one 
single Western European country that has managed to integrate the Muslims who have come 
to their countries?’ (my translation). Youtube video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zPEpyU77LT8, viewed 9 February 2020.  
91 In accordance with McIntosh (1988), I understand white privilege to mean the unearned sys-
temic privileges granted to people who are constructed as white.  
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2.5.1 Employment rates and areas 
The employment rates of workers with migrant status (age 16–64 years) are 
clearly below the levels of workers born in Denmark. The risk of unemploy-
ment and instable employment is particularly high amongst workers who are 
categorised as ‘non-western immigrants’, and female workers are at a greater 
risk than male workers within this category (Danmarks Statistik 2015:7, 53, 
2019c:54–56). Employment rates of workers of migrant status also differ be-
tween different types of residence permits and changes over time, as shown in 
table 3.92  

Table 3: Immigrants’ employment rates by type of residence permit and time 

 1 year 5 years 10 years 15 years 
Refugee 3.4 34.3 42.5 36.8 
Family reunification to a  
refugee 

3.7 21.6 33.8 34.1 

Family reunification to a Dane 24.6 65.8 71.6 69.0 
Family reunification to others 21.8 49.0 58.3 57.4 
Studies 28.1 54.6 68.7 71.4 
Work 57.4 67.8 70.5 78.3 
EU/EEA 50.8 63.3 73.8 77.1 
Unknown residency grounds 47.3 59.1 57.7 54.0 
Number 179,872 120,577 64,044 25,044 

Source: Schultz-Nielsen (2016) in Skaksen and Jensen (Skaksen and Jensen 2016:84).  

Not surprisingly, the employment rates of workers with migrant status gener-
ally increases over time. The categories of family reunification and asylum 
(‘refugee’ in the table) are, however, related to lower employment rates both 
one and 15 years after immigration, compared to categories of free movement 
(EU/EEA), work and study. The employment rates also differ between cate-
gories of ‘country of origin’ and are especially low among workers born in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Lebanon and Somalia, while immigrants born in Poland, 
Germany, the United Kingdom and Sweden have comparatively high employ-
ment rates (Danmarks Statistik 2019c:8, 53).93  

When looking at employment area instead, workers with migration sta-
tus are statistically overrepresented in low-skilled, low-paid and low-status 

                               
92 As previously mentioned, the categories of ‘western’ and ‘non-western’ ‘countries of origin’, 
are thoroughly institutionalised in Denmark today, both in legislation and in demographic and 
labour market statistics. This means that the majority of the statistical knowledge production 
about immigrants’ labour market position is constructed around these categories, despite that 
studies indicate that migration statuses seem to be much better predictors of labour market out-
comes than vast groupings of very different countries which settings may or may not be those 
that has influenced the workers upbringing the most (see for example Lemaître 2007:35–36; 
Skaksen and Jensen 2016:83–84). 
93 Employment frequencies should, however, still be compared with caution since age and gen-
der are often underlying variables. 
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manual work (see appendices 2a and 2b). Foreign-born workers generally 
have a radically higher share of the labour force in the employment areas of 
‘travel agencies, cleaning and other operational service’ and ‘hotels and res-
taurants’ (Danmarks Statistik 2019b:48–50). Simultaneously, although many 
foreign-born workers are employed within ‘commerce’, their employment 
share in the trade group is still lower compared to workers born in Denmark.  

Foreign-born men in particular are employed within agriculture to a 
higher degree than workers born in Denmark. In addition, men born in coun-
tries categorised as ‘non-western’ are employed within transport to a much 
higher degree than workers born in Denmark and in ‘western countries’. While 
the construction industry also employs a high share of foreign-born males, the 
share of Danish-born men is nevertheless higher. Men born in countries cate-
gorised as ‘non-western’ instead work in hotels and restaurants to a higher 
extent than men born in countries categorised as ‘western’ (see appendix 2a). 
Finally, men born in countries categorised as ‘non-western’ are self-employed 
to a higher degree than men born in countries categorised as ‘western’ and 
men born in Denmark. The rate of self-employment is particularly pronounced 
amongst men born in the Netherlands, which is connected to the long migra-
tion history of Dutch farmers. Aside from this group, the biggest groups of 
self-employed migrants in Denmark are born in Lebanon, Iraq, Turkey, Paki-
stan and Vietnam (Danmarks Statistik 2019b:48, 2019c:50). 

Foreign-born women in particular also work especially within the em-
ployment area of ‘agencies, cleaning and other operational services’, but to an 
even higher extent than foreign-born men. In addition, foreign-born women 
work in teaching and health care to a much higher extent than foreign-born 
men, but not to the same extent as women born in Denmark. Moreover, fewer 
women who are born in countries categorised as ‘western’ work in social in-
stitutions compared to both women born in countries categorised as ‘non-
western’ and women born in Denmark. Women born in countries categorised 
as ‘non-western’ are instead employed within the more fussy employment area 
of ‘other services’ to a higher extent than women born in Denmark and women 
born in countries categorised as ‘western’ (see appendix 2b). 

Based on this – admittedly rather brief – characterisation, it is neverthe-
less clear that workers with migration status (and in particular those con-
structed as ‘non-western’ immigrants) are statistically overrepresented in un-
employment as well as in low-skilled, low-paid and low-status manual work, 
and especially within the cleaning trade (Damm and Pedersen 2021; Dan-
marks Statistik 2017). In addition, within the employment areas of agricultural 
work, hotel and restaurants, cleaning, transport, and construction work, work-
ers with foreign citizenship residing in Denmark or abroad, are statistically 
overrepresented in the lowest segment of the wage distribution. In workplaces 
with less than 10 employees, this overrepresentation increases (Damm and 
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Pedersen 2021).94 Moreover, the mean hourly wage of workers categorised as 
being from ‘non-western’ countries is significantly lower than that of both 
workers categorised as being from ‘western’ countries and from Denmark. In 
2012, the mean hourly income of the first-mentioned category was 200 DKK, 
compared to 240 DKK for the second, and 244 DKK for the third. The lower 
wage level of workers categorised as being from ‘non-western’ countries 
moreover exist across all trades (Damm and Pedersen 2021; Danmarks Statis-
tik 2013a:71). Finally, the wage distribution is most narrow amongst workers 
categorised as being of ‘non-western’ background (Danmarks Statistik 
2013a:68), which indicates delimited social mobility compared to the other 
two categories.  

Taken together the labour market characteristics of workers of migrant 
background, in particular those categorised as being of ‘non-western’ back-
ground, fit several criteria that theories of class commonly refer to when de-
fining working class labour market positioning, aside from the higher degree 
of self-employment (Wright 2015). Their predominant labour market position 
can therefore easily be constructed as working class based on theories and 
discourses of class. With regard to education, it is, however, important to men-
tion that surveys show that workers of migrant background have high rates of 
overqualification (European Network Against Racism 2017). This mix-match 
may have many explanations, such as a lack of educational validation, profes-
sional network, and language skills, but also the existence of labour market 
discrimination. Workers with Arabic-sounding names, for example, have to 
send 52 percent more job applications to be invited for a job interview in Den-
mark than workers with identical qualifications who have a Danish-sounding 
name (European Network Against Racism 2017:18). Even though a survey 
shows that 43 percent of all ethnic minorities experience racial discrimination 
in Denmark, only about 14 percent file a complaint – the dominant reason 
being that the offended party disbelieves filing a report will make a difference 
(European Network Against Racism 2017:17).  

2.5.2 Workers of migrant background in trade unions 
Workers who are members of a trade union in Denmark are generally better 
paid and protected in their employment than workers who are not (Mailand 
2011). Whether workers of migrant background, who are employed in low-
paid, low-skilled and low-status work are unionised or not may therefore also 
matter for their wage levels and working conditions. The unionisation of 
workers of migrant background also matters in relation to whether or not the 
constructions of workers of migrant background in union work are produced 
by workers of migrant background themselves.  

                               
94 These findings align with findings of the International Labour Organization’s International 
Labour Conference 1999: https://www.ilo.org/public/english/standards/relm/ilc/ilc87/r3-
1b5.htm, viewed 5 January 2021. 
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Membership in a traditional trade union in Denmark which (in contrast 
to alternative employee organisations - see explanations) contributes to the 
collective agreement bargaining system and influences the education in the 
professional schools, generally costs around DKK 1,000 (approximately 
€100) a month, if including unemployment fund. However, the membership 
is eligible to tax deduction which almost reduces the cost to half when the tax 
declaration is completed.  

In 2007, 2010 and 2013, the Danish Union Confederation (LO) had Sta-
tistics Denmark produce three mappings of the number and shares of the mem-
bership base of the LO trade unions that could be categorised as ‘ethnic mi-
norities’.95 The category ‘ethnic minorities’ was operationalised according to 
Statistics Denmark’s definitions of ‘immigrants’ and ‘descendants’, which I 
refer to as a construction of ‘migrant background’ (see page 7 and section 
2.4.1 and 4.2.2). The public mapping of migrant background within the LO 
unions’ membership bases has discontinued as of 2013, thus I can only review 
these rather outdated mappings. The results of the mappings showed that 7.1 
percent of the total LO unions’ membership base in 200796 was categorised as 
‘ethnic minorities’ and that this percentage slowly increased to 7.9 percent in 
2010, and 8.5 percent in 2013 (Landsorganisationen Danmark 2007:1, 2010:4, 
2014:4). In 2013, the union membership share of ‘ethnic minorities’ was 
somewhat lower (8.5 percent) than their share of the total workforce (9.4 per-
cent) and of their share of the skilled and unskilled work force, which was at 
10.4 percent. Workers of migrant background was in other words somewhat 
underrepresented by the LO trade unions in 2013 in the descriptive sense, 
compared to their share of the workforce in Denmark in general and to their 
share of the artisan and unskilled workforce in Denmark in particular.97 The 
union membership share of workers who were categorised as Danish was in-
stead a little higher than their share of the workforce in Denmark, meaning 
that some people were unionised despite them not being counted as part of the 
workforce (see Appendix 3).  

In the years 2007, 2010 and 2013, the majority of the workers of mi-
grant background were unionised by the biggest union federations (in terms 
                               
95 The mapping from 2007 was based on union federation’s decentralised membership registers, 
but does not include information from The Danish Association of Professional Technicians 
(Teknisk Landsforbund, TL) or The Danish Artist’s Union (Artistforbundet, DAF). 
The mapping from 2010 was based on union federation’s decentralised membership registers 
but does not include the Service Union (Serviceforbundet, SEF), the Artist’s Union (Artistfor-
bundet, DAF) or the, then, newly-founded Prison Union (Fængselsforbundet, FF). By contrast, 
the mapping from 2013 was mostly based on central LO membership registers and does not 
include: Blik- og Rørarbejderforbundet (BRF), Fængselsforbundet (FF) or Håndbold Spiller 
Foreningen (HSF). 
96 All years refer to the 1 January of the given year.  
97 Amongst the LO union members of migrant background, the biggest majority was (and still 
is) of Turkish background. Many members were (and are) also of ex-Yugoslavian and Bosnian, 
Polish, German, Pakistani and Vietnamese background, followed by Swedish, British, Shri 
Lankan, Thai and Iraqi backgrounds, which resembled the composition of migrants in the Dan-
ish population at the time rather well (Landsorganisationen Danmark 2014:3).  
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of membership numbers). Of these, the union federations of 3F and Dansk 
Metal are of particular interest, as I will be focusing on two of their local un-
ions (see section 5.1 for further details of the selection process). Only in 2007 
was Dansk Metal mentioned amongst the union federations with most mem-
bers of migrant background, in contrast to 3F, which had the highest number 
of members of migrant background in 2007, 2010 and 2013.98 A number of 
similarities and differences between Dansk Metal and 3F are worth mention-
ing. First of all, the numeric size of Dansk Metal members of migrant back-
ground was less than half that of 3F in the reported years. When looking at the 
percentages of members of migrant background in the two federations, it can 
also be concluded that 3F had considerably more members of migrant back-
ground than Dansk Metal between 2007 and 2013.  

Second, 3F formally represented almost half of all union members of 
migrant background of all of the LO federations included in the mappings, in 
the period between 2007 and 2013. In a spectrum of union federations’ share 
of members of migrant background, 3F and Dansk Metal are thus positioned 
far from each other.   

Third, the exact numbers of union members of migrant background cat-
egorised as ‘non-western’ declined in both Dansk Metal, 3F and in the 15 LO-
unions in general between 2007 and 2013, while the union members catego-
rised as of ‘western’ background instead increased. During the same period, 
workers categorised as being of ‘western’ background, however, made up a 
smaller share of the workforce in Denmark (age 14–64 years old) compared 
to the share of workers who were categorised as of ‘non-western’ background. 
The unionisation of the workforce that is categorised as of ‘western’ back-
ground therefore seem to be relatively stronger than the unionisation of the 
workforce that is categorised as of ‘non-western’ background. By constrasst, 
the share of union members categorised as of ‘non-western’ background de-
clined between 2007 and 2013, even though their share of the total workforce 
in Denmark increased during the same period. This might indicate that the 
unionisation of workers who are constructed as of ‘non-western’ background 
is weaker compared to workers categorised as of ‘western’ and ‘Danish’ back-
ground. The reason for this difference cannot be explained by a low probabil-
ity to unionise though, as workers categorised as ‘immigrants’ or ‘descend-
ants’ of ‘non-western’ countries have actually been shown likely to unionise 
(Ibsen, Madsen, and Due 2011). 
 The three LO reports also show a significant discrepancy in the catego-
risation of the membership base compared to that of the union officialdom. 
All three reports concluded that the share of members of migrant background 
with a union official role at the workplace level (shop steward or working 

                               
98 HK and FOA were also amongst the union federations with the most members of migrant 
background. 
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environment representative) was significantly below their share of the mem-
bership base over the six-year period. In addition, the shares of full-time union 
official employees and union leadership officials of migrant background were 
not even mentioned, which might indicate that these shares were even lower. 
Citing from the last report it was concluded that:  

Ethnic minorities are still clearly underrepresented with regard to trustee roles 
[‘tillidshverv’] in the LO-union movement. Only 1.7 percent of the shop stew-
ards and 1.6 percent of the working environment representatives are of non-
western origin, while 1.5 percent of the shop stewards and 1.3 percent of the 
working environment representatives are of western origin. In total, there are 
about 614 non-western shop stewards and working environment representa-
tives and 525 western shop stewards and work environment representatives out 
of the about 37.000 members with a trustee role. 

(Landsorganisationen Danmark 2014:5, my translation) 
 
Based on the conclusions made by LO and Statistics Denmark, the bigger 
problem of the descriptive representation of workers of migrant background 
seems to be in union officialdom rather than in union membership rates. The 
underrepresentation in trustee roles is particularly serious amongst the migrant 
backgrounds that are categorised as ‘non-western’, during the years of map-
ping. Since full-time union employees and union leadership are commonly 
recruited from the members in trustee roles, it is very likely that the descriptive 
representation at these levels is even poorer. Since the LO and FH confedera-
tions have not published any mappings since 2013, the status of this descrip-
tive underrepresentation it is not publicly known today. The underrepresenta-
tion and the discontinuation of its monetarisation since 2013 are circumstances 
that I identify as problematic at the outset of this study. This normative stand 
is in line with Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis, which I will draw on in 
my theoretical framework (see chapter 4), and relates the Pitkin’s conceptual-
isation of substantive representation (Pitkin 1967).99 

In addition to three LO reports, 3F produced a more recent mapping of 
the migrant backgrounds of its own membership base in 2018. In the mapping, 
it states that 11.6 percent of 3F’s total membership base was of migrant back-
ground, according to Statistics Denmark’s definition (3F AUI - Arbejds-
marked, Uddannelses- og Integrationspolitisk enhed 2019:3). Among these 
members the dominating ‘countries of origin’ were Turkey, followed by Po-
land, Romania, and Thailand (see appendix 5). The 3F mapping also showed 
that the unionisation in 2016–2018 increased by 4 percent amongst workers 
of migrant background, and by 7 percent amongst workers born in the new 

                               
99 Another aspect that would have been interesting to know but the LO reports do not cast light 
on is how the membership shares of workers of migrant background are related to their shares 
of the workforce in the mechanics and cleaning trades, which are in focus in this study.  
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(2004 and 2007) EU membership countries, in particular (3F AUI - Arbejds-
marked, Uddannelses- og Integrationspolitisk enhed 2019:3). Finally, the 
mapping also showed an enormous difference in the share of members of mi-
grant background across 3F’s six employment groups (see appendix 6). In the 
employment group ‘Private Service, Hotel and Restaurants’ which includes 
the cleaning trade, the rate of members of migrant background was as high as 
37 percent – a percentage that is much higher than the category’s share of the 
general population of Denmark (13 percent) the same year (3F AUI - Arbejds-
marked, Uddannelses- og Integrationspolitisk enhed 2019:12; Danmarks 
Statistik 2018:4).  

By contrast, Dansk Metal has not published any mappings of the share 
of members of migrant background. It is therefore not possible to compare the 
more recent and detailed 3F mapping to Dansk Metal.  

2.6 Summary  
In this chapter, I characterised trade unions as complete organisations that dis-
tinguish themselves from most other organisations by their combination of a 
voluntary membership and representative logic. These features continuously 
force trade unions to answer three fundamental questions, either implicitly or 
explicitly, namely ‘whose interests they represent, which issues they embrace 
as relevant for the task of representation, and what methods and procedures 
they adopt in undertaking this task’ (Hyman 1997b:515). These characteristics 
make trade unions particularly interesting as a context for analysing how 
workers of migrant background are constructed.  
 I also made an analytical distinction between the semiotic elements of 
union work, which I refer to in terms of construction, signification and dis-
course; and the non-semiotic elements of union work, which I refer to in terms 
of representation and action. The purpose of this differentiation is to clarify 
that the focus of this thesis lies with the semiotic and discursive work of trade 
unions (how workers of migrant background are constructed in union work), 
although I will also explore how this work is part of union representation in 
action. When I speak of union work in general, I mean to include both semiotic 
and non-semiotic aspects. 
 Since the history of trade unions and industrial relations has been shown 
to affect trade union work by industrial relations scholars, I offered the reader 
a historical background of the emergence of trade unions in Denmark and of 
their national organisation and centralisation. I argued that the emergence of 
the collective identity of the worker and of the working class was central to 
the early union work in Denmark and its efforts to recruit and unite labouring 
people. In addition, I argued that the early trade union organisation of workers 
in Denmark was intertwined with differences in craft/skill, age, gender and 
ethnicity.  
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 I went on to characterise the contemporary context of unions and workers 
in Denmark because – as I will argue in chapter 4 in the terminology of Fair-
clough – this context is part of the conditions that pre-structure trade union 
work in Denmark today. First, I characterised the collective agreement system 
in which the local trade unions in this study are embedded. By doing so, I also 
displayed some of the advantages and limitations of focusing the study on un-
ion work at the local level. Next, I acknowledged the importance of the wel-
fare state system for the level of commodification of workers in Denmark.  
 I also complicated the characterisation of the Danish welfare system as 
universalist by showing how the population in Denmark has become increas-
ingly differentiated based on migration categories since the 1990s, and how 
these statistical categories are now used to restrict rights and lower the gener-
osity of social benefits for the people subjugated to them. The categorisation 
of ‘immigrants’, ‘descendants’ and ‘children of descendants’ is based on con-
structions of national origins (‘country of origin’), which in turn are differen-
tiated as ‘western’ and ‘non-western’. I argued that workers subjected to mi-
grant categorisation and their families are commodified to a higher extent than 
workers of Danish citizenship, and that workers subject to the category of 
‘non-western’ are commodified to an even higher extent.  
 Because national differentiation and construction of immigrants and mi-
grant background is not just produced in statistics but also in discourse, I char-
acterised the public discourse about immigrants in Denmark. I argued that the 
topic of immigration significantly increased in the 1990s and is still a central 
topic of debate. The statistical categories of ‘western’ and ‘non-western’ are 
central to this debate and the latter is in particular signified as a cultural and 
economic threat to the Danish welfare state. Although studies of media dis-
course show how public discourse deploy nationalising, ethnicising and ra-
cialising language, ‘race’ and ‘racism’ are generally taboo, avoided and si-
lenced. 
 In the last part of the chapter, I characterised the labour market position 
of workers categorised as immigrants. I found reason to argue that this cate-
gory of workers are statistically overrepresented in unemployment and in em-
ployment within low-paid, low-skilled and low-status manual work, which is 
typically conceptualised as working class positioning. In particular, many 
workers of migrant background are employed within the cleaning trade.  
 Because unionisation has been shown to affect workers’ wage levels 
and working conditions in the labour market, I also accounted for the unioni-
sation of workers of migrant background, although this was difficult as public 
statistics on the unionisation of workers categorised as of migrant background 
is very limited. The last LO mapping from 2013, however, indicates that work-
ers of migrant background are unionised to a somewhat lesser extent than 
workers who are categorised as Danes. The more significant difference be-
tween the categories ‘Danes’ and ‘immigrants’ was instead that the latter is 
underrepresented union in officialdom.  
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3. Literature review 

 
In this chapter, I explore how the theme of workers of migrant background 
have been studied previously within the context of trade unions. Based on a 
review of nearly 500 peer-reviewed articles in the database Web of Science,100 
my initial finding is that the research that addresses both trade unions and 
workers of migrant background has primarily been published in journals of 
industrial relations. This research tends to be concerned with the perception 
of a general union crisis, the need for union revitalisation, and the role of 
workers of migrant background in these matters. I start by characterising this 
pattern with examples from some of the few studies that were conducted in 
Denmark. Next, I review three themes within the union revitalisation literature 
that relate different union strategies to workers of migrant background. Based 
on this review, I argue that trade union research mainly engages with the 
theme of migrant background in terms of union representation, strategies and 
action, whereas it rarely engages with how workers of migrant background are 
constructed in discourse. In the third and last part of the chapter, I offer a re-
view of the few exceptions to this pattern. Finally, I complement the review 
with a few, mostly well-known, sociological studies that focus specifically on 
discursive constructions of either workers or migrant background, although 
not both and not in the context of trade unions.  

3.1 Workers of migrant background: challenging 
representation or poorly represented 
The initial finding of this literature review is in agreement with Perrett and 
Lucio’s claim that there is no ‘home’ literature on industrial relations issues 
and ethnicity (Perrett and Lucio 2009:1296). The intersection of the research 
areas of migration and industrial relations, however, is attracting increasing 
academic attention.101 The majority of my search results are published in in-
dustrial relations journals, and predominantly address the theme of trade union 

                               
100 My review comprises eight searches combining ‘trade union*’ and either of the terms ‘di-
versity’, ’ethnic*’, ‘migrant*’, ‘racism’, ‘institutional racism’, ‘race*’ or ‘migrant workers’ in 
the Web of Science, amounting to 496 peer-reviewed articles.  
101 A sign of this attention is that the International Migration, Integration and Social Cohesion 
in Europe network (IMISCOE) set up a special research group of Immigration, Immigrants and 
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revitalisation/renewal.102 The focus on trade union revitalisation seems to have 
grown out of the widespread perception of trade unionists and industrial rela-
tion scholars alike; that trade unionism in Europe is in crisis in terms of de-
clining union membership rates and union bargaining power in parallel with 
welfare state retrenchments and rising economic inequality (e.g. Bengtsson 
2018; Bernaciak, Gumbrell-McCormick, and Hyman 2014; Bieler et al. 2015; 
Fairbrother and Yates 2003; Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman 2013; Perrett 
and Lucio 2009). In recent years, this perception has also found its way to 
trade unions in the Nordic countries, which, despite high unionisation rates in 
international comparison, have experienced decades of membership decline. 
The fear is that this decline will undermine collective bargaining systems, if 
not stopped (Due, Madsen, and Pihl 2010; Kjellberg 2019; Wingborg 2017).  

A common argument in the industrial relations literature on workers of 
migrant background is that migration and migrants challenge trade union work 
and structures. Amongst the few publications in the search results that focus 
on the context of Denmark, Andersen and Felbo-Kolding (2014), for example, 
argue that temporary EU migrant workers challenge ‘the Danish model’. Sim-
ilarly, Refslund (2014) and Refslund and Thörnquist (2016) argue that ‘low-
wage labour migration from the newer EU countries is challenging the Nordic 
systems, especially in sectors that are more vulnerable because of high shares 
of low-skilled work and dispersed, small and mobile worksites’ (Refslund and 
Thörnquist 2016:73). From their findings, Refslund and Thörnquist come to 
the problematic – although not uncommon – conclusion, I argue, that it is mi-
gration per se that ‘challenges’ or ‘put strains on’ industrial relations systems 
in Nordic countries. Such wording allows for the understanding that migrants 
are the agents of change (and scapegoats) rather than a symptom or an out-
come of changes in labour market structures and regulations, decreasing union 
memberships and power, employer ‘social dumping’103 action and/or the in-
crease of geographically dispersed, mobile and small workplaces – all aspects 
which Refslund and Thörnquist otherwise recognise as explanatory factors in 

                               
Trade Unions in Europe (IITUE) in 2011 to ‘promote a broad understanding of the relationship 
between trade unions and immigrant workers in Europe from a  cross-disciplinary and compar-
ative perspective’ (see: https://www.imiscoe.org/what-imiscoe-does/research/research-groups/ 
480-immigration-immigrants-and-trade-unions-in-europe-iitue, viewed 28 August 2017). One 
outcome of this network is the anthology Trade Unions, Immigration and Immigrants in Europe 
in the 21st century (Marino, Roosblad and Penninx 2017).  
102 Some scholars argue for a differentiation between revitalisation and renewal, whereof the 
latter is supposed to transform trade unions more deeply than revitalization, which focuses more 
on membership rates and collective agreement coverage. Since most studies are nevertheless 
concerned with changes in unionisation rates and bargaining power, I choose to collapse the 
two in my review. 
103 The authors use Bernaciak’s (2014:16) definition of ‘social dumping’ as ‘the practice, un-
dertaken by self-interested market participants, of undermining or evading social regulations 
with the aim of gaining a short-term advantage over their competitors’. In the term they include 
employer practices of engaging posted workers, bogus self-employed workers, and subcontrac-
tor firms that do not sign or comply with collective agreements (Refslund and Thörnquist 
2016:64).  
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their analysis (2016:66). By contrast, it could be argued that the prevailing 
collective bargaining system in Denmark does not sufficiently protect a sig-
nificant number of workers who are employed in mobile and geographically 
dispersed workplaces, and that the traditional union approaches are therefore 
inadequate. Similarly, it could be argued that it is the workers’ labour condi-
tions and not the Danish industrial relations system that are being challenged 
and made particularly vulnerable in certain trades and workplaces (Refslund 
and Thörnquist 2016:64, 72). As Wagner and Refslund show in another com-
parative study between Germany and Denmark (2016), the characteristics of 
the industry and trade are more important for maintaining collectively-agreed 
wage and working standards than the presence of workers of migrant back-
ground.104 Nevertheless, many studies, both from Denmark and elsewhere, 
portray migrants as challenges to trade union representation and collectively- 
agreed wage levels and working conditions. 

A few other studies from Denmark approach the topic of workers of 
migrant background in a rather different way. Instead of asking how migration 
or workers of migrant background affect the Danish labour market and collec-
tive bargaining system, they approach the question of how well workers of 
migrant background are represented by the existing collective bargaining sys-
tem. These articles describe in more detail the predominant labour market po-
sitions of EU migrant workers and their working conditions in Denmark (Arn-
holtz and Hansen 2011; Ilsøe 2016; Ilsøe, Larsen, and Felbo-Kolding 2017). 
Arnholtz and Hansen’s study focuses on workers from Poland in particular 
and their wage levels and working conditions compared to workers of Danish 
background (2011). Their findings show that Polish workers are statistically 
overrepresented in the trades of cleaning, catering, laundry, newspaper distri-
bution, warehouse work, construction and in unspecified employments – all 
low-wage occupations. Within these trades, workers from Poland receive 
lower wages and experience poorer working conditions than those of Danish 
background105. These findings are of particular interests to this thesis as they 
further support the argument of the overrepresentation of workers of migrant 
background in low-paid, low-skilled, and low-status employment, but also be-
cause the findings relate to the cleaning trade, which is one of the trades in 
focus for this study (for further details on selection, see section 5.1).  
                               
104 Industries and trades that are characterised by a centralised and Tayloristic organisation, are 
fully unionised and has a history of strike solidarity amongst its workers, institutional union 
strength at both the national and local bargaining level, and a massive presence of shop stewards 
at the workplace level, stand better chances of resisting employee exploitation than trades which 
do not, the authors argue (Wagner and Refslund 2016:342–45). These circumstances (which 
suit traditional trade union action), however, seem increasingly rare in de-industrialising soci-
eties and do not give much inspiration for how trade unions can respond to changing conditions 
in a comprehensive way. 
105 The study follows Statistics Denmark’s definition of Danish origin, as a persons who re-
gardless of birth place have at least one parent who is both a Danish citizen and was born in 
Denmark: https://www.dst.dk/da/Statistik/dokumentation/statistikdokumentation/indvandrere-
og-efterkommere/indhold, viewed 28 March 2018. 
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Another of Arnholtz and Hansen’s findings is that union membership 
has a positive effect on Polish workers’ wages levels, but does not result in 
equal wage levels between workers of Danish or Polish background or im-
prove the low work satisfaction of the latter. These differences are not ex-
plained by individual factors such as age, qualifications or time in employment 
(Arnholtz and Hansen 2011:124–27). While workplaces covered by collective 
agreement secure a certain minimum wage floor for unionised workers of 
Polish background, the system simultaneously allows for wage discrimination 
at the decentralised local bargaining level. In fact, the authors find that the 
greater the room for local bargaining, the greater the wage gap between Polish 
and Danish workers tend to grow (Arnholtz and Hansen 2011:129). Since the 
collective bargaining system in Denmark allows for significant bargaining at 
the local level within many employment areas (see section 2.3.1), this finding 
could probably be applied to trades beyond those included in their study, such 
as the bike mechanic trade, which is the second trade in focus for this thesis 
(see section 5.1).  

In different study by Ilsøe, she examines how working hours, ‘living 
wage’ (measured as the hourly pay rate that a full-time worker needs to earn 
to support a family of four above the poverty line), and worker profiles interact 
and change in the low-wage service sectors of retail and hotel/restaurants in 
the Scandinavian countries between 2007 and 2013. Ilsøe uncovers migrant-
related segmentation mechanisms of work week lengths and non-standard 
scheduling of working hours (Ilsøe 2016:53). While young workers often 
work part time voluntarily (in order to combine work and studies), migrant 
workers to a great extent work part-time involuntarily and are particularly af-
fected by decreasing ‘living hours’. Ilsøe concludes that the deteriorations of 
time-related work conditions in low-wage service sectors are not escaped 
through the existence of the Scandinavian sector-level collective agreement 
system (Ilsøe 2016:55). 

Yet another study by Ilsøe focuses on wages and working hours in three 
private service trades in Denmark in particular, namely industrial cleaning, 
retail, and hotels and restaurants. It strengthens the findings of Ilsøe (2016), 
but adds that the absence of ‘living hours’ not only complicates raising a fam-
ily above the poverty line when working in low-wage trades in Denmark, but 
also that part time and flexible hours in these trades impede on workers’ pen-
sion and right to unemployment funds, which, in Denmark, are organised 
around one main source of income and the number of weekly hours. Further-
more, the collective agreements, which do not secure a minimum hourly 
threshold, make it possible for marginal part-time workers to earn less than 
one-fifth of the poverty line earnings (Ilsøe et al. 2017:899). The studies on 
how well workers with foreign citizenship are represented by the collective 
bargaining system in Denmark (in terms of wage and working conditions) 
therefore seem to agree that the existing system far from assures them collec-
tive agreement standards, and when they do, they ensure neither equal pay nor 
equal work satisfaction compared to workers with Danish citizenship. 
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Taken together, the majority of studies from Denmark in a sense fol-
lows a more general pattern in the industrial relations literature that my liter-
ature search generated. Both are concerned with the theme of trade union crisis 
and its interrelationship with migration and workers of migrant background. 
Given this pattern, it therefore makes sense that the lion’s share of the search 
results is concerned with questions of how trade unions can be revitalised in 
order to overcome or even survive the crisis that they are perceived to be in, 
and the role that workers of migrant background play in such efforts.  

3.2 Workers of migrant background in union 
revitalisation research 
Within the theme of trade union revitalisation, researchers study union policy 
acts and outcomes, union strategies and recruitment methods, as well as how 
unions respond to the increase in migration and decline in union membership 
rates and bargaining power. Amongst the studies that relate to workers of mi-
grant background, they primarily study trade union representation in the sense 
of how trade unions act for those workers through collective agreements and 
union strategies and/or to what extent workers of migrant background are rep-
resented descriptively in statistics of union membership shares and official-
dom.  

Judging from the literature search outputs, the study of union strategies 
that focus on unionising and mobilising workers of migrant backgrounds has 
attracted growing interest from both unions and academics since the 1990s. 
An indication of this is that the overwhelming share of the total search out-
puts106 is published in the 21st century. This growing interest can be understood 
as a response to labour markets’ changing structures of production and em-
ployment in the 20th century, which have led to increasing mobility and ethnic 
diversity in working class populations. Scholars argue that unions need to ex-
tend their membership base beyond the traditional worker characteristics in 
the Fordist model to include this post-Fordist worker diversity (particularly 
that of gender, ethnicity, workplace size, employment type and occupations) 
if they want to endure and/or maintain their significance in society (e.g. Alós 
et al. 2009:101).  

Observing that official union policies increasingly recognise immi-
grants as workers in need of representation and collective action, Turner ar-
gues that whether or not such policies translate into practice, they nevertheless 
represent a break with the past and an opening for innovative union strategies 

                               
106 447 publications out of the total search result of 496 publications, or 90 percent, were pub-
lished in the 2000–2010s (135 in the 2000s and 312 in the 2010s). Although publications gen-
erally increase over time, this cannot explain the enormous increase in publications with these 
keywords. The same trend is seen in my search ‘trade union*’ and ‘revitalisation’, where all 
publications were from the 2000s (4) or later (46). 
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(Turner 2014b:9). Similarly, other scholars argue that a better understanding 
of the relationship between unions and workers of migrant background have 
the potential to advance trade union revitalisation strategies (Frege and Kelly, 
2003; Behrens et al., 2004). A common argument in the literature is, in other 
words, that trade union inclusion of workers of migrant background is a ne-
cessity to reverse declining union membership rates, rather than inclusion be-
ing an objective in itself. Here, I agree with Lucio and Perrett’s critique that 
this argument is an institutionalist approach to ethnicity, which reproduces the 
trade union as an ‘unproblematic and quantifiable entity that needs to “read-
just” its strategies in the context of change’ (Lucio and Perrett 2009:325). 
They add that unions fail to link the questions of union responses to workers 
of migrant background to the changing labour market dynamics.  

The union revitalization literature often differentiates between ‘old’ and 
‘new’ forms of union strategies, or whether the strategy under scrutiny should 
be regarded as revitalisation in the meaning of reversing union membership 
rates and union (bargaining) power. Strategies that are conceptualised as ‘mer-
gers’ or ‘restructuring’, ‘service unionism’, ‘business unionism’, ‘social part-
nership’ and ‘social dialogue’ are mostly referred to as ‘old’ and inefficient 
strategies for union revitalisation.107 Except for a few cautious suggestions to 
bricolage between ‘older’ and ‘newer’ strategies in corporate industrial set-
tings (e.g. Arnholtz, Ibsen, and Ibsen 2014; Heery 2002), the ‘older’ union 
strategies do not include a focus on workers of migrant background. Instead, 
‘old’ strategies tend to be used as juxtapositions to what is conceived as ‘new’ 
strategies which are argued to have the potential for profound union revitali-
sation (e.g. Fletcher and Hurd 1998:38; Hyman 1997a; Schenk 2003:246–47). 

What relevance does this have for the present study? Well, the many 
international comparisons show that the ‘old’ practices of social partnership 
or social dialogue are typical for countries with high unionisation rates and 
collective bargaining systems, like Denmark as well as other Nordic countries, 
where good relations and trust with the employer are used as a strategy to 
achieve union goals.108 ‘New’ union revitalisation strategies, which have been 

                               
107 The reason seems to be that ‘old’ forms of unionism were preferred by many European and 
Anglo-Saxon unions during the late 20th century, when union memberships started to decline, 
and they neither stopped nor reversed that decline. Strategies referred to as ‘mergers’ and ‘re-
structuring’ are described to merge unions into fewer and bigger unions to increase union den-
sity (defined as the share of union members amongst the employees within a workplace, trade, 
sector or industry) in order to increase union bargaining power. This form of union strategy has 
been studied and described by Waddington (2005), Streeck and Visser (1997) and others. The 
literature mostly regards ‘social partnership’ and ‘social dialogue’ strategies as unsuccessful 
union strategies in countries of low unionisation, but as creating successful outcomes in highly 
unionised countries such as Denmark. 
108 ‘Social partnership’ or ‘social dialogue’ strategies can be pursued at a European level (e.g. 
union involvement in the European Union negotiations about framework agreements and direc-
tives); at the state level (e.g. the involvement of union confederations in economic and social 
politics; at the economy and sectoral level (e.g. collective bargaining); and at the company or 
workplace level (e.g. agreements between management and unions that further trust-based col-
laboration between the two) (Heery 2002:21). 
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shown to reach out to worker constituencies of migrant background, are in-
stead deemed unlikely in these contexts (e.g. Marino 2015;  Wrench 2004). 
That unions in Denmark, known for deploying ‘old’ strategies of ‘social part-
nership’ and ‘social dialogue’ (see section 2.3.1), would engage in ‘new’ re-
vitalisation strategies focusing on inclusion of workers of migrant background 
has, in other words, been argued unlikely by industrial relations scholars. 

Nevertheless, Arnholtz and colleagues show that ‘new’ revitalization 
ideas called ‘organizing’109 travelled from the UK to Denmark in the mid-
2000s and were adopted by several union federations in Denmark (Arnholtz, 
Ibsen, and Ibsen 2014:16). This development supports Ibsen and Tapia’s ar-
gument that union strategies are converging into the ‘new’ strategy of ‘organ-
izing’ across European and Anglo-Saxon countries – even in corporatist in-
dustrial relations settings such as Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and Den-
mark (Ibsen and Tapia 2017:182). One may therefore wonder whether this 
trend furthers the descriptive as well as the substantive representation of work-
ers of migrant background in Denmark. Arnholtz and colleagues’ study is, 
however, not concerned with how the revitalisation ideas have been imple-
mented in Denmark, which is why the impact of the ‘new’ revitalisation ideas 
are unknown to research.110 While my study neither aims to assess the impact 
of ‘new’ revitalisation ideas, nor is designed to do so, the fact that such ideas 
have travelled to Denmark is nevertheless relevant for my selection of unions. 
It seems likely that trade unions which take inspiration from ‘new’ revitalisa-
tion ideas may focus on improving the representation of workers of migrant 
background (for further details on selection, see section 5.1).  

The research on ‘new’ revitalisation strategies that relate explicitly to 
workers of migrant background is found in case-studies of union strategies 
conceptualised as ‘organizing’ (Bronfenbrenner et al. 1998), ‘community un-
ionism’ (Holgate 2015), ‘social movement unionism’ (Waterman 1993), ‘co-
alition building’ (Clawson 2003; Tattersall 2010), and ‘dynamic model of 
trade unionism’ (Cornfield 2014). In the upcoming sections, I will review 
three themes that can be argued to have relevance for the focus of this study 
and which characterise the relationship between the different union strategies 
and workers of migrant background. 

3.2.1 Mobilisation of the rank and file and descriptive union 
representation  
The revitalisation ideas of organizing in particular include the hiring of trained 
and skilled professional specialists to ‘promote wide and deep culture[al] 
change and renewal’ in the labour movement (Simms, Holgate, and Heery 
                               
109 Since ‘organizing’ was conceptualized as a revitalization strategy in the USA, I spell the 
name of the strategy with a ‘z’. 
110 Instead, Arnholtz and colleagues show how ‘organizing’ ideas were utilised as a political 
weapon by union officials to influence the election of the new leader of The Danish Confeder-
ation of Labour Unions (LO) in 2007 (2014). 
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2013:6; Waldinger et al. 1998:113). The main objective of organizing, when 
it developed as a strategy in the USA, was to mobilise existing union members 
in general, to foster more militant collective action at the workplace level, and 
to move away from the rank and file’s dependency on union officials (Fletcher 
and Hurd 1998:38–39, 1998:38; Lucio, Marino, and Connolly 2017:35). The 
combination of a centralised top-down organisation to redistribute economic 
resources and a descriptive bottom-up representation and campaign mobilisa-
tion of rank and file is described as central features in both early American 
‘organizing’ practices and in later receptions in the UK (Simms et al. 2013:3; 
Waldinger et al. 1998:112). British scholars have described the mixture of top-
down and bottom-up as a recognition from the highest levels of union organ-
isation that new union activists are needed and that they are hoped to be 
younger, different from existing officers and leaders, have other prior experi-
ences to working in unions, ‘and crucially, that they would be more repre-
sentative of the workforce in respect of gender and ethnicity’ (Simms et al. 
2013:3).  

As in other revitalisation strategies, however, the generic (and ambigu-
ous) aim of organizing has been to reverse the decline in union power re-
sources and influence rather than to improve union inclusion and representa-
tion of migrant and ethnic minority workers per se. The revitalisation efforts 
conceptualised as organizing, community unionism and social movement un-
ionism nevertheless share a focus on recruiting new members outside of tra-
ditional union strongholds, including workers of migrant background. In order 
to do so, organizing strategies emphasise local workplaces as the starting point 
for identifying shared grievances relevant to the workers and turn them into 
the focal point of a union campaign with the purpose of creating collective 
agreements and recruiting new union members. In other words, this approach 
assumes that a bottom-up approach to unionisation and collective action will 
improve both unionisation rates and descriptive representation of underrepre-
sented groups. 

3.2.2 Class interests beyond workplace and formal bargaining 
Some union practices are characterised as taking on workers’ interests that go 
beyond workplace grievances and relate to other social identities (connected 
to age, gender, culture, religion and racialisation, most importantly) and influ-
ence society-wide issues such as housing, state services and/or citizenry. 
These union practices are more often conceptualised as community unionism 
and/or social movement unionism, rather than organizing (Schenk 
2003:248).111 Key to the understanding in community unionism (and social 

                               
111 Some of the characteristics which the literature predominantly refers to as social movement 
unionism and community unionism are, however, also found in studies of organizing practice, 
which point out the inconsistency of the definitions of different union strategy models. For 
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movement unionism, I find) is that workers’ interests and solidarities extend 
beyond the workplace and that the workplace is not regarded to be the only 
location of struggle in the relationship between capital and labour’ (Simms 
2012:101–2, with reference to Wills 2008, McBride and Greenwood 2009).  

The concept of social movement unionism originates from descriptions 
of union practices in the Global South that inspired American unionists who 
later developed the North American organizing strategy (Seidman 2011)112. In 
the context of postcolonial democratisation, late industrialisation and authori-
tarian rule, several unions in Asian and African countries constructed mem-
bers’ interests in much broader terms than unions in highly industrialised set-
tings. The latter delimited class interest to workplace conflict and specific 
grievances that could be handled in legalised collective bargaining and in 
other regulated negotiation procedures (Seidman 2011:96). In contexts where 
formalised collective bargaining practices were not feasible (examples are 
taken from the Philippines, South Korea, Brazil, India and South Africa), it 
meant that workers were excluded from or lacked formal industrial relation 
structures (Seidman 2011:94). Here, injustices were instead voiced in militant 
labour movements that fostered union-community alliances (Paret 2013:759; 
Seidman 2011). A telling example from the 1980s South Africa, where work-
ers were excluded from the industrial relations system because apartheid state 
law did not recognise unions that included non-white workers (Seidman 
2011:95). Anti-racist unions instead actively pursued the representation of ra-
cialised workers’ broader community concerns of racism that went way be-
yond the workplace space (Paret 2013:759).  

Union practices that in the literature are conceptualised as social move-
ment unionism link ‘workers’ demands for rights at work to communities’ 
demand for expanded services and rights’ (Seidman 2011:96). In doing so, the 
boundaries of the class interests that are deemed relevant for union represen-
tation are widened (beyond the workplace), based on the recognition that other 
systems of oppression, such as race and gender, exist in the relationship be-
tween capital and labour (Schenk 2003:249).  

In order to address the broader social justice grievances in a compre-
hensive way, social movement unionism involves collective actors that are not 
traditionally seen as part of a collective bargaining system, such as the state, 
regions, non-governmental organisations and communities. The union de-
mands might include changes in broader cultural structures, such as racist and 
sexist discourses and behaviour. Social movement unionism therefore di-
verges from more traditional forms of trade union action, not just in widening 
the social space of class interest, but also in how to act for them.  

                               
example, Heery and colleagues claim that there is a desire also in organizing strategies to rec-
reate labour as a social movement and to collaborate with community actors (Heery et al. 
2000:39).  
112 Seidman even regards the American organizing strategies as a revival of social movement 
practices from the Global South (Seidman 2011). 
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Conclusively, union practices that go beyond workplace grievances and 
engage with societal issues not only increase the scope of whose and what 
interests unions recognise, act for, and pursue, but also where and how union 
contention can take place, and what adversaries the unions should confront. 
While all of these strategies focus on trade union work as action, they implic-
itly involve discursive work to be implemented, I argue. Nevertheless, the as-
pect of semiotics and discourse generally falls outside the focus of the revital-
isation theme, except for the constructions of union campaigns. 

3.2.3 Discursive constructions of union campaigns 
The case studies of union campaigns that resemble some of the above men-
tioned organizing, social movement and community unionism practices, in-
clude: the Justice for Janitors campaign in the USA and Canada (1988-1990) 
(Waldinger et al. 1998), the CLEAN Carwash campaign (2008-2012) in the 
USA, (Tapia, Turner, and Roca-Servat 2014); the Justice for Cleaners (2001-
2010) and London Living Wage (2010) campaigns in the UK (Lopes and Hall 
2015; Tapia 2014), and the Sans Papiers113 campaign (2008-2010) in France 
(Turner 2014a). All of these campaigns based their strategies on grassroots 
mobilisation of workers of migrant background (Tapia et al. 2014:14–15). The 
campaign titles show how discursive frames were consciously constructed to 
express union purpose through moral frames (drawing on the work of Benford 
and Snow 2000; Goffman 1986) and sentiments of justice, dignity, respect, 
fairness, quality of service, power voice and/or collectives (Bronfenbrenner 
and Hickey 2004:57; Heery et al. 2000:39). Such discursive frames were di-
rected both outward to mobilise pressure groups (such as consumers of the 
products or services that workers produce) and inwards towards the unions’ 
own members and recruitment base. Adler and colleagues find that the cam-
paigns had ‘significant cultural consequences’ because they ‘served to trans-
form the social imaginary about immigrants’ allowing them ‘to break through 
invisibility and silence, and posit themselves as fellow workers, family mem-
bers, and next door neighbours, bearers of rights’ (Tapia et al. 2014:30–31). 
In other words, these studies show how discursive constructions matter for 
mobilisation, recruitment and inclusion of workers of migrant background in 
union work. 

Accordingly, several scholars highlight that rhetorical frames of soli-
darity are important elements in deeper (re-)constructions of union identities 
(Hyman 1999; Simms 2012:113). The way that union and campaigning dis-
courses are framed relates to workers’ own identities and are part of creating 
what Simms refer to as ‘imagined solidarities’ (Simms 2012:113). Simms sug-
gests that class, or more specifically; the identification with a worker position 
in the employment relationship, offers a basic point of (potential) solidarity 
that can also include subgroups of workers (Simms 2012:113). Other studies, 
                               
113 Translated from French, sans papiers literally means ‘without papers’. 
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however, demonstrate that mending intersectional union identities and dis-
courses between class and other social categories is a conflictual business both 
logically (Connolly, Marino, and Lucio 2014) and practically (Alberti 2016). 
Whereas the rationale of class considers workers of migrant background as 
part of a wider working class, the logic of ethnicity ‘insists that migrant work-
ers’ distinctive situation and interests mean that more general policies are in-
sufficient to promote effective representation’ (Connolly et al. 2014:7). Like 
the arguments for universalism assume political institutions and processes to 
be neutral and a-cultural (see section 1.2), this argument also assumes that the 
logic of class and its institutionalisation in industrial relations is disconnected 
from other forms of oppression and free from cultural characteristics. As al-
ready declared in the introduction, I find this argument lacking. In this partic-
ular example it may be argued that unskilled, female and racialised workers 
have previously formed exclusive unions and semi-autonomous union clubs, 
while also taking part of a broader working class collective (see section 2.2).  

The discursive frames of union campaigns interweave with union iden-
tity and strategy rationales, since the interests that unions signify as important 
to act for link to the social positionalities of the workers with such interests. 
In many of the aforementioned campaigns, traditional class-based issues of 
wages, working conditions and union recognition (negotiable in collective 
agreements) emphasised differences in terms of trades, work and employment 
type, which can be seen in the slogans Justice for Janitors or Justice for Clean-
ers. In contrast, the Sans Papiers campaign is clearly framed around the de-
mand of legal work documents – relating to grievances felt particularly by 
workers without residence permit. This campaign, moreover, targeted the na-
tional government rather than employers (Turner 2014a:76–77).  

Simms observes that interests of specific subgroups in the workforce 
are routinely excluded from organizing campaign agendas. She finds that such 
exclusions are caused by the union preoccupation with attracting and engaging 
with as many (potential) members as possible rather than by a dismissive un-
ion view of the particular subgroup’s specific interest (Simms 2012:109). 
Again, such union responses disregard particularity with reference to univer-
salist arguments. Similarly, Wrench and Virdee show that union strategies 
may incorporate workers of migrant background in memberships, while dis-
regarding any special measures towards these subgroups in action, aside from 
minimal measures such as translating literature into different languages. By 
contrast, allowing experiences of exclusion and racism to form union rules, 
structures and policies is rare (Wrench and Virdee 1995:26–27). Instead, 
Simms argues, there is a general tendency amongst organizing union practices 
in the UK to assume, that the interests of subgroups of workers will gain 
ground later when new members ‘become more integrated into the union and 
more familiar with how to identify and pursue their interests within the repre-
sentation structures’ (Simms 2012:110).  
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3.2.4 Internal trade union democracy 
Research on the descriptive representation of workers of migrant background 
within unions’ own organisation is intrinsically connected to a debate about 
union democracy. The studies that are concerned with this aspect tend to be 
located within my search on ‘diversity’,114 which includes studies of other sub-
groups’ organisational inclusion in unions, especially women. In this litera-
ture, a spill-over of knowledge from gender studies (e.g. Marino 2015) seems 
to make a difference in how internal unions structures are being studied. 
Whereas industrial relations scholars oftentimes ask whether and how un-
derrepresented groups of workers engage with the democratic structures of 
unions (e.g. Simms, Holgate, and Heery 2013:11), researchers coming from 
gender and ethnicity research often ask more critically whether and how un-
ions try to break away from structures of race- and gender blindness (e.g. 
Virdee and Grint 1994). Three main approaches are considered in the debate 
which have particular relevance to this study: 1) integration of workers of mi-
grant background in traditional union structures, 2) separatist organisations of 
minorities of migrant background, and 3) self-organisation of minorities of 
migrant background within the union.  

Integration in existing union structures 
In studies of integration practices, formal and representational democratic pro-
cedures are criticised for elevating privileged groups and silencing the op-
pressed (e.g. Marino 2015; Wrench and Virdee 1995). One argument for this 
claim is that workers of migrant background are generally a numerical minor-
ity in unions (as well as in the national population), and the normal structures 
of representational democracy therefore operate to exclude or subordinate 
their voices from being heard by the majority by default (Wrench and Virdee 
1995:27). This is worsened by a descriptive underrepresentation of the minor-
ities in union officialdom. Another critique comes from Alho’s study of the 
Finnish Service Union United (SUU), in which he observes that, despite hav-
ing the largest number of members of migrant background, the universalistic 
approach of integration into existing union structures ‘has not altered the mi-
grants’ marginal position as regards influence inside the union’s structure dur-
ing the 13 years of its existence’ (Alho 2013:85).  

One way to increase the descriptive representation of subgroups of 
workers statistically within the integration approach is to categorise and mon-
itor union members (in terms of e.g. gender, age, and migration background) 
and compare their share with the share in the targeted workforce and the num-
ber of workplace representatives, union officials and union leadership posi-
tions. Both unions and academics, however, tend to avoid such politically sen-
sitive topics, according to Virdee and Grint, and the method leads to important 
questions of whether such ‘head counts’ (i.e. descriptive representation) lead 
                               
114 More exactly, the search combination ‘trade union*’ AND ‘diversity’, which resulted in 80 
articles. 
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to substantial interest representation of minorities (i.e. substantive representa-
tion) (Pitkin 1967; Virdee and Grint 1994). Nonetheless, examples of such 
monitoring from the UK context reveal a massive descriptive underrepresen-
tation of ethnic minorities among shop stewards and, in particular, among of-
ficials and leadership (Virdee and Grint 1994:205). Union efforts to integrate 
workers of migrant background and improve their union representation in gen-
eral include translating union literature to different languages, language 
courses, and union training in rights, national labour market structures and 
industrial relation systems. While some scholars confirm the importance of 
language and training as inclusive practices, others argue that training initia-
tives only assimilate minorities into the mainstream culture, while hindering 
substantive influence and union transformation. Mulinari and Neergaard, for 
example, argue that unions can deflect charges of structural and institutional 
racism and discrimination by clinging to the idea ‘that the underlying problem 
stems from language and human capital deficiencies of immigrant workers 
themselves, and not the racialised means by which they are subordinated and 
excluded’ (Mulinari and Neergaard 2005:59).  

Yet other problems of lacking a voice are also raised in relation to the 
integration approach. In the case of female representatives within mainstream 
union bodies, the challenge of breaking through pervasive male cultures and 
hierarchical structures can be too big a task for most (Marino 2015:829 refer-
ring to Cunnison Stageman 1993). When descriptive requirements of repre-
sentation are met statistically, ‘minority representatives risk being perceived 
as socially and culturally “second class”’, according to Marino (2015:829). 
Finally, when subgroups are given special mandates, it can be a challenge to 
balance the role of being a representative of a minority group while also being 
a representative of all (Marino 2015:829, relating to the research of Colgan 
and Ledwith 2002).  

Separatist organisations or special union structures 
If traditional union structures only offer assimilation, the question of separatist 
organisation becomes a relevant alternative for minorities such as workers of 
migrant background. The backdrop of this route is fragmentation of the organ-
isation of workers (Hyman 1997a:519; Virdee and Grint 1994:209). Given 
that this is the future of the class representation of workers of migrant back-
ground, further inquiries into more traditional union representation of workers 
of migrant background either seem unnecessary or should focus on coopera-
tion between unions and other organisations. My literature review does not 
shown any examples of the creation of completely separatist unions for mi-
grant or ethnic minorities in the European or Anglo-Saxon contexts though.  
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This leaves the third approach of self-organisation of minorities within 
the union. Measuring the descriptive representation115 of migrants and the ev-
idence of specific demands incorporated in general union policies and bar-
gaining, Marino finds that special self-organisation within the union holds 
great potential (Marino 2015:826–27). In the case of the FION-CGIL metal 
union in Italy, Marino finds that special structures can also be successfully 
integrated with the overall union identity, whereby transformative union struc-
tures can be pursued. She argues that special structures have ‘offered political 
opportunities to a group of members artificially considered as homogeneous’ 
by encouraging a dialectical construction of an internal sameness, while also 
encouraging ‘the members of special structures to identify with the union 
identity based on the overarching idea of “class”.’ (Marino 2015:838). Marino 
argues that the autonomic migrant committees evaded ‘an acritical “assimila-
tion” into to the trade union agenda’ and participatory democracy within the 
committees gave their representatives legitimacy to speak for, and act on be-
half of, migrant workers in the union as a whole (Marino 2015:835; 838). Sim-
ultaneously, the migrant committees were considered an integral part of the 
FION-CGIL trade union, whereby integration and compromise were ensured. 
In practice, this meant that the proposals from the special structures ‘had the 
same legitimacy as any other internal motions and were subject to the same 
decision-making rules’ (Marino 2015:835). Marino therefore argues that dif-
ferentiated action, in the form of special union structures, can be a tool for 
improving both descriptive and substantial representation of workers of mi-
grant background, without fragmentising an overall collective union identity 
and cohesion. 

The studies on trade union revitalisation that focuses on union democ-
racy, also related to the universalism-multicultural debate in the sense that, 
union strategies of integration rely on universalist arguments, while propo-
nents of special union structures for subgroups of workers resemble multicul-
tural arguments. 

3.3 Discursive constructions of workers and migrant 
background 
Based on my review of nearly 500 peer-reviewed articles, I find very few stud-
ies that are concerned with the discursive constructions of workers of migrant 
background specifically. In this section, I will review the few studies that do. 
I will also review a couple of monographies which do not address the trade 
union context, but instead illustrate how discursive constructions of either 

                               
115 Marino’s study (2015) measured the descriptive representation of migrants in union mem-
bership and presence within mainstream structures and executive bodies at the local, regional 
and national level. 
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workers or migrant background have previously been studied within research 
on class and race.  

3.3.1 Constructions of migrant background in union work 
The studies of Wrench (2004) and Greene, Kirton and Wrench (2005) are 
amongst the most important studies for this thesis because they are the only 
studies that examine discursive constructions around the theme of migrant 
background in trade union work in Denmark. The article by Wrench is a com-
parative interview study with trade union activists from the UK and Denmark 
that analyses the discursive variety on the issue of union policies regarding 
immigrants, ethnic inequality, and racial discrimination.  

The Danish interviewees in Wrench’s study were mainly recruited from 
a semi-autonomous, but LO-supported, union organisation called Network in 
the Unions (Netværk I Fagbevægelsen, NIF), initiated in 1993 by the General 
Workers’ Union (Specialarbejderforbundet i Danmark (SiD)), which later 
merged into 3F). The purpose of the network was to work against racism, and 
it was composed of officials from different unions who reacted to the increas-
ingly racist discourse in Denmark at the time. In this sense, Wrench’s study 
resembles another important study from Sweden by Mulinari and Neergaard 
(2004) in that they both interview union activists in special union structures 
that engage with inequality that pertain to workers of migrant background 
(FAI in the case of Sweden). These studies therefore relate to the theme of 
internal union democracy that was addressed in the revitalisation literature. 

In Wrench’s comparative study, he found great variation in both dis-
course and policies between the union activists from the UK and Denmark. 
Whereas the union policies in Denmark emphasised education, communica-
tion, and awareness-raising, the unions in the UK focused on addressing struc-
tures of racism and exclusion through anti-discrimination and positive action 
policies. The union activists in Denmark argued in terms of equal treatment, 
and rarely supported monitoring of ethnic background or changes to the un-
ions’ organisational structures. While the interviewees from Denmark were 
primarily part of NIF, they nevertheless relied on a universalist approach. In 
the UK, the union activists instead argued for monitoring as an essential tool 
for anti-racist work and supported the principle of self-organised groups of 
workers racialised as black in order to improve their representation. On the 
topic of diversity management as a business case for improving ethnic diver-
sity in workplaces, the study by Greene and colleagues found a similar pattern, 
namely that union activists in Denmark enthusiastically embraced diversity 
management, while British unionists were instead sceptical and rather con-
structed the lack of diversity as a problem of structural discrimination (Greene 
et al. 2005:189–90). 

The authors of both studies explain their findings with reference to the 
different national industrial relations and public discourses of the two coun-
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tries. Wrench argues that there is a reverse relationship between union bar-
gaining strength in terms of unionisation rates and institutional power within 
the state, and the probability that unions pursue anti-racist policies (Greene et 
al. 2005:192; Wrench 2004:20–21). In addition, he argues that the consensual 
approach, which is characterised as fundamental to the collective bargaining 
system in Denmark (see section 2.3.1), may be detrimental to anti-racist and 
anti-discrimination union work (2004:24–25). Based on these findings, it is 
interesting that unions in Denmark have later imported revitalisation ideas that 
are characterised by the four themes that I presented in section 3.2. Since I 
found no subsequent studies of NIF, of union discourse about migrant back-
ground or union policies regarding migration, migrants or discrimination/rac-
ism against racialised minorities in Denmark, it is unknown to research how 
trade unions construct workers of migrant background in day-to-day union 
work and whether union responses might be different today. These circum-
stances underscore the relevance of my study. The fact that more resent re-
search has shown ‘new’ revitalisation ideas have been imported by unions in 
Denmark gives further reason to return.  

Another and more comprehensive study is Mulinari and Neergaard’s 
monography (2004), in which they analyse dominant constructions of immi-
grant and racialised workers in union discourse (as well as discursive contes-
tations) in the Swedish Trade Union Confederation’s (Swedish LO) newslet-
ters (1995–2001). The text analysis is complemented with interviews and four 
years of participant observations (1997–2001).  

Using a critical ideology approach, Mulinari and Neergaard find that 
workers of migrant background are predominantly constructed as non-belong-
ing to the Swedish nation and the Swedish working class. Groups that were 
racialised as non-white were characterised as ignorant of trade union matters, 
inappropriate as negotiators, and lacking language competences and meeting 
skills. The term ‘immigrant’ in particular was linked to social problems of 
social benefits, unemployment and special labour market policies. With regard 
to both racialised workers and the category of immigrants, Swedish workers 
were generally constructed as their opposites. The characteristics of all three 
groups were, moreover, explained by ethnic or cultural belonging (Mulinari 
and Neergaard 2004:304–5). The authors argue that this dominant union dis-
course is part of an institutional practice that they conceptualise as ‘subordi-
nated inclusion’, which refers to how the way the trade union movement ‘man-
age internal [union] interest conflicts based on segmentation and stratification 
or on racialisation and/or gendering’ by including workers of migrant back-
ground as union members, but in a subordinated position (2004:38, my trans-
lation). Mulinari and Neergaard, in other words, include the discursive work 
of unions as a central aspect of attaining substantial and not just subordinated 
union representation.  

Mulinari and Neergaard also identify cracks of contestations in the dis-
cursive work in the Swedish LO newsletters. These cracks were in particular 
accomplished by union activists of migrant background from of FAI, which 
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in effect supports the argument for the creation of semi-autonomous organi-
sations by workers of migrant background. The discursive contestations in-
cluded definitional work of the term ‘immigrant’ that emphasised normality 
and discrimination as characteristics, and voicing the viewpoints of union ac-
tivists of migrant background on matters other than personal experiences of 
‘migrant-hood’ such as on societal, working life and trade union matters (Mul-
inari and Neergaard 2004:180).   

The aforementioned studies of Wrench, Green and colleagues and of 
Mulinari and Neergaard make up the few studies in my literature review that 
actually study discursive constructions of workers of migrant background in 
trade union work and therefore deserves further reflection. First, all of these 
studies are unfortunately rather old by now, which means that they cannot 
account for recent developments, such as the reception of ‘new’ revitalisation 
ideas. Secondly, neither of the studies focuses on the discursive work at local 
union level, but rather on the work of union activists in special union structures 
who may be expected to be most critical within the unions. This means that 
we do not know much about how workers of migrant background are con-
structed in the more mundane work by union representatives in traditional un-
ion structures. Moreover, the research designs of the aforementioned studies 
do not allow for intranational differences to arise. This gives reason for me to 
design my study in a way that allows for a closer proximity to the day-to-day 
union work at the local level as well as to different trades and union organisa-
tions.  

Another study from Norway was also concerned with discursive con-
structions, although of union representation and representatives, and not spe-
cifically of workers of migrant background. In this study, Hagen and Jensen 
ask why workers of migrant background remain severely underrepresented as 
union officials and shop stewards, despite their unionisation (Hagen and Jen-
sen 2016:208). Using discourse analysis as an entry point into the union prac-
tice of electing union representatives, they analyse how workers’ construc-
tions of representation as a phenomenon affect the elections of union repre-
sentatives. By asking workers what characteristics and qualities are important 
for being elected as a representative and what interests the representatives are 
supposed to stand for, they found silent expectations of the practice of ‘repre-
senting’ (acting for (Pitkin 1967)) and of the interests they represented (stand 
for (Pitkin 1967)). Through discourse analysis, they found that the workers’ 
and union officials’ identifications with ethnicity, class and social rights af-
fected who they encouraged and voted for as shop stewards and thereby re-
produced an underrepresentation of union officials of migrant background. 
Subsequently, they argued that such identifications affect the promotion of 
union representatives for a career within union officialdom (Hagen and Jensen 
2016:214). Indirectly, the findings of Hagen and Jensen weakens the univer-
salist arguments of neutral democratic processes, as they contribute to our un-
derstanding of the reproduction of descriptive underrepresentation of workers 
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of migrant background in union officialdom. Finally, this study also demon-
strates the strengths of studying trade union work through the semiotic entry 
point of discursive analysis.  

The last study that I found through references is Virdee’s monography 
Racism, class and the racialised outsider (2014), which in contrast to the pre-
vious studies, offers a historical analysis of archive material. With this book, 
Virdee shows how racialised groups and racialising language were central, not 
peripheral, to the making of the working class in England. Referencing spe-
cific union officials of Irish, Jewish, African, and Asian descent, Virdee 
demonstrates the active role of workers of migrant background in the for-
mation and development of the British working class.  

Virdee’s study also traces working class racism and racist language in 
Britain back to the 1830s. He argues that there was ‘no inherent antagonism 
between a consciousness of class and that of nation’, and that they instead 
reinforced each other. While he contests that workers embraced the national 
identification, they nevertheless, and increasingly so, came to make use of a 
racialised language as they used constructions of class to expand the bounda-
ries of the imagination of the nation, instead of overthrowing it (Virdee 
2014:10–11, 22). By ‘simply asserting their legitimate rights as members of 
the British nation’, the national community enabled the English working class 
to improve its economic and political standing without being ‘dependent on 
the manufacture of a broad class-based solidarity’ or having to confront the 
state, Virdee argues (Virdee 2014:36). Accordingly, he observes that the ‘lan-
guage of class war and proletarian internationalism was subsumed in an emer-
gent discourse that spoke increasingly of the “British nation” and the “British 
people”.’ (Virdee 2014:96). Finally, Virdee warns that the danger of a national 
and racialised construction of the working class is that it ‘deflect[s] the work-
ing class anger away from the employers’ and contributes to an ‘exclusion of 
others, especially those members of the working class who cannot be imag-
ined as British’ (2014:11, 84). Virdee’s study shows that constructions of the 
working class and its members being so closely intertwined with racialised 
constructions of a nation is therefore nothing new, but may rather be an innate 
relationship.  

3.3.2 Constructions of working class work, culture and identity 
Although not a study of discourse per se, I also find Willis’ ethnographic study 
Learning to labour from 1997 (2006) relevant for this thesis, because it ex-
plores the construction of work and workers in working class culture. The 
study offers insight into the production and reproduction of a counter-school 
culture amongst young ‘lads’ in the industrial British Midlands, and shows 
how their cultural identification guides them into manual jobs despite of their 
schools’ liberal education aims. Willis shows how working class culture dif-
ferentiates mental and manual labour and re-valuates their status along divi-
sions of gender and race. The young lads revalue manual work with low pay 
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and low societal status as superior to mental work by constructing manual 
work as tough, productive, masculine work, and mental work as weak, re-pro-
ductive and feminine. A racialised labour division, in addition, provides a ra-
cialised non-white underclass whose excessive exploitation make white man-
ual workers feel superior in comparison, Willis argue (2006:152). Willis’ find-
ings suggest that the construction of workers of migrant background may fill 
a function in the ways white working class men construct their own working 
class position as respectable and esteemed.  

Focusing on adult males in manual work, Lamont’s interview study The 
Dignity of Working Class Men (2000) also explores how class identity is con-
structed in language. Lamont shows how men valuate work and produce their 
working class identity through boundary makings ‘against blacks and poor on 
the basis of universal morality organized the “disciplined self”, particularly 
their work ethic and sense of responsibility’ (Lamont 2000:3). In addition, she 
shows that racial and class divides are articulated differently across national 
contexts, such as the USA and France, which she explains with reference to 
different ‘cultural structures, that is, institutionalized repertoires or publicly 
available categorization systems’ (Lamont 2000:243). Like the study of Wil-
lis, Lamont’s findings also show that constructions of racialised workers and 
the poor are used to boost white working class identity in working class culture 
outside the context of unions, and also in adulthood. In addition, Lamont 
demonstrates that these constructions are, however, likely to differ across na-
tional settings because of the different available discursive repertoires.  

3.3.3 Constructions of ethnicity and race in discourse analysis 
Migrant background is often constructed as ethnic or racial difference, as I 
will argue more thouroughly in section 4.2.2. For this reason, and because few 
studies in my literature review focused on discursive constructions of ethnic 
or racial difference in union work, I want to complement my literature review 
with a few examples of how such constructions have been studied through 
discourse analysis outside the context of union work. I have chosen to focus 
on two renowned monographies whereof the first entails some of the central 
theoretical dilemmas that arise in discourses analysis on ethnicity and race.  

Discourse analysis of ethnicity and race typically involves studying the 
constructions of individual or collective identities, subjectivities and/or social 
groups and categories in some way. The aim of analysing such constructions, 
however, varies and is related to the ontological positioning on the truth or 
validity of these constructs and of knowledge production more generally, as 
well as to the analysist’s scientific discipline. A classical study that highlights 
some of the different ways in which these matters can be approached within 
discourse analysis is Wetherell and Potter’s monography Mapping the lan-
guage of racism (1992). Coming from the discipline of social psychology, 
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Wetherell and Potter’s study is partly a critique of their own discipline’s reli-
ance on cognitive theory and an argument for a social constructionist approach 
to language and identity. They make use of critical discourse analysis to show 
patterns in how white middle class Pākehā New Zealanders’ construct and 
signify Māori New Zealanders in racist discourse, using interviews with 81 
Pākehā New Zealanders, a sample of parliamentary proceedings, newspaper 
and magazine stories, and transcripts of television reports, collected in New 
Zealand in 1984–85 and 1989–90 (1992:3). Wetherell and Potter were more 
specifically interested in the constructions of the groups and collective identi-
ties of Pākehā and Māori New Zealanders.  

Through Miles and colleagues’ theoretical work on the phenomenon 
and concept of racism (see, for example, Miles and Brown 2003), Wetherell 
and Potter point out the relevance of both Marx’s and Foucault’s theoretical 
work to the study of racist discourse. Their assessment of these theoretical 
strands is relevant to the present study, because it highlights the centrality of 
ontological and epistemological questions of truth in discourse analysis. Ac-
cording to Marx, the production of ideas, conceptions and consciousness is 
formed by humans’ material conditions and practice. To him, the dominant 
societal ideas are the ideas of the class(es) who possess the prevailing material 
power – the means of production (Marx 1970a:110, 126). As the ruling 
class(es) regulate the production and distribution of ideas, dominant societal 
ideas are ideological in the sense that they serve to construct knowledge about 
reality from the point of view of the ruling class(es), which mystifies, obscures 
and conceals the real processes and social relations at work in society. In this 
sense, ideology is inaccurate, misleading or false knowledge that serves to 
uphold oppressive power relations. In other words, the more fundamental re-
lations of power in Marxist theory are located outside discourse in the relations 
of production. Seen from this perspective, the point of discourse analysis is 
then to identify and critique ideological constructions of ethnicity and race and 
replace them with scientific truth, as Wetherell and Potter point out (1992:15–
16, 18).  

Following this line of thinking, Miles approaches racism as a phenom-
enon of ideological discourse and defines its contents of false doctrines in or-
der to identify racism with these criteria. Miles defines racism as the signifi-
cation phenotypical and/or genetic characteristics which guide a hierarchical 
allocation of resources (Wetherell and Potter 1992:69–70). Despite the ad-
vantages of dismissing racism as false ideology, I agree with their critique of 
the assumption that Marxist and scientific accounts of truth and reality would 
somehow be objective, simply on epistemological grounds. Analysing their 
material, Wetherell and Potter moreover found that the exploitative treatment 
of Māori people and protection of Pākehā interests was often legitimised 
through discourse that did not fit Miles’ definition of racism (1992:69–70).  

The shortcomings of the Marxist approach to racism as an ideology with 
a specific content made Wetherell and Potter turn to theory of Foucault and 
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more open-ended approaches to racist discourse, like the work of Hall (Hall 
2017c; Wetherell and Potter 1992:70). In contrast to Marx, Foucault argues 
that all knowledge is produced through discourse and that no historical 
knowledge is objective. Seen from this perspective, the purpose of studying 
discourse is instead to study how truth (in the sense of influential knowledge) 
is formed. Instead of seeing discourse as a means of power, Foucault argues 
that there is no power/knowledge outside of discourse and that it is instead the 
organisation of discourse that accomplishes agents, objects and subjects 
(Wetherell and Potter 1992:82). Whetherell and Potter argue that one problem 
with Foucault’s approach is that it abandons one of the ways in which anti-
racist practice has been most successful, i.e the argument that racist claims are 
false and unscientific. Whetherell and Potter nevertheless refuse to differenti-
ate between true and false accounts on epistemological grounds and argue that 
anti-racist practice distinguish itself through its politics and values (Wetherell 
and Potter 1992:68). They criticise Foucault though, for dislocating power 
completely as a possession of groups and agents whose material interest is 
already constituted and served by historically established discursive for-
mations.  

Wetherell and Potter combine these conflicting understandings of dis-
course and ideology by focusing on the practice of discourse, instead of a pri-
ori definitions of its discursive contents. They characterise the practice of dis-
course as both constitutive and ideological whereby they, reject the negative 
definition of ideology found in Marxist theory. Instead they interweave the 
concepts of ideology and discourse (1992:68). With regard to racism, they 
argue that racist constructions in discourse can still be distinguished from 
other ideologies, ‘not as an intrinsic property of certain forms of discourse’, 
but instead as an ‘effect of discursive practice and other social practices’ 
(1992:70). In other words, they advocate a definition of racism that does not 
address the content of racist ideology, but the effects that constructions of eth-
nic and racial difference have in a specific social context. Accordingly, they 
define racist discourse as ‘discourse (of whatever content) which has the effect 
of establishing, sustaining and reinforcing oppressive power relations between 
those defined, in the New Zealand case, as Māori and those defined as Pākehā’ 
(1992:70). 

In Wetherell and Potter’s view, constructions of ethnicity and race in 
racist ideology is a discursive practice that may be affected by and sustain 
power existing outside of discourse, but is not determined by class structures 
as traditional Marxist theory has it (Wetherell and Potter 1992:68, 85). This is 
a viewpoint that guides the present study as well. Based on their analytical 
findings, Wetherell and Potter emphasise the importance of studying discur-
sive practice in action, because the same discursive resources (they take egal-
itarianism as an example) can be used both to justify and oppose racist prac-
tices (Wetherell and Potter 1992:70–71). In relation to the present study, this 
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finding implies that the discursive resources of both class and nation may be 
used to justify as well as oppose racist practices.  

A delimitation with Wetherell and Potter’s approach is that it does not 
address societal change or reproduction that discourses can bring about. In-
stead, their focus is on how people use available discourses in their construc-
tions of identities and the world (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002:14). Moreover, 
their study focuses on the constructions of an indigenous group, whereas my 
focus will be on people who are constructed as being of migrant background. 
Finally, the material in Wetherell and Potter’s study is now more than 30 years 
old. For this reason, I will also include Bonilla-Silva’s monography Racism 
without racists (2010:32–36), which is more up-to-date. His study is similarly 
about the social constructions of race in discourse, but from the USA. Based 
on qualitative interviews, Bonilla-Silver scrutinises how – especially white, 
but also black – college students construct race and ‘explain, justify, rational-
ize and articulate racial viewpoints’ (2010:11). Much like Wetherell and Pot-
ter, Bonilla-Silva views race as a social and ideological structure that, through 
social relations and practices, awards systemic privileges to people who are 
constructed as white over people who are constructed as non-white (2010:9).  

Bonilla-Silva finds that racial ideology in talk can be conceived of as 
comprising three elements of common frames, styles and racial stories, and 
that individuals employ these elements as building blocks in various contexts 
and communicative situations. Bonilla-Silver identifies four frames, whereof 
the first is of particular interest to this thesis, as it relates to the universalist 
arguments that I presented in section 1.2. He calls the frame ‘abstract liberal-
ism’ because it rationalises racial unfairness in the name of equal opportunity, 
meritocratic principles, and free and individual choice as defending white 
privilege. The second but less common frame is that of ‘naturalisation’, in 
which racial inequality is explained away as a natural outcome of processes 
of preference (Bonilla-Silva 2010:31–32). A third frame, called ‘minimisation 
of racism’, argues that class rather than racialisation is the central obstacle for 
racialised persons’ social mobility and that black people construct situations 
as racial which are not (Bonilla-Silva 2010:43–47). Finally, he identifies a 
fourth frame which he calls ‘cultural racism’, which constructs cultural prac-
tices as fixed features and use cultural difference as rationale for justifying 
racial inequality (Bonilla-Silva 2010:39–45). When ‘cultural racism’ is used 
in combination with ‘minimisation of racism’, the effects are particularly 
grim, he argues, such that when ‘people of color say they experience discrim-
ination, whites […] do not believe them and claim they use discrimination as 
an “excuse” to hide the central reason why they are behind whites in society: 
their presumed “laziness”’ (Bonilla-Silva 2010:40–41).  

Together with these frames of construction, Bonilla-Silver also found 
that the interviewees used different styles of construction, such as avoidance 
of direct racial language, semantic moves to avoid dangerous discussions and 
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save face, projections, and use of diminutives and incursions to produce inco-
herency. Finally, he found that storylines and testimonies were deployed as 
forms of racial story-telling to justify and defend the current state of affairs, 
in a way that revealed the social position of the narrator (Bonilla-Silva 
2010:76–95). Together, these frames, styles and racial stories make up the 
historical expression of racial ideology that Bonilla-Silver conceptualises as 
colour-blindness that ‘explains contemporary racial inequality as the outcome 
of non-racial dynamics’ (Bonilla-Silva 2010:3). 

On the one hand, the two studies of Wetherell and Potter plus Bonilla-
Silver both show how discursive constructions of ethnicity and race play a part 
in sustaining and/or reinforcing oppressive power relations which may be con-
ceptualised as racism. That these oppressive constructions include arguments 
of egalitarianism, liberalism, meritocracy, and universalism underscore a se-
rious shortcoming of defining racism as content instead of exploring the out-
comes that discursive constructions lead to and/or legimitise. The studies 
thereby also highlight the importance of studying discourse in practice and as 
part of social practice, as I will do in the present study.  

On the other hand, the studies do not shed light on the relationship be-
tween the constructions of ethnicity and race in discourse and their effects on 
social action. The recurring emphasis on the constitutive function of discourse 
seems to suggest a rather unproblematic relationship between discourse and 
action. For this reason, I also want to mention an interview study from Sweden 
(Svensson 2019), both because it has an interesting finding that pertains ex-
actly to this relationship, and because the cultural and societal setting of this 
study resembles that of Denmark. In this study, Svensson explores the signif-
icance of class position for individuals’ negatively distinctive practices to-
wards people of migrant background in Sweden. Svensson’s main argument 
is that class positionality116 affects the form, rather than the extent, of individ-
uals’ negatively distinctive practices towards people who they construct as 
immigrants. He found that avoidance was a common form of negatively dis-
tinctive practice deployed by the interviewees, but that the practice of avoid-
ance was unrelated to the way that they signified immigrants discursively. In 
other words, Svensson argues that negatively distinctive practices towards 
people who are constructed as immigrants, do not depend on negative con-
structions of immigrants in discourse. Hence Svensson’s study underscores 
that, although discourse may be constitutive of social practices, the two should 
not be conflated.  

                               
116 Svensson (2019) uses Wright and Goldthorpe’s class criteria to assess the interviewees’ class 
positionality. 
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3.4 Review findings 
The most obvious finding of this review is that the relationship between trade 
unions and workers of migrant background has primarily been researched 
within the research field of industrial relations. This finding has to be taken 
with some precaution, however, since the search was conducted within the 
database Web of Science, which does not include monographies. Neverthe-
less, I argue that my review of nearly 500 articles at least reflects some overall 
trends of how the topic of trade unions and workers of migrant background 
has previously been studied. One is that, while the number of studies about 
trade unions and workers of migrant background is rapidly increasing within 
industrial relations journals, only a few articles and monographies explore 
how the mundane discursive work of unions relate to workers of migrant back-
ground and their union representation. By contrast there seem to be numerous 
studies about the discursive constructions of ethnicity and race, but these stud-
ies rarely focus on the context of trade unions.117  

Within the research field of industrial relations, the majority of the 
search outcomes addressed the theme of trade union revitalisation. These stud-
ies primarily focus on union strategies and actions and how their outcomes 
relate to interests that in particular pertain to workers who are constructed as 
migrants or as being of migrant background. Oftentimes these were case stud-
ies of best practices of trade unions that had turned around membership de-
clines and union bargaining power by recruiting and mobilising workers of 
migrant background. These revitalising efforts were characterised by themes 
of workplace-based activism, a broadening of the space for class interests to 
include particular interests of workers of migrant background, the use of dis-
cursive frames to include such interests in union campaigns, and allowing for 
specific measures of integration or special union structures to improve internal 
union democracy. While industrial relations research is good at explaining 
path dependency of union strategies, it is not good at explaining why some 
unions diverge from national patterns and engage ‘new’ revitalisation efforts. 
In other words, industrial relations research does not seem good at explaining 
union change. 

The industrial relations literature also provided some studies of the for-
mal outcomes that collective bargaining systems achieve for workers of mi-
grant background. In the context of Denmark, the findings show that workers 
of Eastern European background tend to be employed in trades and work-
places with weak trade union bargaining power (in terms of union membership 
rates) and low collective agreement coverage. Even when covered by collec-
tive agreement standards, these workers are disadvantaged in local wage bar-
gaining and have lower job satisfaction than workers of Danish background. I 

                               
117 I base this argument on the fact that studies about the discursive constructions of ethnicity 
and race did not appear in the searches that included the search terms ‘trade union’ or ‘labour 
union’.  



 

76 

did not find studies that explored similar questions for workers of non-Euro-
pean migrant background, which indicates a lack of research about the formal 
union representation of this sub-group. By focusing on trades in which work-
ers of non-European background are, or are expected to be, statistically 
overrepresented, I aim for this study to give greater attention to workers of 
non-European background who not only make up a larger share of the total 
population of workers of migrant background in Denmark, but are also statis-
tically overrepresented in unemployment and in low-paid, low-skilled and 
low-status employment in Denmark, as showed in section 2.5. 

With regard to studies from the setting of Denmark, only a few studies 
address the more specific theme of union discourse about migrants, ethnicity 
and race. In the few studies that do, it is argued that highly institutionalised 
systems of industrial relations that rely on trust and good relations and coop-
eration with employers are unlikely to deploy revitalisation strategies that fo-
cus on workers of migrant background. Moreover, union activists in Denmark 
are found to use universalist arguments when making sense of the union rep-
resentation of workers of migrant background and advocate uniform union 
practices. These studies are, however, outdated by now and several union fed-
erations in Denmark have unexpectedly imported revitalisation ideas since 
then, which gives reason to return to Denmark.  

Based on the abovementioned review findings, I argue that trade union 
research on workers of migrant background generally neglects the aspect of 
semiotics and discourse as well as the day-to-day union work and interaction. 
This is peculiar since the importance of semiotics and discourse for collective 
identification and action is widely acknowledged within the related research 
field of social movements (e.g. Melucci 1989), and because it is generally ac-
cepted within industrial relations that the collective identity of trade unions 
influences union strategies (Hyman 2001b).  

By contrast, constructions of ethnicity and race are well studied within 
the research field of ethnicity and race. Judging from the search results, this 
research field instead seems to neglect the context of trade unions. Since trade 
unions in many countries are central welfare state actors, I find this research 
gap to be a serious omission. This circumstance is especially serious in the 
Nordic countries, as trade unions here are highly institutionalised and take part 
of triparty deliberations and negotiations with the state. With this study, I want 
to contribute to filling this research gap.  

Focusing on race talk more generally, the classical studies by Wetherell 
and Potter and Bonilla-Silver show that exploitative treatment of racialised 
minorities and the protection of white majority interests are seldom legiti-
mised thorugh direct racist language, as defined by Miles, which tend to be 
avoided through projections and semantic moves. Instead, they show how dis-
cursive constructions of ethnicity and race that play part in sustaining and/or 
reinforcing oppressive power relations between racialised groups are often re-
fer to egalitarianism, liberalism, meritocracy and universalism.  
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4. Theoretical framework 

Central to semiotics and discourse analysis is the assumption that human 
knowledge of reality is constructed by means of language. Situated in such an 
ontological perspective, I approach the phenomenon of trade union represen-
tation by analysing how workers of migrant background are constructed in 
trade union work using the semiotic theory of Roland Barthes. While semiotic 
theory is helpful for analysing how myths like ‘the working class’ and ‘the 
nation’ are constructed, it does not offer a theorisation of what sustains a 
myth’s particular perspective on an area of the world. To make up for semiotic 
theory’s inability to conceptualise the ongoing power of a myth, I use dis-
course theory to argue that myths are supported and sustained by the way dis-
courses organise and signify differences of the world. The discourses that are 
of particular interest to this thesis are those which make ‘workers’ and ‘mi-
grants’ meaningful signifiers and support the myths of the working class 
and/or the nation. As I unpack how the signifiers of ‘workers’ and ‘migrant 
background’ attain meaning in discourses of class and nation, I also argue that 
discourses (and the myths they uphold) can and are combined, opposed, un-
dermined and transformed by active language users. This argument, in turn, 
demands that the relationship between agency and structure be theorised, to 
which end parts of Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse theory is deployed. 
Grounded in a critical realist ontology (associated with the philosophical work 
of Bhaskar (1986)),118 Fairclough’s work also addresses how constructions of 
meaning relate to non-semiotic elements in social practice. This leads me to 
conceptualise trade union work as a form of social practice which entails both 
semiotic and non-semiotic elements, and to argue that the ways in which un-
ions construct and signify workers of migrant background in discourse can 
potentially transform how unions act for them.  

                               
118 Critical realism insist that there exists a real world, including a real social world, inde-
pendently of our knowledge about it, but only the social world depends on social constructions 
for it to exist. As we enter the world as humans, the social world is already constructed by others 
and we are therefore born into social structures. Our knowledge of the social world may be 
limited and mistaken and our knowledge of reality (of both the natural and the social world) 
should therefore not be confused with the qualities of reality. Accordingly, not all constructions 
of reality are equally good. Critical realism insists on human agency and aims to explain social 
processes in terms of the causal powers of both structure and agency (Fairclough 2010:355). 
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4.1 Semiosis: the construction of meaning 
Semiosis refers to the construction of meaning through signs. Accordingly, 
semiotic theory is concerned with how this process can be explained. Barthes 
emphasised that the production of meaning includes two processes: one that 
is concerned with the linguistic level of meaning and builds on de Saussure’s 
theory of the sign (2014 [1959]), and another higher level of mythical con-
structions that produces a ‘second order’ of meaning (Barthes 1972). It is the 
second order of meaning that I am concerned with when I ask ‘How are work-
ers of migrant background constructed in trade union work?’ and where 
Barthes’ theoretical work comes into play. Because the second order of mean-
ing builds on the first, I will need to start with a brief account of the most 
central principles of the theory of the sign. 

4.1.1 The construction of meaning through signs 
Through his theory of the sign, de Saussure showed that meaning is the out-
come of social activity. He stated that language is a system of signs, and that 
the purpose of signs is to express the mental concepts we create to grasp real-
ity. In order to communicate these concepts, we give them forms (e.g. letters, 
words and verbal linguistic utterances) which enable us to construct meaning-
ful words, phrases and sentences. In order to match concepts and form in sim-
ilar ways so we are able to understand each other, we rely on an underlying 
social system of conventions for matching concept and form (Hall, Evans, and 
Nixon 2013:18).119 

Table 4 shows the key elements of de Saussure’s theory of the sign. In 
order to produce meaning, signs need to consist of both a form, termed the 
signifier, and a mental concept, termed the signified. Language, de Saussure 
argued, is therefore ‘a form and not a substance’ (de Saussure 2014:26, first 
published 1959). 

Table 4: The language of signs  

 
La

ng
ua

ge
 Signifier 

‘r-e-d’ 
(form) 

Signified 
‘redness’ 

(mental concept) 
Signifier + signified = SIGN 

‘RED’ 
Note: Based on Hall (1997:68). 

                               
119 The underlying conventions, i.e. the ‘deep structure’, of a language is termed ‘langue’ by de 
Saussure, and refers to a system of rules, codes and grammar which allows us to produce sen-
tences. Moreover, he referred to individual acts of speaking, termed ‘parole’, as the ‘surface of 
language’ because every speaker makes use of, and is thereby structured by, the ‘langue’ when 
speaking or writing (Hall 1997:33). 
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The signifier in table 4 is the letters making up the word ‘r-e-d’, while the 
signified is the mental concept of ‘redness’. In order for the word ‘r-e-d’ to be 
signified with the meaning ‘redness’ (whereby becoming a sign), it needs to 
be actively interpreted as different from other signifiers, such as ‘green’120. An 
important conclusion of de Saussure’s work is therefore that the making of 
differences is necessary for meaning to arise (Hall 1997:32; de Saussure 2014, 
first published 1959). On its own, the signifier has no meaning, and the signi-
fied is malleable due to its construction within history and culture. The mean-
ing of the sign RED does not come from the material phenomenon of light in 
certain wavelengths meeting the eye, since wavelengths do not care how we 
understand them (Hall 1997).121 Neither does the meaning of the sign RED 
come from the form it has been given in language, such as the letters r-e-d 
(signifier). The meaning of the sign RED only arises when we pair the form 
(of the letters or utterance of r-e-d) with the classifying idea to breakoff the 
spectrum of light into different colours, one of which is conceptualised as red-
ness. The theory of the sign therefore argues that meaning is relational and a 
social construct, not an essence.122 

The theory of the sign underscores the structural impact that language 
has on agency to construct meaning. In Hall’s words ‘[w]e are born into a 
language, its codes and its meanings’ (Hall, Evans, and Nixon 2013:19). No 
one can, on their own, suddenly change the conventions of how to combine 
signifier and signified in a particular language. But language is also subject to 
some change, to which observations of languages over time testify. In this 
sense, constructions of meaning are also not completely determined by lan-
guage structures (Hall 1997:35). So, while we may quarrel about how to cat-
egorise the wave-lengths of light (e.g. disagreements about whether orange is 
red or yellow) and while our individual perceptions of the projection of wave-
lengths of light onto the eye may vary, a general cultural consensus prevails 
over time that different colours exist, that there is a family resemblance (Witt-
genstein 2009 [1953]) to the perception of ‘redness’ which is different from 
other colour perceptions such as ‘blueness’, and that the form that is given to 
the concept of ‘redness’ in English is spelled and uttered ‘r-e-d’.  

                               
120 Whereas de Saussure himself emphasised binary differences, later critics are right in point-
ing out that difference can be established in more nuanced ways, as demonstrated by the exam-
ple of colour (Hall 1997:32). 
121 In other words, de Saussure rejected the Platonic idea of eternal concepts realising them-
selves in discrete instances. 
122 What follows from the theory of the sign is that all languages produce their own set of 
signifiers and signifieds, resulting in distinctive but arbitrary (or ‘unmotivated’) ways in which 
languages organise the world. Not only is the signifier arbitrary (such as the word ‘red’) but so 
too is the relationship between the signifier and signified. The arbitrariness of this relationship 
becomes obvious when identical signifiers are compared across cultures of ‘langue’. The mental 
concept that the signifier refers to in one context does not necessarily refer to the same concept 
in another (Hall 1997:28; 31). 
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4.1.2 The constructions of meaning through myths 
At a more abstract level of meaning-making, meaning is constructed through 
a similar yet somewhat different process to that of the sign. Whereas the first 
level of language accomplishes meaningful signs which are governed by a 
rather stable system of conventions, the constructions of meaning at the sec-
ond level are more contested (Barthes 1972:113–14; Hall et al. 2013:23–24). 
Barthes refers to this second level of meaning as the meta-language of myth 
(Barthes 1972:113–14). In myths, we not only read the simpler meanings 
which Barthes refers to as denotations, such as ‘This is a red flag’, but the 
denoted signs also become mere signifiers endowed with additional meaning 
(connotation), as visualised in table 5.  

Table 5: Meta-language of myth 

 

La
ng

ua
ge

 

1 Signifier 
r-e-d 

f-l-a-g 

2 Signified 
Redness 
Flagness 

 

M
yt

h 

3 Meaning (denotation) 
Red flag 

 
I FORM 

RED FLAG 

 
 

 
II SIGNIFIED 

LABOUR UNION 
III SIGNIFICATION (connotation) 

LABOUR UNION FLAG 
 Note: Based on models by Barthes and Hall (Barthes 1972:113; Hall 1997:68). 

In the movement from the first linguistic language system to the second sys-
tem of the myth, the sign of the first system is transformed into a signifier in 
the second. In order to avoid confusion, Barthes therefore refers to the sign as 
‘meaning’ from the perspective of the linguistic system and as ‘form’ from the 
perspective of the myth. The meaning of the myth is referred to as significa-
tion.  

What does Barthes mean by myth? In the transformation of the initial 
signs (e.g. ‘This is a red flag’) into a mythical signification (e.g. ‘This is a 
labour flag’), the prior meaning (of what we mean by ‘red’ and ‘flag’) is im-
poverished, put at a distance, held at one’s disposal, he argues (1972:117). The 
transformation is viewed as a distortion, but not a complete erasure of its lin-
guistic meaning (Barthes 1972:120). The transformation from sign to myth 
adds a new meaning (labour union) to the original one (red flag). The form of 
the myth is already constituted by a linguistic meaning – it is not empty and 
arbitrary as the signifiers are at the linguistic level of signs. The denotation of 
the signs is, however, distorted and put at a distance by the meaning of the 
myth. In Barthes’ words, ‘[t]he signifier of myth presents itself in an ambigu-
ous way: it is at the same time meaning and form, full on the one side and 
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empty on the other’ (Barthes 1972:116); ‘It is this constant game of hide-and-
seek between the meaning and the form which defines myth’ (Barthes 
1972:117).  

When comparing the two levels of meaning constructions, i.e. the lin-
guistic language system and the metalanguage of myth, there is usually a gen-
eral consensus about the meanings of the former while the meanings of latter 
are open-ended to a greater extent. The connotations of myths interpret com-
plicated signs of social ideology, general beliefs, conceptual frameworks and 
value systems of society (Hall 1997:38–39). The signifieds at the mythical 
level ‘…have a very close communication with culture, knowledge, history 
and it is through them, so to speak, that the environmental world [of the cul-
ture] invades the system’ (Barthes 1968:91–92). In the example of the labour 
union flag, the meaning of labour appropriates that of red. Since the meaning 
of the colour RED (a colour that is different from other colours) is so cemented 
culturally, it may seem like there is no preconstructed meaning which is dis-
torted when it, as a sign, again becomes a signifier that is filled with the new 
meaning of the labour movement. The denotative meaning of a colour may 
not seem constructed, but rather seems fixed in nature. Similarly, the myth of 
the labour flag (being red) has become so established through the history of 
labour movements that it might seem more like a sign than a myth to those 
who share this history.  

In order to elucidate the distortion and appropriation of myths, another, 
more poignant example may be helpful, such as the event that I described in 
the prologue of the thesis. During my observation of a general assembly meet-
ing in Metal H, the participants received a package of meeting material, of 
which the first paper had lyrics and the red national flag, Dannebrog, printed 
on it (see appendix 1). The denotation of the handout communicated ‘Danish 
lyrics of labour song When I see a red flag billow and the red flag Dannebrog’. 
The immediate context in which the hand-out was distributed, was that of the 
union’s general assembly meeting, in which the participants were predomi-
nantly middle aged and elderly white males. The wider political context was 
that of anti-migration policies, reinforcement of Danish state borders, and a 
public discourse framing immigrants, categorised as ‘non-western’, as prob-
lematic for cultural integration and for the welfare system in Denmark (see 
section 2.4.3). In this context, the handout of lyrics communicated an addi-
tional connotation through the semiological system of the myth, much like 
Barthes’ renowned example of the front page of the Paris Match magazine 
(Barthes 1972). There was a signifier (‘Danish lyrics of When I see a red flag 
billow and the red flag Dannebrog’) and there as a signified (a purposeful 
mixture of Danishness and collective class action), and finally there was a 
presence of the signified through the signifier (Barthes 1972:115). The red 
flag in the song, which in the context of the labour movement historically re-
fers to the collective struggle of labour, hailed the onlooker in the name of the 
Danish nation, whereby Danish nationality was established by appropriating 
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the red labour flag. The historical signification of ‘the red flag’ as a symbol 
for working class struggle as subordinated and oppressed by the upper classes 
was kept, but its meaning was distorted by the meaning of Dannebrog, which 
instead constructed ‘the red flag’ as supportive of the Danish state as non-
capitalist or non-class discriminatory. The distortion of the meaning that has 
historically been assigned to ‘the red flag’ in the lyrics became a signifier in 
the meta-language, which is exactly how myths work, according to Barthes 
(Barthes 1972:124–25). 

The form that is used in myths is always motivated, never arbitrary, 
according to Barthes: ‘Motivation is necessary to the very duplicity of myth: 
myth plays on the analogy between meaning and form, there is no myth with-
out motivated form.’ (Barthes 1972:124–25). The motivation, or purposeful-
ness, of myths to change meaning makes them political. Whereas the linguistic 
‘language-object, which “speak things”, can easily exhibit this [political] 
trace; the metalanguage, which speak of things, [reveals this political trace] 
much less easily’ (Barthes 1972:143, quotation marks and italics by Barthes). 
In other words, the obviousness of politics varies between signs and myths, 
but the political weight also varies between myths because the histories of 
some signifiers are harder to distort than others. Myths function to naturalise 
and depoliticise political matters and we do not relate to myths in terms of 
truth but rather in terms of use (Barthes 1972:144). The political insignificance 
that myths try to communicate, Barthes argues, ‘comes from its situation’ 
(1972:144), which makes it of great importance to contextualise myths in or-
der to identify what it is, that the myth naturalises. This can be done by mod-
ifying the circumstances of the situation in which the myth is working. Until 
this point, I agree with the arguments of Barthes and find his theory of the 
myth useful for analysing the interplay and contestations between myths of 
the working class and the nation, as exemplified by the handout of lyrics.  

Another and indispensable technique for identifying the political insig-
nificance that myths try to communicate, is to look at things from the point of 
view of the sign, Barthes argues, ‘of the thing that has been robbed; and within 
the signifier, from the point of view of the language-object, that is, of the 
meaning’ (Barthes 1972:144). Here, I must argue that Barthes is only partly 
right. As in the example of ‘Danish lyrics of the labour song When I see a red 
flag billow and the red flag Dannebrog’, as well as Barthes’ own example of 
the ‘the black soldier saluting the French tricolour’, neither ‘the red flag’ nor 
‘the black soldier’ are signs which meanings are appropriated. In both cases, 
the colours of the ‘red’ flag and the ‘black’ soldier are already endowed with 
additional significations of ‘working class’ and ‘race’, respectively.123 Thus, 
in neither of these examples is it the meaning of the signs of ‘red’, ‘flag’, 

                               
123 In the case of how the colour of skin is signified in order to construct race, is well pointed 
out by scholars such as Du Bois (e.g. 2004 [1897]), Fanon (e.g. 2008 [1952]) and Hall (e.g. 
2017c).  
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‘black’, and ‘soldier’ that are robbed, but the significations that have histori-
cally been assigned to ‘red flag’ (i.e. labour movement) and ‘black’ people 
(i.e. subordinated to and oppressed by the French). This does not disqualify 
Barthes’ theory of the myth, but adds to it; that the meta-language of myth can 
also appropriate and distort the significations of other myths.  

4.2 Stabilisation of myths through discourse 
As I have now shown in the previous section, signifiers ‘slip and slide out of 
place’ in the meta-language of myths, and their structure of similarities and 
differences is ‘open to the “play” of signification, the “play” of history’ (Hall 
2017c:72) which gives signification multidirectional possibilities (Mercer 
2017:16). If unregulated, this slipping and sliding would make communication 
through signification difficult and inefficient. Underlying systems of social 
conventions, however, restrict and stabilise the options of signification, which 
ensures regularity and explains why we usually understand others and make 
ourselves understood by means of signification (Hall 2017c:42). Since the lin-
guistic turn in the humanities and social sciences in the 1980s and 1990s, these 
underlying systems of convention are typically conceptualised as discourses 
(Toews 2001). Discourses are functional in the sense that they ensure regular-
ity and patterns of meaning which not only further efficient communication, 
but also establish dominant meaning structures that translate between 1) ‘the 
world of things, people, events and experiences’, 2) the conceptual world of 
mental concepts, and 3) signs ‘arranged into languages, which “stand for” or 
communicate these concepts’ (Hall, Evans, and Nixon 2013:45). The analysis 
of discourse is therefore also entwined with questions of structure and agency 
in how reality may be constructed and conceived.  

A critical realist approach to discourse analysis assumes that a natural 
world exists independently of our social world, although humans have to make 
sense of both by means of language (Fairclough 2010). The critical realist po-
sition aligns with the social constructionist perspective that I take in claiming 
that language activity ‘is not merely a reflection or expression of social pro-
cesses and practices, it is a part of those processes and practices’ (Fairclough 
2015:56). A critical realist standpoint nonetheless differs from more post-
modernistic approaches to discourse that conflate semiotics and social practice 
analytically. Like Fairclough, I think the two are analytically distinguishable 
to the effect that non-semiotic elements of social life ‘come to incorporate or 
“internalise” particular discursive elements (including particular discourses) 
without being reducible to them’ (Fairclough 2013b:358, 2015:7–9). Given 
this standpoint, I argue that it is not only important to theorise the relationship 
between agency and structure within semiosis, but also the relationship be-
tween semiosis and non-semiotic elements of social life, which Fairclough’s 
work helps me to do (Fairclough 2013b:357–58). 
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Ironically, Fairclough’s definition of discourse is quite vague, which 
may be explained by his focus on the adjacent concept of ‘orders of discourse’, 
which I will return to in section 4.3.2. Fairclough defines discourse as a con-
cept of language that is ‘a form of social practice’ in the sense that it is a social 
process which is part of (and not external to) society, and that it is socially 
conditioned by non-linguistic parts of society (Fairclough 2015:53; 55-56). 
He defines discourse as ‘a particular way of representing certain parts or as-
pects of the (physical, social, psychological) world’ (2013b:358, 2013c:75). 
How discourse differs from signs and myths is not spelled out by Fairclough. 
Based on my examination of how meaning is constructed in the meta-language 
of myth, I therefore want to qualify his definition of discourse to mean the 
organisation of constructed differences in language that supports the meaning 
of a myth. This definition underlines the political aspect of discourse as a mo-
tivated and purposeful construction of the world, like the myths they sustain. 
Furthermore, it distinguishes between the constructions of meaning in dis-
course as a semiotic practice at the level of meta-language and the construction 
of meaning that happens at the linguistic level of signs. 

The discourses that are of particular interest to this thesis are those 
which make the signifiers of ‘workers’ and ‘migrants’ meaningful and con-
nects them to the myths of the working class and the nation. I will use the 
concept of discourse to show how the signifiers of ‘workers’ and ‘migrant 
background’ attain meaning in discourses of class and nation, and how these 
discourses of class and nation support the mythical constructions of a working 
class and a nation, respectively. While both discourses may have been integral 
to the historical development of trade unionism in Denmark (in constructing 
‘Danish workers’), the antagonism of their different rationalities is becoming 
ever more salient. An increasing number of people that would be constructed 
as workers and subjects for trade union representation in discourses of class 
are simultaneously constructed as migrants and differentiated from nationals, 
leading to differentiated forms of state control, disciplining and commodifica-
tion (as argued in section 2.4). The research question of how workers of mi-
grant background are constructed in trade union work is in this sense an ex-
ploration of how trade unions deal with the contradiction of these discourses.  

In order to identify when myths of class and nation, respectively, are 
discursively drawn upon in the empirical material, I will now characterise 
what meanings ‘workers’ and ‘migrants’ typically attain from them. By doing 
so, I will also unpack how each form of discourse purposefully constructs 
group belonging and draw social boundaries in different ways: whereas dis-
courses of nation hold the potential to unite and differentiate people across 
class positions, discourses of class hold the potential to unite and differentiate 
people across state borders and cultural differences. 
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4.2.1 Discourses of class 
As trade union organisations formed in industrialising countries in the 19th and 
20th centuries, the construction of the ‘worker’ as a member of ‘the working 
class’ became a central and purposeful myth around which union activists con-
structed collective union identities and achieved commitment to collective ac-
tion.124 To conceptualise the working class as a myth is not to deny the history 
of the labour movement or of working people. Discourses of class, in other 
words, support the idea of different classes as a meaningful way of understand-
ing, explaining and accounting for certain differences in the world which are 
constructed by means of language.  
 The working class may be constructed as both a social position and as 
a collective working class identity. With regard to the latter, historian Edward 
P. Thompson argued that it was far from given that any singular working class 
community or movement would develop during the industrialisation of Eng-
land. Rather, it seemed as if there were multiple working classes which found 
commonalities within and across trades: ‘There were tailors here and weavers 
there, and together they make up the working classes’ (Thompson 1966:9). 
The idea of a single unified working class arose neither from the material con-
ditions (class as a social position or situation) of those who became signified 
as workers and signified themselves as workers, nor through the human expe-
riences of material conditions which it related to. A class, Thompson argued, 
is ‘an historical phenomenon, unifying a number of disparate and seemingly 
unconnected events, both in the raw material and in consciousness’ and the 
unification comes about as an ‘articulation’ according to Thompsons’ 
(1966:9) terminology,125 or as a ‘construction’, which I call it. Class-con-
sciousness, according to Thompson, ‘is the way in which these experiences 
are handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value-systems, ideas, 
and institutional forms’ (1966:10).  

The theoretical work of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels was founda-
tional to the ways in which discourses of class came to organise and signify 

                               
124 By collective identity, I mean the constructing of a ‘we’ as well as that of ‘others’ in order 
to make sense of action as collective and make it continuous, in contrast to the aggregation of 
individual actions reacting to the environment (Weber 2013a:4, 23, first published 1921). Col-
lective action thus resembles what Weber has conceptualised as ‘social action’, since it involves 
action of actors which ‘is meaningfully oriented to that of others’ (Weber 2013b:22–23, 2013b), 
but it is more than that. Collective action is action which is also based on the construction of a 
collective, as argued by social movement scholars such as Melucci. Melucci argued that the (re-
)production of a collective identity requires work of constructing a ‘we’ as well as that of ‘oth-
ers’ in order to make sense of the ‘collectiveness’ as well as to make collective action continu-
ous (Melucci 1989). 
125 The concept of articulation has later been developed and defined in relation to the concepts 
of discourse and hegemony by Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau and Mouffe 2001:105–14). I have 
chosen not to deploy the theory of Laclau and Mouffe because it relies on a post-structuralist 
ontology that is in conflict with the critical realism that I subscribe to.  
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differences during the time when trade unionism burgeoned in Europe,126 and 
is still important today (although less so, it may be argued). Despite Marx and 
Engels’ prediction that objective class interests would eventually culminate in 
revolutionary challenges to capitalism, they emphasised that the subjectivity 
of signifying oneself and others as ‘a class in itself’ (i.e. the similarities in 
material conditions and social positioning of a group of people) would not in 
and of itself transform into collective identification and action. In order for 
people to identify as ‘a class for itself’ with the ability to act collectively,127 
they saw a need for workers to signify their conditions and social position as 
similar in terms of class (Marx 1955 (1847), chapter 2). The purposefulness 
of discourses of class is to reconstruct the existing signification of differences 
in material conditions, social positioning and life chances in capitalistic mar-
ket economy to create a foundation for collective identification and action.  

The ways in which Marxist theories of class organise differences to sig-
nify class pertain to the positionalities in the relationship to the means of pro-
duction, and to relations of domination and exploitation. The working class 
and the workers who belong to it are characterised by a lack of ownership of 
the means of production, a lack of control over their own and others’ labouring 
activity, and a loss of economic benefits from these labouring activities 
(Wright 2015:9).  

Other discourses of class mainly draw on the theoretical work and ideas 
found in Max Weber’s work. In line with Marx and Engels, Weber also argued 
that property ownership and the separation from the means of production are 
a fundamental source of class division, and that class position has a strong 
tendency to affect individual economic action. However, he dismissed Marx’s 
claim that capitalism would eventually generate collective class struggles 
(Wright 2015:37). To Weber, classes belong to the economic sphere of social 
interaction and do not comprise collective identity (what Marx termed a ‘class 
for itself’), but merely consist of differences in material properties (what Marx 
termed a ‘class in itself’), which ultimately results from different market situ-
ations (Weber 2013b:927–28). Collective identification only arises as ‘status 
groups’ in the communal sphere of social interaction are ‘determined by a 
specific, positive or negative, social estimation of honour’, Weber argued, 

                               
126 The theoretical work of Marx and Engels was significant for The First International, which 
is the popularised expression for the international organisation, the International Workingmen’s 
Association (IWA), established in the United Kingdom in (1864–1873) and aimed at uniting 
trade unions and other organisations and activists in an international working class struggle 
against capitalism. It was succeeded by the Second International (1889–1916) which, however, 
excluded syndicalists and trade union movements. 
127 Collective action is here understood in line with Melucci, who differentiates collective action 
from an aggregation of individualistic actions in that the latter is ‘directed exclusively to its 
external environment, rather than the group itself’ (Melucci 1989:28). In order for action to be 
collective, it has to include a ‘mutual recognition of actors as members of the same social unit’ 
- i.e. the creation of and identification with a collective (1989:27). 
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which may or may not be linked to class positionality128 (Weber 2013b:932). 
Finally, he argued that collective action would not result from status groups, 
but from the organisation of ‘parties’ in the political sphere of social interac-
tion, which could be such as a trade union (Weber 2013b:938).  

Weber’s argument that both class and unequal life chances are ex-
plained by different market situations, differential possession of resources for 
labour market exchange (such as jobs, education and occupations), and the 
differences in the distribution of labour market resources that apply to differ-
ent status groups (Weber 2013b:926–332; Wright 2015:13; 21; 27; 33) means 
that Weberian-inspired discourses of class signify the characteristics of occu-
pations, the degree and speciality of education and other goods that are per-
ceived as resources in the labour market as being important for the construc-
tion of the working class (Wright 2015:42).  

While there are several variations of what I have now roughly charac-
terised as Marxist and Weberian-inspired discourses of class and while dis-
courses of class may also draw on later class theory, discourses of class all 
include signifiers of economic (dis)possessions, employment relations and 
material conditions that they signify in terms of class. My aim here is, in other 
words, not to review all discourses or theorisations of class, but to identify 
some of the most salient signifiers that are organised in discourses of class, in 
order to show how I recognise them in the analysis of the material. What is 
equally important is to point out that the signifier of ‘worker’ draws meaning 
from the myth of ‘the working class’ in order to promote collective identifica-
tion across other differences (such as trade, gender, cultural expressions and 
citizenship) and motivate collective action against a particular social order 
(capitalism) or against (an)other social class(es).  

Although the signifiers that are highlighted vary somewhat from one 
discourse of class to another and while the myth of the working class is open 
to reconstruction and destruction, it is from the discourses of class that the 
signifier of the ‘worker’ attains its meaning as a certain class positioning (‘a 
class in itself’ in Marx’s terminology and ‘a class situation’ in Weber’s) and 
as a subjectivity (‘a class for itself’ in Marx’s terminology and ‘status group’ 
in Weber’s) that may or may not be activated for collective action. Typically, 
the worker is constructed in terms of a lack of or few possessions, limited 
skills in labour market demand (in terms length and type of education), in a 
dominated position with respect to management, low societal status and/or 
low wage (what Marx would term ‘exploitation’ and Weber would approach 
as a problem of distribution), and unemployed or insecure employments. 
Through the signification of such observable129 differences as outcomes of so-
cial processes and structures, the discourses of class produce knowledge that 

                               
128 Weber would, however, speak of ‘class situation’ not class positionality (Weber 2013b). 
129 As previously argued, observable differences are, of course, also constructed through lan-
guage. 
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motivates collective identification and collective action which can be found in 
trade union action.  

4.2.2 Discourses of nation 
The other myth which is central to this thesis is that of national groupings of 
people or populations, supported by discourses of nation. From the myth of 
national populations and the discourses of nation, the signifiers ‘migration’ 
and ‘migrant’ draw their meaning. But, as I will show, the significations of 
‘migrant background’ in discourses of nation are closely related to discourses 
of ethnicity and race. 

The ‘migrant’ is constructed through significations of mobility of a cer-
tain temporality between geographical places and political spaces that are con-
structed as different from one other. Migration as a phenomenon of movement 
in time and space implies a crossing of such boundaries of difference. In con-
temporary Europe as well as in Denmark, the signified of these social bound-
aries are predominantly the geographical boundaries of state sovereignty, 
namely the territories of states. The territories of states are not natural or ab-
solutely true in the way that the myth of nation assigns them to be. Neverthe-
less, the internalisation of the myth of national peoples into social practice 
through discourses of nation has material outcomes.  

In formal constructions of migrant categories and statused, the defini-
tions are generally described explicitly and are publicly accessible, for exam-
ple in academic texts, state law and national statistics. In legal and statistical 
texts, the migrant (as well as other migratory categories) is not just constructed 
with reference to state territories, but also with reference to temporality (time 
spent within state territory), the direction and finalisation of movement, polit-
ical affiliation (in terms of citizenship130) and even genealogy (birthplace or 
citizenship of parents and grandparents). Here the genealogical criteria are of 
particular importance for my choice to explore not only the constructions of 
‘migrants’, but also of ‘migrant background’. This is because the construc-
tions of migrant categories in social practice – even in official statistics as 
shown in chapter 2 – reach beyond the act of international border crossing into 
how ‘migrant-ness’ is produced.131 As constructions of the migrant move away 
from simply characterising an individual’s physical act of movement between 
spaces and into genealogical associations (the movement of parents), the ‘mi-
grant-ness’ becomes an inherited property, an intergenerational trait. This is 

                               
130 Citizenship in itself moreover includes different criteria of genealogy (jus sangvinis), tem-
porality of residency (jus domicilis) and ownership (jus soli), and citizenship criteria tend to 
increase for non-citizens who want to naturalise, as pointed out in section 2.4.2. 
131 I approach ‘migrant-ness’ as a social construction which is analogous to, but simultaneously 
opposite to Benedict Anderson’s conceptualisation of ‘nation-ness’ as a cultural artifact of a 
particular kind (2016:4, first published 1983). 
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the case when individuals are, for example, signified and categorised as ‘de-
scendants’ and ‘children of descendants’ in statistics.  
 That individuals are signified as migrants despite living within the same 
state territory in which they were born and/or to which they are citizens and/or 
to which they may feel cultural belonging, is not only evident in the construc-
tions of migrant categories in formal statistics that draw on records of interna-
tional border crossings, citizenship, country of birth and ancestry. It is also 
evident in informal settings where people who interact do not have access to 
such formal records. Going about their everyday lives, individuals may con-
struct themselves and others as belonging or not belonging to an imagined 
community of the nation, which can manifest in questions such as: ‘Where do 
you really come from?’ and in imperatives such as: ‘Go home to where you 
came from!’. What makes these significations possible is that the construc-
tions of the migrant signifier also rely on a common-sense imagining of the 
nation as a particular people with certain cultural characteristics (Anderson 
2016 [1983]).  

The nation is an imagined social community which can reproduce itself 
as a people (Balibar 1990:346). Like other imagined peoples, the imagined 
nation is constructed discursively while it ‘inscribes itself in the real’ (Balibar 
1990:346), as it does through formal citizenships, border controls and in Al-
iens Acts, for example. Unlike other communities, the nation ‘recognizes itself 
in advance in the institution of the state’; it recognises the state as ‘its own’ in 
opposition to other states and, ‘in particular, inscribes its political struggles 
within the horizon of that state’ (Balibar 1990:346). The purpose of the nation 
myth and discourses of nation is exactly this identification with the state polity 
and territory within which the state claims sovereignty. In this way, the nation 
is very much a political community that is related to a state’s actual or poten-
tial borders (Wallerstein 2002:107), but the nation is also a cultural commu-
nity of identification as the sociologist and cultural theorist Stuart Hall has 
pointed out, here quoting the historian Bill Schwarz: 

We should think of the nation not simply as a political entity but also as some-
thing that produces meaning and constructs identification. A nation is always 
a symbolic community, and it is this dimension which accounts for its ‘power 
to generate identity and allegiance,’ as Bill Schwarz has put it...  

(Hall 2017b:137) 
 
As Hall points out, the myth of the nation is also a powerful source of meaning 
for modern cultural identification (Hall 2017b:136–37). Nationality thus be-
comes something more than a political affiliation; it becomes a name of a col-
lective identity around which cultural differences are organised in terms of 
nationality. The nation is in this way a central signifier that constructs national 
differences while uniting people within the nation myth across other differ-
ences (such as class), as Hall points out: 
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We should think of national cultures, then, as discursive-like in their mode of 
constructing collective identity. Organised around the national signifier, whose 
function is to represent difference-as-unity, to make all of its constituent ele-
ments present as identity, modern nation-states have complex histories that are 
always crosscut by internal differences that come to be unified only by the 
exercise of cultural power.  

(Hall 2017b:143) 
 
This cultural side of the nation, which Hall refers to in the quote, works as 
ethnicity in that it enables processes of identification of cultural similarity and 
differences through significations of language, history, values, beliefs, cus-
toms, rituals, traditions, and worlds of meaning (Hall 2017b:126). It is the 
cultural meanings of the nation that make it possible to construct ourselves 
and others as belonging or not belonging to the nation without any records of 
citizenship or movement across international borders. Only through the imag-
ined nation as a people with certain cultural traits does it become possible and 
meaningful for people to question the national belonging of some but not oth-
ers without formal records. In this way, religious symbols, language use, tra-
ditions and ways of eating and dressing, just to mention a few but key exam-
ples; can be signified as national differences.  

The imagined nation might very well also go beyond the signification 
of cultural traits and include significations of what the sociologist W.E.B. Du 
Bois called ‘the grosser physical differences of color, hair and bone’ (Du Bois 
2004:5). The reason for this can be found in the work of Hall, who argues that 
because of the sense of being bound or belonging to the nation as a cultural 
people (ethnos), the imagined nation ‘slides’ towards nature as it ‘is experi-
enced and imagined by many not as a discursive construction but as having 
acquired the durability of nature itself’ (Hall 2017a:107). When it is forgotten 
that the nation is imagined, a social construct, and it is replaced by common-
sense conceptions of kinship, it acquires the same problematic relationship 
with race as ethnicity has: it starts sliding ‘towards a transcultural and even 
transcendental fix in common blood, inheritance, and ancestry all of which 
gives ethnicity an originary foundation in nature that puts it beyond the reach 
of history’ (Hall 2017a:108–9). In other words, the constructions of individu-
als as belonging or not belonging to the nation which appear, as with ethnicity, 
to be grounded exclusively in the cultural easily slide towards fictions of 
race132.  
                               
132 I define race as a socially-constructed category and system of meaning that has history and 
is subject to change. Constructions of race are accomplished through the process of racialisa-
tion. Despite the fact that the idea of different human races has no biological justification (the 
genetic variability between populations that are racialised is not significantly greater than the 
variability within such populations), I acknowledge in line with Stuart Hall, ‘the horrendous 
human and historical consequences that have followed from the application of this racialised 
classification system to social life and to individual men and women’ (Hall 2017c:33). Moreo-
ver, the material and deadly consequences that the idea of race has brought about throughout 
history, support the claim that constructions of meaning matter for non-semiotic aspects of so-
cial practice. Race is therefore ‘a cultural and historical, not biological, fact’ (Hall 2017c:32). 
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The philosopher Étienne Balibar has argued that it is language and race 
that have historically made it possible for national ethnicity133 to ‘be produced 
in such a way that it precisely does not appear as fiction, but as the most nat-
ural of origins’ (Balibar 1990:350).134 Referring to the French context some 
decades ago, he observed that ‘immigration’ had become ‘the race denotation 
above all others’, and the characteristic ‘immigrated’ was the essential to sub-
sume the individuals in a racist typology (Balibar 2002a:285). Despite the in-
credible differences amongst people who are signified as migrants, the signi-
fier of migration both unites and differentiates people in racialised ways (Bali-
bar 2002a:283). In fact, the idea of race dissolves social inequalities within the 
nation in an even more ambivalent ‘similarity’ than the cultural language com-
munity, Balibar argues. Race ‘ethnicizes the social difference which is an ex-
pression of irreconcilable antagonisms by lending its form of a division be-
tween the “genuinely” and the “falsely” national’ (Balibar 1990:353). Accord-
ing to Balibar I understand the idea and symbolic constructions of race and its 
demographic and cultural equivalents, as ‘the schema of genealogy, that is, 
quite simply the idea that the filiation of individuals transmits from generation 
to generation a substance both biological and spiritual and thereby inscribes 
them in a temporal community known as “kinship”.’(Balibar 1990:353). 

The many ways that cultural expressions and bodily appearances are 
constructed as signifiers of the national or the foreign in terms of race, can be 
conceptualised as processes of ethnicisation and racialisation. Miles and 
Brown define these processes as follows: 

[Ethnicisation is] a dialectical process by which meaning is attributed to socio-
cultural signifiers of human beings, as a result of which individuals may be 
assigned to a general category of persons which reproduces itself biologically, 
culturally and economically. Where biological and/or somatic features (real or 
imagined) are signified, we speak of racialisation as a specific modality of eth-
nicisation.  

(Miles and Brown 2003:99)  
 

                               
133 Balibar does not use the expression ‘national ethnicity’ as I do, but instead argues that the 
nationalism produces ‘fictive ethnicity’: No nation possesses an ethnic base naturally, but as 
social formations are nationalised, the populations included within them, divided up among 
them or dominated by them are ethnicised, that is, represented in the past or in the future as if 
they formed a natural community, possessing of itself an identity of origins, culture, and inter-
ests which transcend individuals and social conditions. (Balibar 1990:349). 
134 Several other academics argue along similar lines, e.g. Goldberg, who points out that eth-
nicity has long overlapped the concept of race and that they ‘intersect, defining each other at 
least in part’ by amalgamating ‘through the registers of culture’ (Goldberg 2015:22–23); or the 
observation that race ‘works as an attempt at a metonym for culture; and it does so only at the 
price of biologizing what is culture, or ideology’(Appiah 1985:36); or the argument that: ‘Rac-
ism, qua ideology, was created historically and became interdependent with the ideology of 
nationalism’ (Miles and Brown 2003:9). 
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The concepts of ethnicisation and racialisation are helpful to qualify how ‘mi-
grants’ and ‘migrant backgrounds’ are constructed and signified as outsiders 
to the imagined nation. In addition, ethnicisation and racialisation are helpful 
to understand how contemporary forms of racism, as systems of meaning that 
classify people hierarchically based on cultural and/or somatic signifiers, work 
without the ideological convictions of biological racism (Goldberg 2015). I 
will therefore use ethnisication and racialisation to point out when such pro-
cesses are involved in the constructions of workers of migrant background as 
deviant in discourses of nation. 

4.3 Discourses and social practice 
Taking class and nation as examples, I have now accounted for the purpose-
fulness of discourses to stabilise myths (of the working class and the nation) 
by noting forms of variation, constructing some of them (but not others) as 
different from each other and organising these differences in patterned ways 
of signification that support a purposeful myth. As the creative, active and 
interactive creators of meaning, humans nevertheless tend to combine, chal-
lenge and change the discourses that we are born into. So while discourse sta-
bilises and structures meaningful and purposeful myths, there is always scope 
for transformative agency.135  

Meaning-making that is subject to both structural forces and agency 
begs for a theorisation of how agency emerges in discourse and how discourse 
relates to social practice. More specifically for this thesis, my focus on con-
structions of workers of migrant background implies a theorisation of how 
such constructions are reproduced or may change in trade union work, and 
how they might matter for what trade unions do in action. As these questions 
are not theorised in the semiotic theory of Barthes and Hall, I have to comple-
ment my theoretical framework with theory that does. 

Questions of social change are typical for sociological theory and 
highly contested. In this thesis, I choose to draw on Norman Fairclough’s crit-
ical discourse theory to theorise the interrelationship between structure and 
agency in social life, because of the attention it gives to semiosis and the rela-
tionship between semiotic and non-semiotic elements of social practice as a 
whole. Moreover, Fairclough’s work is relevant as it is concerned with social 
practices of organisations and their ability to change (Fairclough 2013b). I will 
not, however, draw on Fairclough’s detailed linguistic and language specific 

                               
135 Both Barthes and Hall emphasize that in the signification of differences, meaning is con-
structed by active language users who encode (put into the code) and decode (interpret) mean-
ings and cultural connotations from myths (Hall 2014 [1973]; Hall, Evans, and Nixon 2013:45). 
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approach, since my interest is sociological rather than linguistic and because 
the context of the study involves more than one vernacular language136.  

Fairclough’s critical discourse theory assumes that a natural world ex-
ists independently of our social world, both of which humans have to make 
sense of both by means of language (Fairclough 2010). While I contend that 
language activity ‘is not merely a reflection or expression of social processes 
and practices, it is a part of those processes and practices’ (Fairclough 
2015:56), I do not conflate semiosis and social practice as being analytically 
indistinguishable. In accordance with Fairclough, I claim that non-semiotic 
elements of social life ‘come to incorporate or “internalise” particular discur-
sive elements (including particular discourses) without being reducible to 
them’ (2013b:358), and that a change in discourse does not presuppose or 
bring about a transformation in realities and organisational practice (Fair-
clough 2015:44;47).  

In order to explain the relationship between agency and structure within 
semiosis, as well as the relationship between semiosis and non-semiotic ele-
ments of social life, Fairclough distinguishes three analytical levels of social 
life, which I will continuously make use of in my analysis. Each level includes 
a semiotic facet (Fairclough 2010:351) and, as shown in the tabulation below, 
I propose to term these analytical levels as micro, meso and macro.  

Table 6: Analytical levels of social life 

Analytical level Social life Semiotic element 
Macro Social structures (abstract) Languages 
Meso Social practices Orders of discourse 
Micro Social events (concrete) Texts 

Note: The tabulation is a development of Fairclough (2014:380). 

Table 6 gives an overview of how I will approach discursive constructions as 
part structure and part agency, and as semiotic elements that, in correspond-
ence to the micro, meso and macro level of social life, can be conceptualised 
as texts, orders of discourses and languages, respectively.  

Before I explain how I will use the concepts of text, orders of discourse 
and language, a few words need to be said about the crucial intermediary role 
that social practices play in Fairclough’s efforts to bridge the duality of agency 
and structure (2013b:355). He conceptualises social practices as the ‘interme-
diate organizational entities between structures and events’ that control ‘the 

                               
136 I use the expression ‘vernacular language’ to refer to the language which is spoken by a 
group of people and lingvistically distinct from other languages. Although it is common to 
equate language with nation, languages are not inherently national, as Anderson demonstrated 
in his book Imagined Communities (2016 [1983]). Fairclough’s detailed approach to language 
is concerned with one vernacular language (English and mostly in written text), and does not 
address multi-vernacular language use. 



 

94 

selection of certain structural possibilities and the exclusion of others, and the 
retention of these selections over time, in particular areas of social life’ (Fair-
clough 2003:23–24). The ‘stuff’ of social practices includes actions and inter-
actions, social relations, persons (with beliefs, attitudes, histories etc.), and the 
material world - all elements that cannot be reduced to semiosis (Fairclough 
2003:25). In other words, social practice is not only the concept with which 
Fairclough connects semiotic and non-semiotic elements of social life (this 
feature also pertains to social structures and social events), but also the ful-
crum for how he tries to bridge the ontological gaps between agency and struc-
ture, and micro and macro. All elements of social practice condition social 
agency (Fairclough 2015:57–61), but agency that takes place in concrete so-
cial events is, simultaneously, what makes social practice become (and re-
main) alive. It is therefore also in concrete social events that there is potential 
to transform social practice – trough both non-semiotic and semiotic elements 
of action. In the coming sections, I will unpack my understanding of social 
reproduction or social transformation within discourse, and how discursive 
change relates to change in the non-semiotic elements of social practice. 

4.3.1 Text 
At the micro level of social life, discursive constructions figure as text. Text 
is the semiotic aspect of concrete social events and is defined as written and 
spoken language and combinations of language with visual images that trans-
mit meaning (Fairclough 2013b:359, 2013a:233).137 Speaking and writing are 
semiotic elements that may or may not play a big or a small part in social 
events, compared to non-semiotic elements such as social relations and phys-
ical action and interaction (Fairclough 2003:21). Texts make up the most tan-
gible entry point for empirical discourse analysis. 

According to Fairclough, texts figure in social events in three ways: as 
genre, which is defined as a way of acting (and often coincides with non-se-
miotic action)138; as discourse, which is defined as a way of constructing an 
area of the world with a certain perspective by means of semiosis; and as style, 
which refers to ways of being (identities in their semiotic matter) (Fairclough 

                               
137 Fairclough’s understanding of text seems very similar to how Hall defines language: ‘Any 
sound, word, image or object which functions as a sign and is organized with other signs into a 
system which is capable of carrying and expressing meaning is, from this [semiotic] point of 
view, “a language”’ (Hall 1997:19). 
138 In the context of trade union work, a genre of a text might be at a picket line, a General 
Assembly, a team meeting, a recruitment coversation, a workplace visit or a member counsel-
ling. Within each text genre, certain forms of action, interaction and texts are expected, and 
their constructions would draw meaning from relevant discourses. At a social event such as a 
strike, for example, one would anticipate the (mostly non-semiotic) action of stopping work 
and (the mostly semiotic) leaflets and conversation that explain the meaning of the strike. More-
over, constructing the event as a strike would involve drawing on discourse of class. 
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2010:213, 2013c:75). While the concepts of genre and style are helpful to con-
textualise the texts under analysis, they do not add much to the aim of my 
analysis. I will, however, operationalise the concept of genre for each excerpt 
of text, characterising them as ‘interview’, ‘group interview’, ‘workplace 
visit’, ‘conversation’ etc., so as to contextualise the text excerpts. With regard 
to style, my literature review (chapter 3) showed how ‘old’ and ‘new’ forms 
of being a union official and/or a union member are common within trade 
union strategies, but my aim is not to try to identify such styles in the material. 
My focus instead lies with how nation and working class myths may be 
(de)constructed and combined through discourse. The terminology of genre 
and styles will therefore be backgrounded and is merely mentioned here to 
point to how discourses may become internalised into specific forms of union 
work and inculcated in styles of being a unionist (Fairclough 2010:213).139  

4.3.2 Orders of discourse 
Moving up from the micro level of social events to the meso level of social 
practice (see table 6), the semiotic element will instead be conceptualised as 
orders of discourse. Social practices include ‘a relatively stabilised and dura-
ble configuration of discourses (as well as other elements, “genres” and 
“styles” […]) which is a facet of a relatively stabilised and durable network of 
social practices’ (Fairclough 2013b:351). To Fairclough, organisations can be 
approached as a setup of social practices which include the semiotic element 
of an order of discourses (Fairclough 2013b:351). Accordingly, trade unions 
can be seen as a combination of social practices which includes an order of 
discourses as their semiotic element. At the micro level, the order of dis-
courses interacts with how workers of migrant background are constructed 
and signified in spoken and written union text. 

Both discourses and orders of discourses form and delimit the possibil-
ities of meaning-making within social practice. Fairclough defines orders of 
discourse as follows: 

An order of discourse is a specific configuration of discourses, genres and 
styles […], which define a distinctive meaning potential, or, to put it somewhat 
differently, which constitute distinctive resources for meaning-making in texts. 
The relationship between what is semiotically possible (as defined by semiotic 
systems) and the actual semiotic features of texts is mediated by orders of dis-
course as filtering mechanisms which select certain possibilities but not others. 

(Fairclough 2013c:74) 

                               
139 Fairclough distinguishes between ‘inculcation’, which he uses to refer to ‘the mechanism of 
power-holders who wish to preserve their power’, and ‘communication’, which he uses to refer 
to ‘the mechanism of emancipation and the struggle against domination’ (Fairclough 2015:99). 
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According to Fairclough’s definition above, an order of discourses not only 
works to impede and delimit the agency of individuals to combine different 
discourses, but also provides specific discursive resources that promote and 
assist the construction of meaning. With regard to the focus of this study, it 
means that social practices in trade union work entail orders of discourses 
which constitute distinctive resources140 for constructing workers of migrant 
background.  

A shortcoming of Fairclough’s theory is that it does not clarify how 
structures and resources of the order of discourses differ from those of dis-
courses. The way that I have conceptualised discourses – as an organisation 
of meaning that supports and maintain particular myths – however, makes it 
possible for me to distinguish the order of discourses from discourses in the 
following way: discourses organise the constructions of differences to make 
myths meaningful in concrete texts, while orders of discourses organise con-
figurations of discourses to accomplish regularity of meaning-making in so-
cial practices. So, while discourses of class support the myth of a working 
class and discourses of nation support the myth of the nation, it is the order of 
discourses that determines whether and how combinations of the two (or 
more) make union work a meaningful social practice.  

In this study, I want to be able to distinguish between orders of dis-
courses in union work that cut across individual trade unions in Denmark on 
the one hand, and union texts that may diverge from them at local union level, 
on the other. The reason for this is that I am interested in the prevalent patterns 
of union work at national level, as well as in the potentials of intranational 
union differences which, in turn, may exhibit alternatives of change for the 
prevalent cross-union practice. I therefore operationalise the concept of order 
of discourses to refer to the discursive constructions and their significations in 
union texts that are observable across union affiliation. Accordingly, I opera-
tionalise the concept of union practice to refer to the combination of discursive 
constructions and significations of difference and the non-discursive elements 
of union action that can be observed across union boundaries. Finally, union 
events will be used to refer to concrete examples of such combinations and, in 
particular, when their characteristics are only observed within one of the un-
ions. 

The critical realist approach to discourse claims that there are also non-
semiotic elements of social practices that, like discourses and orders of dis-
courses, structure and enable action through certain constraints (Fairclough 
2015:60; 68). The semiotic and non-semiotic elements of structures and prac-
tice that together define a certain meaning potential are conceptualised by 
Fairclough as pre-structured properties of social life (Fairclough 2013b:359, 
2014:382). In the next section, I will unpack what non-semiotic elements can 
be conceptualised as pre-structured properties in trade union work and how, 
                               
140 Fairclough refers to these resources as ‘member resources’. 
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alongside discourses and orders of discourses, they may also impact on how 
workers of migrant background are constructed in trade union work.  

4.3.3 Pre-structured properties of social life 
Pre-structured properties of social life refer to the properties of the natural and 
social worlds and include both semiotic and non-semiotic elements. Of partic-
ular interest for this study are the social structures and practices that charac-
terise trade unions. In addition to the semiotic structures of languages and or-
ders of discourses, there are also pre-structured properties in union work that 
cannot be reduced to semiotics. The transformative potential of trade unionist 
agency in trade union work is also constrained by organisational structures 
(Fairclough 2010:350): 

With respect to organisational change, both organisational structures and the 
agency of members of organisations in organisational action and communica-
tion have causal effects on how organisations change. Organisational commu-
nication does indeed organise, produce organisational effects and may contrib-
ute to the transformation of organisations, but organising is subject to condi-
tions of possibility which include organisational structures.  

(Fairclough 2010:350) 

Fairclough relates the transformative potential of discourse (in the quote re-
ferred to as ‘organising’) to pre-structured properties of organisation. In order 
to explain the transformation or preservation of organisational practice (both 
in its semiotic and non-semiotic elements), analysis of semiosis and discourse 
thus needs to take pre-structured properties into account.  

Knowledge about pre-structuring properties of organisation is produced 
through abstraction, according to Fairclough (2013b:359). In the case of trade 
union work, I have already characterised historical aspects of how industrial 
relations in the state of Denmark structure trade union work at the macro level 
(see chapter 2). In chapter 6 I will, in addition, characterise aspects of the or-
ganisational history of the selected unions which pre-structure the formal rep-
resentation of the workers and their interests in the two trades in focus for the 
study.  

There are also pre-structured properties internal to the two union con-
texts that can be conceptualised with organisational theory which approaches 
trade unions as ‘complete’141 organisations in the sense that they display the 
five elements of membership, hierarchy, rules, monitoring and sanctions 

                               
141 Organised phenomena, such as social movements, can be understood as partial organisations 
if they display only some of these elements (Ahrne and Brunsson 2011; de Bakker, den Hond, 
and Laamanen 2017). The trade unions included in this study, however, display all five ele-
ments that define complete organisations, according to Ahrne and Brunsson (2011:85). 
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(Ahrne and Brunsson 2011:85). Becoming a union member not only gives ac-
cess to discursive membership resources, but also a variety of union resources 
that cannot be reduced to semiotics, such as relationships, equipment, money 
and facilities. Trade unions also attain resources through their members, in-
cluding a revenue stream to power the enactment of collective action and the 
legitimation of internal hierarchy when such hierarchy is based on accounta-
bility. All trade union members do not necessarily access the same or the same 
amount of union resources. Pre-structured properties of organisational hierar-
chy and rules endow organisational roles with different levels of authority to 
access and borrow from organisational resources: some union roles allow cer-
tain unionists to represent (in the meaning of acting for) union members. This 
variation in some union roles having the authority to speak and act for others, 
while others do not, has ramifications for the semiotic elements of texts and 
orders of discourse. The semiotic constructions in trade union work are bound 
together with the differentiation of organisational rules and order (Ahrne and 
Brunsson 2011; Pitkin 1967:35).  

 Hierarchy and decision-making orders of union organisation also af-
fect the dispersion of semiotic constructions. For example, union chairpersons 
and leadership are expected to be heard and/or decide who should be heard. 
Authority might also magnify the impact of certain texts and discourses 
through union newsletter production and distribution, meeting invitations or 
other forms of access to forums and platforms. Constructions of text can be 
made from different social positions or roles, whereof some can draw on more 
organisational resources than others. The degree to which individuals can ac-
cess, use and decide over organisational resources in the production and dis-
tribution of texts is thus enabled and/or delimited by the role(s) that the indi-
vidual has in the organisation. The way that workers of migrant background 
are constructed and signified by a union chairperson is, in other words, likely 
to have more impact on the orders of discourse and social practice than the 
constructions produced by a rank-and-file member. 

 Organisational roles also transfer various authority to act on behalf of 
union constituents. The authority to represent others in trade unions in Den-
mark depends on the ‘formal arrangements which precede and initiate it: au-
thorization, the giving of authority to act’ (Pitkin 1967:11). In the case of Den-
mark, the authority to represent others in union work is partly distributed 
through a system of accountability (representational democracy) which dis-
tributes leadership roles, and partly through the leadership’s employment of 
non-elected union officials. The words of a union official or leader therefore 
have other (e.g. legal) ramifications than the words of a rank-and-file member, 
which makes it important to take union roles into account in the selection and 
analysis.  
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4.4 Summary of the framework 
The theoretical framework of this thesis primarily draws on theoretical argu-
ments and concepts from Roland Barthes and Norman Fairclough. Barthes’ 
theory and concept of the myth explains and conceptualises how the process 
of signification comprises a second layer of meaning (connotations) that is 
constructed upon the first level of meaning (denotations). His concepts of 
myth, signification and connotation identify and characterise the construction 
of meaning at the second order semiological system, which this thesis is con-
cerned with. Although the concepts of myth, signification and connotation fo-
cus on the process of constructing meaning of a second order, they do not 
characterise or differentiate between the kind of meaning and knowledge that 
a particular myth accomplishes. If meanings influence and/or legitimise social 
practices in their non-discursive as well as their discursive elements, then it 
matters what knowledge and purposefulness they entail.142 

In order to explore the content of mythical meaning and explain how 
certain myths sustain over time and contexts while others do not, the underly-
ing system of conventions that organises differences in accordance with a cer-
tain myth needs to be addressed. This is where the concept of discourse con-
tributes to the thesis, for as Hall argues, ‘it is only when [material] differences 
have been organized within discourse, as a system of marked differentiations, 
that the resulting categories can be said to acquire meaning, become a factor 
in human culture, regulate conduct, and have real effects on everyday social 
practices’ (Hall 2017c:50). Based on my examination of how meaning is con-
structed in the meta-language of myth, I qualify Fairclough’s definition of dis-
course to mean the organisation of constructed differences in language that 
supports the meaning of a myth. In other words, discourse conceptualises the 
underlying system of conventions that organises signifier and signified so as 
to align with a particular myth and its motivation and purposefulness. Orders 
of discourses instead organise configurations of discourses to accomplish reg-
ularity and meaning in social practice. 

By asking how workers of migrant background are constructed in trade 
union work, I focus on the discourses that let the signifiers of ‘workers’ and 
‘migrants’ acquire meaning, namely the discourses of class and nation. In or-
der to identify when and how these discourses are drawn upon and signified 
in the constructions of workers of migrant background, I unpacked how the 
myths of a working class and nation assign meaning to the signifiers of 
‘worker’ and ‘migrant background’, respectively. In discourses of class, 
‘worker’ attains meaning as an insider to a ‘working class’, which is differen-
tiated from other classes in order to oppose the naturalisation of working class 
positionality in terms of material deprivation, domination and exploitation. 
                               
142 As previously mentioned, the central industrial relations scholar Richard Hyman (2001b) 
argues that the construction of who and what trade unions represent influence and shape trade 
union action such as what bargaining resources they build and how they deploy them. 



 

100 

The working class is constructed as a class position, a collective identity, 
which could purposefully be used as a foundation for collective action against 
capitalism as a social order and/or against other classes. In particular, dis-
courses of class signify differences of ownership and possession, control and 
domination as well as the exploitation in the process of production. Discourses 
of class may also emphasise market resources, market positionality and mar-
ket distribution.   

In discourses of nation ‘migrant background’ attains meaning as an out-
sider position to a particular ‘nation’, which is differentiated from other na-
tions. The purpose of the nation myth and discourses of nation is identification 
with the state polity and territory within which the state claims sovereignty. In 
addition to differences of state polities and territories, discourses of nation 
may also signify cultural expressions and somatic features. Discourses of na-
tion can therefore not escape slipping into processes of ethnicisation and ra-
cialisation in the constructions of national belonging. In addition to promoting 
the collective identification with the state as the foundation for collective ac-
tion, national discourses therefore also promote collective identification with 
certain cultural and racialised characteristics. 

I will deploy discourse analysis to explore what kind of discursive con-
structions and order of discourses prevail in union work, as well as to explore 
how such constructions may relate to acts of union representation. Here, Fair-
clough’s work is especially suitable because it theorises the role of discourse 
in the reproduction or transformation of social practice, as well as theorising 
the dialectic relationship between language and non-semiotic elements of so-
cial life. Moreover, his concepts of text and orders of discourse conceptualise 
trade union work at the micro level of specific events and texts, in parallel 
with the meso level of social practice and macro level of social structures. 

Based on this theoretical framework, the research question of this thesis 
(‘How are workers with migrant backgrounds represented in trade union 
work?’) can now be characterised as an exploration of the semiotic elements 
in social events and social practices of trade unions in Denmark (Fairclough 
2013b:351). The framework makes it possible to analyse how discourses of 
class and nation come into play in union text and orders of discourse. In addi-
tion, Fairclough’s theorisation of the dialectical relationship of language and 
non-semiotic elements of social practice allows for an exploration of how the 
constructions of workers of migrant background are signified in union work 
and may relate to non-semiotic elements of trade union representation.  
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5. Methods and material 

In this chapter, I describe the overall methodological design employed to gen-
erate empirical material I will use to answer how workers of migrant back-
ground are constructed in union work. I will start with an argument for the 
selection of two local unions in the capital of Denmark. The choice of unions 
(Metal H and 3F K) is based on a selection of two trades which can be con-
ceptualised as working class trades according to theories on class. One trade 
can be expected to employ workers of migrant background (the bike trade), 
and the other can be demonstrated to do so (the cleaning trade). Next, I will 
give an account of the roles of union officials and union events that were in-
volved in the data generation, and of the ethnographic methods which I used 
to generate the material. Subsequently, the generated material is characterised. 
In the section on ethical considerations, I reflect on the process of accessing, 
being in, and leaving the unions, as well as on my positionality as researcher 
in the two union contexts. Finally, I end the chapter with a characterisation of 
how analysed and processed the material through coding, translation and pseu-
donymisation.  

5.1 Selection  
I have chosen to focus on two local union branches within the same state set-
ting for several reasons. One reason is that I wanted the research design to be 
able to notice how social relations, that extend transnationally and/or diverge 
within the analytical level of the state, might also influence transformation or 
continuance of union work (Alho 2015; Wimmer and Schiller 2002:234). The 
within-country selection of two different union organisations and their work 
within two different types of trades, is thus an effort to allow for such intrana-
tional differences to appear. This choice does not mean that I discard the find-
ings of previous research showing how state contexts in significant ways have 
shaped union organisation, ideology, and practices, also in Denmark, as shown 
in the work of Due and Madsen (2006) and Jensen (2012), for example. My 
argument is simply that an intranational selection will allow me to study con-
structions of workers of migrant background in union work in a way that can 
capture the impact of the state and its national discourses, but without presum-
ing that it is coterminous with it (Wimmer and Schiller 2002). 
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One of the reasons for chosing a within-country study in Denmark, in 
particular, is that ideas of union renewal and union revitalization have recently 
been implemented in many local branches but not as country wide strategy at 
confederation or federation level. This development may not only break away 
from the more consensus-driven union work which is associated with the col-
lective bargaining system in the Nordic countries, but it is also implemented 
unevenly within the context of Denmark. This national unevenness is ex-
plained by the historical development of the industrial relations in Denmark 
in which local unions have maintained local autonomy (see section 2.3.1 and 
Arnholtz, Ibsen, and Ibsen 2014). The uneven reception of revitalising ideas 
amongst unions in Denmark makes it likely that union responses to workers 
of migrant background may also differ within Denmark.  

Yet another reason that Denmark is relevant, is because of the public 
and political debates there, which may be characterised as anti-immigration, 
xenophobic, neo-nationalist and Islamophobic (see section 2.4.3). Not only 
does this discoursive climate make the representation of workers of migrant 
background even more pressing, but it also makes it a surprising context for 
‘new’ revitalisation ideas to be received in (see section 3.3.1 and Wrench 
2004). 

Furthermore, I chose to select the local level of unionism based on the 
organisation of unions and the collective bargaining system in Denmark, in 
which local unions enjoy extensive autonomy and influence union politics also 
at federation and confederation level (see section 2.3.1). The local union level 
is moreover the foremost entry point for workers and rank-and-file members 
who want information, aid, advice, participation, or in other ways interact with 
the union. Choosing the local level therefore allows me to study union work 
in interaction with rank-and-file that the unions formally represent. 

5.1.1 Mechanics’ and cleaners’ unions in Copenhagen 
The selected unions are local union branches which unionise the geographical 
area of Copenhagen. I chose to focus on Copenhagen because the capital re-
gion accommodates the largest number and share of foreign-born residents 
compared to other regions in Denmark. In round numbers, a total of 1,836,000 
inhabitants lived in the region of Copenhagen in 2019, of which 273,000 were 
categorised as immigrants by Statistics Denmark (approximately 15 percent 
of the region’s population). A clear majority of the region’s inhabitants with 
migration status (just above 160,000 or about 9 percent) were categorised as 
being of ‘non-western’ background in 2019.143 
                               
143 Statistics Denmark does not state the total number of ‘immigrants’ by area, but instead the 
numbers of immigrants categorised as being of ‘western’ and ‘non-western’ background. I have 
therefore calculated the total number of residents with immigration status by adding the num-
bers of ‘western’ and ‘non-western’ immigrants: 112,451 + 160,133 ≈ 273,000 (Statistics Den-
mark, database FOLK1E, 2019K1: https://www.statistikbanken.dk/10024, viewed 8 March 
2021). 
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In round numbers, the registered labour force (employed and unem-
ployed aged 16 to 64) of the region consisted of 995,000 people the same year. 
Of this workforce, 164,000 had migration status and 93,000 were categorised 
as being from ‘non-western countries’. In addition, 37,000 in this labour force 
were categorised as ‘descendants’ of immigrants – of which the vast majority 
(nearly 33,000) were categorised as being of ‘non-western’ background.144 In 
other words, the concentration of workers who are constructed as of ‘non-
western’ migrant background in national statistics is substantial in the region 
of Copenhagen. Trade unions in this region therefore have to respond to 
whether and how to represent workers of migrant background.  

Another reason for choosing local union branches in Copenhagen is that 
the unions in the capital region are comparatively big within their federation 
(in terms of members and share of labour market employment) and are there-
fore likely to have considerable impact on their national federations compared 
to smaller union branches. Findings from the biggest local union branches 
might therefore be more telling of the trends at the national level than a selec-
tion of smaller union branches would have been. 

The specific choice of unions – Metal Hovedstaden (Metal H) and 3F 
København (3F K) – was based on a choice of trades which could be expected 
to employ workers of migrant background and therefore forced to respond to 
the dilemmas of whether and how to represent them (Marino, Penninx, and 
Roosblad 2015). I first chose the bike mechanic trade, which is unionised by 
Metal H, and subsequently I chose the cleaning trade, which is unionised by 
3F K. Both the bike mechanic trade and cleaning trade can be characterised as 
working class trades in the sense that they are characterised by low pay, low 
skill and low status. Moreover, do the trades’ characteristics and low entrance 
thresholds resemble the type of employment in which workers of migrant 
background are statistically overrepresented (see section 2.5).  

Metal H and the bike mechanic trade 
The Copenhagen union branch Metal H is the biggest union branch in the na-
tional Metal federation (Dansk Metal) in terms of membership numbers and 
employment. Metal H was chosen because it formally and legally represents 
the bike mechanic trade, which could be expected to display a numeric 
overrepresentation of employees of migrant background.  

Bike shops are usually small and affordable start-ups for entrepreneurs. 
Previous research shows that immigrants, who are born in countries catego-
rised as ‘non-western’ in Statistics Denmark, are statistically overrepresented 
in small-business entrepreneurial work like bike shops (Baycan-Levent and 
Nijkamp 2009). The bike trade is part of the (growing) service sector, in which 
workers of migrant background are also statistically overrepresented. Bike 
shops can be run by a single self-employed shop-owner, but they typically 

                               
144 Statistics Denmark, RAS201, total population of employed and unemployed in the capital 
region: https://www.statistikbanken.dk/RAS201, viewed 8 March 2021. 
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employ one or a few bike mechanics to do the repair work. Although many 
bike mechanics are artisans, the profession is uncertified, and self-taught bike 
mechanics are common, making it accessible as a first labour market entrance. 
Amongst bike mechanics in Copenhagen, the trade is, accordingly, described 
as a trade in which it is easy to enter and startup a business (group interview, 
unionised bike mechanics, 155:16; unstructured interview, non-union member 
of migrant background 224:14, 22). 

The work of bike mechanics is manual and physically arduous, with 
high workloads and labour demands during spring and summer, but low such 
during winter in particular. Bike mechanics are therefore often expected to be 
highly flexible with regard to the seasonal, weekly and daily working hours, 
and thus accept varying income levels over the year. They are also expected 
to work fast, as the trade is characterised by fierce competition on prices and 
high customer demands for fast repair deliveries (group interview, Metal H 
officials, 181:22). In combination with almost non-existent collective agree-
ment coverage to ensure pension and a minimum wage level (amongst other 
things), these trade characteristics makes it hard to make a living for a whole 
lifespan as a bike mechanic. The trade characteristics might also explain why 
many bike mechanics only work in the trade seasonally, shift career after a 
few years, and/or why the turnover of labour within the trade is high.  

While statistics are not available to validate that workers of migrant 
background are numerically overrepresented in the bike mechanics trade, the 
abovementioned characteristics makes it theoretically probable that migrants 
who face difficulties entering the labour market in Denmark might take up 
employment in this trade. This is at least a theoretical probability in Copenha-
gen, where migrants predominantly live and where bicycling makes out a big 
share (more than 20 percent of all trips are made by bike in Copenhagen) of 
the inhabitants’ daily transport (Bechmann and Herby 2017), creating a high 
demand for bikes and bike repair. My assumption was later confirmed by a 
bike mechanic of migrant background who had worked several years in the 
trade, first as a worker of irregular migration status in an undeclared employ-
ment relationship, later as a formal employee, and at the time of the interview 
as an employer (unstructured interview, 224:14, 22). 

Another reason, indeed central reason, that the bike mechanic trade was 
of particular interest, is that the bike mechanics in collaboration with the Metal 
union in Copenhagen initiated a new ‘organizing’ campaign to unionise the 
otherwise unorganised bike mechanics in 2014. The Metal H ‘organizing’ 
strategy is inspired by union revitalisation ideas (described in chapter 3), 
which have been related to inclusion of new constituencies, in particular that 
of workers of migrant background. Moreover, the implementation of this strat-
egy has been described as a success by the Metal union itself (at both the local 
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and the federation level)145, and by union activists and politicians (Johannesen 
2014). It would therefore be a good case for exploring how workers of migrant 
background are constructed in union work that is influenced by ideas of revi-
talisation considered to be successful. 

3F København and the cleaning trade 
The second union chosen is the United Federation of Danish Workers, Fælles 
Fagligt Forbund or 3F’s (from now onwards 3F) local branch 3F K. I chose 
3F K because it organises the cleaning trade, in which an overrepresentation 
of workers of migrant background can be statistically demonstrated, especially 
workers who are subjected to the categorisation of being of ‘non-western’ 
background. In 2015, the cleaning trade146 employed the biggest share of work-
ers of migrant background (32.8 percent compared with their general share of 
people in employment, namely 9.2 percent) among trades that employ more 
than 10,000 workers (Danmarks Statistik 2017). Cleaning is, in addition, one 
of the trades in which workers of migrant background have increased the most 
in recent time.147 In other words, I chose 3F based on the fact that it organises 
the group of workers whose representation I am interested in – regardless of 
the strategies the union may employ.  

The selection strategy can so far be summarised as follows: Metal is 
chosen as an example of a union that claims to ‘successfully’ deploy a revital-
isation strategy that can be expected to focus on migrant and/or ethnic minor-
ity workers’ inclusion, in a trade that can be expected to employ workers of 
migrant background. 3F was chosen as an example of a union that represent 
trades with a big share of workers of migrant background and in particular 
workers who are subjected to the categorisation of being of ‘non-western’ 
background and whose formal and semantic union representation, industrial 
relations research in Denmark has been neglected (see section 3.4).  
 
5.1.2 Where union officials and union grass roots meet 
When exploring how workers of migrant background are constructed in union 
work, it is important to take into account the ways in which the organisational 
roles influence such constructions. As complete organisations, trade unions in 
Denmark have the characterising element of hierarchy, which assigns differ-
ent levels of authority and resources to different union roles, as pointed out in 

                               
145 The Copenhagen Metal branch was awarded the Metal federation’s ‘Organizing prize’ in 
2016 (picture, 79) and received praise and promotion from other Metal leadership and repre-
sentatives at the Metal congress on 17 and 18 September 2016.  
146 The statistical code and category for cleaning also includes occupations in real estate services 
and gardeners. For details please see Danmarks Statistik, Danish Industrial Classification of All 
Economic Activities under ‘ejendomsservice, rengøring og anlægsgartnere’ (Danmarks Statis-
tik 2013b:459). 
147 While the share of employed workers with migration status in Denmark in general increased 
by 2.0 percentage points between 2008 and 2015, their share within the cleaning trade has in-
creased 7.6 percentage points (Danmarks Statistik 2017). 



 

106 

section 4.3.3. Since I am interested in the character of the order of discourse 
(meso level) as well as of texts (micro level) with transformational potentials, 
I chose to focus on union work that is conducted by officials who are em-
ployed by the union, but are in close proximity to the union members and 
workplace-based union officials within each trade.  

My argument for this selection is that, the most obvious potential for a 
‘bottom up’ transformation exist at the junction of union officials and rank-
and-file union members. In particular, the union employment role ‘faglig 
sekretær’, which I will refer to in English as professional secretary, is central 
to the union work that is performed in direct interaction with workplace-based 
union representatives, members and workers. Professional secretaries have 
less authority to ‘act for’ other union members than the chairperson, but, in 
comparison, union members without any official role do not have any such 
authority. In contrast to union leadership positions, the professional secretary 
position is not based on an election amongst the union constituency, but on 
recruitment by the union leadership. This is also the case with other union 
officials who, in contrast to professional secretaries, do not have the formal 
authority to act for union members in a legal sense. Although union officials 
without authority run cases on behalf of members can be highly involved in 
informal decision-making (e.g. related to union events, meetings, administra-
tive issues, writing minutes and preparing meeting material), it was important 
for such officials to not be termed ‘representatives’, since they do not have the 
legal authority of a professional secretary.  

Professional secretaries occupy an intermediate position in the local un-
ions in which they interact with leadership, workplace representatives and un-
ion members. They are able to occupy roles in different union boards and 
committees as do the elected workplace-based representatives. Typical tasks 
of a professional secretary therefore vary depending on what supplementary 
roles the individual has taken on. There are, nevertheless, a number of com-
mon tasks amongst those who I interacted with, including negotiating local 
collective agreements and employment contracts; running industrial cases for 
individual members; informing and helping the local union leadership and of-
ficials at the national union federation; informing, recruiting and retaining un-
ion members; and servicing and assisting shop stewards and members. More-
over, compared to union leadership, the daily work of professional secretaries 
is in close proximity to workplace-based union officials and union members. 

The role of the professional secretary is also a kind of gatekeeper for 
members who want to advance from the position of a workplace shop steward 
and become a union employed official. My observations indicated that the 
professional secretary seems to play a key role in the identification and coach-
ing of prospective shop stewards and professional secretaries. The recruitment 
of professional secretaries often required prior experience from shop steward-
ship. Experience as a professional secretary is subsequently required in re-
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cruitments of more senior and leadership positions in the local union and be-
yond. In this sense, professional secretaries occupy an intermediate position 
in the union hierarchy. 

The research participants also include other organisational roles above 
and below the level of professional secretaries. The selection relies on the un-
ion officials own judgement of who are central to the union work in each trade 
and union. In table 7 the reader is given an overview of the union roles of the 
interviewed research participants. In the analytical chapters ahead, I will gen-
erally refer to professional secretaries, other officials employed full-time by 
the union, shop stewards and working environment representatives as ‘union 
officials’, in order to protect the integrity of the individual research partici-
pants. The term ‘union official’ will therefore cover a continuum of these dif-
ferent roles. However, when analytically relevant, I will refer to the particular 
roles of the research participants. In addition, I refer to rank-and-file without 
official union roles as ‘activists’. 
 
Table 7: Characterisation of main research participants 

Union roles 
of interviewees 

Metal H Transport  
secretariat:  
Bike mechanic 

3F K 
Team 1:  
Cleaning  

Chairperson 1 1 
Professional secretary 3 7 
Other union official 2 0 
Workplace-based shop steward or  
working environment representative 

3 3 

Retired union official 0 2 
Union member activist without any for-
mal union role 

3 0 

Total number of local unionists  12 13 
Non-union member working in the 
trade 

1 0 

Cross-union official 1 
Total number of interviewees 27 
Additional participants in recorded 
conversations 

4 

Note: Since some of the research participants were not part of a semi-structured interview but 
did take part in recorded conversations, the total numbers of the local union participants do not 
equal the total number of interviewees.  
 
The selection of interviewees also entails delimitations. As pointed out by 
some of the 3F officials in the end of my data generation, the officials in the 
membership department and in the reception many times meet the members 
before the secretaries do (interview, 3F K official, 199:89). This group of un-
ion officials has not been interviewed. Neither have I interviewed the vice 
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chairpersons in either of the two unions. I could also have included more 
work-place based representatives, activists and workers, but pragmatic 
choices needed to be made in relation to the size and time-frame of the study. 
I chose to focus on the union officials who work specifically with the two 
trades on a daily basis, with the addition of the chairpersons who have ultimate 
leadership responsibilities of the local unions. Finally, I conducted an unstruc-
tured interview with one worker of migrant background within the bike me-
chanic trade who is not a union member. The purpose of this interview was to 
validate my assumption that the bike trade was prone to employ workers with 
migration status, and to validate the interview vignette scenario ‘Hassan’ 
(more on this in section 5.4.1).  

5.2 Ethnographic methods 
The methods employed to generate the empirical material are multiple and 
commonly associated with ethnography (Aspers 2011; Crang and Cook 2007; 
Davies 2008; Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011; Hammersley 2018). These in-
clude participant observations, open-ended conversations, an unstructured in-
terview, semi-structured interviews, collection of a variety of textual materi-
als, and taking pictures of symbols and events. In the following sections, I will 
describe the three phases of establishing access to the unions, a phase of in-
tensified participant observations and interviews, and lastly the phase of exit-
ing the unions. Thereafter, I will go through how I made use of participant 
observations, conversations and semi-structured interviews to generate the 
material that I analyse. 
 
5.2.1 Establishing contact and access to the unions 
The initial contact was made to Metal H in 2014 before the development of an 
actual research design. My interest in the work of the Bike Mechanic Trade 
Club (henceforth BMTC, in Danish: Cykelmekanikernes Brancheklub) was 
sparked by a Danish newspaper article. The article described how bike me-
chanics in Copenhagen were changing union methods to engage and encour-
age union members in collective action at the workplace level (Information, 
Johannesen 2014). I was initially interested in studying whether and how tra-
ditional unions were experimenting with ‘new’ forms of unionism within 
trades that employed workers of migrant background. I contacted the chair-
person (a bike mechanic and union activist) of the newly-founded bike me-
chanics’ trade club in Copenhagen148 to get a better idea of the initiative, the 
trade and the relations between the workers and the trade union. The trade club 
                               
148 Translated directly from the Danish expression ‘brancheklub’, a trade club is a club for 
workers in a particular trade. The club is related to and financed by a local union branch but 
can have varying degrees of engagement and influence from activists and union members work-
ing in the trade. BMTC in Copenhagen was founded in 2014 and is embedded in Metal H. 
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chairman agreed to an informal meeting, where he told me about their work. 
Through the chairman, I gained contact to the Metal H professional secretary 
who worked together with the bike mechanics’ trade club. Soon after, the pro-
fessional secretary and the trade club chairman invited me to a trade club meet-
ing and a low-intensive but years-long pre-study had begun.  

In August 2015, I was invited by the Metal H representative to join a 
Nordic conference for union organisers and officials, in which the bike me-
chanics’ practice was presented as a successful example of the revitalisation 
strategy ‘organizing’. Here, I also met professor of work and employment 
Melanie Simms,149 who gave a conference presentation about ‘organizing’ as 
a union strategy and the importance of unions taking a standpoint on class 
(Simms 2012) (observation notes, 260). Only then I understood that Metal H’s 
work in the bike mechanic trade was taking inspiration from union revitalisa-
tion ideas, conceptualised as ‘organizing’ in industrial relations research and 
which have travelled from the USA to the UK and beyond, including Den-
mark.  

After having received the approval of the ethics application, I conducted 
a formal meeting to inform the chairman and the union gatekeeper about the 
development of the project, its purpose, use of methods and the delimitations 
of pseudonymisation and confidentiality. In this presentation and in the writ-
ten informed consent document, it was clearly communicated that I had a par-
ticular interest in exploring forms of union representation in trades which 
could be expected to have a numeric overrepresentation of employment of 
migrant and/or ethnic minority workers. The written information about the 
project stated: 
 

The purpose of the research project is to examine how Danish labour 
unions work to organise and represent workers’ interests in a time 
when both capital and labour are becoming increasingly mobile. In 
particular, the project focuses on the organising of trades that are 
characterised by typical working class occupations in which workers 
with so-called non-western migration background are, or can be ex-
pected to be, overrepresented amongst the workers. The project will 
illuminate what organising strategies and practices the union and un-
ion activist make use of to represent the workers, and how these are 
understood and practiced by union activists. A special focus is 
placed on understanding how attempts with new forms of practices 
and strategies are related to tendencies of globalisation, such as mi-
gration and the workers’ ethnic diversification. 

(Excerpt from the written informed consent form, my translation. For the 
complete informed consent forms in Danish, see appendix 7a and 7b). 

 

                               
149 At the time of writing, Melanie Simms is professor at University of Leicester, UK. 
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After I had emphasized that the name of the Metal H would be publicly known 
and that the participants’ personal identities, while pseudonymised, might be 
revealed as an effect of mentioning their role within the union, I asked for their 
informed consent to participate. I offered Metal H to set up a reference meet-
ing group with participants of their choice, through which we could discuss 
potential changes to the collaboration or ethical problems or dilemmas, but 
they did not deem this necessary.  

With regard to the second union of 3F K, the initial contact was made 
much later in January 2017 and from a more strategic point of view. During 
the pre-study of Metal’s revitalisation initiative in the bike mechanic trade, I 
came to realise that, while the ideas of ‘organizing’ they made use of were 
academically related to a focus on including workers of migrant background, 
Metal H’s initiative did not. I also found that, while statistics show that work-
ers of migrant background can be expected to be employed within a trade such 
as bike mechanics because of its characteristics; the people I met in the union 
initiative were mainly white male Danish citizens, speaking Danish as first 
language speakers. I therefore turned to 3F K, which represents the cleaning 
trade in which foreign-born workers are statistically overrepresented, and par-
ticularly workers who are categorised as being of ‘non-western’ background 
(Danmarks Statistik 2017; Fagpolitisk Center for Arbejdsliv 2010; Landsor-
ganisationen Danmark 2014). I set up a meeting with two 3F K professional 
secretaries representing the cleaning trade and restauration trade respectively, 
and presented the research project to them. The representatives were given a 
copy of the project description, information about the delimitations of pseu-
donymisation and the informed consent forms (see appendix 3), which they 
discussed at an internal meeting before consenting to participate. Like Metal 
H, 3F K was also offered a reference meeting group with me and similarly 
declined, but requested that the start of the participation be delayed until 2018 
because of their heavy workloads, which I complied with. The pre-study 
within 3F therefore only consisted of the initial meeting in January 2017, 
phone contact, and two participant observations in January and February 2018.  
 
5.2.2 Intensifying participant observations 
Over time, I started attending union activities and meetings more regularly, 
first in Metal H and later in 3F K. I asked to take part in tasks that the officials 
regarded as typical or important for their union work in the selected trades. I 
also took part in general union activities that reoccur annually or otherwise in 
order to get an idea of the union organisation and structures in general. In 
Metal H, I initially focused on describing the work that went on in the bike 
mechanic trade, and the observations focused mainly on who participated and 
their characteristics, what they were doing together in the trade club, how the 
trade club was connected to the union, and what was at stake for the workers 
in trade. As I started to recognise participants in the field and them me, my 
role as observer transformed from being a very distanced almost observant-
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as-participant to becoming a participant-as-observer (Gold 1958). From the 
outset, my interest in union work in the bike trade was welcomed by the offi-
cials, who perceived it as a contribution to their union work and its publicity.  

With regard to 3F K, the process of gaining trust was more formal and 
less dynamic, since I did not follow their work as long as with Metal H. Trust 
had to be built in the process of gaining formal permission to conduct the study 
and after. In 3F K, the concern was rather whether and how the union could 
meet the expectations of the project (since their representatives had high work-
loads and busy schedules), than the opportunity for them to gain either 
knowledge or publicity. The 3F K officials’ interest in having me around was 
initially subdued, but as soon as I started the participant observations I was 
openly welcomed and arrangements were made to allow me to participante in 
union the union work. 

5.2.3 Leaving the unions and dilemmas of writing up findings 
When employing ethnographic methods, it is recommended that the researcher 
also considers how to exit the field of study before entering it. One problem 
that might arise when leaving an organisation has to do with how the findings 
of the research project are narrated and the fear of bad publicity. As Hammers-
ley points out, ‘even when initial access is eased by a desire for good publicity 
on the part of organisations the problem of access may be exchanged for other 
problems down the line: efforts to shape the research to meet the needs of the 
organisation, or disputes about the publication of findings’ (2018:3).  

In the case of Metal H, the hope for positive publicity was mentioned 
by officials in passing during the pre-study, but might have been a real expec-
tation. In order to avoid any disputes over the right to the material or publica-
tion, I made sure to inform and obtain written consent from the union chairmen 
and the union officials and activists that I interviewed, as mentioned previ-
ously. As my participant observations progressed and critical perspectives 
were introduced in my interactions with the participants, some concern was 
raised about what I would emphasise in my study. This concern can also be 
read as a fear of bad publicity since the participating unions were well aware 
that I would not pseudonymise the union names and that pseudonymisation of 
its officials could not guarantee anonymity. In situations where I was asked 
what I would include and focus on in my study, I emphasised my role as a 
researcher whose interests are neither to praise nor demonise the work of the 
unions. Despite a few probes of what and how I might analyse the situations 
and material I accessed, both unions have been continuously open and assisted 
me with all my questions and requests. 

Another important aspect of leaving the unions has to do with how to 
write up the findings and how that might affect the participants after the re-
search project is finished. As part of my ethical considerations, I promised my 
informants that I would consult them individually, if I saw an analytical im-
portance of revealing characteristics about them (such as gender or specific 
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title, for example) that would reveal their identity to union insiders, while also 
citing them for sensitive information. Doing so could potentially have serious 
consequences for the participants, such as workplace bullying, isolation, 
blaming, and humiliation or in some cases maybe even dismissal. Striking the 
balance between mentioning characteristics key to the analysis while avoiding 
putting the participants in risk of harm, has at times been challenging. In the 
end, I chose not consult any participant individually about such matters. To 
avoid the risk of identification, I instead refrained from citing the interview 
with the only female bike mechanic that I met, which underscores the male 
dominance in the bike trade and the risk of identification such extreme sqew-
ness produces. In addition, I refrained from mentioning the specific role and 
pseudonymisation in the case of a particularly sensitive citation in the analy-
sis. Finally, and as already mentioned, I use the term of ‘union official’ to refer 
to a number of union roles as to avoid the identification of individuals, aside 
from the chairpersons who consented to their role being mentioned. 

Moreover, as part of ending the field work for good and trying to com-
pensate the unions (for offering me their time and letting me follow their daily 
work), I plan to return to the unions and present them with some of the pro-
ject’s findings that might contribute to their internal development and debate. 

5.3 Participant observations 
Participant observations have been used in order to experience the contexts in 
which the unionists work and relate their constructions to. The aim was to be 
an observer-as-participant, whereby my presence would affect the events and 
interaction to a minimally. However, at times I became more of a participant-
as-observer, in which my participation created situations and conversations 
that would otherwise not have come about (Flick 2011:222–23; Gold 1958). 
The participant observations allowed me to ask questions to the unionists in 
relation to the activities they were either performing, about to perform, or had 
recently performed. It allowed both me and the unionists to make use of shared 
experiences when I asked or they explained to me what they were doing or 
how they perceived events that were going on. It also gave me the opportunity 
to explore what was important and not important to the unionists in specific 
union events. In table 8 below, the reader is presented with an overview of the 
genre of social events that I participated in as an observer.  
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Table 8: Overview and characterisation of observed union events  

Participant observation 
events  

Metal Hovedstaden 
Transport: Bike  
mechanics 

3F København 
Team 1: Cleaning  
 

Congress Yes Yes  
General assembly meeting Yes Yes 
Union group/secretariat   
meeting 

No Yes 

Trade club meeting and general 
assembly 

Yes (local)  Yes (national) 

Strike action Yes No 
Labour Day event Yes Yes 
Event related to ethnic or  
national difference 

No Yes (Diversity Day, a 
late-cancelled Eid, 
language clubs) 

Workplace visits Yes Yes 
School visits Yes No 
Cross union conference Conference about approach to upcoming cen-

tral collective bargaining in the private sector  

The places and spaces which I took part of was guided by my research ques-
tion and the research participants. The workplace visits with Metal H, how-
ever, did not only include visits at bike shops, since the union officials also 
had to cover other trades in their daily work, including auto mechanics, black-
smiths, machine workers and IT workers. The number and hours of participant 
observation are summarised in table 9. 

Table 9: Quantification of participant observations 
 Number of observations Hours of observations  
Metal H  35 105 
3F K 21 74 
Total 56 179 

The participant observations primarily generated observation notes150. The 
notes were produced before151, during and after the events that I observed. The 
notes started as ‘a brief written record of events and impressions captured in 

                               
150 The participant observations during workplace visits are an exception. In participant obser-
vations that involved a lot of car-driving, I recorded conversations instead. When I was unable 
to write observation notes during or right after an observation, I instead recorded my notes. 
151 Notes produced before the observations state simple facts about the date, time, place and 
content of the event that to be observed. Sometimes they also contain introspective notes on my 
own mental state, and the purpose and expectations I had for the particular observation. 
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key words and phrases’ and have resemblance to what Emerson and col-
leagues term jottings (2011:27; 31-34), since they ‘jog the memory later when 
[the researcher] attempts to recall the details of significant actions and to evo-
cate descriptions of the scene’ (Emerson et al. 2011:27). As soon as I had the 
chance to reflect and expand on the initial notes in a private setting, the notes 
transformed into more evolved observation notes written in Word documents. 

During observations at meetings, I mostly wrote notes openly while ob-
serving. The long contact with Metal H had taught me that I could often do so 
without causing participants to comment or display distressed body language, 
or visibly distracting participants from the ongoing event I was observing. My 
practice of writing notes, though, sometimes caused questions and curiosity 
during breaks. Through these encounters, I often obtained further information 
and contacts for future interviews. Since many workers in the two trades began 
to recognise me after attending several events, my participation seemed to be-
come less and less odd or even expected.  

The overt note-taking allowed me to be flexible in terms of when, where 
and how long I could write my notes and made it possible to take direct quotes 
during observations. Moreover, as an outcome of the pre-studies, I established 
‘a “note-taker” role’ in relation to the gatekeepers and recurring field partici-
pants (Emerson et al. 2011:37). Nevertheless, I always considered the context, 
social relations and the emotional charge of the settings I was about to observe 
when deciding when and how to do my notes. Several times, this meant that I 
missed out on exact quotations, giving priority to trust over quotation. When 
I was not able to finish my notes in writing, I recorded oral notes on the Dic-
taphone.  

5.3.1 Statistics, documents and pictures 
The field work also included a sampling of descriptive statistics, union news-
letters and documents, pictures of union symbols/decorations and online text 
conversations from Facebook groups. This material has been used to support, 
disapprove and validate analytical clues or arguments. In the case of the bike 
mechanic trade, the Metal H membership database was used to assess the ex-
istence of members of migrant background, since no official statistics are 
available. Here I examined152 of the names in the Metal H transport secretariat, 
in which the bike mechanics are part. My observation, that a considerable 
number of members have names common to Arabic or to other West Germanic 
languages using letters other than those in the Latin alphabet, indicates that a 
significant number of the members in the transport secretariat are of migrant 
background or ethnic minority background.  

                               
152 This examination was performed on the Metal’s own computer from where I could produce 
and export excel files that indicated the existence of union members and shop stewards with 
migrant or ethnic minority background, without exporting files revealing members’ names or 
other personal information making individuals traceable. 
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5.3.2 Recorded conversations 
During my participant observations, I spoke with many who attended union 
events. I mainly asked questions about the activities that went on, which led 
to short, informative conversations (see table 10). In a few cases, when topics 
had particular relevance for the research focus, I asked permission to record 
the conversations. These open-ended conversations had both advantages and 
drawbacks. The key advantages were that I could record moments of interac-
tion and constructions of workers of migrant background as they happened in 
the union work or in the union setting. This way, both the participants and I 
could relate and exemplify directly to people, things, atmospheres, places, say-
ings and doings that we were observing while talking.  

The conversations also allowed me to follow up and ask informants to 
expand on constructions of nation and race in the ongoing union work or in 
union pictures and symbols. This was valuable, since certain observations that 
the participants did not find noteworthy had great analytical value for the re-
search theme and would have been hard to discuss in a formal interview set-
ting, detached from ongoing activities. During such conversations, partici-
pants also mentioned and shared material that I would otherwise not have 
come to ask for or access. 

Table 10: Recorded conversations 
 Metal H 3F K 
Number of recorded conversations  7 2 

 
One of the disadvantages of pursuing open-ended conversations was that I, at 
times, found it difficult or simply failed to formulate open-ended questions. 
The conversations could also get interrupted by phone calls, by other partici-
pants suddenly joining in on the conversation, and I often felt a certain pres-
sure not to take too much of the informants’ work time. Since the open-ended 
conversations allowed for the informants to take the conversations in unfore-
seen directions, I was sometimes also unprepared for how to respond to their 
constructions of migrants and to their questions.  

5.4 Semi-structured interviews 
Well into the data generation I found it difficult to get beyond what I later 
came to conceptualise as the order of discourse. In a conversation with Metal 
H officials, I at one point foregrounded the common sense of the dominant 
constructions around ‘migrant background’, but this approach, which might 
be termed as an ‘intervention in discourse’ (Fairclough 2015:125), challenged 
and strained the trust between me as a researcher and the research participants. 
It made me ask how I could foreground ‘the backgrounded and unconscious 
nature of ideological common sense’ (Fairclough 2015:125) in a way that did 
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not put myself and the participants in a defensive mode. I decided to try semi-
structured interviews around vignettes and newspaper headlines to do so, 
which I will expand on in the nextcoming section 5.4.1. 

The semi-structured interviews were primarily conducted in Danish, 
although two were conducted in English. Most of the interviews were con-
ducted with one individual and some were conducted as group-interviews with 
2–4 participants, depending on what was possible for and required by the par-
ticipants. The interviews lasted between 20 and 150 minutes. All of the inter-
views were booked in advance, and conducted in quiet settings. Most inter-
views were conducted in union offices, some were held at workplaces after 
working hours, some in a library room at Copenhagen University, and some 
were conducted in the interviewee’s home, based on what was proposed by, 
most convenient and practically possible for the participants. All interviewees 
(as well as the participants in the recorded conversations) signed a written in-
formed consent form beforehand and agreed to the recording.  

There were several reasons behind conducting the semi-structured in-
terviews towards the end of the data generation. Firstly, it meant that I had 
met most of the interviewees several times when conducting the interview, 
making the interviews a continuation rather than the start of a trust-building 
relationship. Secondly, having done many hours of participant observations as 
the basis for semi-structured interviews, both the interviewees and I were able 
to relate to activities, events, people, places, texts and images that are related 
to their representational work.  

In table 11, the reader is given an overview of some of the characteris-
tics of the interviewees. The most obvious difference between the interview-
ees is that none of the officials from Metal H had migrated to Denmark them-
selves, while almost half of the interviewees from 3F K had. From conversa-
tions with the union officials, this difference reflected the composition of the 
union in general. 
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Table 11: Characterisation of interviewees 

 Metal H 
Transport: Bike 
mechanic trade 

3F K 
Team 1: 
Cleaning 

Total 

Interviewees 12  13  27* 
           Of which women 3 5 6 

    Of which workers who had  
migrated to Denmark  

themselves   

0 6 7* 

Of which shop steward or 
working environment  

representative 

2  4 6 

Interviewees interviewed  
more than once 

3 2 5 

Note: *The total number of interviewees include one cross-union official and one non-union 
member, which is why the total number of interviewees is greater than the sum of interviewees 
from the two unions. 

Furthermore, the union officials in Metal H were almost exclusively men with 
physical attributes (in particular skin colour) that I constructed as white, while 
several officials in 3F K were women and/or persons with physical attributes 
that I constructed as non-white.  

5.4.1 Interview vignettes and newspaper headlines 
The interview vignettes were intended to introduce alternative forms of union 
styles which I identified in the literature review (see section 3.2), as well as 
constructions of workers of migrant background that contrasted with those I 
had noticed during the participant observations. By constructing third persons 
in situations that related to both discourses of class and nation, I could ap-
proach taboo themes related to racialisation and racism, while distancing the 
participants and my own personal identities from being in focus. In addition, 
the vignettes allowed me to compare responses to identical situations across 
union affiliation and role.  

The two vignettes introduced the interviewees to the fictive workers 
Hassan and Aisha, whose names were chosen as clues of gender, migrant 
background (likely non-European) and cultural significations, such as lan-
guage (likely Arabic) and religion (likely Islam). The two vignettes start as 
follows: 

Vignette 1: Hassan 

This scenario is about Hassan, who works in small workplace [for Metal H I 
replaced ‘small workplace’ with ‘bike store’]. Hassan is not interested in join-
ing the trade union. What advice would you give to Hassan? 
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Hassan is still not interested in becoming a member despite your advice. Why 
do you think he does not want to join? 

Vignette 2: Aisha 

Aisha is a member of the trade union. She says that the trade union does not 
understand immigrants’ exposed position in the labour market, in the work-
place and in the trade union. She therefore proposes that the trade union start a 
club for members of immigrant background which will be secured a vote or a 
voice in all decision-making committees and boards. Aisha asks you what you 
think about the proposal. 

(For the complete vignettes in Danish, see appendix 8) 
 
In addition to clues of gender, migrant background and cultural significations, 
the vignettes also include key differentiations that I had noticed being used by 
the unionists in the preceding participant observations, such as small vs big 
workplace size, private versus public sector, collective agreement coverage or 
not, and union membership or not (see appendix 8). Whereas the Aisha vi-
gnette primarily explored ways of thinking about union democracy and voice, 
the Hassan vignette was instead meant to explore the unionists’ responses to 
workers whose labour market position and welfare rights are affected by the 
Danish Aliens Act. In each of the vignettes, the interviewees were given sup-
plementary information about Aisha and Hassan little by little as they re-
sponded to each vignette. The supplementary information given was adapted 
to the responses of the interviewees, so that the order of the information varied 
across interviews. As I analyse the vignettes in the coming chapters, I will 
remind the reader of each vignette. 

The vignettes were also used as to simulate union action. Imagining 
how to act is, of course, not the same as actually acting, but the vignettes nev-
ertheless enabled the union officials to reflect on how they have acted previ-
ously and how they would want to act in the situations they were presented 
with. In addition to unionists’ perceptions of past and future union action, I 
explored and compared the vignette responses to the observations that I had 
previously made of actual trade union activities in Metal H and 3F K. They 
two vignettes also allowed me to explore responses to union actions that dif-
fered between Metal H and 3F K, as well as in other countries (e.g. special 
union structures, outreach work, acting for issues beyond the workplace, and 
problems of internal union democracy and structural racism).  

Since the construction of the Hassan vignette was based on possible 
outcomes of the Danish Aliens Act rather than documented outcomes, I also 
sought the opportunity to validate the vignette scenario. Through an inquiry 
with a non-governmental organisation in Copenhagen working with refugees 
and immigrants who are applying for asylum (conversation, 207), I was given 
access to interview a person who, without knowledge of the Hassan vignette, 
validated the scenario by reference to their own lived experience. From years 
of living and having worked as an autodidactic bike mechanic in Denmark 
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with an irregular migration status, the person testified that it is common that 
migrants experience excessive commodification as a consequence of their mi-
grant status (conversation, 224:14, 20, 23, 25).  

The vignettes were mostly received well by the interviewees. If time 
permitted, I probed the participants for feedback on whether they found the 
vignettes odd, uncommon or (ir)relevant. One 3F K official expressed that he 
thought them to be ‘very relevant – it was something that I could recognise’ 
(interview, 3F K, 211:50). Another 3F K official got inspired by the ideas of 
the fictive characters and experienced that the vignettes enabled him to come 
into contact with experiences that he did not speak often (interview, 3F K, 
210). Yet another interviewee expressed ‘they were some funny cases, they 
were actually quite good […] this thing about speaking of something concrete: 
“what do you say about this situation” - it makes things a bit more interesting 
that when you speak about them overall’ (interview, 3F K, 211:50). In con-
clusion, I find that the vignettes, in particular, helped to produce a rich inter-
view material. 

5.5 Ethical considerations and procedures 
In the coming sections, I describe what I refer to as formal and informal ethical 
procedures that have been deployed with regard to: 1) generating empirical 
material and 2) storing and treating the empirical material. In the use of eth-
nographic methods, ethical considerations and (re)evaluation exceed the for-
mal fulfilling of standard procedures of formal laws and requirements for good 
ethical research. For this reason, Crang and Cook suggest that we consider 
two forms of research ethics: first ‘those with a capital E that comprise the 
broad and fixed principles of that might help to shape our plans when research 
proposals and ‘ethical reviews’ have to be submitted’, and second ‘those with 
lower case e that feed into and emerge from the smaller, everyday encounters 
tied together throughout the research process’ (Crang and Cook 2007:31–32). 
The ethics with lower case e are ‘messier, ongoing, impure, continually up-
dated set of ethics that develop over time and through experiences’ (Crang and 
Cook 2007:32). 

Using the terminology of Crang and Cook, the Ethical aspects of this 
research project have been completed by submitting and receiving approval 
of an ethical review application by the Regional Ethical Review Board of Upp-
sala, Sweden (Göransson and Uppsalas Regionala Etikrådsnämnd 2018, dia-
rienummer 2017/520). An ethical review is demanded of this research project 
because information about individuals’ ethnicisation, racialisation and labour 
union membership is considered sensitive and was generated, processed and 
stored as empirical material. Since the storing and treatment of the empirical 
material is conducted in Sweden, this part follows Swedish laws and guide-
lines (Hermerén and Swedish Research Council 2011; Swedish Ministry of 
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Education and Research 2003). However, the empirical material was gener-
ated in Denmark, making this part legally subject to Danish laws and rules of 
good research conduct.  

In Denmark, good ethical conduct within the social sciences is not tried 
formally by ethical review boards like in Sweden. Instead, the social science 
disciplines rely on researchers following relevant international guidelines and 
conventions for good research conduct (incl. the EU General Data Protection 
Regulation 2016/679)153 and on collegial scrutiny of the ethical conduct (Cen-
tre for Research Ethics and Bioethics 2018; Danish Ministry of Higher Edu-
cation and Science 2014:20–21). It is only when suspicion of research mal-
practice arises, that such practice is reported retrospectively to the Danish 
Committee on Research Misconduct.154 In order to comply with research 
norms in Denmark, I have chosen to follow the instructions given by the Prac-
tice Committee at Copenhagen University.155 In addition, I consulted Copen-
hagen University’s Employment Relations Research Centre (FAOS) with re-
gard to their conduct when doing research with(in) labour unions (Andersen 
2017). All of these considerations are described in detail in the Swedish ethical 
review application, reviewed and indirectly approved by the Regional Ethical 
Review Board of Uppsala.156 All of these steps are part of the formal Ethical 
precautions and practices which to a high extent presume that the research 
process is predictable and linear.  
 
5.5.1 Lower case ethics 
The ethical procedures and decisions that accompany ethnographic methods 
are not as static and stiff as the Ethical instructions that are advocated by eth-
ical review boards (Hammersley 2018). For example, it is not always feasible 
to obtain informed consent through formal and written consent forms, since 
                               
153 EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR): Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the Euro-
pean Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 on the protection of natural persons with 
regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data, and repealing 
Directive 95/46/EC (General Data Protection Regulation), OJ 2016 L 119/1. 
154 The Danish Committee on Research Misconduct: https://ufm.dk/en/research-and-innova-
tion/councils-and-commissions/The-Danish-Committee-on-Research-Misconduct?set_lan-
guage=en&cl=en , viewed 18 September 2018. 
155 Practice Committee at Copenhagen University: https://praksisudvalget.ku.dk/regler_vejl/, 
viewed 18 September 2018. 
156 Although the Swedish Ethical Review Board refuses to review research conducted in other 
countries, it nonetheless insists on approving the conduct of such research in order to review 
the application of how to store and treat empirical material generated in other countries. In their 
decision regarding this project, the Regional Ethical Review Board of Uppsala wrote: ‘The 
Board finds that it is not ethically acceptable in Sweden to research material that has been ob-
tained in a way that does not meet the requirements we would have placed on the material had 
it been obtained in Sweden. The Board therefore also vets the ethics of data collection in another 
country and associated research subject information’ (Göransson and Uppsalas Regionala 
Etikrådsnämnd 2018, my translation). I therefore regard their treatment and decision on my 
application (which includes a description of the whole research process of generating, storing 
and analysing the material) as approved by them indirectly. 
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the formality can be experienced as retention, dissolve trust between the re-
searcher and informant, and be detrimental to the generation of empirical ma-
terial. Moreover, when conducting many or extended participant observations, 
situations and relations transform and the informed consent process should 
rather be dynamic and continuous so that it attends to power asymmetries, 
changing settings and relationships (University of Toronto, Rankin, and Ber-
trand 2005). In this way Ethics can come into conflict with the ethics of eth-
nographic methods, since the ‘very nature ethnographic fieldwork changes 
over its course, rather than simply involving the “implementation” of an 
agreed research design’ (Hammersley 2018:3). In this section, I focus on the 
lower case ethics that arose through encounters and interactions in the unions, 
with the purpose of making this research conduct transparent. 

When deploying ethnographic methods, good ethical conduct attends 
and adapts to developments within the context of study. In the example of 
informed consent, I have therefore made use of a mix of written and oral in-
formed consent procedures, adapted to the people and situations that I engaged 
with. The union chairpersons and official representatives were given written 
informed consent forms, as were all interviewees with whom I conducted 
planned semi-structured interviews. Participants in observations and un-
planned conversations were instead informed about the project verbally and 
received business cards with contact information and encouragement to ask 
further questions. I personally employed continuous introspection, question-
ing about my relationships with the participants, and making numerous deci-
sions in ‘the here and now’ of participant observations, as well as when writing 
up findings. These ongoing decisions and practices relate to situations and 
contexts that cannot be known in advance, and to my own positionality as a 
researcher.  

Our social positionalities, bodily characteristics as well as our person-
alities are all preconditions that enable and delimit qualitative researchers who 
deploy ethnographic methods. A few words of my own characteristics are 
therefore relevant to mention because they affect my positionality and may 
have affected my interactions with the research participants. First of all, my 
gender became relevant when in my participant observations in the bike me-
chanic trade and the Metal H union. My body felt extremely visible, since very 
few Metal H officials were women, and I only met one other female bike me-
chanic over the years that I following the bike mechanics’ trade club.157 While 
uncomfortable at times, my gender did not hinder male participants from ex-
pressing sexist remarks and jokes, and it instead became an advantage, as it 
made the few female officials open up to me about their experience of being 
a woman in a male-dominated environment.  

Simultaneously, my educational position also contrasted with the arti-
sans in Metal H and most of the professional cleaners in 3F K. Although I was 

                               
157 Most of the trades that Metal H represents (with exceptions such as the goldsmith and sil-
versmith trades) are male dominated, and this is also the case with the employees of Metal H. 
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at times referred to as a researcher, an academic and deskworker, I did not 
perceive it to impede my interactions with the participants. What mattered 
more for the process of generating empirical data, I think, was my cultural 
background as born and raised in Denmark. Although I at times stumbled find-
ing the right words after having lived in Sweden since 2003, my fluent Danish, 
Danish accent and my understanding of cultural codes inherent to the Danish 
context were all expressions that participants signified in different ways. Fur-
thermore, my ways of being and speaking in Danish together with my white 
skin and blue eyes, resonate with the dominant imaginations of the Danish 
nation. In contrast to being a woman, my racial and cultural position as a white 
Dane made it easy for me to blend in, in the setting of Metal H.  

In 3F K, by contrast, I sometimes sensed that my privileged racialised 
and cultural position was a disadvantage in the sense that I could not build 
trust as fast and with as many as I wanted to because of my national insider 
position. When I experienced this to be an obstacle in my interaction with 
union members and officials, I tried to be extra attentive and follow up on 
subtle indications in body language, being extra careful in reminding that par-
ticipation was voluntary and checking whether the participants felt comforta-
ble with the situation and with my questions. I also emphasised the value of 
the participants’ experiences and insights of being in the union and working 
in the cleaning trade. In addition, I did not ask to record conversations if I felt 
that the relationship of trust was very weak, which had the consequence of 
some quotes being lost.  

I believe that my insider position was the reason that a few workplace-
based workers declined to participate, and that some were ready to talk only 
late in the process when I had no more time to generate data. It is likely that 
interviewers whose belonging may be constructed differently than me and 
may interview in other languages (than Danish and English) would reach other 
workplace-based representatives and be able to have other conversations than 
I did. At other times, it might have been the theme of research that resulted in 
some workplace-based workers only feeling comfortable chatting in public 
union settings with delimited time to talk. It is nevertheless my impression 
that the participants generally trusted me. I find that the plentiful and rich ma-
terial is an expression of the same. 

5.6 Coding, translating and pseudynomising the material 
In line with how I approached the participant observations and selection of 
material, the coding of the empirical material was guided by the overall ques-
tion as to how workers of migrant background were constructed by the partic-
ipants. My method of coding thus focused on the identification, characterisa-
tion and contextualisation of the differentiations at work in the material. I be-
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gan to notice patterns already as I interacted with the union officials and ob-
served their activities. When I concluded the generation of empirical data, I 
started to develop more systematic codes in the software program Atlas.ti.  

In Atlas.ti, I grouped the different types of material together into the 
social events that they had been part of, and I marked the recordings of con-
versations and interviews inductively with open codes, resulting in several 
hundred codes. In a second round of coding, I instead worked deductively to 
categorise the inductive codes into a few overall themes with relevance to the 
research question and constructed intermediate codes of the inductive codes 
within each overall theme. Although the work of defining the more deduc-
tively-driven themes was finalised after the inductive coding of the interviews, 
the process of identifying these main themes was also a result of processing 
my participant observations over the course of several years. I chose to struc-
turing the analytical chapters according to the deductive codes of ‘language’, 
‘culture’ and ‘vignettes’, because they had most relevance for the research 
question and because these themes had most inductive codes attached to them. 
The additional deductive themes of ‘mobility’, ‘knowledge’, ‘ethnicisation/ra-
cialisation’ and ‘acting for others’ cut across these three themes, as visualised 
in table 12. 

Table 12: Coding themes 

Language Cultural being and acting Vignettes 
M o b i l i t y 

K n o w l e d g e 
 E t h n i c i s a t i o n  /  R a c i a l i s a t i o n 

A c t i n g  f o r  o t h e r s 

In addition to the main and cross-cutting themes, two groups of background 
themes called ‘about the unionists’ and ‘about the unions’ were also created. 
The code group ‘about the unionists’ comprised codes about the individual 
participant, their way into and role in the union. This code was helpful in as-
sessing the social position of the individual participant in relation to union role 
and authority, as well as in geting an idea of the process of the ‘becoming’ of 
union officials. The code group ‘about the unions’ contains information about 
the history and organisation of the two unions, their formulation of aims, their 
work methods, their differentiations from other unions and more. This theme 
was used to contextualise and characterise the two unions and the two trades.  

Another way in which I processed the material was through translation. 
The lion’s share of the interviews and conversation were conducted in Danish 
and coded as such, while a few were conducted in English. As I selected in-
terview excerpts in Danish for the analytical chapters, I translated them from 
Danish to English. As my focus is on discoursive constructions, it was im-
portant that the significations accomplished in Danish did not change in the 
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process of translation. This risk increased in translations of interviews with 
interviewees who were restricted in Danish, and/or when interviewees ex-
pressed themselves grammatically incorrect, or simply were incoherent. In ad-
dition to these challenges, it was also important not to make the interviewees’ 
meaning-making more coherent than it actually was. While no translation will 
ever be neutral or objective, I managed these challenges in different ways both 
through the interviews themselves and in the selection and translation of the 
interview excerpts. During the interviews, I made efforts of asking follow-up 
questions to ensure that I got the point of meaning which the interviewees 
connoted. When selecting the excerpts for the analysis, I only included those 
which I was convinced that I had understood the points. As I translated the 
excerpts, I included Danish words and expressions in square brackets [ ] in 
order for the reader to be able to judge for themselves when several options 
were available. Finally, I tried to translate as close to the interviewee’s style 
of spoken language and point of meaning. This means that I refrained from 
polishing the quotes grammatically as much as possible.  

Finally, I pseudonymised of all names of the participants. Because 
names are also central to signification, I looked up names that were similar to 
the names of the participants in terms of their gender, country of birth, and age 
group (if a typical Danish name).  

5.7 Summary of methods and material 
The present study is a within-country study of how workers of migrant back-
ground are constructed in the local union work of Metal H and 3F K within 
the trades of bike mechanics and cleaning. The choice of unions was based on 
the low-skilled, low-paid, and low-status characteristics of the manual work 
performed within the bike mechanic and cleaning trades, which meet many of 
the common criteria that theories of class qualify as typical working class jobs. 
In addition, I argued that the bike trade was likely to employ workers of mi-
grant background. Metal H’s revitalisation efforts within the bike mechanic 
trade was moreover of particular interest, because previous research links such 
efforts (‘organizing’) to a union focus on migrant and/or ethnic minority work-
ers’ inclusion. An additional reason, for why I chose the cleaning trade and 3F 
K, was that the cleaning trade had been proven to employ big shares of work-
ers of migrant background, and in particular workers categorised as of being 
of ‘non-western’ background. In other words, focusing on the union work in 
the cleaning trade would ensure a focus on this subgroup of workers that has 
otherwise been neglected by industrial relations research in Denmark (see sec-
tion 3.4). 

The empirical material was generated using ethnographic methods of 
participant observation and interviewing. In section 5.2, I accounted for how 
I approached the unions, the intensification of my participant observations, 
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and my reflection on dilemmas related to leaving the unions. In section 5.3 
and 5.4 I accounted for how I conducted my participant observations and in-
terviews and the quality and quantity that they generated. In total, I conducted 
56 participant observations, comprising more than 147 hours over the course 
of several years (generating 387 pages of observation notes), and 28 individual 
and group interviews (with 27 union officials and activists). The analysis pri-
marily focuses on the recorded material (interviews and conversations), while 
the observation notes (including pictures), union documents (descriptive sta-
tistics, union newsletters and Facebook group excerpts) are used for validation 
and supplements to the interviews.  

My selection of interviewees included the union chairpersons, officials 
and activists who were working actively with union representation in the the 
two trades in Metal H and 3F K. The semi-structured interviews included two 
vignettes that helped me facilitate non-confrontative conversations about ta-
boo topics of racialisation and racism that are highly politicised in Denmark 
(see section 2.4.3 and 5.4.1). In section 5.5, I discussed the ethical considera-
tions of the study, including formal ethical approval, ethical choices through-
out the process and reflections on my researcher positionality. Finally, I de-
scribed how I processed the material through both inductive and deductive 
coding, translations of excerpts and pseydonymisation. What the reader might 
find lacking maybe, is a closer description of the two unions and trades that I 
have chosen to focus on. This will therefore be the topic of the next chapter, 
which serves as a bridge to the analytical chapters. 
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6. Characterisation of unions and trades 

Now that the reader has been introduced to the theoretical framework and the 
methodological design of the study, I will return to the context of the bike 
mechanic and cleaning trade and the two local unions which formally repre-
sent them, that is Metal H and 3F K. The purpose of doing so is to set the scene 
for the analysis ahead. Whereas the background chapter characterised the 
overall bargaining system in Denmark, this chapter points out differences in 
the organisation and historical properties of Dansk Metal and 3F that pre-
structure the local union work of Metal H and 3F K. Subsequently, I account 
for the shares of the union membership base and officialdom who are catego-
rised as migrants and argue that a problematic underrepresentation of workers 
of migrant background exist. I end the chapter by giving an account of the 
bike mechanic and cleaning trades and how Metal H and 3F K organise their 
work in these trades. In other words, the chapter is meant to assist the reader-
ship who is not already familiar with the historical and organisational context 
of Dansk Metal and 3F, the bike mechanic and cleaning trades, and/or the 
contemporary work of Metal H and 3F K within them. The reader who is 
knowledgeable about these matters might therefore want to go directly to the 
summary of this chapter in section 6.6. 

6.1 The federation Dansk Metal 
The national union federation Dansk Metal158 was founded in 1887 under the 
name Dansk Smede- og Maskinarbejderforbund (DSMF)159. The name was 
changed to Dansk Metalarbejderforbund160 in 1972, and again to Dansk Metal, 
in the 1990s.161 DSMF was founded by eight men who formally represented 
local workers’ associations within the blacksmith and machine workers trades 
in Copenhagen, Elsinore, Aalborg, Randers and Aarhus, and saw a need for a 
central organisation that could join the many local unionising initiatives which 
were emerging in the end of the 19th century (Christiansen 1963:10). Prior to 

                               
158 Which directly translated to English would be Danish Metal. 
159 Federation of Danish blacksmiths and mechanics. 
160 Federation of Danish metalworkers.  
161 According to Dansk Metal (e-mail correspondence 19 March 2019), the last change of name 
happened in the 1990s, making Dansk Metal its official name. I was not able to retrieve the 
exact year of this last change of name.  
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DSMF, many blacksmiths had started spontaneous local workshop clubs and 
appointed informal floor leaders as the guilds dissolved and the blacksmith 
crafts started to transform into a mass-producing iron industry (Lærke Nielsen 
1979). When the employer associations centralised into the Confederation of 
Danish Employers (DA), a centralised workers’ confederation was required in 
order for the unions to match the organisational structure of the employers. As 
the September Compromise162 and the subsequent first central collective 
agreement within the iron industry was achieved at the central bargaining level 
in 1899, a formalised system of shop stewards came about at the workplace 
level, starting with the workers in the iron industry (Lærke Nielsen 1979:36). 
Aided by this system of shop stewards (in workplaces with more than 6 em-
ployees),163 the centrally agreed minimum wage164 of DSMF and later Dansk 
Metal were supplemented with wage bargaining at the local level. The decen-
tral character of the minimal wage system165 within the iron industry has been 
characterised as an exception in the establishment phase of the collective 
agreement system in Denmark, and in the subsequent centralisation of the col-
lective agreement bargaining process in the 1920–30s (Due and Madsen 
2006:21; 46).  

Today, Dansk Metal is a general occupational union, although it has 
kept much of its original crafts union character. It unionises workers in its five 
geographical departments and 36 offices (conversation, Metal H official, 27 
2:06), primarily within the private sector and metal industries (Ebbinghaus 
and Scheurer 2000:178). Up until 1957, the federation bargained for the same 
employment areas, but between 1957 and 1984 it absorbed and amalgamated 
with as many as eleven other trade unions, starting with Specialarbejderfor-
bundet for workers in ship yards166 and ending with The Gold- and Silver-
smiths’ union (Guld- og Sølvarbejdernes Forbund i Danmark). This strategy 
of amalgamation is one of the strategies that union revitalization research refer 
to as ‘old’. Since this intense period of amalgamation, the union for telecom-
munication (TKF) has been the only union to amalgamate with Dansk Metal 
(2003) in the 2000s and 2010s167. 

                               
162 See ‘September Compromise’ in Explanations. 
163  According to the Collective Agreement of 1899 in (Lærke Nielsen 1979). 
164 The national minimal wage system was introduced in a central collective agreement within 
the iron industry as early as 1899–1900 (Christiansen 1963:47–48), and should not be confused 
with a national minimum wage. For further details, see ‘minimal wage system’ in Explanations. 
165 See ‘minimal wage system’ in Explanations. 
166 Specialarbejderforbundet for workers in shipyards should not be confused with the Spe-
cialarbejderforbundet (SiD), which later amalgamated with the Kvindeligt Arbejderforbund 
(KAD) and became 3F in 2005.  CO-Industry: http://co-industri.dk/da/co-industri/pages/co-in-
dustris%20historie.aspx, viewed 16 April 2019. 
167 The Labour Museum: https://www.arbejdermuseet.dk/viden-samlinger/temaer/fagbevaegel-
sen/dansk-metals-arkiver/, viewed 4 April 2019 and CO-Industry: http://co-industri.dk/da/co-
industri/pages/co-industris%20historie.aspx, viewed 16 April 2019. 
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6.1.1 Founded on craft and skill 
Due to the agglomerations, Dansk Metal, as well as its local union Metal H, 
covers a range of employment positions and educational background today. 
These employment areas are organised into seven groups at both the federal 
and local level: 1) transport and auto mechanics; 2) gold and silversmith work; 
3) IT and telecommunications; 4) maritime work; 5) construction; 6) industry; 
and 7) occupations in the public sector, such as police, military, hospitals uni-
versities and more168. The bike mechanic trade falls under transport and auto-
mechanics which is part of the private industry sector, like most of Dansk 
Metal’s employment areas.  

The employment areas covered by Dansk Metal are predominantly 
filled by male workers and, consequently, the membership base in Dansk 
Metal is male dominated (see appendix 9). In the most recent statistical ac-
count from Statistics Denmark (as of 31 December 2019), Dansk Metal 
counted 72,071 members, making it the fourth biggest labour union federation 
in Denmark of the traditional trade unions after 3F (222,060 members), 
HK/Danmark169 (176,276 members) and FOA (151,348 members).170  

Historical circumstances give Dansk Metal a central position within the 
overall collective agreement system in Denmark. Since its predecessor, 
DSMF, formally unionised and bargained for workers in the iron industry, 
which was the dominating industry during the establishment of the collective 
agreement system in Denmark, the metal union bargained with the biggest and 
most resourceful employers in DA.171 Although the mandates for negotiating 
the collective agreements have since transferred from federation chairpersons 
at the confederation level (i.e. within DA and LO) to the sector and cartel level 
(i.e. DI and CO-Industry), the successor of DSMF, Dansk Metal, still enjoys 
the privilege of being first to negotiate its central collective agreement within 
the private sector (Due and Madsen 2006). The central collective agreements 
that are negotiated within the industry subsequently serve as benchmarks for 
the bargaining processes in the remaining sectors (Due and Madsen 2006:73–
74). In addition, Dansk Metal is the biggest federation in the more recent sec-
tor organisation and cartel CO-Industry, and the chairperson of Dansk Metal 
therefore also chairs the CO-Industry cartel. In these ways, Dansk Metal plays 
a powerful role in the central collective bargaining process despite its mem-
bership numbers being much smaller than those of 3F. 

                               
168 Dansk Metal: https://www.danskmetal.dk/Om/her-daekker-vi-fagligt/Sider/default.aspx, 
viewed 21 March 2019. 
169 The Union of Commercial and Clerical Employees in Denmark. 
170 Statistics Denmark, database LONMED3, viewed 15 March 2021. 
171 In order to ensure control with the cost development, DA wanted to take industry exposed 
to international competition as the starting point for the central bargaining process, which meant 
negotiating with the iron industry (previously DSMF and today Dansk Metal) before negotiat-
ing agreements in any other area (Due and Madsen 2006:69; 73). 
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6.2 The federation 3F 
The full name of 3F is Fagligt Fælles Forbund or United Federation of Work-
ers in Denmark in English. 3F is the biggest union federation in Denmark with 
its 222,060 members spread across its 64 local unions as of 31 December 
2019.172 3F’s historical establishment, the labour market segments 3F formally 
represents, and its membership composition, all differ significantly from those 
of Dansk Metal.  

3F was founded as late as 2005, when the federations Specialarbejder-
forbundet Danmark (SiD) and Kvindeligt Arbejder Forbund (KAD) com-
pleted the biggest merge of union federations in the history of unionism in 
Denmark (Due et al. 2007:10; 16)173. However, the history of 3F’s forerun-
ners’, SiD and KAD, goes back to the beginning of the 19th century, as shown 
in chapter 2.  

In contrast to Dansk Metal, which (as DSMF) unionised skilled workers 
within particular artisan crafts since its foundation, SiD came out of the pre-
vious Dansk Arbejdsmands Forbund (DAF) (founded in 1897174), later named 
Dansk Arbejdsmands- og Specialarbejderforbund (DASF), which unionised 
unskilled workers across crafts and trades175. Similarly, KAD unionised un-
skilled workers across trades, but was the first and only union in Denmark to 
unionise women, and did so exclusively. Both SiD and KAD therefore union-
ised workers historically perceived as undermining the wages and the quality 
of work of artisan workers in crafts. Their membership bases comprised work-
ers who were excluded from male or crafts-based unions, such as Dansk 
Metal’s predecessor DSMF.  

Over the years, both Dansk Metal, SiD and KAD became pressured by 
external structural changes of production and employment patterns (that at the 
time as well as today decrease employment of industrial and unskilled work-
ers). But while Dansk Metal and SiD were able to amalgamate with other un-
ions, KAD was not, since it exclusively unionised women. Because the dimin-
ishing workforce within unskilled work continuously decreased the member-
ship base of both SiD and KAD, industrial relation scholars have described 
the merge of KAD and SiD as ‘inevitable’ (Due et al. 2007). 

Because SiD and KAD formed the basis of 3F, the employment areas 
of unskilled and female workers are central to the history of 3F, as well as to 
3F K. In the years that KAD existed (officially 1901–2005), it was character-

                               
172 According to Statistics Denmark, database LONMED3, viewed 15 March 2021.  
173 Since then, several other federations have agglomerated with 3F, including the union for 
restaurant workers (Restaurations Branchens Forbund, RBF) in 2006, and the union for wood 
workers (Forbundet Træ-Industri-Byg I Danmark, TIB) in 2011. 
174 Unskilled worker, Michael Christian Lyngsie was Dansk Arbejdsmands Forbund’s first 
chairperson and had a prominent role in the early labour movement in Denmark. 
175 The cross-trade unionisation that characterised KAD and SiD during their lifetime, and today 
characterises 3F, is a characteristic which is commonly referred to as ‘general unions’ within 
the industrial relations literature (e.g. Ebbinghaus and Visser 2000:13). 



 

130 

ised by cleaning, service, industry, laundry work, the dairy trade and care oc-
cupations, which subsequently became part of 3F’s employment areas. Today, 
3F’s members are organised into six employment groups at both the federation 
and the local level. Starting with the biggest in terms of membership size and 
in decreasing order, these employment groups are: 1) Industry, 2) Construc-
tion, 3) Transport, 4) the Public Sector, 5) Private Service, Hotel and Restau-
rants, and 6) the Green Group.176 The cleaning trade, which is in focus in this 
thesis, falls under Private Service. 

6.2.1 Founded on gender difference 
The gender distribution in the 3F federation is less unequal than in Dansk 
Metal, but men nevertheless comprise the vast majority of 3F’s membership 
base (see appendix 10). Having been an exclusively female union, the gender 
distribution was a concern of KAD prior to the establishment of 3F. The con-
cern was that the merge with the bigger and male-dominated SiD would min-
imise female experiences and damage women’s influence (Due et al. 2007:23-
24; 42-43). In order to avoid this scenario yet still pursue the merge of KAD 
and SiD, negotiators from the two federations created (after many years of 
attempting to reach each other) 177 the Agreement of Fair Representation 
(2004),178 intended to ensure women’s decision-making influence in 3F (Han-
sen and Scheurer 2006:49–53). This agreement contained a description of how 
the values of KAD should be preserved in 3F; a number of actions that were 
meant to secure future recruitment of both men and women; an emphasis on a 
high level of equality work; and, finally, an agreement on a quota system in 
all leadership positions in the 3F federation. The quota system was based on 
affiliation to KAD and SiD and their membership size prior to the merge be-
cause SiD rejected an explicit gender quota system. However, since KAD was 
composed of women exclusively, the system worked as an indirect gender 
quota in the eight years that the agreement lasted (Due et al. 2007:135–37; 
Hansen and Scheurer 2006:7–8).  
 The Agreement of Fair Representation was paramount for KAD’s ac-
ceptance of the merge and thus paramount to the creation of the 3F federation 
(Due et al. 2007:135–36). Although the agreement focused on the distribution 
of organisational authority between men and women, it addresses the question 
of how to unify and act on behalf of workers with different backgrounds more 
generally as well. As is was later framed by 3F: it was a response to ‘the ques-
tion about fair representation’ (Hansen and Scheurer 2006).  

                               
176 3F: https://www.3f.dk/om-3f/fakta-om-3f/3f-i-tal, viewed 25 March 2019. 
177 Naturally, the fusion of SiD and KAD was a much more protracted and complicated process 
than can be communicated in this short description. For further details, see, for example, Due 
and colleagues (2007). 
178 It was decided that the agreement should run for eight years until the first 3F congress, where 
it was decided to end it. 
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 The introduction to the Agreement of Fair Representation indicates that 
KAD interpreted equality ‘not just [as] a discussion about numbers’, but as a 
struggle for equality both internally in the new organisation of 3F, in the la-
bour movement organisations more broadly, and externally with regard to the 
labour market, society and global relations (Hansen and Scheurer 2006:9; 10). 
In other words, the vision of the union work was to attain not just descriptive 
representation of women, but also substantial interest representation of 
women that went beyond the narrow workplace confines. In addition, the 
agreement mentioned age and ethnic equality adjacent to the equality issue of 
gender. According to Jane Korzack, the first vice chairperson of 3F at the time 
of the agreement’s evaluation: 

It is necessary to hold on and say that it might be troublesome, but it is a nec-
essary part of 3F’s image to have this profile. Because if we did not have it, 
then we would look like any other trade union. We have given ourselves a gift 
which is about equal worth and ethnic equality. Some will think that it is in-
credibly annoying to work with, but it nevertheless also here that it matters.179 

... From my point of view, it [the union agreement of legislation on minority 
protection] is the only thing that can carry this [equality work] further. And if 
it does not happen, then you do not want to promote representation. So, some 
special agreements are needed for that diversity to arise which we all like to 
talk about; it does not come by itself. It has to be aided and it has to be sup-
ported. And we also have to be attentive and able to say that it is broader than 
gender; it is ethnicity, it is age…180 

(Previous vice chairperson in 3F Jane Korzack quoted in Hansen and 
Scheurer 2006:13, my translation) 

 
The reason I highlight the Agreement of Fair Representation is that it 

underscores the dissimilar historical trajectories of Dansk Metal and 3F with 
regard to representation of a diverse constituency. Although Dansk Metal has 
incorporated many union federations, the constituents of amalgamated unions 
differed in relation to trade, education and/or occupation and did not result in 

                               
179 Quote in Danish, cited from Hansen and Scheurer (2006:13): ‘Det er nødvendigt at holde fast 
og sige, det kan godt være at det er besværligt, men det er en nødvendig del af 3F’s image at ha’ den her 
profil. For hvis vi ikke havde den, så ville vi ligne en hvilken som helst anden fagforening. Vi har givet 
os selv en gave, som handler om ligeværd og etnisk ligestilling. Nogle vil synes, at det er smaskirriterende 
at arbejde med, men det er altså også her, det rykker’. 
180 Quote in Danish, cited from Hansen and Scheurer (2006:13): ‘… Det [faglig lovgivning om 
minoritetsbeskyttelse] er for mig at se det eneste, som ligesom ka’ bære længere frem. Og hvis ikke det sker, 
så vil man ikke fremme repræsentation. Altså der skal nogle specielle aftaler til, for den der mangfoldig-
hed, som vi ynder at tale om, den kommer sgu ikke af sig selv. Den skal hjælpes på vej, og den skal 
konstant understøttes. Og vi skal så også have blik for at sige, det er bredere end køn, det er etnicitet, det 
er alder…’. 
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a comprehensive transformation of Dansk Metal’s organisational structures.181 
In contrast the fusion of SiD and KAD resulted in a far-reaching organisational 
transformation and a process of creating a new common 3F federation identity 
and culture. Comprehensive organisational changes and formal responses to 
the question of how to ensure responsiveness to women was a precondition 
for the members of KAD to accept the fusion (Due et al. 2007:330), and made 
equality across difference a 3F priority both politically and organisationally 
(Due et al. 2007:168).182 The response to differences led to comprehensive or-
ganisational changes183 that have no counterpart in the history of Dansk Metal. 
In other words, the dissimilar organisational histories and structures, as well 
as the different characteristics of Dansk Metal and 3F’s membership base, 
might also pre-structure the ways in which the local unions of Metal H and 3F 
K construct workers of migrant background. By contrast to much previous 
research that emphasises the national histories of the overall industrial rela-
tions system as an explanatory factor, I propose that intranational union char-
acteristics (related to trade, industry and union organisation and history) might 
be just as important to consider, when trying to explain how unions respond 
to workers of migrant background. 

6.3 The local unions: Metal H and 3F K 
At the local union branch level, which is the main focus of this study, we find 
Metal H and 3F K under Dansk Metal and 3F, respectively. Metal H and 3F 
K both cover the area of central Copenhagen (although with some differences 
in the exact geographic boundaries) and they are both the biggest local unions 
in their federation in terms of union members.  
                               
181 While amalgamations include other union federations joining an existing union structure, 
fusions or merges dissolve the merging organisations by founding a third and alternative organ-
isational structure (Due et al. 2007:20–21). According to Due and colleagues, the creation of 
3F was a fusion (Due et al. 2007:339). 
182 The transformation included an establishment of a permanent secretariat for equality at the 
federation level and a related committee (Etnisk-, Ligestilling- og Familiepolitisk udvalg) to 
increase the involvement of local level officials and shop stewards in the development of poli-
cies that the federation would then pursue. It was decided that the committees would consist of 
the federation leader within the topic, one from each employment group in the federation, three 
to five board members and one from each region, who were elected locally (Due et al. 
2007:168–70).  
183 A comprehensive reorganisation of the local structures was attained as part of the fusion, 
and the changes was particularly big in SiD (Due et al. 2007:330). More than 300 local union 
offices were decreased to 76 (Due et al. 2007:339). While the changes were biggest at the local 
level, several changes also came about at the federation level, which, amongst other things al-
lowed for increased involvement of formal representatives from the local level in the political 
union work (Due et al. 2007:340). The group-based organisation structure from SiD lived on in 
3F to a great extent, although modified (Due et al. 2007:341). While KAD hoped to increase 
democracy through a more horisontal leadership organisation, Due and colleagues argue that 
democracy instead was strengthened by an increased connection between the groups and the 
federation (Due et al. 2007:342).  
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Although 3F was founded at the national level in the fusion of KAD 
and SiD in 2005, 3F København came about at the local level much later, in 
2013. Despite negotiations of a fusion of the local union branches of KAD in 
Copenhagen, Lager og Handelsarbejderne Forbund (LHF) and SiD Køben-
havns Post (SiDKP) in 2004, KAD chose to merge with the brewery workers’ 
union instead, because they accepted KAD’s requests of specific positions in 
the leadership and of electing all professional secretaries through the General 
Assembly, which LHF did not (interview, 3F K chairperson, 201:5). Therefore 
LHF and SiDKP merged in 2005, becoming Lager, Post og Servicearbejdernes 
Forbund (LPSF). The local KAD branch merged with the brewery workers’ 
union and Fabrik og Specialarbejdere and became 3F Industri of Service. The 
fusion agreement of 3F Industri of Service (of 2004) was irrevocable in a pe-
riod of nine years (201:11,13) during which 3F Industri of Service was bound 
to this construct. On 1 January 2013, 3F København finally came about 
through the fusion of 3F Industri of Service, 3F Hotel og Restauration and 
LPSF. When it did, the quota system of 3F Industri of Service was dropped 
and a single union board was made to lead the union (instead of a group struc-
ture) after a two-year transition period. Today all members, regardless of trade 
background, can run for a position in the leadership board, although the can-
dite has to be elected at the General Assembly and 3F K’s law §14 stk. 3 ad-
vices that the leadership board should be as broadly composed as possible, 
with regard to trade background and geographic location.184 

While the creation of Metal Hovedstaden was also a process, it did not 
involve a fusion of local unions outside of the federation Dansk Metal. Metal 
H was instead founded in 2007, as an outcome of a fusion of ten local Metal 
union branches in the capital region area. While there were most likely con-
troversies involved in this process too (e.g. related to the significant minimi-
sation in number of local chairpersons and leadership positions), the fusion 
after all involved local unions already members of the same federation.  

6.3.1 Members and officials of migrant background 
In order to compare the membership compositions of 3F K and Metal H, I 
unfortunately have to return to the dated LO’s mappings from 2007, 2010 and 
2013, since Metal H does not map their membership base in terms of migrant 
background and Dansk Metal does not share such information publicly (e-mail 
response from Dansk Metal and Ahrensbøll 2019). This, of course, means that 
the numbers do not reflect the contemporary composition of the unions’ mem-
bership bases. The numbers do, however, show that the membership compo-
sitions have differed previously and therefore are likely to do so still. With 
regard to the shares of members of migrant background, the numbers also give 
an indication of how to assess their sizes in relation to their membership share 
of union members within the 15 traditional LO trade unions in Copenhagen.  
                               
184 Laws of 3F København: https://www.3fkbh.dk/love, viewed 22 March 2021. 
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Judging from the last comparative numbers from 2013, the difference 
between Metal H and 3F K was similar to that of their federation (compare 
with appendix 8 and 9). In exact numbers, 3F K has had a much higher number 
of members of migrant background (13,125 in 2013) than Metal H (1,083 in 
2013), which might be explained by the different size in membership base as 
well as by labour market segregation. In addition, 3F K has had a much bigger 
share of members of migrant background (24.4 percent in 2013) compared to 
Metal H (7.3 percent in 2013) and compared to the 15 local LO unions in 
Copenhagen taken together (15.4 percent in 2013).  

Table 13: Number of union members of migrant background (age 15–64) 

 Categorisation  2007 2010 2013 

Metal H 
Migrants 1,365 1,092 1,083 
Western 324 256 253 
Non-western 1 041 836 830 

3F K 
Migrants 14,335 14,315 13,125 
Western 1,611 2,064 2,548 
Non-western     12,724 12,251 10,577 

Source: LO, Kortlægning af etniske minoriteter I LO-fagbevægelsen 2007, 2010, 2013.  

Table 14: Percentage of union members of migrant background (age 15–64)  

 Categorisation 2007 2010 2013 

15 LO unions in  
Copenhagen 

Migrants 7.1 7.8 15.4 
Western 2.8 2.8 3.2 
Non-western 22.2 11.8 12.2 

Metal H 
Migrants 7.2 6.8 7.3 
Western 1.7 1.6 1.7 
Non-western 5.5 5.2 5.6 

3F K 
Migrants 25.0 25.9 24.4 
Western 2.8 3.7 4.7 
Non-western 22.2 22.2 19.7 

Source: LO, Kortlægning af etniske minoriteter I LO-fagbevægelsen 2007, 2010, 2013.  
 

When taking a look at the positions of formal representatives within the 
Metal H and 3F K, the LO mappings from 2007, 2010 and 2013 include per-
centages of elected shop stewards and working environment representatives, 
while they omit a mapping of employed officials and elected leaders, just as 
it was at the federation level. Comparing the percentages of migrant members 
(table 14) with the percentages of shop stewards and working environment 
representatives (table 15 and 16), it becomes clear that workers of migrant 
background are significantly underrepresented as shop stewards and working 
environment representatives statistically.  
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Table 15: Percentage of shop stewards by migration category 

 Categorisation 2007 2010 2013 
15 LO local unions in  
Copenhagen 

Western 1.8 1.9 2.0 
Non-western 2.4 2.5 3.9 

Metal H Western 1.4 1.0 1.3 
Non-western 1.2 1.5 1.5 

3F K Western 1.9 1.9 1.8 
Non-western 5.4 5.3 6.6 

Source: LO, Kortlægning af etniske minoriteter I LO-fagbevægelsen 2007, 2010, 2013. 

Table 16: Percentage of working environment representatives by migration category 

 Categorisation 2007 2010 2013 
All 15 LO local unions 
in Copenhagen 

Western 1.6 1.7 1.9 
Non-western 2.6 2.8 3.6 

Metal H Western 0.8 2.2 1.8 
Non-western 0.4 2.1 3.1 

3F K Western 1.9 2.4 2.0 
Non-western 5.2 4.4 5.0 

Source: LO, Kortlægning af etniske minoriteter I LO-fagbevægelsen 2007, 2010, 2013. 

In 2013, 19.7 percent of 3F K’s members were categorised as being of ‘non-
western’ background but only 6.6 percent and 5.0 percent amongst them were 
elected as shop stewards and working environment representatives, respec-
tively. In Metal H, 5.6 percent of the membership base was categorised as 
being of ‘non-western’ background, while only 1.5 and 3.1 percent of the shop 
stewards and working environment representatives were categorised as such. 
The differences can also be found amongst percentages of members catego-
rised being of ‘western’ background, although they are somewhat smaller. 
This descriptive underrepresentation, which does not only apply to Metal H 
and 3F K, but to the whole trade union movement, makes up my initial point 
of critique of social inequality within unions in Denmark. Because although 
descriptive representation is not enough to ensure substantial representation, 
it is difficult to achieve substantial representation without it, as argued by 
Pitkin (1967). 

6.4 The bike mechanic trade in Metal H 
The bike mechanic trade is a rather small employment area in terms of work-
ers, compared to other employment areas in Dansk Metal and in Metal H. Ac-
cording to the different assessments of Metal H officials and representatives 



 

136 

there are around 300–400 bike shops in Copenhagen (interview, BMTC chair-
person, 162:14). The number of bike shops varies and does not equal the num-
ber of workplaces with employees though, since many bike shops are run by 
self-employed shop owners – at least officially – and it is common for shops 
to go insolvent or for them to be rather short-lived for other reasons. The 
threshold to start up a bike shop is low and the bike mechanic profession does 
not require a formal craft certificate. Only a few workplaces have more than a 
handful of employees while most places only have one or a few bike mechan-
ics employed. Moreover, the trade is known to comprise a lot of undeclared 
work (group interview, bike mechanics, 155:22). 

The demand of bike shops and bike mechanics is likely to increase, due 
to Copenhagen municipality’s continuous investment in bike accessibility im-
provements as part of environmental and health strategies, and city branding 
(Bechmann and Herby 2017; Ks kommune 2018; Ks Kommune Teknik- og 
Miljøforvaltningen Mobilitet 2017). The tradition of cycling is strong in Co-
penhagen, and the city’s population is growing. In 2016, there were approxi-
mately 675,000 bike owners in Copenhagen and 62 percent of the city resi-
dents’ trips to work and education were made by bike (Kommune Teknik- og 
Miljøforvaltningen Mobilitet 2017:8). Despite an increasing demand for bike 
mechanics in Copenhagen, not many students are attracted to the formal edu-
cation (group interview, bike mechanics, 155; observation from technical 
school visit on 4 June 2018). The formal education as bike mechanic is offered 
by technical schools and takes from 3 years and 3 months to up to 4 years and 
6 months to complete, depending on whether one graduates as bike mechanic, 
scooter mechanic or motorbike mechanic.185 One of the interviewed bike me-
chanics commented that, seen in the light of the wage level and working con-
ditions of the trade, the education ‘is barely worth it’ (interview, 162:5). 
 The work of a bike mechanic is physically demanding, versatile and the 
labour demand is highly dependent on season. In the spring, summer and au-
tumn, the weather is good for biking in Denmark, which creates a high labour 
demand. By contrast, in winter it is cold, rainy and windy and characterised 
by a low labour demand. The working hours often vary accordingly, depend-
ing on what (collective) agreements the employer makes with its employees. 
Working hours can also be irregular on a weekly basis due to the shops’ open-
ing and closing hours (e.g. evenings and weekends), which over time can dis-
rupt social life (interview, bike mechanic, 162:5, 66). Many bike mechanics 
also quit when they reach a certain age (observation, BMTC meeting 153:17). 
 Besides mechanical skills, the bike mechanics are also often required to 
perform customer service and be able to deal with customers’ requests for low 
price and fast repair time. The working environment is oftentimes crowded in 

                               
185 According to Uddannelsesguiden:  
https://www.ug.dk/uddannelser/erhvervsuddannelser/teknologibyggeriogtransport/cykel-og-
motorcykelmekanikeruddannelsen, viewed 28 November 2019.  
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small bike shops, which easily violate rules on evacuation routes, bike lifts 
and ventilation for example. The work involves many physical lifts and tricky 
positions and the use of several forms of chemicals which can easily result in 
eczema if handled the wrong way, without ventilation and/or correct protec-
tion equipment (interview, former BMTC chairperson, 162:5).  

6.4.1 Union work in the bike mechanic trade 
The bike mechanic’ trade has a long union history in Denmark. Despite that, 
the trade has had extremely few union members and low collective agreement 
coverage for many years (the first BMTC chairperson assessed there being 
around 13 collective agreement covered workplaces in 2014 (interview, 162:7, 
13)). As the small trade it is, it did not attract much union attention in Dansk 
Metal or Metal H. Accordingly, the wages were far from the mean wage level 
in Metal H’s Transport secretariat and within other skilled work. The common 
hourly wage of about DKK 120 an hour (approximately €12) for a bike me-
chanic created an incentive for union activism.186 The wage level of a bike 
mechanic was ‘the same as if you had worked [unskilled] at McDonalds’, alt-
hough the skilled bike mechanic has conducted 3.5 years of training!’, as the 
bike mechanic and first chairperson of the Bike Mechanics’ Trade Club 
(Cykelmekanikernes Brancheklub) expressed (interview, 162:5, 6).  
 The initiative of a trade club of bike mechanics came about as this 
young bike mechanic and union member of Scandinavian background started 
a course that supported and educated civil opinion makers, arranged by the 
thinktank Cevea187. Through this Cevea course, he got in contact with a union 
official from Metal H, who encouraged and supported him in starting a local 
trade club for bike mechanics (interview, 162:6). As a result of this collabora-
tion the Bike Mechanics’ Trade Club was founded in April 2014 and the bike 
mechanic trade became a target for Metal H’s experiment with revitalising 
efforts. 
 The Metal H official and the mechanic agreed that the tactics and strat-
egy of their union work should take inspiration from workplace-based ‘organ-
izing’ practices (as characterised in section 3.2, interview 162:8, 9). The bike 
mechanic perceived the ‘organizing’ ideas as being in line with his own polit-
ical viewpoint: that the union should be near and close to its members, and 
that the latter should take an active part in unionising their workplaces and 
trade and feel ownership of their union (interview, 162:9). The bike mechanic 
also perceived the ideas of ‘organizing’ to be a break with the pre-existing 

                               
186 By contrast, the non-union member and bike mechanic that I interviewed told me that, he 
was paid about DKK 25 an hour during the time when he had an irregular migration status 
(unstructured interview, 224:14). 
187 Cevea describes itself as a political left-centre thinktank and a democratic association whose 
members consist of both organisations (including trade unions) and individuals. For further 
information, see: https://cevea.dk/om-cevea/, viewed 8 January 2021. 
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approach of Metal H, which he found too passive, top-down and focused on 
employer collaboration rather than their own rank-and-file (interview 162:9, 
10). In 2015, after a year of chairing the trade club, the first chairperson 
stepped down from his post; some years later left the club; and finally stopped 
working in the trade and ended his Metal membership as he pursued a higher 
education (interview, 162:11, 30). Conflicts about Metal H’s recruitment 
methods and advocacy for a certain vote in a central agreement ballot made 
the first trade club chairperson want nothing to do with Danish Metal or Metal 
H again (interview, 162:30). The trade club, however, continued its work with 
Metal H and it was still active when I ended my observations in 2019. The 
professional secretaries, who were connected to the revitalisation work in the 
bike mechanic trade, were especially tasked with and evaluated on recruitment 
efforts and outcomes. 
 During my years of observation, the union activists (initially) and offi-
cials (mainly) visited the bike shops in Copenhagen systematically, talking 
face to face with bike mechanics, and inviting them to after-work meetings 
with pizza and drinks in the trade club. The initial trade club meetings briefly 
presented the purpose of the club and a union official and the union activists 
would explain the benefits of union membership and of having a collective 
agreement at their workplace. Depending on the feedback from the partici-
pants, the activists and the official identified those who were interested in get-
ting a collective agreement in place. They also started a tradition, referred to 
as ‘around the table’ (‘bordet rundt’), that facilitated mapping of names, work-
places, wages, and workplace advantages and disadvantages (observations 
from trade club meetings; interview BMTC chairperson, 162:8).  

The aims of the initiative in the Bike Mechanic Trade Club consisted of 
a few ‘hard’ aims that could be easily measured and a few ‘soft’ aims which 
were less measurable. The hard aims were: 1) to increase the collective agree-
ment coverage in the trade in the Copenhagen area; and 2) increase unionisa-
tion (both numbers and rates). According to Metal H’s and BMTC’s own sta-
tistics, their new ‘organizing’-inspired initiative not only increased the mem-
bership numbers and collective agreements significantly,188 but also improved 
wage level and working conditions in the bike trade in Copenhagen during my 
years of observation (document 263, interview 162:8, 15). In addition, the 
wage level of the trade club network increased to a mean wage level of DKK 
153 an hour in 2016, which may very well have increased even more since 
then (document Metal H, 263).189  

The soft aims of the trade club were to 1) increase the awareness of bike 
mechanics about their working conditions and wages and how they fared in 
                               
188 During the first year of the trade club, the collective agreements increased from around 13 
to 69 (interview, 162:13), and then to 84 in 2017 (observation notes from trade club meeting, 
on 14 March 2017). 
189 Calculated on the basis of 36 bike shops, in which the lowest hourly wage was DKK 135 
and the highest DKK 202 an hour.  
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comparison with other crafts; and 2) increase the bike mechanics’ inclination 
to change their situation through collective action (interview, 162:7). While 
the soft aims are harder to evaluate, the visibility of the initiative is documen-
table in public media through newspaper articles (e.g. Johannesen 2014; 
Rehling 2014) and a nationally broadcast television documentary (Danmarks 
Radio Historieredaktion 2015), and through the LO and FTF online infor-
mation material about ‘the Danish model’190 and as part of the OK-cam-
paign191. A private Facebook group192 was also created in May 2014 and is still 
active at the time of writing. Internal to Dansk Metal and Metal H, the union 
work in the bike trade has been praised with an organising prize and it has 
been pointed to as a good example for future union work (for example, in 
Lundis 2016). In my interviews, the trade club activists and the Metal H offi-
cials themselves expressed that they had experienced an improvement in the 
shared knowledge and an increased openness in conversations with the work-
ers within the trade (interview, BMTC chairperson, 162:15, group interview, 
BMTC activists, 155). Gathering the bike mechanics in the trade club also 
served to identificaty trade specific problems, such as eczema (interview, 
Metal H chairperson, 163:24; observation, BMTC meeting, 153:3).  

6.5 The cleaning trade in 3F K 
The cleaning trade is a much bigger trade than that of bike mechanics. Ac-
cording to estimations from Danish Industry (DI), approximately 40,000 po-
sitions can be found in the employment area of cleaning, canteen/catering fa-
cility management and property management in Denmark (Dansk Industri 
Service 2019:1). Within the cleaning and property management segment, of-
ficial numbers estimate that 38 percent of the employees are foreign-born, of 
which 21 percent are born in countries categorised as ‘non-western’ (Dansk 
Industri Service 2019:5–6). As result, workers of Danish background are in 
minority in many workplaces (interview 3F K official, 210:3). 

The cleaning trade is mainly characterised by small and medium sized 
companies with the exception of a few major companies. According to the 
experience of the 3F K unionists, it is also common for small entrepreneurial 
cleaning companies to only exist for a few years, after which they suddenly 

                               
190 See the theme ‘organising’ on the LO and FTF supported teaching material at: https://den-
danskemodel.net/, viewed 9 February 2021. 
191 The OK-campaign (first sponsored by LO and FTF and now by FH) information campaign 
which marks collective agreement-covered businesses and helps workers distinguish between 
collective agreement carrying trade unions and alternative employer organisations. As part of 
the campaign, bike shops that join a collective agreement received an ‘OK-brand’ and a sticker. 
For further information, see: https://ok-maerket.dk/, viewed 8 February 2021. 
192 As of 8 February 2021 the private Facebook group Cykelmekanikernes Brancheklub had 197 
members. 
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go insolvent (group interview, 199:76).193 In 2019, about 87 percent of the 
private companies had less than 10 employees and another ten percent had 10–
50 employees (Dansk Industri Service 2019:3). In the cleaning trade (both in 
the public and private sector), there is a minimum of five employees for a 
workplace to have the right to a shop steward, unless both employer and em-
ployees agree to have one.194 

Tax reduction schemes on household services can have a significant 
impact on cleaning. This is the case in Sweden, where the RUT195 deduction 
scheme has resulted in a dramatic increase in cleaning companies and custom-
ers (Gavanas and Calleman 2013:7–8). Taking inspiration from Sweden, the 
Danish government introduced the tax-deduction scheme called 
BoligJobordningen in 2011, which allowed private consumers to deduct ex-
penses for cleaning in private homes and decreased the labour cost for the 
purchaser with a tax value of 27.5 percent. Evaluations of this scheme indicate 
a lack of the desired effects of decreasing undeclared work and increasing 
employment (Skatteministeriet 2015:3; 39), but the deduction scheme was 
nevertheless made permanent in 2011 with the motivation to ‘ease the every-
day life of families and reduce the extent of undeclared work’.196 The deduc-
tion scheme in Denmark is not identical to that in Sweden197 and it has had less 
of an impact on the number of cleaning consumers in Denmark. In 2018, 
around 465,000 individuals made use of the BoligJobordning in Denmark, but 
only about 67,400 used the deduction for cleaning services.198 Similar to the 

                               
193 The frequent insolvencies of subcontractors are also problematic for unionised workers, be-
cause the Wage Earners Guarantee Fund that covers loss of wages due to insolvency, only co-
vers up to 6 months of lost income (conversation, 3F K official, 101:10). 
194 According to the central collective agreement of 2017–2020 between Danish Industry and 
PSHR, chapter G, §23 (https://www.danskerhverv.dk/siteassets/mediafolder/dokumenter/03-
overenskomster/overenskomster-2017-2020/serviceoverenskomsten-2017-2020.pdf, viewed 
10 February 2021), and the circular of the Danish Ministry of Finance and the employee and 
employer confederations of 2008 (https://cirkulaere.medst.dk/static/Circular/2008/058-08.pdf, 
viewed 10 February 2021). 
195 In Swedish: Rengöring, underhåll och tvätt (RUT), introduced in 2007.  
196 The Danish government: https://www.regeringen.dk/nyheder/2017/boligjobordning-bliver-
permanent-med-finansloven-for-2018/, viewed 3 March 2020.  
197 The Danish BoligJobordningen deduction scheme was introduced with law no. 572 on 7 
June 2011, withdrawn in the end of 2012, reintroduced in 2013–2014, and renewed in 2015–
2017 and 2018–2020 (Finansministeriet 2015). The deduction scheme includes a service-de-
duction and a crafts-deduction. The crafts-deduction makes out the bigger part of the scheme, 
both in the amount of deduction and in its actual use. In 2019, the deduction for cleaning had a 
roof of DKK 6,100 (or approximately €820) per person, per year. The roof of handcraft work 
was DKK 12,200 (or approximately €1,630) in 2019. For further details, see the Danish Tax 
Authority: https://www.skat.dk/SKAT.aspx?oId=2234759, viewed 3 March 2020. 
198 According to Gavanas and Calleman, the number of consumers using RUT-deduction in 
Sweden rose from less than 6,000 to more than 320,000 between 2000 and 2010. In comparison, 
the Danish Ministry of Tax reported that just below 465,000 people used the BoligJobordningen 
in 2018, but only 14.5 percent of them used it for cleaning services (about 67,400 individuals). 
The majority of the consumers of the Danish deduction scheme instead use the deduction on 
energy-saving work (51.5 percent) and other green crafts services (23.6 percent): 
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Swedish context, however, the Danish deduction scheme is primarily used by 
consumers in the higher income levels (Gavanas and Calleman 2013:8; 
Skatteministeriet 2015:20).199  

Since March 2020, the collectively agreed wage levels in the private 
sector are: DKK 112.88 an hour for employees under 18 years of age; DKK 
133.18 an hour for employees over 18 years of age; and DKK 146.76 an hour 
for employees working according to specific work plans in measured areas.200 
These are low hourly wages if compared to the cost of living in Denmark and 
to the mean hourly wage level of the general population in Denmark.201 Fraud 
and scams to avoid complying with collective agreements are moreover wide-
spread in the cleaning trade, according to the 3F K officials, not least in sub-
contracting companies (conversation, 3F K official, 101:10; group interview, 
3F K officials, 199:76). Due to forced public procurements, private companies 
and subcontractors are common not just in the private sector, but also in the 
public sector. 

The educational requirements demanded of cleaners vary across clean-
ing settings (conversation, 3F K official, 101:7). For example, there are higher 
demands on cleaners in hospitals than cleaners in offices, warehouses and the 
metro (conversation, 3F K official, 101:8). According to a 3F official, who 
had been in or with the trade in decades, the educational requirements have 
increased over time. She recalls how ‘back then there weren’t that many rules 
and regulations in the cleaning trade as there are today. Today, you have to 
know a whole lot. You cannot just come from the street and start cleaning’ 
(conversation, 3F K official, 92:3). Cleaners have to attend a hygiene course 
as a minimum, and then most are required to attend a course called IN-
STA800202, which teaches a Nordic standard for measuring and assessing the 
quality of cleaning, as well as how to organise the cleaning to comply with the 
standard. Vocational education gives smaller wage increases,203 but these 
courses are often given exclusively in Danish (conversation, 3F K official, 
101:6).  

                               
https://www.skm.dk/skattetal/statistik/generel-skattestatistik/boligjobfradrag-2018, viewed 3 
March 2020.  
199 BoligJobordningen is not applicable for purchases made by companies and organisations. 
200 According to Jobpatruljen: https://www.jobpatruljen.dk/lonsatser/privat-rengoering/, 
viewed 26 February 2021. 
201 The mean hourly wage level in Denmark was DKK 243 in 2012 (Danmarks Statistik 
2013a:12). 
202 In the 1990s, professional cleaning mostly followed what was called ‘programmed cleaning’ 
which instructed the frequency and quality of the cleaning using numbers in schedules that the 
workers had to decode and follow themselves. Today INSTA800 is a common scheme. Ac-
cording to this organisational scheme, the cleaners are taught that they can only leave eight 
shortcomings in their work per room (conversation, 3F K official, 92:4).  
203 At the time of interviewing a cleaning technician would earn an additional DKK 2.5 an hour, 
and a service assistant an additional DKK 4 an hour, compared to unskilled cleaners. 
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 The 3F K official’s description of the training requirements might, how-
ever, be coloured by 3F K’s focus on middle-sized and big cleaning employ-
ers. Based on numbers from Statistics Denmark, a report from Danish Industry 
(DI) estimates that more than 40 percent of the employees in cleaning and 
property management have not acquired vocational training;204 that just below 
40 percent have; and that the remaining have a short-cycle higher education, 
medium-cycle higher education or long-cycle higher education. Moreover, 
although many job postings require the employee to have speaking and writing 
skills in Danish, union officials often experience that the employees do not 
have such skills (group interview, 3F K officials, 199). This means that clean-
ing jobs often have even lower employment thresholds in practice than on pa-
per. Simultaneously, many cleaners of migrant background are overqualified 
for their job, according to 3F K officials (e.g. group interview, 199:53).  

Cleaning work varies a lot depending on the context in which it is per-
formed. Typically, many forms of cleaning are performed outside of business 
hours or during the night. In hospital settings, where cleaners work in close 
proximity to other professions, cleaning workers seldom share lunchroom 
with them. In the words of Susanne, the cleaning divisions ‘are always in the 
basements’ or otherwise ‘hidden’ (conversation, 93:1), indicating the low so-
cial status of the occupation.  

The working pace of cleaners is very high, especially in the private sec-
tor. Here, the collectively agreed maximum work pace is 7.3 km an hour while 
doing the cleaning, also called ‘work rate 130’ (conversation, 3F K official, 
101:3, 101:4, 102:8). The time assessment for cleaning a certain inventory is 
calculated based on key numbers of area and units (conversation, 3F K offi-
cial, 101:1). However, such ‘work measurement’ (task/time) is often lacking. 
In other words, cleaning – like mechanical work – is physically arduous. At 
the time of my participant observations, the three most reported employment-
related sicknesses within the cleaning trade were relate to 1) monotonous, bur-
dening/strenuous labour, 2) lifting, pulling and pushing, and 3) water, soap, 
cleaning detergents.205 In addition, cleaning work in the private sector is in 
particular characterised by irregular contracts, irregular working hours and 
low collective agreement coverage, resulting in workers being unable to make 
a living wage from their work (Ilsøe 2016; Ilsøe, Larsen, and Felbo-Kolding 
2017; observation notes 2018-06-15; group interview 3F K,  199:46).  

                               
204 Vocational training here refers to ‘erhvervskompetencegivende uddannelse’ in Danish. 
205 According to Work Environment in Denmark and the Knowledge Centre for Working En-
vironment: https://amid.dk/brancher/rengoering/noegletal/, viewed 7 June 2019. As the 
Knowledge Centre for Working Environment in Denmark was suddenly closed at the end of 
2019, the centre’s national web portal no longer exists. However, somewhat similar infor-
mation can be found at: https://at.dk/arbejdsmiljoearbejdet/apv-arbejdspladsvurdering/ar-
bejdsmiljoevejvisere/rengoering/, viewed 10 March 2021. 
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6.5.1 Union work in the cleaning trade 
3F K, like Metal H, has also come in contact with revitalisation ideas of ‘or-
ganizing’ through their federation which previously appointed a few ‘organ-
isers’ to work with the cleaning trade. These organisers were recruited from 
outside 3F K and the cleaning trade, and they were tasked with recruiting new 
members through collective action around workplace-based problems. A spe-
cific hospital was targeted because of its large numbers of cleaners and se-
lected as focus for the international Uni-Global Respect for Cleaners Cam-
paign (‘Retfærdig Rengøring’) in 2015 (observation notes, International Ac-
tion Day, 115; group conversation, 3F K officials, 95:1).206 The officials, who 
I talked to, described the ‘organizing’ initiative as a failure, due to the fact that 
the recruited organisers did not know the trade, the diversity of languages spo-
ken in it, or the varying cultural backgrounds of the cleaning workers. In less 
than a year, the two organisers were therefore replaced with local 3F K offi-
cials who had with prior experience from cleaning and the particular work-
place (conversation, 3F K officials, 95:1). Since the replacement, the work-
place was at first visited by local 3F K officials weakly, partly to restore trust 
after the organizing failure (conversation, 3F K officials, 98:3). During my 
participant observations in 2019, the visits had been reduced to every other 
week. According to the officials, the main purpose of the workplace visits was 
to recruit new members, inform workers about the union, and to answer ques-
tions and solve problems at the workplace (conversation, 3F K officials, 95:2).  

3F K also conduct other forms of workplace visits which, in contrast to 
those at hospitals, were informal visits at workplaces without collective agree-
ment. These visits were referred to as ‘outreach’ or ‘investigative work’ that 
aimed at collecting information about employees and work type at workplaces 
and informing workers about the union. These visits are unannounced and of-
ten conducted at night time until early mornings (interview, 3F K official, 
140:2, 4). Like the workplace visits of Metal H, these 3F K visits are con-
ducted across trade differences. The evaluation of these visits are subsequent 
discussed at 3F K’s weekly cross-trade meeting for union officials. If the of-
ficials have detected underpayments of workers, they might propose that the 
union sets in with a general wage control in the particular area, or if work 
environment was judged unreasonable, they might propose a work environ-
ment information event (interview, 3F K official, 140:5). Like in Metal H, 
workplace presence was increasingly prioritised in 3F K. While Metal H was 
slowly increasing the officials with workplace visits as a priority, 3F K was 
employing a secretary for each team to release officials from some of the ad-
ministrative work so that they got more time for workplace visits and outreach 
work (interview, 3F K official, 140:7).  

                               
206 One official estimated that the hospital might employ around 130 potential 3F members 
(conversation, 3F K workplace visit, 95:4). 
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Since 2013, when three local unions merged and became 3F K, the un-
ion officials in the cleaning team have also taken part in a regional network of 
union officials from local 3F unions in the capital region (observation notes, 
114:29). These meetings are held every three months and last around 3.5 
hours. Here, the local unions share and discuss problems in the cleaning trade, 
exchange knowledge about companies that employ cleaners across the geo-
graphical reach of each local union, and develop and share ideas (conversa-
tions, 3F K official, 102:3, 102:4). The host of this meeting rotates between 
the local unions (conversation, 3F K official, 102:5). Some shop stewards and 
union officials from 3F K also participate in the cleaning trade club organised 
at the national federation level, called Private Service, Hotel and Restaurant 
(conversation, 3F K official, 102:3). The participation of shop stewards de-
pends on whether the employer allows them to leave, but if they do, lost wages 
were reimbursed by the union (conversation, 3F K official, 102:4). Neverthe-
less, some workers expressed that it was not easy to leave work and family to 
participate in these meetings, let alone longer periods for participating in un-
ion courses. 

6.6 Some key differences and similarities 
From this chapter some key differences and similarities between Metal H and 
3F K, as well as the trades of the bike mechanics and cleaning, may be dis-
tilled. First, I have argued that Metal H and its federation Dansk Metal have 
historically represented skilled workers within crafts and industry which re-
flected the early construction of the worker and the working class in Denmark 
(see also section 2.2.2). Representing workers in the exporting industry, Dansk 
Metal and Metal H also have the priviledge of having the central collective 
agreement that covers most of their employment areas (the industry’s collec-
tive agreement) negotiated first in the order of collective bargaining. Despite 
numerous amalgamations and organisational changes, especially during the 
20th century, neither the federation Dansk Metal nor the local Metal H has 
merged with other major unions representing workers with characteristics that 
did not conform to the early constructions of the worker and the working class.  

By constrast, I argued that 3F is founded on unskilled and female work-
ers whereof neither were initially considered part of the working class in Den-
mark (see section 2.2.2). As 3F and 3F K came about in fusions of these groups 
of workers, they also had to deal with questions and disagreements about how 
to represent differences of gender and ethnicity in their union work. While the 
federation 3F and the local union 3F K took different routes initially, none of 
them use quota systems (based on prior union affiliation) today, while empha-
sising the importance of reflecting also the non-work related characteristics of 
their membership base such as gender and ethnicity.  
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When it comes to the descriptive representation of gender and migrant 
background within the unions, both Metal H and 3F K have a majority of men, 
although the discrepancy is much bigger in Metal H than 3F K. Judging from 
dated LO-mappings of 2013, the same may be said about the numbers and 
shares of work-place based union representatives of migrant background. Fur-
thermore, the descriptive representation of workers of migrant background 
amongst professional secretaries and leadership positions has not been 
mapped in either of the two unions.  

Both in 3F K and Metal H, the local union work had been in contact 
with revitalisation ideas called ‘organizing’. In Metal H this work was consid-
ered a huge success and has created a rise in memberships, collective agree-
ments and in wage level within the bike trade. In 3F K, the ‘organizing’ initi-
ative was criticised in the cleaning trade and the appointed ‘organizers’ had 
been replaced with union officials with work experience in the trade. Never-
theless, both Metal H and 3F K made efforts to map out membership poten-
tials, identify future union agitators, increase their outreach work at workplace 
level, and to organise workers around problems in their workplace. While the 
union work in the bike trade was primarily concerned with organising workers 
in small workplaces through the Bike Mechanic’s Trade Club (BMTC), the 
union work in the cleaning trade was instead focused on bigger workplaces 
with large recruitment potential. With this characterisation of pre-structuring 
properties in mind, I will begin the analysis. 
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7. Language matters 

This is the first of three chapters devoted to the analysis of this study’s empir-
ical material. The overall themes of these three chapters reflect my deductive 
categorisation of the themes that appeared in my inductive coding of the in-
terview material. Central to my participant observation of union work, as well 
as to the interviews with the union officials, were questions about whether and 
how migrant background mattered to union work. When asked directly, a 
common response across the two unions was that migrant background does 
not matter per se, although with an important exception: language. Differences 
in language use and proficiency were paramount in the construction of migrant 
background and were acceptable for the union officials to talk about, because 
such differences could involve undeniable problems of communication. How 
differentiation of language, language proficiency and dialect was said to mat-
ter in and for union practice will, therefore, be the topic of this chapter.  

7.1 Significations of language: ethnicisation  
The signification of vernacular207 language differences was the most dominant 
way in which the union officials constructed migrant background as foreign 
to the imagined Danish nation. By attributing meaning to linguistic signifiers 
of workers, the union officials assigned workers to general categories of na-
tionhood that are presumed to produce themselves biologically and culturally. 
Stated in another way, signifiers of language were central to processes of eth-
nicisation, whereby migrant background was constructed as different from 
constructions of the imagined Danish nation. 

The lack of a shared language posed obvious practical problems of com-
munication for the union officials, and those difficulties offered a legitimate 
way to talk about differences related to migrant background. Being able to 
communicate is crucial to union practice, not only to get across information 
and instructions, but also to be able to convey to workers why trade unions 
exist, what they do, how they are relevant, and not least to argue for why 

                               
207 I use the expression ‘vernacular language’ to refer to the language which is spoken by a 
group of people and lingvistically distinct from other languages. Although it is common to 
equate language with nation, it is important to keep in mind that languages are not inherently 
national, but that languages instead have become nationalised through history through stand-
ardisation and state schooling (Anderson 2016; Balibar 1990:350–53). 
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workers should join. These are some of the palpable reasons for why language 
difference offered itself as a central and legitimate theme to talk about differ-
ences related to migration.  

In both unions, the workers’ and union members’ use of languages other 
than Danish was mostly constructed as a problem. The research participants 
used language as a central signifier of national difference and for national be-
longing. Relating to the state context, the problem formulations constructed 
the Danish language as a norm and other languages as deviant, as 3F official 
Susanne exemplifies below. In the excerpt, Susanne tells me about what 3F K 
do when workers come to 3F K with a training diploma from a country other 
than Denmark: 

Susanne: We have an education secretary here. And if they come with [a for-
eign exam]// then he sees to it to find out what is needed for them to get that 
education – or start up. But before they start up in that education here in Den-
mark, then they have to learn to speak Danish first. It is, after all, Danish work-
places that we have, so they have to learn to speak Danish.  

(Group conversation, 3F K officials, 191:31) 
 

In the quote, Susanne argues that, within the territory of the Danish state, 
workplaces are Danish and therefore one has to speak, or can be expected to 
speak, Danish. In other words, Susanne reproduces the myth of nation-states 
which are imagined to align the territory (‘here in Denmark’), polity (‘It is, 
after all, Danish workplaces’) and language culture (‘they have to learn to 
speak Danish’). In this way, Susanne constructs Denmark as a national com-
munity in which you speak Danish by arguing that the latter follows from the 
former.  

By referencing to vernacular language as a central aspect of national 
culture, the union officials constructed and signified migrant background 
through the myth of the nation. The underlying connotation of foreign national 
hid behind the nonconformity to speaking Danish and did not need to be 
named explicitly. While it was of outmost importance for many union officials 
to emphasise that they did not differentiate between workers or members in 
their work on the basis of gender, religion, ethnicity, or race; language offered 
itself to them as an unproblematic signifier of difference. Even the chairperson 
of Metal H, who otherwise persistently argued that migrant background did 
not matter to the union work of Metal H, nonetheless mentioned differences 
in vernaculars as the exception. In the excerpts below, he does so first in rela-
tion to his own experience as a worker, and secondly in his role as chairperson 
in relation to the union members:  

Søren: I have never seen other people as anything other than colleagues. Maybe 
a colleague I have difficulties talking to because there are language-related 
barriers.  
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Søren: Well, we treat our members exactly the same way. A member is a mem-
ber, and then it does not matter where they come from. It is, however, a given 
that, if they do not speak Danish, then there can be a challenge in that. But it is 
still a member and then we do the best we can, but things are a little choppier 
[‘hakker noget mere I det’] because we are not language experts.  

(Interview, Metal H chairperson, 91:141,126) 
 

In the two excerpts, Søren exemplifies how language differences were often 
constructed as ‘barriers’, a ‘challenge’, or as some other kind of problem. The 
union officials first and foremost constructed language differences as a prob-
lem of communication that was linked to a number of other challenges said to 
cause problems for the workers of migrant background, for the union officials, 
or both. In several of the interviews, the union officials, however, also referred 
to actors other than themselves to construct problems of difference. Before I 
analyse the content of these constructions, let me therefore show what actors 
were involved.  

7.2 Who says there is a language problem? 
The workplace-based union official Alberto, who was working in a big work-
place in the cleaning trade, provided several examples in which the construc-
tion of language differences as problems were assigned to managers and work-
ers. Only subsequently did he re-construct and signify these problems himself. 
In one of these examples, Alberto explains how the managers construct lan-
guage difference as a problem to justify not informing the workers about the 
working environment laws and rights with which employers are obliged to 
comply: 

Alberto [pretending to speak with the employees in the workplace in his role 
as a union official]: ‘Do you know the work environment law?’ ‘No.’ Then I 
said to the managers: ‘Why do you not communicate the working environment 
law to the employees?’ [Managers:] ‘It is too complicated, they [the employ-
ees] do not understand it.’ [Alberto to the employees again:] ‘Do you know the 
collective agreement?’ [Employees:] ‘No.’ Then I allowed myself [to say to 
the managers]: ‘Do you then want to communicate the collective agreement? 
[Managers:] ‘Mm, they do not understand it.’  

(Interview, workplace-based 3F K official, 203:13) 
 
In the workplace where Alberto’s story takes place, the working language is 
Danish, but the majority of employees do not have Danish as their first lan-
guage such that ommunicative difficulties arise between the managers and the 
employees. In the excerpt above, Alberto implies that managers use the em-
ployees’ restricted proficiency in Danish as an excuse for not informing them 
about working environment regulations. Alberto subsequently constructs the 
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lack of information as a problem that needed to be dealt with by him as a union 
official. But managers’ recurring reference to the linguistic diversity amongst 
their employees as a problem, also served to patronise the workers of migrant 
background, according to Alberto. Despite Danish being enforced as the only 
acceptable language for workplace meetings, managers still referred to lan-
guage diversity as the problem, as this excerpt shows:  

Alberto: I often hear from my managers who argue why some things are not 
possible and that it is because it is culturally determined. I do not want to say 
that I hear it as a disparaging word, but I hear it as a problem word at least. 
And I am quite tired of that. [Paraphrasing manager:] ‘Well because there are 
so many languages spoken, because there are many nationalities, amongst 
other places in the cleaning trade’ […]. And that I had to establish at a meeting, 
that, you know what, there is only one language and only that. So, I cannot see 
the problem that you [the managers] create here. 

Mai: And that is Danish? 

Alberto: And that is Danish, yes. And with that I do not try to make it invisible 
that other people do speak other languages, because they do in fact, of course. 
But for me it is completely ridiculous to say that ‘so many other languages are 
spoken’, because in meetings you only speak one language and that is Danish.  

(Interview, workplace-based 3F K official, 203:6) 
 
While the initial problem construction in Alberto’s anectdote is assigned to 
the manager, the excerpt shows how Alberto adopts the problem as part of his 
representative union work, but through a re-construction that refers to labour 
rights, whereby he draws on a discourse of industrial relations (the legal obli-
gation for employers to follow the working environment law, which demands 
involvement of the employees). 

In another of Alberto’s anecdotes, an employee was sick, but their floor 
manager told them to finish their work before they went home, although it is 
the employee’s legal right to leave work as soon as they report sick. Alberto 
had told the worker that he could not do anything about the wrongdoing with-
out some kind of documentation. He therefore instructed the employee to send 
a text message to the manager when they reported sick in the future, stating 
that they were sick and would go home. If the manager responded in text that 
the employee had to stay, then Alberto could use that as proof.  

Alberto: The right way of doing this is that you write an SMS. ‘But I cannot 
write that you know’ [the worker responded to Alberto]. You see? And that is 
a problem. And that is the reason I fight for saying: the only way we can have 
communication that is formal, is through writing, whether it is an e-mail or 
SMS. Anything else – oral agreements – we cannot use that much if it has to 
be binding. 

Mai: Is that because it has to be in Danish? Or could it also be in English, or? 
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Alberto: Well, most do not master English either. That is the biggest challenge.  

(Interview, workplace-based 3F K official, 203:23) 
 
As with the previous example, the problem construction – although here as-
signed to the worker instead of the manager – was also subsequently con-
structed as a problem by Alberto. While the union officials sometimes as-
signed the constructions of language problems to managers and workers, it is, 
however, the union officials’ responses to them (as well as their own construc-
tions of language problems) that are of interest here. In the excerpts, the lack 
of proficiency in written Danish and English is, for example, constructed as a 
hinder to workers of migrant background exercising their labour rights, as well 
as to the union official attaining appropriate documentation of the worker’s 
illness-related absence. I will now go on to show how the constructions of 
language problems varied as signifiers of migrant background, who they were 
considered to be a problem for, and what the problem consisted of. 

7.3 Problems for workers of migrant background 
Lacking proficiency in Danish was predominantly constructed by the union 
officials as a signifier of migrant background that caused problems for work-
ers of migrant background themselves. The quote below is from a conversa-
tion I had with Metal H official Peter, in between workplace visits. In this 
quote, Peter refers to the car workshop we had just left, where the workers we 
met spoke Arabic and did not respond to Peter’s questions in Danish or Eng-
lish.  

Peter: There are not many of them who can speak the Danish language. […] 
That means that there is a big risk that it is the craft master’s law which counts. 
That is to say, he tells them what rules there are. And they [the workers who 
do not speak Danish] do not hear about the rules from elsewhere. And he [the 
craft master] does not need to tell them the highest rule. […] The best rule [for 
them].  

  (Conversation with Metal H official between workplace visits, 78:1) 
 

This quote is taken from the text of an informal conversation which took place 
after an unannounced workplace visit to a car mechanic workshop. Peter 
draws on a discourse of nation by using the lack of Danish as a signifier of 
migrant background, but in his signification of this difference he draws on a 
discourse of class as he constructs migrant background as a lack of Danish to 
mean that it isolates workers and makes them dependent on their employer. 
When the workers do not speak Danish, Peter argues, then their access to in-
formation about their rights and duties depends on the employer (‘the craft 
master’) and what he chooses to tell them. Drawing on a discourse of class 



   

     151 

domination and exploitation in which the interests of the employer and the 
employees are in conflict with one another, Peter concludes that it is unlikely 
that the workers know about formal labour regulations and rights. Peter, in 
other words, uses the lack of Danish as a signifier to interpret the workers’ 
action: accepting the bad working environment in the workshop and evading 
him as a union official by being mute, and avoiding conversation and contact 
(conversation, 78:1). Subsequently, Peter added yet another layer of significa-
tion to the construction of the workers of migrant background by saying that 
these workers (who do not speak Danish) ‘do not get very much’, essentially 
because ‘they are not used to making demands’ (conversation, 78:1). Since 
Peter did not speak Arabic himself and he did not bring any union information 
in Arabic (or English for that matter), the visit did nothing to break the as-
sumed isolation and employer dependence of the Arabic-speaking workers. 
Instead, he noted his observations as potential legal violations, which he found 
relevant to report to the Work Environment Authority. Despite Peter’s con-
struction of language issues as significant in terms of class domination and 
exploitation, his action did not take this difference into account in his action. 
In this sense, the problem of class exploitation and domination was external-
ised onto the non-Danish, non-English speaking workers. 

Another example of how lacking proficiency in Danish was constructed 
as a problem for the workers themselves was brought up by the cross-union 
official Maksym, who himself had migrated to Denmark from Poland. He 
worked specifically with Polish-speaking workers (particularly in trades de-
ployed in the construction sector) and aided Metal H in some of their work-
place visits. He described how the lack of translation hinders non-Danish and 
non-English speakers from accessing information about their rights and 
knowledge about how to navigate Danish society, which opens them up to 
exploitation, not only by the employers but also by scammers, as Maksym 
points out:  

Maksym: I do not know if you have heard that a new line of work has come 
about since 2004 in which many like me [from Poland] have started their own 
company, and they sort out all kinds of things for the Polish. We have stories 
from people who have paid DKK 500 – under the table of course, without a 
bill – just to register a NemID [authentication login solution used by banks and 
authorities in Denmark]. It takes two minutes, when you get your information, 
you just have to click and register. So, there is a huge market for people who 
want to earn money on them [the new Polish immigrants], they sort out tax 
papers and all kinds of practical things, meetings with the municipality and 
what you have. Child allowance and all those things that, that have to be sorted 
out, or that one wants to sort out.  

(Interview, cross-union official, 232:17) 
  

In this excerpt, Maksym describes how language incompatibility is exploited 
to make non-Danish and non-English speaking workers from Poland pay for 
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help navigating bureaucratic systems in order to exercise (register for an au-
thentication login, open a bank account) their legal rights (e.g. child allow-
ance) and duties (e.g. tax) as workers in Denmark. According to Maksym, it 
is not uncommon for people who migrated to Denmark but are knowledgeable 
about how to navigate its systems and bureaucracy to use their knowledge and 
language skills to exploit more recently arrived immigrants. While this exploi-
tation may not influence the workplace situation of non-Danish speakers, it 
does influence their financial means and ability to exercise their rights. 

7.3.1 Risks related to restricted language proficiency 
Another way in which language was constructed as a problem for workers of 
migrant background referred to workers who did speak Danish, but whose 
proficiency or pronunciation was restricted. These constructions were only 
produced by union officials from 3F K. Some of the constructions signified 
restricted proficiency as a risk of not accessing important work information or 
of not understanding such information properly. In examples given by the 3F 
official Jesper, he described how restricted language proficiency can result in 
work injuries, for example if cleaners do not know what chemicals not to mix 
or are not able to read the instructions on chemical bottles. In another example, 
Jesper mentioned an experience where a worker had worked for free because 
he had not understood that he was supposed be on leave (group interview with 
3F K officials, 199:73). These problems of language were signified as having 
effects in terms of class.  

Another example of how differences in language proficiency were con-
structed as a worker’s problem is taken from the interview with the 3F K of-
ficial Alberto. Alberto had migrated to Denmark himself and speaks Danish 
as a second language. Talking about his experience of both ‘wise’ and ‘stupid’ 
managers, Alberto told me how linguistic proficiency risks being exploited by 
managers as a subtle way of excluding and subordinating workers and/or 
workplace union reps of migrant background like himself. He explained how, 
at times, he confronted the workplace’s floor managers (203:62):  

Alberto: Sometimes I stand in front of these – in particular floor managers 
[‘funktionsledere’], it is not the top management [‘sektionslederne’] who try 
to find all kinds of difficult words when they express themselves to me, in the 
hope that I will not understand them. Because why else would you express 
yourself in that way? And that is when I say: ‘Listen, why do you speak in such 
a difficult way, you can just speak about it like this and that.’ I can tell you, 
people blush completely because I show them that, first of all I understand that 
they are stupid, that I know what they are trying to say without// as I say: ‘you 
can just say it in another way’, because this is what they do towards the others, 
to those who do not speak Danish well. They try to find all the most difficult 
words they know in order for people not to understand what is being said. 
Sometimes they are actually condescending in their choice of words without 
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the others [employees] realising it. And that is when I have to say [to the em-
ployees]: ‘Do you know what it is she [the floor manager] is trying to tell you?’ 
Yes, because I get mad.  

(Interview, workplace-based 3F K official, 203:62). 
 
Alberto exposed how the floor managers discounted the workplace context: 
that the majority of workers in the workplace were of migrant background and 
had restricted proficiency in Danish. Alberto not only translated the language-
object denotations of what the managers had said in difficult terms to the 
workers, but also the connotations of how it had been said (‘listen, why do 
you speak in such a difficult way’, ‘you can just say it in another way’, ‘Do 
you know what it is she is trying to tell you?’). By doing so, Alberto opposed 
the employers’ connotation that the workers were ‘stupid’, and reversed this 
signification onto the floor managers themselves by questioning why they 
could not, did not, or would not take the obvious context of varying Danish 
language competencies into account when speaking. In this way, Alberto’s 
story signifies language proficiency as a migrant-related class-vulnerability 
that management can use to exploit and dominate workers through manipula-
tion and humiliation. Moreover, Alberto’s story exemplifies how discursive 
re-constructions from a union official, such as himself, can expose such ma-
nipulation in ways that reverse feelings of humiliation (i.e. he made the man-
agers blush).  

A final aspect of the risks of restricted language proficiency was also 
highlighted by Alberto with reference to his experience as a workplace union 
representative. As previously mentioned, this particular cleaning workplace 
predominantly employs workers who Alberto constructed as migrants and of 
which many are restricted when expressing themselves in the obligatory Dan-
ish working language. In this context Alberto portrayed how differences in 
language proficiencies can lead to conflicts between workers and managers. 

Alberto: ‘You have to finish this section before you go home’ - [a manager 
says] as an example. ‘I do not want’ [the worker of migrant background says]. 
And then he [the manager] tells us [3F K] afterwards that ‘well we have some 
employees who do not want to// and who deny the right of management’ and 
so forth. But no, it is the language! Of course I would never say [it like] that, I 
would say ‘hey, can’t we find another solution?’ or ‘I think this will be hard’, 
because if you say ‘I don’t want to’, then it means that you refuse to do your 
work. And it is not because the person refuses to do their work [that they say 
this], the reason is that they do not know the words to say: ‘I cannot do it right 
here and now’, for example. We have had this [situation] an unbelievable num-
ber of times.  

(Interview with workplace based 3F K official, 203:24). 
 

In this anectdote, Alberto depicts the contentiousness of language use 
in a workplace setting where managers have a higher language proficiency 
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than the workers of diverse language backgrounds. According to Alberto’s 
construction, the worker’s expression ‘I do not want’ was signified by the 
worker to mean that they wanted to influence their work situation. Disregard-
ing the context as a situation in which workers were forced to speak Danish 
despite restricted proficiency, the manager signified the expression based on 
the expectation that the worker knew about the language-object conventions 
in Danish. But, as expressed by Alberto: ‘why in the world did the manage-
ment not familiarise themselves with the language difficulties that they [the 
employees] have? It means that they do not have the ability to express them-
selves 100% correct of course’ (interview, 203:24). Ignoring this context, the 
manager instead constructed the expression ‘I do not want’ to mean refusal. 
In addition, the manager constructed the meaning of refusal with reference to 
an industrial relations discourse, in which it attained the character of an unau-
thorised action: refusing the right of management which is inscribed into the 
September Compromise. Had the union official not picked up on this lack of 
contextualisation, it could have had serious employment consequences for the 
worker.  

Mythical explanations of national belonging 
The constructions of restricted proficiencies in Danish and English as a prob-
lem for workers of migrant background appeared in several interviews with 
the 3F officials, amongst officials at different organisational levels, and 
amongst officials with and without their own migration histories. 3F K official 
Kirsten, who speaks Danish as her first language, was one of them and de-
scribed how employers exploit workers with restricted language proficiencies. 
In the excerpt below, she recalls her correction of an employer for not paying 
a union member correctly for Christmas Eve. 

Kirsten: …Now they [wage checks or inquiries] slowly come to my table be-
cause people have become conscious about the fact that discrimination is tak-
ing place [‘der bliver lavet forskelsbehandling’], but they cannot pinpoint 
[‘gennemskue’] it themselves. And that is all well [that they come], right. 

Mai: And this discrimination, what is it based on? 

Kirsten: At some places, there are still some Danes left in the workplaces. Pure 
Danes, right. Then more and more come in who do not have the language and 
they do not really know what you are supposed to do and what to look for. And 
if they then have a manager from their own home country who closely controls 
them, then they do not dare do anything. But when one of our members […] 
thinks that something is lacking [in the wage slip] and we look at it, then I say: 
‘Now please tell this wide and broad around you in the workplace because that 
is not okay’.  

(Group interview, 3F K officials, 199:23) 
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In resemblance to the previous quote from Alberto, Kirsten also makes the 
point that restricted proficiency in Danish and English hampers workers’ abil-
ity to identify when and how they are unlawfully exploited by the employer. 
The constructions made by Alberto and Kirsten, however, differ in the way 
that the problem is explained. While Kirsten speaks of ‘pure Danes’, who she 
contrasts to workers ‘who do not have the language’ and ‘do not really know 
what you are supposed to do and what to look for’ (group interview, 3F K 
officials, 199:23), Alberto mentioned that he often used the example of ‘an 
experienced worker within the public sector’ as a contrast to workers of mi-
grant background (interview, 3F K official, 203:22). He argued that it is much 
harder to fool an experienced public employee who ‘has grown up in// and 
knows how things are done’ because if things happen to them, ‘then they know 
how to use the words’ (203:22). He continued:  

Alberto: …And this is the next thing I want to mention. It is of course – that if 
you have a foreign background and your language proficiency is not as it 
should be, then you can get tramped down much, much faster.  

(Interview with workplace based 3F K official, 203:22) 
 

The point I want to make here is, that while Alberto and Kirsten both construct 
workers’ restricted language proficiency as a risk for their domination and 
unlawful exploitation, the signifiers with which they make sense of the prob-
lem differ. Whereas Alberto makes reference to ‘an experienced worker 
within the public sector’, thereby putting emphasis on the employment sector 
in which the workers are employed (public versus private) and on the tempo-
rality for gaining experience in how to speak, the construction made by 
Kirsten instead starts slipping into the myth of the nation. In Kirsten’s con-
struction, it matters to have ‘pure Danes’ in the workplace in order to pinpoint 
exploitative and discriminatory employer practices. While making this point, 
she constructs Danes and foreigners as opposites through equivalences and 
differences. The discourse of nation proposes that national belonging and the 
degree of it (the mentioning of both ‘Danes’ and ‘Pure Danes’ indicates a 
continuum) can explain and solve the problem which is constructed by draw-
ing on a discourse of class (employers exploit workers). On this slippery slope, 
Danish and foreign national background are constructed simultaneously. In 
the quote from Kirsten, workers who are constructed as ‘Pure Danes’ are con-
structed as active and knowledgeable of what to look for, how to identify em-
ployers’ attempts at unlawful exploitation, and what to do about them. Simul-
taneously, workers who are constructed as foreigners, as outsiders and not be-
longing to the imagined Danish nation are instead signified as passive, igno-
rant victims of labour exploitation and domination (especially by managers of 
the same nationality) who need a Danish colleague to act as a saviour.  
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7.4 Problems for the union officials 
Workers lacking or having a limited ability to express themselves in Danish 
was not just constructed as a problem for the workers, but also as a problem 
for the union officials themselves. In the excerpt below, 3F K official Susanne 
points to the linguistic delimitations of the union officials themselves, when 
she responded to my question about what the union’s tasks are ‘with regard to 
employees with foreign or immigrant background’: 

Susanne: Well, we have to act in [‘varetage’] their interests, whether it is a 
Danish member or one of foreign background. We have to represent them ex-
actly the same. […] For example, if they get fired or if there are problems with 
their salary or things like that, they should get exactly the same treatment as 
the Danes. But it is a big problem many times because they cannot speak – eh 
Danish. And many of them cannot speak English either. And those who speak 
English, well then of course it takes place in English, but that is a big problem 
for the rest of us, because we only have our background of school English and 
things like that. So, it can have consequences sometimes, not – I would say – 
for the members, but for the rest of us. 

Mai: For the union officials? 

Susanne: Yes, it can have consequences for us because we really have to put 
in every effort [‘lægge os i selen’] so that we do not miss something that affects 
the member. 

Mai: Mm.  

Susanne: Because we always have the [legal] counselling responsibility, no 
matter what we do. So, everything has to be fully in order. 

Mai: Mm. 

Susanne: So, if we have not understood it the first time, then it is our task as 
professional secretaries to find out how to understand things. So that we un-
derstand the problem. Before we start solving it.  

(Interview with 3F K official, 190:1) 
 
Susanne’s answer to my first question emphasises that case handling applies 
equally to all union members, but that language difference is a problem for the 
union officials because their ability to express themselves in English is re-
stricted. Communicating in English demands ‘every effort’ of Susanne in or-
der ‘not to miss anything that affects the member’ because they have a legal 
responsibility to counsel correctly.  

Susanne also indicates that the problem of communication could poten-
tially become a problem for the worker being represented (i.e. ‘so that we do 
not miss something that affects the member’) as the consequences of case 
work mistakes caused by language difficulties. However, she constructs the 



   

     157 

problem as afflicting the union officials exclusively: ‘it can have conse-
quences sometimes, not – I would say – for the members, but for the rest of 
us’. Like the previous quote from the Metal H chairperson (‘we are not lan-
guage experts’), Susanne legitimises the linguistic limitations of the union of-
ficials by referencing their limited and dated ‘school English’. In this sense, 
knowledge of non-Danish languages is constructed as a skill or an affordance 
when spoken by a Danish speaker.  

In contrast, the ability to speak languages other than Danish by non-
Danish speakers (even English, which is taught universally in schools in Den-
mark) was instead constructed as a deficiency and lack of competence. Here, 
the general emphasis of the officials, across the two unions, was that language 
skills other than Danish were irrelevant and even problematic if the worker 
did not also speak Danish. Under such circumstances, the non-Danish lan-
guage skills of workers were signified as a problem for union officials and the 
effectiveness of their work. As mentioned by Metal H official Hans, for ex-
ample, members of migrant background could be ‘a bit more difficult to deal 
with’ since the communication might demand extra practical efforts, such as 
meeting the members face-to-face instead of sorting out things over the phone 
(conversation, Metal H official, 90:3).  

When restricted proficiency in Danish was constructed as a challenge 
for union work, it was at times also related to the communication between the 
union officials themselves, rather than between members and officials. Such 
problem constructions were solely produced by 3F K officials, several of 
whom (especially at the workplace level) had migrated to Denmark them-
selves and did not speak Danish as their first language. In contrast to the vari-
ety of languages and accents spoken by the officials in 3F K, I did not come 
across any such diversity amongst the Metal H officials. The different pre-
structured properties of (lack of) language diversity within the unions’ own 
officialdom, might therefore explain why this kind of problem construction 
only appeared in 3F K.  

The problem of restricted proficiency in Danish was constructed in re-
lation to 3F K officials tutoring new shop stewards. As a workplace-based 
shop steward (and subsequently as a union official if a union career path was 
pursued), Danish language skills were required to perform the representative 
tasks of acting for union members in legal ways because the legal language in 
Denmark is Danish. In addition, knowledge and use of industrial relations’ 
terms (signifiers) was required.208 It mattered to the union officials that the 
new shop stewards could interpret information and express themselves, in ac-
cordance with the conventions of what may be conceptualised as an industrial 

                               
208 To learn these terms and their meaning and use, union officials in both Metal H and 3F K 
are trained through formal union courses as well as through informal conversations with union 
employed and more senior union officials. 
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relations discourse, so as to avoid misunderstandings and unintended conse-
quences. It was also important that other agents (legal professionals, employ-
ers, members) understood them correctly, for example when spelling their 
names, which might not be spelled correctly by Danish speakers. While mis-
spelling of names might seem like a trivial detail and certainly not the fault of 
shop stewards, such mistakes could nonetheless have serious and longstanding 
legal consequences for case processing in official union business. For exam-
ple, the misspelling of an e-mail address could delay a shop steward’s re-
sponse to a request, which would affect the worker they represent legally (ob-
servation notes, 3F K meeting with workplace representatives 2019-06-06).  

7.5 Problems of trust and voice 
Across the unions, workers of migrant background were also constructed as 
distrustful or scared and hard to get talking. These constructions related to 
social events of workplace visits and union meetings in the workplaces (group 
interview, 3F K officials, 199:22; group interview, Metal H officials, 181:29). 
A 3F K official Jennie, who is fair-skinned and speaks Danish as a first lan-
guage, questioned whether the scenario given in the Hassan vignette was re-
alistic. She asked whether a worker like Hassan would really confide in her in 
the way he did in the vignette when meeting in a workplace setting. ‘I think I 
would seldom meet him, since he would not dare to seek me out’ (interview 
with 3F official, 191:42). Jennie thought it more realistic that she would meet 
a person like Hassan in the union reception and that he would have been there 
on the advice of a friend (3F K interview 191:41). This has to do with trust, 
she argued, and added that the union is often perceived as a state authority at 
first. In another interview, the chairperson of Metal H argued that the use of 
interpreters in workplace visits could be experienced as threatening by work-
ers of migrant background and increase distrust because they may perceive 
the interpreter and union officials as state authorities (interview, 163:15). Such 
perceptions of distrust of the union had been experienced by several of the 
Metal H officials as well (group interview, Metal H officials, 181:29).  

It was only amongst officials from 3F K that the lack of migrant, ethni-
cised and racialised workers’ voices was constructed as a problem for the un-
ion. Workers of migrant background tended not to speak up or participate in 
union meetings in workplace forums, such as their questions and opinions 
were not heard by the collective, according to the union officials. Workers of 
migrant background would instead ask questions and confide in their local 
workplace representative afterwards, in corridor encounters or in settings out-
side the workplace and union context (e.g. interview, workplace-based 3F K 
representative, 210:37; group interview 3F K officials, 199:88). One 3F K of-
ficial described the lack of attendance as ‘embarrassing’ since a meeting had 
been carefully prepared for the workers in collaboration with the managers 
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(group interview, 3F K officials, 199:37). Moreover, the voicing of questions 
and opinions outside the union meetings was inefficient for the union work, 
the officials argued, and sensed that the problem of attendance and voice was 
related to mistrust. 

The problem construction of mistrust in 3F K informed the way the of-
ficials worked in 3F K. Officials prioritised a few big workplaces (which of-
fered significant membership recruitment potential) and visited them regularly 
to build interpersonal relationships with the workers. In addition, I noted a 
certain protectiveness of new workplace representatives who had migrated to 
Denmark themselves, during my participant observations. When I enquired 
about participating in meetings with these new shop stewards, the officials 
hesitated to include me because they regarded the meetings as part of a deli-
cate process of building trusting relationships. In a similar vein, workplace-
based union official George, who himself had migrated to Denmark, also drew 
attention to matters of trust with reference to his own experiences. In the com-
ing three excerpts, George argues that both his own experiences and experi-
ences such as the ones laid out in the Hassan vignette, do not reach the union. 
He argues that migrants like him do not naturally share their experiences with 
the union, unless an occasion such as an interview arises. Finally, he charac-
terises the necessary conditions for letting such information ‘flow’ in terms of 
interpersonal trust and a feeling of being ‘relaxed’ in contrast to being ‘afraid’. 

George: What I am just saying is – like – [in order for] the information [such 
as the experiences of the Hassan character] to reach the right quarters – [it] is 
not getting there. Maybe you see, you as a researcher now will be the one to 
get that information [George laughs]. Because I don’t think if you go to the 
union and you ask a person about a story like this, they will – no. 

George: You know these experiences, sometimes you don’t… You have them 
in you, but you don’t know how to… You don’t say them. But when an occa-
sion comes up like this, then you start to reflect that: ‘okay, this// there are 
some things’. But normally I don’t think I would sit down one day and say: 
‘okay, this is what is happening to me’. Because I will say it to whom? No one 
can solve your problems [George laughs]. You just keep it to yourself. Maybe 
if you never ask. Someday, you never know, you never say it to another person. 
Yeah. It is just sometimes, how information flows.  

George: You have to be very certain that the interviewers are the right ones [if 
pursuing the vignette character Aisha’s proposal of interviewing immigrants], 
because you know people// because it is some sort of very delicate… […] Be-
cause normally, to be honest, a lot of people are always very afraid, where they 
are working, to express themselves. […] It seems as if it is a matter of trust. 
Yeah. So, you know, when you have your job like Hassan, you want to protect 
it. You don’t want// you just take all the abnormalities that are going on. So, if 
they can make a club like that can go out and interview people who// people 
that ‘okay if I sit with you I will be relaxed and feel relaxed to express my…’ 
Then it would be very good. Then they can really come up with good ideas. 
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(Interview, workplace-based 3F K official, 210:32, 33, 36) 
 
In these three excerpts from George’s interview, the issue is again not about 
being able to communicate in a shared language, but instead about the condi-
tions under which workers of migrant background can access and share their 
experiences. The interview situation in itself became an occasion during 
which George could reflect on his own experiences (‘what is happening to 
me’), although he normally keeps such experiences to himself. Talking about 
the scenarios of Hassan and Aisha (see appendix 8) made him connect not 
only to experiences of his colleagues but also to his own, making ‘information 
flow’. However, this is not what usually happens, according to George. In his 
experience, it is more likely that workers in the cleaning trade do not feel com-
fortable voicing their experiences in workplace settings (‘a lot of people are 
always are very afraid, where they are working, to express themselves’). In 
order for ‘information to flow’ and ideas to come up, he instead emphasises 
interpersonal trust and conditions of relaxation, which neither the work nor 
the union setting offer.  

As a final point, George also constructs the lack of voiced experiences 
of labour exploitation as a problem for the union as well as for the workers 
who are exploited. As he said: ‘people don’t know if they do not talk’, and 
further clarifying the reason with ‘so that the issues can reach to the top, be-
cause sometimes it happens like this, it dies just [like that] at the bottom level’ 
(210:35). In other words, George signified the lack of voice of exploited work-
ers of migrant background in union work as a problem.  

7.6 Union responses to language matters 
In the previous sections, I demonstrated how signifiers of language were used 
to construct national difference and how union officials signified matters of 
language as problems of both class and nation. In this section, I will show how 
some of these constructions were similar across unions and trades, while oth-
ers only appeared amongst the 3F K officials. Moreover, I will show how the 
unions signified their constructions of differences to matter for union work or 
not, and how they responded to such differences in action. I will start by char-
acterising the responses that I observed across pre-structured properties of un-
ion affiliation, trade and the union officials’ organisational position, as a way 
of identifying responses that can be conceptualised as union practice. Next, I 
will identify and characterise the responses that only appeared within one un-
ion and trade, but not the other, as a way of identifying responses of union 
events that diverge from a cross-union practice.  
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7.6.1 Converging responses of internalisation and externalisation 
Incompatible language skills between union officials on the one hand and un-
ion members and workers on the other were signified as a problem of commu-
nication that had effects in terms of class and representation. These problems 
were in turn signified as relevant for the unions to respond to, by the officials. 
The problem was predominantly assigned to members and/or workers of mi-
grant background rather than to the union officials’ language skills through 
discourses of nation that sustained the myth of the Danish nation. Because all 
the interviewed union officials used signifiers of language to signify migrant 
background and construct language matters as problems that had union rele-
vance, I argue that these constructions are part of a shared cross-union order 
of discourses.  

Correspondingly, both unions used organisational resources to respond 
to the particular vernaculars of their members who did not speak Danish 
and/or English proficiently. The union officials mentioned use of differenti-
ated actions such as usage of on-call phone or face-to-face interpreters, trans-
lation of written union information into multiple languages, and I also ob-
served Metal H officials’ use of a Polish-speaking cross-union official in 
workplace visits (although in the car mechanic trade and not in the bike trade 
– a service that was also financed and used by other local unions, such as 3F 
K). Moreover, both unions had offered their officials a voluntary course to 
improve their own English skills. These actions addressed the particular lan-
guage differences that the union officials constructed as problems of relevance 
for union work. Because the constructed problems were both signified as rel-
evant for union work and addressed with differential union action, I charac-
terise this type of union response as internalisation. 

There were also examples from both unions when the problem of in-
compatible language skills was signified as relevant for the class positionality 
of workers of migrant background, but not addressed by union action. In the 
example of the unannounced workplace visit that I participated in with Peter, 
incompatible language skills were central to his interpretation of workers be-
ing at risk of domination and exploitation and fearful of counteraction. Peter’s 
response nevertheless refrained from addressing this difference in action, for 
example by making use of an interpreter or translation. The problems of lan-
guage and trust was thereby externalised onto the workers that did not speak 
Danish or English. Another illustration of externalisation is the problem of 
trust and voice which, although signified as relevant in terms of class, was 
many times regarded as unattainable or simply not responded to with differ-
entiated action, for example when workers were expected to contact the trade 
union themselves, even though they were constructed as lacking the language 
skills and trust to do so. 
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7.6.2 Divergent responses or divergent conditions? 
There were also problem constructions that were only produced by 3F K offi-
cials in the cleaning trade. Can they be characterised as texts that diverged 
from a union order of discourses? In one sense, they can because they relate 
to issues that were not brought up by Metal H officials. Restricted language 
proficiency in Danish and in industrial relations discourse were constructed 
by 3F K officials as communicative problems that could arise 1) between 
workers and managers/employers at the workplace level, 2) between the union 
officials themselves, and 3) between union officials and other industrial rela-
tions actors. None of these problems were brought up by Metal H officials 
and, in that sense, they diverged from the overall pattern. Nevertheless, the 
way in which these diverging constructions drew on discourses of class, nation 
and industrial relations and were signified to matter to union work converge 
with how the Metal H officials constructed problems of language and signified 
them as relevant for the union work. What differed was therefore neither the 
constructions of difference by means of discourses of class and nation, nor the 
signification of these differences as relevant for the union work.  

The differences that I identified also do not relate to the non-semiotic 
elements of action of responding to constructed differences with either uni-
form or differentiated action – officials did both, which I conceptualised as 
internalisation (the constructions of difference that were signified to matter 
and were responded to with differentiated action) and externalisation (the con-
structions of difference that were signified to matter, but were responded to 
with uniform action).  

What differed between the constructions of language problems in the 
two unions instead relates to the actors between whom language problems 
were constructed to arise and how, as well as the comprehensiveness of the 
unions’ internalising responses. These differences may be explained by the 
different pre-structuring properties of the two unions. First, in terms of ver-
nacular language skills, 3F K’s composition of officials is much more diverse 
than that of Metal H (in which everyone spoke Danish as a first language and 
no one, whom I talked to, had migrated to Denmark). In other words, the pre-
structured properties in Metal H do not allow for constructing language prob-
lems between the union officials, or between union officials and other indus-
trial relations actors. Secondly, the 3F K officials in the cleaning trade focus 
their efforts on big workplaces, which are eligible for shop stewards and have 
employees (as well as managers) with diverse language skills. This means that 
3F K, through its close collaboration with shop stewards in these workplaces, 
gets close to issues of language diversity between workers and their managers 
in those workplaces. By contrast, workplaces in the bike trade are experienced 
to be segregated along lines of (imagined) nationalities and are generally too 
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small to have elected shop stewards. Moreover, the regular209 participants in 
the bike mechanics’ union trade club speak Danish as native speakers, which 
means that Metal H’s work in the bike trade is not forced to respond to lan-
guage diversity.  

These different pre-structured properties of unions and trades may also 
explain why 3F K’s responses of internalisation were much more comprehen-
sive than those of Metal H. 3F K’s responses of internalisation included efforts 
to improve the workers’ skills in expressing themselves vis-à-vis their man-
agers, colleagues and other industrial relations actors. This was done, for ex-
ample, by paying particular attention to the language use of new shop stewards 
of migrant background with restricted proficiency in Danish and in industrial 
relations discourse. Similarly, workplace union official Alberto mentioned ex-
periments with peer-to-peer tutoring of oral ‘language templates’ to drill 
workers in expressions they could use in response to requests and claims made 
by managers, such as ‘where do you get that information from?’, ‘can you 
refer me to where you have read that’, or practising how to call in sick (inter-
view 3F K, 203:24).  

So, while the constructions of language problems varied between offi-
cials from the two unions, the responses were still of the same ‘types’, namely 
that of internalisation and externalisation, which makes me argue that the or-
der of discourses is very similar across union affiliation and trade.  

7.6.3 Comprehensive internalisation 
One way in which I observed the comprehensiveness of differentiated re-
sponses to language matters differing between the unions was that only 3F K 
had, within its own organisation, established union language clubs for and by 
its own union members speaking a particular language (Bulgarian and Polish). 
Another way is that 3F K, in 2014, started a new union course in English for 
non-Danish speaking or restricted Danish-speaking union representatives210. 
Moreover, the fact that a number of the union officials in 3F K spoke lan-
guages other than Danish as their first language (such as Turkish, Bosnian, 
Polish, Romanian) made it possible for 3F K to apply these language skills in 
union work. Officials argue that such language skills created more direct and 

                               
209 Only once did I observe a non-Danish speaker participate in the bike mechanic trade club. 
At this meeting, the participants translated the introduction of the meeting, but the invited union 
official and speaker on the meeting’s main topic gave his presentation in Danish. The white 
non-Danish speaker left the meeting early, having told me that he does not understand Danish 
at all and: ‘I feel like I am in the wrong class room’ (observation notes from BMTC meeting, 
141:2). This event was not constructed as a problem by the union officials and activists who 
recollected the parts that they had translated. When I asked some of the regular trade club mem-
bers if they had previously used English as a meeting language, they did not recollect a specific 
meeting in which that had been the case. 
210 Workplace representatives include both the role of shop stewards and work environment 
representatives.  
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better communication with the workers, compared with using interpreters, 
who did not necessarily know much about union work or discourses of law 
and industrial relations. However, none of the unions offered interpretation at 
their general assembly meetings.  

Finally, several 3F K officials, but in particular the cross-union official 
Maksym, emphasised the importance of helping out with challenges concern-
ing non-Danish and non-English speakers outside the workplace in particular. 
Such things included registering a NemID, opening a Danish bank account, 
sorting out tax papers, meetings with the municipality, application for child 
allowance, and more. Maksym had developed ‘a whole package with a lot of 
things that we [the union] can help out with’ when matters of language proved 
to be a problem. These issues do not pertain to the workplace particularly, 
Maksym pointed out, but are issues normally considered ‘private’ and which 
Danish-speaking workers normally handle themselves. Although beyond the 
confines of the workplace, Maksym argued that these matters are relevant for 
demonstrating how a union membership may benefit workers of migrant back-
ground (interview, cross-union official, 232:17). 

Maksym was the union official who suggested the most comprehensive 
differentiated actions addressing language differences. It is important to re-
member that Maksym was employed by neither Metal H nor 3F K, but instead 
by the Construction Trades’ Cooperation. His role was specifically created to 
focus on migrating and Polish-speaking workers in the construction sector, 
which allows him to focus his work on issues that pertain specifically to work-
ers of migrant background and to work across several trade and union bound-
aries (interview, cross union official, 232:2). These pre-structured properties 
of his union role lent him a position of expertise and allow him to form his 
work more freely than the other union officials. Maksym mentioned that his 
comprehensive internalisation was not approved of by all of his peers: ‘There 
are many// there is a share of colleagues who do not think we should do so, 
also the union officials’ (interview, cross-union official 232:19). Nevertheless, 
he and other officials in the construction trades ‘encourage the twelve [financ-
ing union] members’ to support workers of migrant background with ‘private’ 
matters (interview, cross-union official 232:19). His argument for differenti-
ating action that addresses migrant specific differences draws on discourses 
of class:  

Maksym: I will tell you why we do this. There are quite a few colleagues who 
do not think we should do this – also the professional secretaries. […] We in 
the Construction Trades [Cooperation]211 encourage the twelve members [un-
ion organisations] to do it because we will never organise a foreign colleague 
– when he gets a job through his employer, when the employer gets housing 
for the person, when the employer sorts out these things. Then people are 

                               
211 See ‘Construction Trades’ Cooperation’ in Explanations. 
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bound to this employer with everything! With their job, private life, 100 per-
cent dependent on their employer. It also often ends up in the way that when 
one loses the job, or has a disagreement with the employer, then one loses 
housing, one loses all support because it was the only support that one had. 

(Interview, cross-union official, 232:18-19) 
 
If the unions do not help workers of migrant background with what may be 
conceived as private matters, then the workers become ‘100 percent dependent 
on their employer’, Maksym argues. The union should make the workers in-
dependent of their employer in as many matters as possible, he adds, by offer-
ing help with things that Danish speakers usually do not need help with (in-
terview, 232:19). I said to Maksym that some might question whether such 
special efforts are the responsibility of the union and why the union should 
spend extra money on a minority of workers of migrant background, to which 
he responded: 

Maksym: You are asking the question that more and more often is mentioned 
– not just by ethnic [Danish] members but also foreign colleagues who actually 
say: ‘I have been in Denmark for seven years and I have been member for 
seven years. Fine, I needed the trade union once, maybe this is why I became 
member; because I got help and then I remained a member. Why do you help 
people who enter directly from the street?’ […] More and more often members 
– both ethnic and foreign members ask: ‘why spend the [union] money// I have 
paid [the union fee] for twenty years’. But the answer is: Can we refrain? If we 
leave all of those who come from abroad in this construction that I outlined – 
100 percent dependent on their employer – then we will not organise people. 
We will contribute with our lack of effort to social dumping, underpayments 
and disregard of our collective agreements.  

(Interview, cross-union official, 232:21) 
 
Maksym’s quote closes this chapter on language matters, showing how some 
of the most comprehensive responses of differentiated action proposed and/or 
used by the union officials were legitimised by drawing on discourses of class 
supporting the myth of a working class. If the unions do not act in ways that 
respond to the specific vulnerabilities of workers of migrant background, 
Maksym argues, then they fail to obstruct the employer dependency which 
hinders unionisation. The effect, he continues, is that the unions themselves 
will then contribute to employers’ ability to undermine formal laws and agree-
ments on working conditions and wage levels.  

7.7 Main findings 
Signifiers of language differences stood out as the most frequent and uncom-
plicated way for the union officials to talk about and signify migrant-related 
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differences. First and foremost, the differences that were constructed referred 
to differences between vernicular languages, such as Danish, English, Polish, 
Turkish and Somali. Similarly, foreign accents when speaking Danish were 
read as signs of migrant background. Even a written letter from the Arabic 
alphabet, the recognition of a Polish sounding melody of speaking, and names 
were examples of signifiers which were used for differentiation of languages 
and significations of national non-belonging. Signifiers of language were, in 
other words, ‘read’ by drawing on discourses of nation and signified as na-
tional affiliation and belonging in the spectrum of foreign/Danish.  

My analysis of the language theme showed that problem constructions 
of language were ascribed to different actors. Some of the union officials ac-
counted for how language problems were constructed by employers or man-
agers in workplace situations. In these cases, the officials reconstructed such 
language problems in terms of class, whereby they drew attention to negative 
effects on wages, working conditions and on the ability of workers to exercise 
their legal rights. A few union officials also ascribed the construction of lan-
guage problems to the workers themselves, pointing out that workers’ lan-
guage delimitations in Danish and English prevented them from documenting 
interactions with managers in writing. This circumstance was, in turn, con-
structed as a problem by the union officials because it made it difficult for the 
union to obtain necessary proof to demonstrate labour rights violation cases. 
Finally, and most commonly for the question of representation, the union of-
ficials themselves constructed language matters as problematic when related 
to migrant background. 

Across pre-structured conditions of union affiliation and trade charac-
teristics, the union officials used signifiers of language and discourses of na-
tion to construct workers of migrant background as different from an imagined 
Danish worker. The officials, moreover, constructed language problems that 
had relevance in terms of class and union work. When this signification was 
coupled to differentiated action (in particular the use of interpreters and trans-
lation) that addressed the differences assigned to workers of migrant back-
ground, I characterised such responses as internalisation. When problems of 
language were signified as relevant for union work, but not addressed with 
differentiated action, I characterised these as responses of externalisation.  

My characterisation of the union responses as two different types of 
internalisation and externalisation raises the possibility of two additional types 
of response which I did not identify in the material concerned with language 
matters. In theory, responses could also refrain from signifying differences 
assigned to workers of migrant background as relevant for union work. This 
is obvious when I characterise the main findings on the theme of language 
matters, as shown below and marked in red. 
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Table 17: Union responses to constructions of migrant background as language dif-
ference 

 Signification of migrant background 

Relevant Irrelevant 

D
iff

er
en

tia
te

d 
ac

tio
n 

No 

1. Externalisation 
Language differences are 

signified as relevant for union 
work but not addressed in  

union action 

2.  
Language differences are 

signified as irrelevant for union 
work and not addressed in  

union action 

Yes 

3. Internalisation 
Language differences are 

signified as relevant for union 
work and addressed in union 

action 

4.  
Language differences are 

signified as irrelevant for union 
work but addressed in union  

action 
 

When visualising the analysis in a two-by-two typology, it becomes clear that 
the ways problems of language were constructed by the union officials, were 
all signified as relevant for union work. I therefore argue that the signification 
of language matters as relevant for union work is part of the order of discourse 
in trade union practice. Moreover, in both of the unions, differentiated action 
was used to address the signified differences (e.g. not speaking Danish or 
speaking Danish or using terms with delimited proficiency) through measures 
such as the use of interpreter and translation in different vernaculars. Since I 
identified this form of union response (internalisation) across pre-structured 
conditions of union affiliation and organisational position, I regard the inter-
nalisation of language matters to be part of a more general trade union prac-
tice. While differentiated actions were legitimised with reference to discourses 
of class, their arguments resemble arguments for multiculturalism.  

I also found that the forms of language matters that were internalised 
varied between the unions, as did the comprehensiveness of differentiated ac-
tions, but without them becoming another type of response. In particular, the 
actions of 3F K and of the Polish-speaking cross-union official can be said to 
be more ambitious than the actions of Metal H. In addition to interpreter and 
translation, cross-union official Maksym and 3F K officials had set up lan-
guage clubs212, made use of their officials’ language skills beyond Danish and 
English (including Polish, Spanish, Turkish, Bosnian, Romanian) and some 
officials in 3F K were also experimenting with communicating templates in 
industrial relations discourse through peer-to-peer conversations of what to 
ask and how to respond to employers or managers.  
                               
212 The one language club meeting that I observed was Bulgarian-speaking and conducted in 
somewhat similar ways to that of the bike mechanics trade club in that the unions in both clubs 
made use of union space for the meetings, financed pizza and beverages and one union official 
participated, in addition to the grassroot activists. 
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The responses that I characterised as externalisation are placed in the 
third quadrant of the typology, since they did not couple the signification of 
union relevant language matters with differentiated action. The responsibility 
for solving such language problems was projected onto the workers to whom 
such differences were attributed, or to other collective actors. For example 
was trust signified as important for union work across the two unions, but 
workers constructed as of migrant background were nevertheless expected to 
contact the trade union themselves with their problems. Because I also ob-
served externalising responses like this across pre-structured properties of un-
ion affiliation and organisational position, I argue that externalisation of lan-
guage problems is also part of trade union practice.  

What remains unknown, as I end this chapter, is whether the second and 
fourth square of this tentative typology of union responses remain simply hy-
pothetical possibilities or responses that can be observed in union practice 
and/or events which concern constructions of migrant background other than 
those concerned with language. In the next chapter, I will therefore analyse 
how workers of migrant background were constructed by the union officials 
by means of cultural signifiers other than language.  
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8. Cultural matters other than language 

In the previous chapter, I analysed how language, as one poignant element of 
culture, was used to signify migrant background as different from the myth of 
the Danish nation. In this chapter, I will continue the exploration of how ad-
ditional themes of culture were also used as signifiers in constructions of na-
tional difference, not only through processes of ethnicisation, but also through 
processes of racialisation. These constructions of cultural difference were not 
only more difficult to talk about (taboo) than language for most officials, but 
they were also responded to with more variation in union action. Moreover, 
the variations in responses regularly corresponded with differences in union 
and trade affiliation, as well as with organisational position. The findings of 
this chapter therefore beg the question of how to explain divergent union re-
sponses to constructions of ethnicised and racialised differences found within 
the same national context. To arrive at this question, I start by showing how 
migrant background was said to matter in the two unions and how the con-
struction of migrant background accentuated specific national and regional 
signifiers. I then show how Polish and Eastern European signifiers were sig-
nified in different ways than non-European and non-western signifiers, alt-
hough both groupings were differentiated from the myth of the Danish nation. 
For each grouping of signifiers, I connect the constructions of similarities and 
differences to union responses in terms of their signification for union work 
and use of differentiated action. 

8.1 Signification of Polish and Eastern European 
background 
In the beginning of each interview, I asked the union officials whether and 
how migrant background mattered to union work. The responses to this ques-
tion clearly differed between officials from Metal H and from 3F K. As the 
excerpts in this chapter show, migrant background was clearly relevant for 3F 
K and also amongst officials who I racialised as white and who constructed 
themselves as Danish, such as Jesper, Kirsten and Susanne 

Jesper: It is an essential [‘væsentlig’] part, one can say.  

Kirsten: Yes indeed. 
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Jesper: It matters a lot, a lot! 

Kirsten: It certainly does.  

(Group interview 3F K, 199:1) 

Susanne: Everything from when I enter the door until I leave again and what I 
say on the phone – all of it matters [‘altsammen har betydning jo’].  

(Interview 3F K, 190:2) 

As the reader can see from the two excerpts, the topic ‘migrant background’ 
was immediately acknowledged as important by officials from 3F K. Amongst 
the officials in Metal H, the responses were quite the opposite, exemplified by 
the short answer from the Metal H official Peter: ‘Not at all’ (group interview, 
Metal H, 181:24), and the Metal H chairperson’s reply (already quoted on 
page 143): ‘For me a member is a member, and then it does not matter to me 
what their name is or where they come from’ (interview, 91:126). Comparing 
the quotes from Metal H and 3F K, it is clear that the starting points differed 
at an organisational level.  

In both unions, workers of migrant background were constructed as dif-
ferent from the myth of the Danish nation in terms of cultural ways of being 
and acting. These beings and actions were often signified in generic ways us-
ing signifiers such as ‘foreign’ or ‘other cultures’, which I will return to at the 
end of this chapter. Some nationalities and regional signifiers were mentioned 
more specifically and more frequent than others,213 resulting in constructions 
of certain nationalities as ethnically and racially similar while different from 
the imagined Danish nation. The first group of signifiers that I explore in this 
section includes the 2004 and 2007 EU member nationalities, in particular the 
Polish nationality and regional signifiers of Eastern Europe. The other group 
of signifiers which were constructed in similar ways include non-European 
nationalities and non-European and non-western signifiers, which I will ex-
plore in section 9.2. Finally, in 9.3 I return to the themes of foreign beings and 
action which cut across the themes that in particular were used to signify the 
Eastern European or the non-European and non-western. 

                               
213 Exploring the frequency with which different nationalities were mentioned in the interviews, 
I found that in total 51 nationalities were mentioned, but the nationalities most frequently men-
tioned were Polish (59 times), Danish (31 times), Turkish (30 times), Romanian (24 times), 
Philipinese (19 times), Thai (15 times), Bosnian (15 times) and Pakistani (11 times). According 
to the definitions and categorisations of Danish Statistics, three of these nationalities fall under 
the category of ‘western’ nationalities (Danish, Polish and Romanian), and five fall under the 
category of ‘non-western’ (Turkish, Philipinese, Thai, Bosnian and Pakistani). The emphasis 
on these particular nationalities corresponds to some of the most common countries of birth 
amongst residents of Denmark. Other national backgrounds, which are also common amongst 
residents in Denmark, were not given much attention. These include Syrians, Germans, Iraqi 
and Iranians, despite them being the second, fourth, fifth and seventh most common national 
background of residents in Denmark (see section 2.4 and table 2).  
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The Polish nationality dominated the conversations about migrant back-
ground in the recorded conversations and interviews.214 Accordingly, the most 
mentioned regional category was ‘Eastern Europeans’, which was many times 
used synonymously with Polish nationality.215 The emphasis on the Polish and 
Eastern European signifiers appeared clearly in the material even though dur-
ing the interviews, where I: 1) made use of typical Arabic names in the vi-
gnettes; 2) sought to enquire into non-European nationalities which Danish 
Statistics and public discourse categorise as ‘non-western’; and 3) introduced 
the interviewees to questions regarding ethnicity and racialisation. In the con-
text of 3F K and the cleaning trade, the focus on Eastern European signifiers 
can to some extent be explained by the composition of their membership base 
within cleaning, in which many members were born in Eastern European state 
territory (see chapter 2). In Metal H, on the other hand, they had no official 
mappings of the birthplace or citizenship of their membership base, let alone 
within the bike mechanic trade. When Metal H officials constructed migrant 
background in relation to the bike trade context, it was more often through 
non-European or non-western signifiers and nationalities, although they also 
highlighted signifiers of Eastern European and Polish with reference to other 
trades (especially within the construction sector).  

8.1.1 Cheap labour: underbidding and replacing ‘Danish’ workers 
The Polish and Eastern European signifiers were predominantly made to sig-
nify problematic ways of being or acting, namely selling labour power at 
prices and conditions below the standards of collective agreements (interviews 
with Metal H chairperson, 91:106; Metal H official, 108:6-8, bike trade Metal 
H unionists 155:75, 181:24, 3F K official). This can be seen in the following 
excerpt from the group interview with Metal H officials, in which it is argued 
that the only reason migrant background would matter for Metal H would be 
as a ‘problem’ of underbidding collectively-agreed labour standards, as exem-
plified by ‘Poles’. In the quote, Peter answers my question about whether they, 
as union officials, have any focus on workers of migrant background in their 
organising work. 

Peter: Not at all. The only thing we have a focus on, that is the theme of foreign 
workers. For example, Valby Bakke [an area and construction site in western 
Copenhagen] where a lot of Poles are coming and people from other Easter 
European countries. […] The only thing we see as a problem is when these 
[workers] come from Poland and work to 50 crowns [DKK 50] an hour. 

                               
214 See footnote 210. Even when I excluded the interview with the unionist who had migrated 
from Poland, mentions of Polish nationality only declined from 59 to 49, and so it was still the 
most mentioned nationality. 
215  Followed by the less frequently used ‘Middle Eastern’ (10 times), ‘African’ (9 times), ‘EU-
citizen’ (8 times), ‘European’ (7 times), third country (5 times), Scandinavian (4 times), Balkan 
(3 times), and Latin American (2 times). 
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(Group interview, Metal H officials 181:24) 
 

Peter’s account of when migrant background matters to Metal H’s work dis-
closes that the only circumstance, under which Metal H finds it meaningful to 
give attention to ‘foreign workers’, is when their action can be constructed as 
‘a problem’ of undercutting collective agreement standards, as with ‘Poles’ 
and ‘people from other Eastern European countries’. In addition, the quote 
exemplifies how union officials, not only in Metal H, but across union affili-
ation and organisational level, used national signifiers such as ‘Polish’ inter-
changeably with the regional signifier ‘Eastern European’, whereby certain 
nationalities were constructed as similar, while all of them were differentiated 
from workers imagined as Danish.  

Implied in the constructions of Eastern European nationalities was the 
difference in wage levels between European labour markets and the freedom 
of movement of labour within the European Union and the European Eco-
nomic Area (group interview, Metal H officials, 181:24; interview, 3F H offi-
cials, 227:38-39 and 203:46). By drawing on discourses of nation, however, 
many of the union officials’ problem constructions came to address national 
ways of being and doing as shown above, rather than drawing on discourses 
of class and addressing shared working class positionality and adversaries 
(e.g. employers and capitalism). In connection to a recruitment effort at a 
workplace visit, I asked the Metal H official Peter whether workers might not 
be pitted against each other based on national belonging, instead of uniting as 
workers against the employer. He responded:  

Peter: Yes, but it [the antagonism] is already created in the sense that they come 
here […] And take their [the Danish workers’] jobs for a much lower wage, 
right. In this sense, you can say that they are assholes because if they were to 
do the right thing, the Polish colleagues, then they should come and unionise 
and demand the same as the Danish workers. Then they would be colleagues.  

(Conversation in between workplace visits, Metal H 62:1) 
 

In this quote, Peter again draws on discourses of nation over discourses of 
class when he constructs the fundamental, recurring and, admittedly, challeng-
ing class dilemma of unequal wage levels and work standards between work-
ers. In Peter’s view, workers of Polish background are not co-workers (‘col-
leagues’) but adversaries (‘assholes’) because they do not ‘do the right thing’ 
in terms of demanding the same wage levels and working conditions as the 
workers who he constructs as Danish. As a result, Peter constructs the actions 
of workers of Eastern European background (moving, undercutting, replac-
ing) as the problem that Danish workers should unite against. Instead of pro-
moting solidarity between workers (regardless of their origin), Peter seems to 
be cheering on competition between workers divided in terms of national ori-
gins. 
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Aspects of mobility and temporality were central to the construction of 
workers of Eastern European background. The 3F official Alberto, who had 
migrated to Denmark himself, for example, argued that:  

Alberto: Those who are exploited, the cleaning area, those who come from 
Romania and other areas when they come here on a student visa, all of these 
things that I have just mentioned become relevant because the mobilisation of 
the labour force has changed. You can enter [Denmark] with your passport 
without a visa, as it was in the old days.  

(Interview, 3F K, 203:46)  
 

In addition to Alberto’s emphasis on free movement in the EU, the union of-
ficials also emphasised the importance of the temporality of residence and 
employment (e.g. interview, Metal H chairperson 91:108). As expressed by 
Peter again: ‘the problem is just that they [the workers of migrant background] 
are here on such short contracts that they cannot see a future in Denmark, so 
they therefore can also not see [the point of unionising]’ (conversation, Metal 
H, 62:1).  

The Metal H officials mostly constructed migrant background as East-
ern European, although few workers of migrant background were constructed 
as such in relation to the bike trade. When constructing workers of Eastern 
European background, the Metal H officials instead referred to other trades 
which Metal H also represents, in particular skilled workers in the construc-
tion sector and unskilled workers performing car cleaning in the transport sec-
tor (conversation, cross-union and Metal H official, 11:17). When focusing 
specifically on the bike mechanic trade, mention of Eastern European signifi-
ers was minimal and workers of migrant background were instead constructed 
as Afghans or Arabs. Afghans and Arabs were neither constructed as prob-
lematic for workers constructed as Danes, nor were their differences consid-
ered relevant for union work (group interviews, Metal H officials 181, work-
place-based officials and activists, 155:76).  

8.1.2 Union responses  
The construction of workers of Eastern European background as cheap labour 
was signified as a national problem that challenged workers and labour market 
standards that were constructed as Danish. The undercutting of wages and 
working conditions was oftentimes termed ‘social dumping’, without referring 
explicitly to specific national or regional signifiers (e.g. conversation with 3F 
official Susanne 101:8, interview with Metal H chairperson 91:106). Social 
dumping did not just refer to employers disregarding collective agreements 
and national standards, but also to the workers who accepted to perform the 
work. Problem constructions of cheap labour and social dumping were, in 
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turn, signified as relevant for union work and responded to with differentiated 
union action. I therefore characterise them as responses of internalisation. In 
the context of Metal H, for example, Polish and Eastern European signifiers 
were used as clues for the union officials, union members and non-unionised 
workers to act upon. In this excerpt from my observation notes at a school 
visit, the signification of ‘Poles’ and ‘Eastern Europeans’ is, as so often, un-
derstated, although the officials’ encouragements of action are made explicit.   

‘Do anybody of you know [name of car preparation company]?’, asks Peter. 

‘Wasn’t that the thing you mentioned about Poles?’, an apprentice answers. 

‘There we have established a collective agreement’ [Peter says] but warns them 
in case they start there: They actually sent out fake agreements that we [Metal] 
have reported to the police. ‘Eastern Europeans have also started to come in’. 
If one ‘notices’ something similar ‘then you call Metal and say that there are 
some Poles that are fixing cars [‘der går og skruer’]’, Peter encourages. ‘One 
won’t have crap like that going around. Not that there is anything wrong with 
Poles, as such.’ 

(Notes taken during a Metal H visit at a technical school, 108:6-8) 
 
In this excerpt, the signifiers ‘Poles’ and ‘Eastern Europeans’ signify workers 
who undercut wages and working conditions, thereby threatening to replace 
workers constructed as Danish. By drawing on discourses of nation, the con-
struction simultaneously, although implicitly, sustains the myth of Danish 
workers whose wages and conditions are threatened. As in other conversa-
tions, the signification of ‘Eastern Europeans’ and ‘Poles’ is not even de-
clared, since they have become commonsense in a shared order of discourses 
of class and nation. The underlying signifieds (cheap and undercutting labour) 
gives meaning to Peter’s characterisation of workers of Eastern European 
background as ‘crap’, while he disclaims the signification by adding: ‘Not that 
there is anything wrong with the Poles’.216 Peter also encourages the appren-
tices to act by identifying Eastern European signifiers (‘seeing’, ‘noticing’, 
‘fixing cars’ (i.e. performing work)) and reporting (‘then you call Metal’).217  

Polish and Eastern European signifiers were also used to encourage 
non-unionised workers to unionise. In the next excerpt from a conversation 
that took place right after a recruitment effort at a workplace visit (in which I 
had observed that the official used Polish and Eastern European signifiers), I 
put the question directly:  

                               
216 In the conceptualization of Bonilla-Silva, disclaimers like this one are conceptualised as a 
particular style of colour-blind racism (Bonilla-Silva 2010:54–63). 
217 Reports of suspected collective agreement or labour law violations are sometimes also com-
municated from one union to another, if they concern a trade outside the representational scope 
of the particular union boundaries (conversation with Metal H official, workplace visits, 58:5). 
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Mai: But I noticed that you used this thing about workers of background other 
than Danish in particular. 

Peter: Yes. 

Mai: Is that something that is often brought up – or is it brought up? 

Peter: Yeah. 

Mai:… as an argument to join the trade union, or? 

Peter: Well, it is. Most Danes they have some kind of relationship to foreigners 
– who come here to work, right. 

Mai: Yes.  

Peter: Like they come and take our jobs.  

Mai: Yes. 

Peter: That is at least something most artisans agree on, that that is shitty.  

Mai: Okay. 

Peter: And that is regardless of who you are; regardless what party one votes 
for. 

Mai: Yes. Is that like, is that also your perception as a trade union? 

Peter: Yes, it is – well, officially our opinion is that it is colleagues that come 
from abroad, right.  

(Conversation between workplace visits, Metal H official, 61:2) 

In this excerpt, Peter uses the signifier ‘foreign’ interchangeably with ‘Poles’. 
He explains how he makes use of these signifiers as a way of recruiting and 
uniting workers of Danish background against workers of migrant back-
ground, putting the myth of the nation in the foreground and the myth of the 
working class in the background. In addition to the signification of undercut-
ting wages and working conditions and replacing Danish workers, the signifier 
‘Poles’ was moreover signified as ‘un-organised’, whereby a divide between 
union members and non-members was also linked to constructions of national 
difference (conversation 61:2). Peter’s employment role was evaluated on re-
cruitment success which he and Metal H tried tracked through statistics (group 
interview, Metal H, 181:13, 34; document 263) and which Peter’s colleague 
later argued, pressures them to recruit (group interview, 181:35). Peter expe-
rienced that his constructions of unionisation as national class solidarity was 
a successful way to recruit new members and unite the already unionised, as 
this quotation shows: 

Peter: If you can speak to this [understanding], well ‘the trade union actually 
does something about this – with these foreigners’, because the politicians have 
not managed to close the border – which most artisans think should be closed 
because it would be easiest if they [the workers of migrant background] did 
not come here at all. […] Then you can get good support as a trade union from 
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the Danish colleagues around that: it is a problem that exists. And the trade 
union tries to do something about it.  

(Conversation, Metal H, 62:1) 
 
The quote reveals how differentiated union action towards workers con-
structed as Danish versus migrant background was used purposefully in the 
argumentation for recruitment. It also shows that, although the Metal H offi-
cials denied migrant background relevance for union work, constructions of 
Polish and Eastern European background as forms of being and acting were 
nevertheless addressed with differentiating action. This type of response, i.e. 
acting on constructed differences in differentiated ways while signifying them 
as irrelevant for union work, I will characterise as misrepresentation. Misrep-
resentation may be used in discursive studies of ideology in order to identify 
false constructions of an objective truth (as pointed out by Wetherell and Pot-
ter 1992, for example, see section 3.3.2). By contrast, I use the term to refer 
to the contradiction between union officials’ discursive construction of differ-
ence and its signification as irrelevant for union action compared to their use 
of differentiated union action that nevertheless addresses these very construc-
tions of difference.  

In 3F, the constructions of Polish and Eastern European signifiers were 
not that different from the ones used by the Metal H official. This can be il-
lustrated with an interview excerpt from 3F K official Enrique, who had him-
self migrated to Denmark long ago (although not from an Eastern European 
state):  

Enrique: Where I think we should put in an effort – and that is also what is 
done, that is… That is eh – as soon as one gets an indication about [‘får nyss 
om’] such Eastern workers or such: get them organised. And if not, then put 
pressure on their employer in one way or another. So that they get some wage 
conditions that look like Danish or the native-born get.  

(Interview, workplace-based 3F K official, 227:39) 
 
In line with Peter, Enrique and other 3F K officials also signified Eastern Eu-
ropean nationalities as cheap labour, and as posing a risk of undercutting and 
replacing workers constructed as Danish (interview, 227). In the quote, En-
rique refers to actions of identification (‘as soon as one gets an indication’) 
and wants to act (‘we should’) either by unionising the workers of migrant 
background or pressuring their employer. The difference was that 3F K offi-
cials signified the constructions of Eastern European background as relevant 
for the union work, wherefore I characterise their responses as internalisation 
instead.  

The way in which the cross-union official Maksym constructed and re-
sponded to workers of Polish and Eastern European background diverged 
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from that of the other union officials. Maksym had himself migrated from Po-
land to Denmark. The pre-structured properties of his employment were also 
different from the other officials, with his post financed by a number of local 
trade unions in Copenhagen, to which he was of service, including Metal H 
and 3F K, and he was tasked with working specifically with unionisation of 
workers of Polish background within the construction sector. Although 
Maksym also constructed workers of Polish and Eastern European back-
ground as cheap labour and mentioned ‘social dumping’, he also addressed 
Danish ways of being and acting as part of the problem, which was not men-
tioned by any of the other officials.  

Maksym: You should not doubt that, in Denmark, we have the perception in 
this society that when you are Polish, then you are not supposed to get very 
much in salary. It is also the society// Many people who employ them, [who] 
as customers// because you are Polish. So, one pays you according to nation-
ality, one does not pay you according to qualifications and knowledge. That is 
a problem. There are many Poles who say that when they apply for a job, the 
employer asks: ‘where do you come from?’, [response:] ‘Polish’ – and one is 
not allowed to ask because that is a breach of the rules, one is not allowed to 
ask about nationality – but well, then the low wage level is set. 

(Conversation between workplace visits, Metal H, 20:20-21) 
 
In this quotation, Maksym emphasises the centrality of societal ethnicisation 
of Polish nationality and the discrimination and exploitation that follows from 
customers and employers in Denmark signifying Poles as ‘low wage level’. 
This societal signification of ‘Polish’ and ‘Poles’ works to legitimise wage 
discrimination. Instead of being paid according to their skills and qualifica-
tions, Maksym exemplifies how workers of Polish background are often em-
ployed and discriminated against because of the signification of their nation-
ality. Maksym, in other words, constructs Danish ways of being and acting as 
part of the problem, including ethnic labour market discrimination of workers 
of Polish and Eastern European background.  

In some ways, Maksym’s responses to the construction of workers of 
Eastern European background resemble those of the other officials. For exam-
ple, he identified and visited workplaces in which workers were constructed 
as Polish or Eastern European and called for 48-hour meetings218 to make em-
ployers prove that they comply with collective agreement standards. But 
Maksym emphasised protecting and unionising workers of migrant back-
ground more than workers of Danish background, as we saw in the quotes 
from Peter. Accordingly, Maksym’s responses were focused on adjusting the 
union work in such a way that it could earn the trust of workers of Polish and 
Eastern European background. For example, he gave importance to the ways 

                               
218 See 48-hour meeting in explanations. 
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he approached them and talked to them in workplace visits, through establish-
ing phone contact and talking to them in Polish, and not least through estab-
lishing a club for workers of Polish background. Maksym also emphasised the 
importance of adjusting union responses to the conditions of workers of mi-
grant background: ‘We know that it works with Eastern Europeans that first 
we have to show who we really are and what we can do [for them]. When we 
can show that, then we achieve trust with each other and then they believe that 
we are useful’ (interview, cross-union official, 232:11). In other words, 
Maksym internalised the significations of workers of Polish and Eastern Eu-
ropean background as different, as a class-relevant problem that the union 
should respond to with differentiated action. In contrast to Peter’s approach, 
Maksym focused on the needs and disadvantages of the workers of migrant 
background. Interestingly, Maksym and Peter were increasing their collabo-
ration during the time of my participant observations, although their responses 
to workers of migrant background conflicted according to my analysis. 

8.2 Signification of non-European and non-western 
background 
I have argued that the constructions of migrant background as Polish or East-
ern European had ‘cheap labour’, ‘replacement’ and to some extent ‘unorgan-
ised’ (signifying a lack of working class solidarity) as their most prominent 
signifieds. These signifieds were predominantly assigned to Eastern European 
signifiers, but were at times also used in constructions of non-European signi-
fiers, positioning the latter at the bottom of an international wage hierarchy: 

Peter: … We have just had some Indians who were at [name of a biogas plant 
in Copenhagen]. Who did not have work permit or anything. They are just as 
wage dumping as the others because they were hired by a Czech firm so – the 
wages become lower and lower, the further away they come from. 

(Conversation between workplace visits, Metal H official, 62:1) 
 
In this quote, Peter constructs wage difference as an effect of distance. Inter-
national differences in income levels can, however, not be accounted for by 
geography, since wage levels in Australia are much higher than in Bulgaria, 
for example. Instead, the distance that Peter refers to needs to be understood 
in terms of mobility, temporality and cultural difference to become meaning-
ful. Let me start with mobility and temporality. 

When cheap labour was constructed as a threat to Danish workers, 
workers from Eastern European countries were signified as particularly mo-
bile with reference to the freedom of movement within the common market of 
the European Union. The temporal aspect of mobility was not only central to 
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the constructions of Eastern European background, but also to the construc-
tions of non-European nationalities, although in a different sense. This can be 
exemplified by a quote from 3F K official Adnan. In the quote below, he ex-
plains to me how he differentiates between the signifiers ‘foreign labour’ and 
‘other ethnic background’: 

Mai: You said earlier that there is foreign labour and employees of other ethnic 
background – do you differentiate between the two? 

Adnan: I do.  

Mai: What do these two things mean to you? 

Adnan: The difference is that you have labour force which can be temporary. 
There are some [employers and/or recruiters] who pick up others and make use 
of them for some time and then they send the person home or dismiss the per-
son. And then you have other ethnic background which is either refugee or 
migrant or something, who has a residence permit and also has citizenship, but 
they are labelled as ‘the other group’ who does not understand the Danish 
model and so forth.  

(Conversation, 3F K official, 237:9) 

In this quote, Adnan differentiates between workers of migrant background 
who primarily come to Denmark to work (and live) temporally, and workers 
of migrant background who come to live (and work) in Denmark more per-
manently. He points out how mobility and temporality matter for the construc-
tion and differentiation between migrant signifiers. He also points out how the 
less mobile group of migrants, who reside in Denmark more permanently and 
might even be Danish citizens, are nevertheless ‘labelled as “the other 
group”’, or what I characterise as being assigned migrant background through 
processes of ethnicisation or racialisation.219 So what this quote points out is 
that, while the temporal aspect of mobility was crucial for differentiations be-
tween migrant signifiers, it was not the only aspect that mattered for how na-
tional difference was constructed, attributed and signified by union officials. 
As with Peter’s signification of distance, Adnan’s differentiation between mi-
grant groups relates to differentiations between cultural beings and actions, in 
this case specifically highlighting the signification of ‘other ethnic back-
ground’ as the lack of knowledge about ‘the Danish model’.  

This brings me to an exploration of the significations that distinguished 
signifiers of the non-European and non-western in cultural terms. Nationali-
ties that related to non-European geographies (in particular signifiers of Turk-
ish, Thai, Philippine, Bosnian, former Yugoslavian and Pakistani nationalities 

                               
219 Adnan had himself migrated to Denmark many years ago and had personally experienced a 
racist assault against himself. Adnan told me about the assault and how the union had supported 
him in connection to this. I therefore know that his account of ‘being labelled as the other group’ 
was also grounded in personal experience (interview, 237:14). 
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and the Middle East) were constructed with signifiers of culture (in particular 
signifiers of religion, customs, and gender relations, but also bodily features) 
that Eastern European nationalities and signifiers were not.  

8.2.1 Significations of religion: ethnicisation 
When union officials constructed workers of migrant background as non-Eu-
ropean, non-western or as nationals from countries that Statistics Denmark 
constructs as non-western, they often deployed signifiers of religion. Although 
Buddhism was mentioned as an example of worship rituals and toilet habits 
that an employer had constructed as a workplace problem and requested 3F K 
to solve (interview, 3F K chairperson, 201:21-22), it was signifiers of Islam 
that were the most central. The significations of Islam were in particular re-
lated to Turkish and Pakistani nationalities and to signifiers of the Middle 
East, Arabic ethnicity and Arabic language. Across union affiliation, officials 
signified Islam as fostering a distinctive oppressive authoritarian and patriar-
chal culture that belonged outside Europe and the west, as opposed to Euro-
pean and/or Danish culture which was signified as critical and non-patriarchal 
and belonging to ‘us’ and ‘here’. The extent to which the union officials con-
structed Islam as a problem of cultural difference and whether the problem 
was considered to be relevant for union work, differed between Metal H and 
3F K, though.  

During my participant observations in Metal H, Islam was only men-
tioned when officials pointed out to me that it is possible to order (but you 
have to request it) non-pork as a special dietary request at the general assembly 
and congress meetings, when the chairperson brought up an old union case of 
ethnic discrimination (which I will return to later), and, finally, in an open-
ended coffee table conversation220 amongst me and a few union officials. The 
open-ended coffee table conversation touched on themes of race and migra-
tion. The officials had white skin colour and were both born and raised in 
Denmark. Their employment role did not entail official representation of 
workers, which, in addition to the informal nature of the coffee table conver-
sation (text genre), might have allowed them to speak more freely than some 
of the other officials, who left the conversation quickly after I had gained per-
mission to record the audio. The excerpt below nevertheless illustrates how 

                               
220 The coffee table conversation followed up on a previous conversation about racialisation 
that I had introduced the day before when I inquired about some drawings that were hanging in 
the officials’ private kitchen, picturing racial stereotypes that were drawn in the 1990s by kids 
with learning disabilities whose school class had been involved in a union project. The drawings 
illustrated the lyrics of The Denmark’s Song (Danmarkssangen), composed in 1978 by the (still) 
popular band Shu-bi-dua from Denmark (see appendix 11). My suggestion that the drawings 
might be seen as offensive to racialised (non-white) union members induced a strong emotional 
reaction (from one union official in particular) and resulted in the officials returned to the topic 
of migration, race and racism several times over the following days. 
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Islam was constructed as a fundamental cultural opposite to the myth of an 
essential and static Danish culture.  

Thomas: I think it is really difficult [to know what to think about migration]. 
Because I feel somewhat that my [Danish] culture as a whole is being changed. 
And well, it is.  

Bente: That is also something I am sad about.  

Thomas: Yeah, that I am really sad about. 

Mai: And what is it that you are sad about losing, so to say? 

Bente: Well…  

Thomas: I am sad that I have to go through Nørrebro, where I spent a lot of 
time when I was younger, and I only see women with veils that imprison, al-
most. Eh, cars that drive as they like, park as they like. They do not give a shit 
about rules – eh, and those are some of the things that irritate me.  

(Group conversation, Metal H officials, 90:31-32) 
 

In this excerpt, the veil serves as the central signifier of Islam which, accord-
ing to Thomas, almost ‘imprison[s]’ the woman wearing it, thus signifying 
female oppression. Moreover, the underlying signification of Islam as the 
source of women wearing veils is used to explain unruly traffic practice. The 
signification of Islam as culturally different (patriarchal, uncivilised) from 
Danish culture is (gender-equal, civilised), in this example, was not con-
structed as a problem for the union or the workers, but as a threat to the Danish 
nation as a culture. 

Amongst the officials from 3F K, the constructions of Islam as a patri-
archal culture, distinct from Danish culture, appeared more frequently and 
were constructed as a problem that pertained to union work. Similar to the 
significations of Islam as patriarchal, was the signification of certain nation-
alities (known to acknowledge Islam as a state religion). In the interview with 
the 3F K chairperson, for example, he mentioned Turkish and Pakistani cul-
ture as an obstacle for union recruitment work:  

Henning: But then we again stumble upon [object left out], in some cultures, 
in some places right. Well, Turks primarily but also people from Pakistan or 
other places, have this [cultural characteristic] that the women do not decide 
whether they should organise. No [we hear]: ‘my husband says that it is not 
necessary that I unionise’.  

(Interview, 3FK chairperson, 201:27) 
 
In this quotation, patriarchal oppression is also signified as a cultural way of 
being and acting that distinctively belongs to non-European nations con-
structed as Islamic. During the time I was conducting participant observations 
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and interviews with officials from 3F K, a particular story, in addition, reap-
peared as a common reference amongst several officials working as profes-
sional secretaries. Across the different versions of the story, the distinctive 
aspect, signifying the workers of migrant background as non-Danish and non-
western, was the patriarchal relationships that played out between the husband 
and the wife in the story. In the first of the two excerpts below, the 3F K chair-
person gives his version of the event, which he had also taken part. The second 
excerpt adds to the characterisation of the event as an expression of a distinc-
tive patriarchal culture distant and unacceptable ‘here’. 

Henning: We also have it in here when they come right. They are some really 
oppressive…// Well, I was called down to [name of female union official] who 
is of Bosnian heritage […] and she had a very, very aggressive and unpleasant 
man sitting in her office – and his wife, and new-born baby. And then I had to 
go down there because he did not want to listen to her [the union official]. And 
I got down there and we got talking and he says explicitly: ‘Phew, good that 
you came so that I get a reasonable man to speak with, because her [the union 
official] and my wife, they just talk like girlfriends [‘det er jo bare veninde-
snak’]’. Well, but then I had to try and ignore that, because I thought: you will 
not get anywhere by correcting him [‘gå i rette med ham’] because it is his 
fundamental opinion [‘grundholdning’] that women cannot do anything other 
than what men tell them to. […]. 

Henning … And the wife by the way – I could not at all// She sat and wept 
heavily all the time because she could very well predict what would now hap-
pen when they got home? It would not surprise me if she got slapped on the 
head [‘få en på lampen’]. You see, that is his right. He has a donkey that he 
can beat or what the heck one should [call it]// it is like so far away from what 
we can accept here, right.  

(Interview, 3F K chairperson, 201:27) 
 
The gist of the story that Henning tells me in the quote above was summarised 
by him as well: ‘…there is a certain difference – [that] is our experience – 
regarding whether you are European in approach or whether you are Middle 
Eastern in approach’ (201:30). Although Henning refers to a woman with or-
igins from the European continent (Balkan) and her husband who he said 
spoke Danish as a first language speaker, he nevertheless signifies the couple 
as Middle Eastern. Henning constructs a problem of patriarchal, ‘oppressive’ 
and even violent practice, which is signified as fostered by a ‘Middle Eastern’ 
culture (‘approach’) that undermines the rational authority of female union 
officials, conferred on them through organisational roles. This was a problem 
that had appeared several times between members and female officials in 3F 
K, as well as between employees and female managers in workplaces. This 
particular event had become a story that travelled within the union and was 
retold to me by several 3F K officials. The reason for the retelling of this story 
is perhaps explained by the validation and legitimation that the story attained 
because it involved a union official of Bosnian descent who testified to the 
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story. In addition, the event had involved the union chairperson giving the 
story organisation validation. 

Henning’s differentiation between ‘European’ and ‘Middle Eastern’ 
ways of being and acting reveal something quite central and similar to the 
significations of the ‘non-western’ and ‘non-European’, namely that these sig-
nifiers are linked to religious differentiation and signification. From the stories 
about the couple above, it was indicated that the female union member in the 
event was from a country in the Balkan area, since she and the female official 
of Bosnia-Herzegovinian background shared language affinities (which meant 
that they could communicate in a language other than Danish or English). Alt-
hough Bosnia-Herzegovina, as well as other states in the Balkan area are ge-
ographically part of the European continent, they are not EU-member states, 
and they are categorised as ‘non-western countries’ in the national myths that 
the categories of Statistics Denmark contribute to construct. States in the Bal-
kan area can certainly not be characterised as ‘Middle Eastern’ in the geo-
graphical sense, nor are they categorised as such in formal statistics. The rea-
son it makes sense to Henning to signify nationalities or geographies in the 
Balkan area as Middle Eastern, I argue, is through the signification of Islam. 

The final example of how distinctive cultural difference was con-
structed by signifiers of religion, gender and non-western culture is an account 
by 3F K official Kristina, who constructed ‘Muslim’ workers and/or workers 
of ‘other ethnic background’ as obedient followers of their religious leaders 
(‘the Imams’). The excerpt starts with Kristina telling me about her former 
role as a shop steward in another service trade before she started working in 
the cleaning trade: 

Kristina: …There, I had responsibility for the cleaning. That is, [I] also [got 
experience with] other ethnic [backgrounds than Danish], and communicated 
with them. And that was the same with [mentions another trade she worked in] 
by the way, to be shop steward for many, well Muslims or with other ethnic 
background. And that was a major// but something that has always fascinated 
me actually. It was always them who elected me. And it puzzled me a little 
actually because I think that normally one hears of foreign men who say ‘well 
women should not bla. Bla.’ And ‘we do not want women you know, it is men 
who should speak for me [‘tale min sag’]’ and things like that, right. But that 
was not the case here. It is probably because of the Imams - it is always them 
who decides [‘styrer’] where they should cast their votes [‘sætte deres kryds’] 
and…// You know what an Imam is, right? 

Mai: Mm. 

Kristina: Yeah, they are the ones who decide what they should do, right. 

Mai: Hm.  

Kristina: Well, it is. They are the ones who makes the rules. So, therefore, when 
they decide something, like: ‘you should vote for Kristina because she is 
fighting for us’, well that it is how it is then. 
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Mai: But were there some// I do not understand. Was the union involved with 
an Imam or// 

Kristina: Noo! Well, I did not// I did not think about it because I just got the 
majority and won the election, you could say. I did not think about what the 
background was, it was only later that I found that out, that probably some 
Imams were behind it// because there were many foreign votes. Not that I know 
who it was, but I would never have been able to get in if it was not, because I 
got foreign votes predominantly.  

Mai: But why did you believe that an Imam had been involved as proponent? 

Kristina: I don’t know, [stutters] because I believe that many// well I don’t 
know, I cannot exactly remember what it was that indicated it. Well, the men 
also started coming and shared confidential things with me. But many of them 
also said that they were Imams, right. 

(Group interview, 3F K officials, 230:4) 
 
In the interview, Kristina tells me how it ‘puzzled’ her that the workers at her 
former workplace had elected her as a shop steward when the majority of the 
workers were ‘foreign’, ‘other ethnic’ and ‘Muslim’, and she was a woman. 
The fact that they entrusted her to be their representative did not fit well with 
the dominating construction of foreign and Muslim men as disregarding and 
disrespecting women’s abilities in representative roles of authority. In order 
to make the situation fit with the construction of foreign and Muslim men, or 
vice versa, she apparently disregards the possibility that foreigners and Mus-
lims had elected her on the basis of her qualifications. Instead, she constructs 
the workers predominantly as Muslims and Muslims as passive and obedient 
(instead of, for example, active and deliberative). Simultaneously, the con-
struction disregards her own qualities as a representative and the trust that the 
workers might have put in her, to take on the role as a worker representative.  

The construction of workers’ non-European and non-western back-
ground was also linked to signification of labour market positioning, such as 
unemployment, self-employment and/or unskilled. As expressed by the chair-
person of Metal H: ‘I think that those who come from within Europe are 
maybe more [likely to be] those who have a professionally-relevant education 
than than, those who come from outside of Europe’ (interview, 163:17). An-
other example is from my interview with 3F K official Susanne. I asked Su-
sanne if the union in any way addresses the fact that workers who are catego-
rised as being of ‘non-western’ background have much higher risk of unem-
ployment than workers who are not. ‘They probably do, politically, the lead-
ership’, she answered and added:  

Susanne: But I also want to say that, on the other hand, well – some-times when 
I see, and I see that a lot in here, that these [workers] who are completely 
wrapped up. 

Mai: In a veil, or what are you thinking? 
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Susanne: Yes, or [rather that they have] whole carpets on their heads and long 
robes. How does such a woman think that she can get a job? Because she does 
not want to take it off. And they demand that you wear a uniform in the work-
places, you see.  

(Interview, 3F K official, 190:33)  
 
In this excerpt, Susanne argues that religious (Muslim) clothing is part of ex-
plaining why workers categorised as ‘non-western’ are overrepresented in un-
employment statistics, and implies that the unemployment amongst women 
formally categorised as of non-western background may be explained by their 
unwillingness to conform to the cultural norms that she imagines as Danish.  

National signifiers of non-European countries were also signified as 
prone to be self-employed ‘one-man businesses’, whereby they, as an effect, 
were constructed as non-workers by drawing on discourses of class (in which 
the worker sells their labour to an employer and does not own their own means 
of production). This signification pertained especially to the constructions of 
nationalities in the bike trade. In the cleaning trade, workers signified as non-
western were, by contrast, also constructed to be well-educated and overqual-
ified for the low-skilled cleaning jobs (interview, 3F K official of migrant 
background, 140:15). While 3F K officials found overqualification unfortu-
nate and made efforts to validate members’ qualifications attained abroad, the 
issue of overqualification was not constructed as a central union problem. As 
this quote from Peter exemplifies, the significations of the ‘non-western’ as 
unemployed, low-skilled or self-employed were also not constructed as a rel-
evant union problem:  

Peter: But it is not because we treat people different, eh, whether it is a person 
of Pakistani background in Nørrebrogade221 [neighbourhood in Copenhagen], 
in a bike shop or it is a Dane. The only thing about the bike trade is that we 
know well that many of these ‘immigrant shops’, as we call them, are typically 
a one-man business and typically a non-skilled employer. But it is not some-
thing that we in particular have a focus on. […] But it is also because, well, I 
do not really see a problem in that. 

 
(Group interview, Metal H officials, 181:25) 

 

                               
221 Nørrebrogade is the main street in the Nørrebro neighbourhood in Copenhagen which has 
good biking infrastructure and many bike shops. Historically Nørrebro was known as ‘an icon 
of poverty and working class’ areas in the early 20th century (Schmidt 2015:65), but is today 
primarily known for its inhabitants’ national, cultural and racial diversity. Already in 1693 there 
was a community-established Jewish graveyard in Copenhagen in the area that grew to become 
Nørrebro neighbourhood, and increased construction of housing attracted many craftsmen in 
the end of the 19th century, both from other parts of Denmark and from other countries, espe-
cially Germany (Schmidt 2015:58–61).  
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What this quote reveals is that the structural problems of ethnic and racial 
labour market segmentation, which in particular affect workers of non-west-
ern background in a negative way (see section 2.5.1), were not issues that the 
unions were particularly concerned with.  

8.2.2 Significations of bodies: racialisation 
In addition to processes of ethnicisation, constructions of non-European and 
non-western being and action were also made to signify workers through pro-
cesses of racialisation, whereby bodily features were made to signify cultural 
and geographical belonging. It was hard for me to talk about racialisation with 
the officials, as the processes were often denied in colour-blind terms or re-
garded as a phenomenon of the past (Bonilla-Silva 2010; Goldberg 2015). Ra-
cialisation was also not easy to capture in conversations or through observa-
tional notes, but a few instances did happen to get caught on tape. The first 
example is from my participant observation of a workplace visit in the clean-
ing trade and starts right after a floor manager had commented on a few work-
ers who had recently been employed, to which the 3F K official Susanne an-
swered: 

Susanne: Yes, I figure that, the new faces I see.  

Floor manager: This was the guy they were all crazy about. 

Susanne: The little guy there? Yeah, okay.  

Sanela: Are they Syrians those two? [The floor manager disappears]. I can see 
it on one of them that he is Syrian, but not on the little one. But on the other I 
could clearly see it.  

Sanela: Is that true? 

Susanne: Yeahhh. I do recognise Arabs.  

Sanela: I would say that he was Turkish if I did not know him. 

Susanne: No, I would not say that. Arabs they have another expression.  

Sanela: I would not say that he is Arab. 

Susanne: Oh? 

Sanela: ‘Arab-Arab’, because they have some… yeah.  

(Conversation at workplace visit, 3F K official , 96:5) 
  
In this excerpt, the two 3F K officials (who frequently visit this particular 
workplace) try to establish a national and cultural belonging of a new worker 
based on his bodily features. Bodily features visible to all (‘on the other I could 
clearly see it’, ‘expression’) were, in other words, used as signifiers for certain 
imagined nations or peoples (‘Syrian’, ‘Arab’, ‘Turkish’ and ‘Arab-Arab’). 
The instances of explicit racialisation were primarily concerned with what Du 
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Bois referred to as ‘the grosser physical differences of colour, hair and bone’ 
(Du Bois 2004), but was in explicit expressions mainly made to signify non-
white skin-colour and brown eyes. Talking about whether Metal H might find 
recruiting members of migrant background a challenge, the work-floor based 
shop steward Lasse for example contemplates: 

Lasse: They [Metal H] have a big task, and I also think they have some chal-
lenges in relation to unionising members of other ethnic background. Well, I 
can simply see that when I sit in a meeting// when one attends a meeting in 
Metal H, Labour Day, Annual meeting, General Assembly meeting – there 
are… You do not see many of other ethnic background, right. Immigrant back-
ground. I am also thinking of// Well, for me it is easiest to see if they have 
another skin colour [than white]. I cannot see if they come from Poland or 
Ireland. But you do not see it [non-white skin colours] very much. 

(Group interview, Metal H, 155:4) 
 
In this quote, Lasse talks about the bodily features of the participants that he 
has noticed during union events in Metal H. He racialises people ‘of other 
ethnic background […] immigrant background’ as non-white, but adjusts his 
signification as he realises that people he racialises as white may also qualify 
as immigrants of other cultural backgrounds than what he imagines to be Dan-
ish, such as people ‘from Poland or Ireland’. Simultaneously, he constructs 
the Danish, Polish and Irish nations as racialised as white and therefore unrec-
ognisable as immigrants through racialisation. Lasse’s contemplation shows 
explicitly how migrant background is constructed through processes of racial-
isation of non-white bodies in particular. While this process also includes the 
racialisation of the myth of the Danish nation and other (European, Western) 
nations as white, the whiteness is read as a signifier of national belonging, 
whereas non-whiteness is read as a signifier of the foreign. What this excerpt 
also shows is that signification of workers as migrants through processes of 
racialisation, in particular, identifies and signifies signifiers as non-white, 
while signifiers of whiteness remain unnoticed and normalised. Workers’ bod-
ily attributes that are predominantly racialised as non-white are therefore more 
readily signified as migrants than workers whose bodily attributes are predom-
inantly racialised as white. Because Statistics Denmark’s construction of ‘Eu-
ropean’ and ‘western’ country categories refers to states whose populations 
are predominantly racialised as white, people who are racialised as non-white 
may therefore also be more readily signified as of ‘non-European’ and ‘non-
western’ migrant background. 

What I find noteworthy when analysing the theme of racialisation was 
not that these processes existed, but the extent to which processes of raciali-
sation were not constructed as a problem that pertained to class and therefore 
relevant to union work. The most evident example of this stance was a con-
versation that I had with a Metal H official in between workplace visits. The 
conversation was about an employer who the Metal H official constructed as 
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being of an ethnic background other than Danish and who ‘usually has ethnic 
Danes employed’ for preference – maybe because of the language proficiency 
and/or because a white skin colour was presumed to attract more customers, 
the official guessed. According to the official, this preference did not just ap-
ply to the employer we were about to visit, but was rather part of a wider 
practice of ‘non-white owners’ wanting ‘white mechanics’. Since the bodies 
of the owners that made such requests of the union’s job matching service 
were racialised as non-white by the union official, the official did not concep-
tualise their requests as racial or ethnic discrimination. I asked the official if 
he helped out with such requests, which he confirmed and explained:  

Metal H official: Yeah [hesitant] I guess it is. It is, because if he says ‘he has 
to be minimum 30 years old’, then we do that too. Even if you are not allowed 
to ask for that. […] 

Metal H official: I do not do that to a dark woman, because I know that she 
will not get it [the job]. Do you follow me? 

Mai: Yeah, but then are you not also helping out to reproduce// 

Metal H official: Well yeah, you can say that, but I might also be helping with 
a job opening for someone who might not have been thinking about applying 
there. 

(Conversation between workplace visits, Metal H official, 135:21) 

Despite open employer requests that were racially and ethnically discrimina-
tory, the union official in question did not signify the processes of ethnicisa-
tion and racialisation or the employer’s requests for ‘ethnic Danes’ as prob-
lematic for the racialised workers signified as non-Danes that he represents, 
nor for the union work. The same official later argued in the group interview 
with Metal H officials that migrant background was not in any way a focus 
for their union work, unless it was constructed as a problem of ‘social dump-
ing’ (group interview, Metal H officials, 181:25). This union official helped 
out by matching the employer with a worker who fit the racialised request and, 
according to the official, his response to the request was not problematised by 
the union chairperson either (conversation, Metal H official, 135:21). As pre-
viously argued, I characterise this form of response as misrepresentation be-
cause the union acts on constructions of racialised difference in a differenti-
ated way, while signifying such differences as irrelevant. 

Another example of how racialisation was not made a union problem is 
also taken from Metal H, where a ten-year-old court case was brought to my 
attention by the chairperson. It was the only report in ten years that the union 
had received concerning racial or ethnic discrimination. The union signified 
this absence of reports as evidence of racial or ethnic discrimination not being 
a problem in workplaces with Metal H representatives (conversation after in-
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terview, Metal - H chairperson, 91:185), and this perception was also con-
sistent with the reports that Metal H receives from their workplace visits and 
workplace-based representatives, as Søren argues in this quote: 

Søren: Just like we have not been able to find one single [case of] discrimina-
tion – well, wage case in relation to men/women, we also do not have any cases 
that relate to foreign labour. When we do, we are instead dealing with social 
dumping. Where they [the employers] hire whole blocks of people and give 
them another [lower] wage to work for. But it is not the case that, when we 
enter workshops with 10 machinists, and because one has brown eyes he gets 
20 crowns [DKK 20] less. 

(Interview, Metal H chairperson, 91:168) 
 

What is also interesting about this quote is that it shows how wage discrimi-
nation against workers of migrant background is understood or constructed 
not in terms of ethnic or racial discrimination, but as a discursive category of 
its own called ‘social dumping’. This is not just the case in Metal H and 3F K, 
but in the labour movement in Denmark more generally, which frequently de-
clares that workers of migrant background are welcome as long as they work 
under ‘Danish conditions’. The construction of ‘social dumping’ centres the 
myth of the Danish nation as a class community over the myth of the working 
class as a nationless community. Social dumping thereby refutes ethnic and 
racial discrimination as an integral part of how the labour market is structured 
and conditioned in Denmark. In effect, the employers (which the union offi-
cials mostly referred to as foreign subcontractors or as employers of migrant 
background)222 who ‘hire whole blocks of people and give them another 
[lower] wage to work for’ are completely differentiated from the situation in 
workplaces (signified as Danish) where a machinist might get ‘20 crowns 
[DKK 20] less’ because of his brown eyes.  

There were also a few examples in which ethnicisation and racialisation 
were constructed as a problem by union officials. One of these constructions 
also pertained to the court case previously mentioned, in which a worker had 
reported an incident of ethnic discrimination to Metal H. During a job inter-
view, the employer had asked the worker if he was Muslim. The chairperson 
said that he had taken the case very seriously, but dismissed the event as an 
incident of discrimination after having contacted the workplace. He dismissed 
the incident as a case of ethnic discrimination because the union shop steward 
testified that the workplace had no problems with racism, and the employer 
argued that the question was only asked to emphasise that the workplace ac-
commodated dietary needs of Muslims – a point that according to the em-
ployer was communicated to the worker, but that the worker had not men-

                               
222 The highlighted exception that confirms the rule being the scandal of the Danish company 
and company owner Kurt Beijer.  
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tioned to the chairperson. Not getting support from Metal H, the worker in-
stead took the case to court himself and won (Equal Treatment Board, journal 
no. 7100072-12). Søren constructed this type of action by the ethnicised 
and/or racialised worker as problematic: 

Søren: In my optics, he [the ethnicised and/or racialised worker who reported 
the case] draws this [race] card. He protects himself by saying: ‘they conduct 
racism, it is both the employer, the trade union and everyone.’ Not that it says 
[in the court decision] that it is the trade union that conducts racism. But I know 
that that is what he feels. 

 (Conversation after interview, Metal H chairperson, 91:185) 
 
In this quote, Søren problematises the action of the ethnicised/racialised 
worker who reported the event as an incident of ethnic discrimination, and 
signifies it as drawing ‘this card’. ‘This card’ was also referred to as ‘the im-
migrant card’, ‘the race card’ and ‘the racism card’, which had already been 
mentioned in previous conversations with Metal H officials and was signified 
as ‘to look for something that is not there’ (group conversation, Metal H, 90:9, 
interview, Metal H 163:12).223 In these problem constructions, ethnicised and 
racialised workers were said to use their racialised bodies strategically and 
untruthfully to get advantages or to obtain special treatment or economic com-
pensation.  

In the interviews with Metal H officials, none of them brought up the 
existence of racial or ethnic discrimination as a problem as such, despite the 
fact that their own Metal H newsletter, for example, had brought a story in 
which a member explicitly points out ethnic discrimination in the distribution 
of apprenticeships within the transport sector (newsletter, Metal Hovedstaden, 
2/2017, page 10). Instead, processes of ethnicisation and racialisation were 
repeatedly problematised as a cultural problem pertaining to workers of mi-
grant background ‘playing the race card’ and being unwilling to understand 
the good intentions behind what people (signified as Danes) said. As Søren 
emphasised in relation to the Aisha vignette: ‘it is serious that she experiences 
racist undertones – and that is what you have to sit down and talk about and 
say// because is it intentionally [said] in a malicious way [‘er det i en ond 
mening’], is it bad workshop humour, or does one just not think about it?’ 
(interviews, 91:162, 163:12). In this quote, Søren emphasises the importance 
of the intentions of the speaker utilising racist talk, normalises the connota-
tions deployed in (male dominated) workshops, and of the possibility of their 
misinterpretation, rather than the effects that racist talk has on racialised work-
ers. Søren constructed demeaning remarks not as a particular problem pertain-
ing to bodies that are ethnicised and racialised as non-white, but rather as a 

                               
223 In addition to the constructions of racialised workers, my questions around racialisation and 
racism was also constructed as ‘looking for something that is not there’ (conversation, Metal H 
officials, 90:9). 
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matter of a more general psychological working environment (which Metal H 
was focusing on at the time), emphasising that such events would be handled 
through uniform union action (interview, 163:11, 12).  

The expression of ‘playing the race card’ was also used by officials 
from 3F K, including Sanela, who had migrated to Denmark herself as a child. 
Personally, she told me, she had not experienced being treated differently be-
cause of her migrant background (interview, 144:8). Based on her previous 
experience as a worker in the cleaning trade and as a union official, Sanela 
argued that: ‘it is all too easy to take on this victimhood that: “well, that is 
only because I am an immigrant”, or “that is only because I am dark” […] it 
is too easy to play the racist card against both the employer and generally, 
instead of saying: “what can I have done that triggered it [a dismissal or sim-
ilar]” or “what could I have done so that we could have solved this [problem]”’ 
(interview, 144:8, 9). As illustrated with regard to racialisation, the order of 
discourses that cut across the two unions drew on discourses of ethnicity and 
race when constructing workers racialised as non-white as a potential prob-
lem.  

While Sanela did not deny that some members might experience racism, 
she had not pursued any such cases for members herself (interview, 144:8). If 
she were to do so, Sanela pointed out: ‘Then there really has to be something 
to it [‘så skal der eddermame være noget på det’]. Because otherwise it is hard 
to pull of’ (interview, 144:8). Sanela required solid proof to go forward with 
a case of racial or ethnic discrimination because of the difficulty of winning 
such cases in court. Similarly, the chairperson in Metal H argued that cases of 
bad psychological working environment (in which he included verbal racism) 
‘are some of the most difficult [cases] to raise because you have to have some-
one who can back up the story’ (interview, 163:11). Making witnesses come 
forward was, however, pointed out as difficult by 3F K officials (interview, 
3F K chairperson, 201:47–48). The requirement of solid proof also seems like 
a tough demand in relation to the constructions of migrant background as lack-
ing language skills and knowledge necessary to avoid and document their 
domination and exploitation (see chapter 7). Lacking documentation and wit-
nesses was problematised by 3F K officials as a hindrance for raising and win-
ning cases of racism or racial and ethnic discrimination specifically, but this 
difficulty was in turn also signified to lessen 3F K’s ability to recruit and retain 
members with such experiences (interview with 3F K chairperson, 201:50).  

By contrast, Metal H officials constructed racism and racial and ethnic 
discrimination as an absent phenomenon within the trades that they repre-
sented. Although racism and ethnic and racial discrimination in workplaces 
and the labour market could have been constructed by means of class dis-
course, they were not. It may therefore be said that discourses of class were 
rather absent in both unions with regard to racism and racial and ethnic dis-
crimination as structural labour market and workplace issues. Actually, it 
seems as if there were rather a deficiency of discursive resources with which 
these issues could be made sense of. The fact that Metal H signified these 
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issues as generally absent in the trades that they represented and therefore ir-
relevant for the union work, while 3F K officials signified them as rare but 
existing and relevant issues for union work, makes me argue that a shared 
order of discourse across unions did not exist in this regard, only varying union 
texts. If these texts had something in common, it was not a similar order of 
discourses, but rather a limitation of discursive resources and/or will to signify 
these matters in terms of class. 

8.2.3 Union responses 
I will now summarise how the ethnic and racial constructions of non-European 
and non-western background were signified and acted upon in the union work. 
In specific instances where 3F K officials did signify employer constructions 
of ethnicised and racialised differences as problems of exploitation in terms 
of class, the problems were accordingly signified as relevant for union work, 
but acted upon in uniform ways. With regard to the officials’ own construc-
tions of migrant background as ethnically and racially different from the myth 
of the Danish nation, 3F K officials not only constructed these differences as 
problematic, but also as affordances that could be part of solving challenges 
of cultural difference. For example, 3F K made use of a number of differenti-
ated actions such as efforts to recruit union officials of migrant background 
(which had an effect, since several officials at not just the workplace level but 
also the local union leadership level, were migrants to Denmark and ethnicised 
as different from the myth of the Danish nation). The 3F K officials also sig-
nified it as important that the union officials resembled their membership base, 
not just in gender, but also in cultural expressions (e.g. wearing a veil) and in 
bodily features – including Susanne and Kristina, who constructed Muslims 
in stereotypical ways (interviews, 3F K chairperson, 201:18, official, 190:33). 
Moreover, signifiers of racial difference were used to decorate the local 3F K 
flag and building (see appendix 13). In these ways, constructions of ethnic and 
racial difference were responded to with internalisation, by reference to mul-
ticultural arguments and to what Pitkin (1967) calls descriptive representation 
(see section 2.1).  

Some of 3F K’s annual union events can also be characterised as differ-
entiated action, such as the manifestation of the 1938 Night of Broken Glass 
(Krystalnatten), the annual Diversity Day (which was well attended by work-
ers of migrant background),224 and, although it was the first time and unsuc-
cessful (too few signed up) two young 3F K activists attempted to arrange a 

                               
224 3F K’s Diversity Day was first initiated by the 3F federation and only attracted a few initially 
(approximately 30 attendees including 3F K officials, I was told). When I attended the event in 
2018, there were in contrast about 200 participants in attendence, mainly members of migrant 
background. This event comprised a few short speeches, cultural performances and a potluck 
with food prepared by some of the participating members and organisers (observation notes, 25 
August 2018). According to the 3F K officials, this event was meant to facilitate a feeling of 
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3F K Eid event in 2019 (observation notes 22 June 2019; phone call 3 July 
2019). In the annual Labour Day, non-pork dietary needs were standard. In 
the 2019 Labour Day demonstration, one of the demonstration trucks carried 
a banner criticising the state’s residency requirement for unemployment fund 
eligibility (for policy details, see section 2.4.2; for banner, see appendix 12; 
participant observation notes, 1 May 2019).225 Finally, 3F K’s conscious de-
ployment of their officials’ gender and migrant experiences (to build trust with 
workers of similar backgrounds) can also be characterised as internalisation 
(interviews, 3F K official, 192:3; 223:57,59; 144:6-7). These responses, which 
gave importance to descriptive representation of signifiers of ethnic and racial 
difference and their social and material effects in history (Hall 2017c; Pitkin 
1967), may be characterised as part of an internal union practice in 3F K. 

In addition, 3F K officials also changed the cultural problem construc-
tions of employers and workers,226 and signified them as relevant for union 
work and differentiated action. One example of this related to a workplace 
conflict which two 3F K officials had mediated. In this context, the official of 
migrant background had developed a set of educational material addressing 
issues of national/cultural/historical differences that the conflict involved, but 
refocused the conversation on a shared working culture, drawing on dis-
courses of both nation and class (copy of teaching material and conversation 
7 May 2019). Moreover, this union response was part of a recruitment strategy 
that aimed to find shared workplace problems around which 3F K could un-
ionise the workers (e.g. interview with 3F K chairperson, 201:21). Other ex-
amples include that two Bosnian-speaking officials of migrant background in-
vited cultural and migrant organisations and had previously held an infor-
mation meeting at the embassy of Bosnia-Herzegovina in order to reach po-
tential new members and provide information about the differences between 
union work in and Denmark and Bosnia-Herzegovina (interview, 3F official, 
237:1-2).   

Amongst the Metal H officials, the significations of ethnic and racial 
differences were seldom constructed as a problem, with the exceptions of is-
sues signified as ‘social dumping’ (‘social dumping’ was primarily linked to 
Eastern European background, though) and ‘drawing the race card’. When 
Metal H officials signified constructions of non-western culture and action as 
relevant for the union, it was in most cases externalised as a societal problem 
of cultural difference interfering with the reproduction of the myth of the Dan-
ish nation. In the court case of ethnic discrimination, Metal H constructed an 
                               
belonging to the union and to the union house, as well as to celebrate the diversity of the mem-
bership base.  
225 The music that blasted out of a demonstration truck was mainly English and Danish lyrics 
(and a few Spanish), but the DJ also consciously chose to include minimum one song in Arabic 
to reach out to Arabic speakers (observation notes 1 May 2019; mail 6 May 2019). 
226 The union officials, for example, mentioned employers and managers who did not know 
how to deal with cultural differences amongst their employees or the workplace conflicts that 
such differences sometimes led to. 
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ethnicised and/or racialised worker’s signification of their experiences as eth-
nic/racial discrimination as a distortion of reality, which the union constructed 
differently. While most problems of ethnicisation and racialisation were ex-
ternalised by Metal H, the issue of ‘drawing the race card’, was, by contrast, 
internalised. The chairperson noted that they might have to be more careful in 
their public statements in the future, as the court case had shown that the un-
ion’s words may be used to convict employers who it did not find racist (ob-
servation notes, coffee table conversation, Metal H office, 2018-06-27). Be-
sides these examples, the only other matter that I observed as internalised, was 
the non-pork dietary needs at union events although only on request.  

In terms of recruitment of union officials and workplace representa-
tives, the Metal H officials emphasised the importance of meritocratic criteria. 
Constructions of ethnic and racial differences were signified as irrelevant for 
union work with reference to discourses of class, colour-blind and universalist 
arguments (Bonilla-Silva 2010). None of the social Metal H events that I ob-
served could be characterised as differentiated action that addressed construc-
tions of ethnicised and/or racialised difference. The aforementioned responses 
neither signified constructions of non-western background as relevant, nor re-
sponded to them with differentiated action. I therefore characterise them as 
ignorance or denial of the existing knowledge production that shows how pro-
cesses of ethnicisation and racialisation negatively affecting workers who are 
signified as being of non-western background (see section 2.4). Ignorance/de-
nial was also reflected in the way that Metal H officials interpreted the absence 
of reports of racism or ethnic discrimination as evidence that such problems 
are not significant or exist. In parallel, the example of job matching shows that 
Metal H itself makes use of differentiated action that addresses constructions 
of ethnic and racial differences, while signifying those very differences as ir-
relevant for the union work – a response I characterise as misrepresentation.  

8.3 Signification of foreign culture: distrust, fear, 
obedience  
Workers of migrant background were also constructed as foreign in more gen-
eral terms. In this section, I will briefly characterise the themes that were pre-
dominantly linked to neither Easter European nor non-European/non-western 
signifiers specifically. Significations of fearful, distrustful and obedient forms 
of action recurred across pre-structured properties of union affiliation and or-
ganisational position. In the group interview with Metal H officials, for exam-
ple, Martin described workers of migrant background in the construction trade 
as silent or as fleeing workplaces when the union official arrived, which was 
explained with reference to ‘something that they have been told by the em-
ployer or something that they have been told back home’ (group interview, 
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181:29). The bike mechanic and non-union member that I talked to in order to 
validate the Hassan vignette, characterised his own actions in similar ways 
during the time when he had not yet obtained a residence permit (interview, 
bike mechanic of migration status, 18 May 2019).  

Fearful and obedient actions were also linked to day-to-day interaction 
between employers and employees, as shop steward Enrique described. In his 
workplace, colleagues who, like himself, had migrated to Denmark did not 
dare make their opinion heard for fear of losing their job (interview, 3F K, 
227:48-49). Similarly, 3F K official Jennie highlighted obedient action as a 
cultural trait which she constructed as particularly pronounced amongst ‘those 
who come from other countries’: 

Jennie: …We in Denmark – a common Danish origin employee would not be 
content with [‘er ikke der hvor’]: if a manager says this and that, then it is true. 
A Dane would say: ‘Arrgh! There was something [wrong or unclear] about this 
and that’, and ‘can that really be true?’ [they would say] – also [the Danes 
would] start to check the calculations and things like that. Here you have some 
[of migrant background] – some [of migrant background] also completely got 
it and also check the calculations – but you have so much authoritarian culture. 
Amongst those who come from other countries, right. Because one is used to 
[accepting]: ‘this is how it is’, where one comes from. That the authorities de-
cide.  

(Interview, 3F K official, 191:7) 
 
In this excerpt, Jennie constructs workers of Danish background as workers 
who are able to question managerial authorities, while workers of migrant 
background are generally not because of their ‘authoritarian culture’. Like 
other officials, Jennie explains this way of being and acting with nationality 
(e.g. group interview, Metal H officials, 181:29). According to 3F K official 
Kirsten, the probability of uncritical obedience to managerial authority in-
creases if the employer and the worker also share the same foreign background 
(group interview, 3F K officials, 199:22). The chairperson of 3F K, however, 
underlined this way of being and acting as ‘only a temporary condition’ (in-
terview, 3F K chairperson, 201:28). 

The construction of workers of migrant background as fearful and obe-
dient interrelated with signifiers of knowledge and experience. Workers of 
migrant background were constructed as lacking knowledge and experience 
from the institutional and cultural context of Denmark, and at times as having 
misplaced knowledge and experience which ‘belonged’ outside of Denmark 
(conversation, Metal H, 62:1). For example, Enrique told me how he kept tell-
ing his colleagues that their fears of getting fired for speaking up were mis-
placed and unwarranted by referencing their lack of knowledge of the legisla-
tion that formally allows workers in Denmark to influence work issues (inter-
view, 3F K, 227:48-49). In an interview with 3F K official Sanela, who herself 
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had migrated to Denmark, she even constructed (lack of) knowledge as the 
watershed between nationhood and migranthood (interview, 3F official, 
184:4). 

The knowledge that the officials signified workers of migrant back-
ground as lacking in particular was knowledge about trade unions, industrial 
relations, labour law and labour/social rights. The officials especially consid-
ered it a problem when workers of migrant background did not know the dif-
ference between collective agreement carrying trade unions and alternative 
employee organisations227 (e.g. Krifa and Det Faglige Hus), or the difference 
between a trade union and an unemployment fund (group interview, Metal H, 
155:53; interviews, 3F K official, 210:14; 140:2; 143:2). Lacking knowledge 
was also constructed as a problem for workers of migrant background, for 
example if they did not know about their labour rights and duties in work-
places or how the union could be of help (interviews with 3F K officials 184:4, 
199:20, 203:13, 223:28; interview, 3F K chairperson, 201:46; group inter-
view, 3F K officials, 199:32).  

Finally, lacking or misplaced knowledge about the unions was also con-
structed as a problem for union recruitment of workers of migrant background. 
As Per expressed: ‘There are many who are very sceptical because they do not 
have very good experiences of them [the unions] from home. It smells more 
like corruption and this and that. And many times, they are very authoritarian. 
Not always’ (interview, retired 3F official of Danish background, 211:17). By 
drawing on discourses of class, 3F K official Per emphasised the need for each 
national group of immigrants to share and accumulate ‘some sort of collective 
experience of what it means to work in Denmark’, i.e. experiences of exploi-
tation in Denmark. Without such experience, workers would not see the need 
to unite on the basis of class, and the union would not be able to incentivise 
unionisation, he argued (interview, retired 3F K official, 223:21-22, 23). 

Amongst cross-union official Maksym and 3F K officials in particular, 
but also amongst the workplace-based Metal H officials and activists, lacking 
or misplaced practical knowledge for navigating in society was also con-
structed as a hinder to workers of migrant background getting help (interview, 
3F K official, 190:9) and accessing and exercising their societal rights (group 
interview with Metal H officials and activists, 155:54; interview with 3F K 
officials, 211:45; 223:28; 140:15).  

                               
227 See ‘alternative employee organisations’ in Explanations. Since a legislative change in 2002, 
alternative employee organisations have been able to organise like general unions representing 
workers across traditional union boundaries of employment sectors and trades. While tradi-
tional unions have generally experienced a significant membership decline since the 1990s, the 
membership base of alternative employee organisations have instead increased. 
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8.3.1 Diverging constructions: trade culture and migration status 
In a few cases, union officials did not construct fearful, obedient and distrust-
ful ways of being by drawing on discourses of nation. For example, the Metal 
H activist and bike mechanic, Karsten, instead signified cultural ways of being 
and acting with reference to the characteristics of the bike trade. In the group 
interview with Metal H officials and activists in the bike mechanic trade club, 
Karsten signified fearful, obedient and distrustful ways of being and acting as 
a signification of class culture:  

Karsten: One can say – there are so many of these small workshops in Copen-
hagen that are not organised and I think, basically, that it does not really matter 
whether it is an Arabic bike shop or a Danish bike shop, if it says ‘Jupitor 
bicycles’ or it says ‘Al Hassan bicycles’ I do not think this is the big issue with 
regard to the culture there. I rather think that it is an issue with regard to the 
culture in bike workshops in Copenhagen. And then there is also this thing that 
people are// It is not because one has a boss who one would like to take a con-
flict with since ‘he is just this one who sits in the office positioned up there 
[‘og står deroppe’]’, who you would say ‘now I will go up there and speak to 
the boss’. You speak to the boss every day; you stand in close proximity to the 
craft master every day, and that makes it enormously difficult to start conflicts 
in bike workshops because if you actually succeed, well then you can easily 
get in bad standing with the craft master in one or the other way, right. And 
then it is you who will be chastised [‘stå for skud’] next time. So, I think that 
is a much bigger problem culturally in the bike trade than it having do with 
immigrant culture or anything else. 

Kasper: Well, maybe the craft master also just knows the whole trade. 

Karsten: At least knows those who have bike workshops around. It is not un-
common for you to be called up and asked about one of your old colleagues by 
a bike workshop, right.  

(Group interview, Metal H officials and activists, 155:11) 
 
In this excerpt, Karsten highlights the size of workplaces, the number of em-
ployees and the close day-to-day collaboration between workers and employer 
to explain why many workers in the bike trade tolerate wages and working 
conditions under collective agreement standards and distrust unions. In con-
trast to the (more frequently occurring) signification of fear and obedience as 
irrational due to lacking knowledge of formal rights and legislation in Den-
mark, Karsten and Kasper emphasise the risks that the worker may face, in 
practice, if unionising or taking on a conflict with the employer. Despite for-
mal legal rights, such actions may result in bad psychological working envi-
ronment or in the worker getting laid off or punished (‘then it is you who will 
be chastised [‘stå for skud’] next time’). Morover, if fired, the worker may get 
blacklisted within the trade network of employers.   
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Another diverging construction of fearful, obedient and distrustful ac-
tions signifies it as an outcome of the precarious situation that the Danish Al-
iens Act put workers of migrant background in, due to their migrant status. In 
this quote, the workplace-based 3F K official, Alberto, who himself migrated 
to Denmark many years ago, accounts for how the Aliens Act makes migrants 
at his workplace ‘afraid of losing your job – and then you make less trouble’ 
(interview, 3F K, 203:22): 

Alberto: […] these daily challenges we have, we hear employees who say: 
‘You have to go to the doctor’ and ‘Yes, I asked for holiday to go to the doctor’. 
But you do not have to ask for holiday to go to the doctor that is your right! It 
states here, let me see – hm, hm, hm. Can you see, it says there: you are allowed 
to go as long as you [explains the rules]. ‘Well yeah, but she said that I had to 
use my holiday-time’. Who said that? ‘Well, it was her’. Okay, I will go over 
and talk to her. ‘No, no don’t do that!’ Why? ‘Because then she will get angry 
with me!’ Well, then let her get angry as much as she likes, but it states here, 
you see, that this is your right. ‘Yeah, but I could lose my job’. Yeah… and 
then it begins to be a bit more complicated these things because some of our 
colleagues who have these foreign backgrounds, are, according to Danish leg-
islation, main providers. They are those who provide for their home because 
they have the perpetual income. If they lose it… 

Mai: Mmm. 

Alberto: Then they are not main providers any longer and// 

Mai: For children? 

Alberto: and for your spouse! If your spouse does not have Danish citizenship 
or permanent residency// if the main provider then loses their income… Then 
the resident [‘borger’] who applied for family reunification or for other rea-
sons// loses the right because she cannot provide and then she has to go.  

Mai: And then she loses the right to residency? 

Alberto: Exactly. And that is just a tiny example of those things which have 
the effect that many people not wanting troubles and acquiescing to everything.  

(Interview, workplace-based 3F K official, 203:14). 
 
In this quote Alberto, identifies the Danish state’s Aliens Act as the reason for 
why some workers of migrant background do not exercise their rights, even 
when they know them. Instead of being constructed as culturally determined 
form of action, fear and obedience are instead constructed as rational action 
to a particular form of worker precariousness that affects workers with non-
permanent migration status. Drawing on discourses of class, Alberto explains 
how migration status causes additional employer dependence, since insecure 
workers not only have to make a living, but also have to comply with employ-
ment requirements to maintain their residence permit (see section 2.4.2). In 
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this sense, Alberto also constructs fear and obedience as especially pro-
nounced amongst workers of migrant background, but explained in terms of 
commodification and class positioning. 

8.4 Main findings 
In this chapter, I analysed how migrant background was constructed as cul-
tural ways of being and acting apart from matters of language. In particular, 
signifiers of the Eastern European, and signifiers of the non-European and 
non-western, were each constructed as culturally similar, while differentiated 
from the myths of the Danish, European and western nations.  
 
Table 18: Union responses to the constructions of migrant background as culturally 
different ways of being and acting 

 Signification  

Relevant Irrelevant 

A
ct

io
n 

U
ni

fo
rm

 1. Internalisation 
Differences are signified 

as relevant for union work, 
but not responded to with dif-

ferentiated action 

2. Ignorance/denial 
Differences are signified as 

irrelevant for union work and 
not responded to with differen-

tiated action 

D
iff

er
en

tia
te

d 3. Externalisation 
Differences are signified 

as relevant for union work 
and responded to with differ-

entiated union action 

4. Misrepresentation 
Differences are signified as 

irrelevant for union work, but 
responded to with differentiated 

union action 

In contrast to the topic of language, in which the union responses were only 
positioned in the left side of the typology, the union responses to constructions 
of other cultural differences were at times (also) signified as not mattering for 
union work, and therefore positioned on the right-hand side of the typology, 
as can be seen in table 18. When cultural differences were said not to matter 
for union work, they were sometimes addressed with uniform union action, 
and other times with differentiated union action. Illustrating the findings of 
this chapter can therefore be summarised by activating all four squares of the 
typology that I tentatively developed in chapter 7. The type of response varied 
across the constructions of: a) Polish and Eastern European signifiers, b) non-
European and non-western signifiers, and c) national and regional non-spe-
cific signifiers of the foreign.  
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With regard to constructions of non-European and non-western workers 
as ethnically and racially different from the myth of the Danish nation, these 
differences were responded to with internalisation across the two unions. Alt-
hough the responses were of the same type according to the typology, the con-
structions of difference that were problematised were not. For example, pro-
cesses of ethnicisation and racialisation were problematised as way for ethni-
cised and racialised workers to falsely accuse union officials and employers 
of racist and discriminatory actions. Structural practices of racist and discrim-
ination that impact the lives of ethnicised and racialised workers were in con-
trast made invisible and often left unproblematised in the cross-union order of 
discourses. By contrast, a few union officials, such as Maksym, constructed 
the racist common sense in public discourse and the discriminatory practices 
of employers and consumers as the problem that he tried to internalise by act-
ing towards workers of migrant background in differentiated ways. This 
means that, although both responses can be characterised as internalisation of 
problematised constructions of ethnic and racial differences, their impact on 
workers of ethnicised and racialised workers may not necessarily result in 
what Pitkin defines as substantive representation: ‘acting in the interest of the 
represented, in a manner responsive to them’ (Pitkin 1967:209).  

Because the union officials’ signification of and action towards the cul-
tural signifiers of workers of migrant background need to be related to differ-
ent pre-structuring properties of the situations in which they relate, it is, how-
ever, difficult to assess this relationship when the situations were recollections 
of the officials and not part of my observations. In other words, it was impos-
sible for me to know what the union officials and activists purposefully left 
out of their narration, or had not noticed and/or signified in events that I had 
not been able to observe. For this reason, I included vignette scenarios as part 
of the semi-structured interviews to allow me to observe union responses and 
legitimations of the same (although fictive) situation, in which I control key 
pre-structured properties. For the same reason, the next and final analytical 
chapter will comprise an analysis the vignette scenario of Hassan. This vi-
gnette scenario is concerned with the theme of union membership recruitment 
and is therefore also related to the perception of trade union crisis, the debate 
about union revitalisation and the role of workers of migrant background in 
both (as highlighted in section 1.1 and chapter 3).  
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9. Recruiting workers commodified by migrant 
status 

In the previous two chapters, I have shown how constructions of migrant back-
ground as culturally different from the myth of the Danish nation relate to how 
union officials act. In this chapter, I will explore how some of these constructs 
of difference are signified and acted upon in the vignette scenario of Hassan. 
The vignette scenario relates to central issues in trade union work: recruiting 
members and acting for them in ways that are responsive to them and their 
interests (Pitkin 1967). The previous chapters offered an analysis of the major 
themes of language, ethnicity and race, through which workers of migrant 
background were mainly constructed as different in union text and orders of 
discourses, as well as an analysis of how the unions responded to these differ-
ences in signification and action. In this chapter, I reverse the order by analys-
ing union responses to the vignette first and then how these significations and 
acts are made sense of and legitimised through discourse.  

The first part of this chapter will show that, despite profound differ-
ences in the properties that pre-structure the two trade unions Metal H and 3F 
K, the union officials often responded in similar ways and deployed similar 
discourses of class and industrial relations to make sense of and legitimise 
their action. I conceptualise the converging responses as union practices of 
externalisation and ignorance. Examples of diverging union actions are 
brought to light in the second part of the chapter and conceptualised as union 
events of internalisation and misrepresentation. In order to understand why 
the responses of internalisation and misrepresentation were not practiced 
across pre-structured properties of union and trade structures, I attend to dif-
ferences in these properties and how they may pre-structure the work of 3F K 
and Metal H in different ways. Taken together, I argue that my development 
of a typology of union responses (internalisation, externalisation, ignorance 
and misrepresentation) is useful to understand the interrelationship between 
semiotic and non-semiotic elements of union events and union practice, and 
that diverging responses in union events are of particular interest for explora-
tions of how union work changes.  



 

202 

9.1 Union practice of externalisation and ignorance 
In order to explore how union officials recruit and make sense of their recruit-
ment efforts, I presented to the research participants the interview vignette, in 
which they are introduced to the fictional worker named Hassan. The charac-
ter Hassan is a worker with a legal migrant status and a potential union mem-
ber. The vignette was formulated to simulate an interaction between union 
officials and a worker of migrant background so as to produce accounts of 
possible forms of action as well as recollections of past actions.  
 The worker’s name – Hassan – was chosen to enable constructions of 
the vignette character as a worker of non-western background in accordance 
with the officials’ own constructions of Muslim and Arab signifiers as deviant 
from the myth of the Danish nation. The Hassan character is highly commod-
ified (Esping-Andersen 1990), not just because of his position in a small and 
union-hostile workplace in the private sector that does not comply with col-
lective agreement standards, but also because of his formal migrant status (see 
section 2.4.2). The dilemma of the vignette is that Hassan feels that his situa-
tion does not allow him to unionise and pursue Danish citizenship simultane-
ously. As the vignette conversation develops, the officials are informed that 
Hassan does not dare to unionise because of his migrant status. If Hassan loses 
his (full-time) employment because of a conflict with his employer, he might 
not be able to comply with the Danish Aliens Act requirements for a perma-
nent residence permit (which is a necessary step towards Danish citizenship). 
Depending on the union officials’ responses and questions during the inter-
view, I little by little gave them the information that reveals Hassan’s social 
position and dilemma in three steps (see appendix 8):  

1) The vignette first introduces the officials to the character Hassan by asking 
them the following question: ‘This scenario is about Hassan, who works in a 
small workplace. Hassan is not interested in joining the trade union. What ad-
vice would you give to Hassan?’. 

2) After the officials have responded to the first question, they are told that 
Hassan is still not convinced about becoming a union member, unless the offi-
cials’ initial responses addressed Hassan’s dilemma.  

3) Given that the officials do not inquire about Hassan’s migrant status and the 
Aliens Act requirements in the second step, the third step informs the officials 
about the following Aliens Act requirements that apply to Hassan because of 
his given migrant status:  

• A legal residency period in Denmark of minimum eight years.  

• Full time employment for at least 3 years and 6 months out of the last 
4 years before the decision of the permanent residency application. 
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• Not allowed to receive Integration Benefit, Start Help, Cash Help, 
Resource Process Benefits, or Education Support within the last 4 
years before the decision on the permanent residency application. 

(NewInDenmark)228 
  
Following the three steps of the vignette chronologically, I first analyse the 
practices that appeared across the union structures of Metal H and 3F K and 
accordingly across the bike mechanic and cleaning trades that they represent, 
respectively.  

9.1.1 Vignette introduction: no signification of the nation cue 
The first step of the Hassan vignette was designed to allow for significations 
of class, industrial relations, as well as of nation and migration, in order to 
tease out what signifiers the officials would respond to as they made sense of 
the character, his employment, and labour market position. As I will show, the 
officials predominantly constructed Hassan as a worker only, and did not sig-
nify his name (at least explicitly). Relying exclusively on discourses of class 
and industrial relations, the officials constructed a variety of differences that 
they signified as mattering for the union’s ability to recruit and help the Has-
san character. This section will show the reader how the officials’ construc-
tions of difference varied within discourses of class and industrial relations, 
and how such differences were proposed to be addressed with differentiated 
forms of action. 

The common suggestions of union action were similar to what I had 
observed during my participant observations, that is to: inquire about Hassan’s 
wage level and working conditions; invite him to an upcoming union event; 
try to break his isolation; and inform him about the advantages and goods that 
a union membership and a collective agreement would give him access to (e.g. 
interviews: first BMTC chairperson, 162:63; Metal H chairperson, 91:54, 77, 
163:24; workplace based 3F K representative, 210:25; 3F K official, 94:2. Ob-
servation recordings in workplace visits: 3F K, 96:1; Metal H, 135:1). The 
union membership goods that the officials highlighted in order to recruit Has-
san did not address the challenges that his formal migrant status induced. The 
officials and activists presumed that Hassan could access de-commodifying 
union and societal goods and services on equal footing with Danish citizens 
(Esping-Andersen 1990), such as being able to fall back on the social security 

                               
228 These requirements are only some of the many requirements that applicants for permanent 
residence permits in Denmark have to comply with, but those that most directly affect the com-
modification of workers. The requirements can be found at NewInDenmark: 
https://www.nyidanmark.dk/en-GB/Applying/Permanent%20residence%20permit/Perma-
nent%20residence, viewed 22 May 2020. 
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of unemployment fund benefits and/or social security benefits in case of un-
employment. As I will show now, these responses were made sense of solely 
with reference to discourses of class and industrial relations.  
 First of all, the signifier ‘small workplace’ was paramount in the offi-
cials’ constructions of Hassan’s class position and the union action that was 
proposed. In accordance with the workplace sizes that the officials typically 
came in contact with in each trade, the union officials and activists working 
with/in the bike mechanic trade anticipated the context of small workplaces, 
while officials working with/in the cleaning trade did not. Because union work 
in the cleaning trade mostly targets bigger workplaces with more recruitment 
potential, the probability of 3F K officials working with/in the cleaning trade 
visiting non-unionised workers in small workplaces, was limited. Retired 3F 
K official of Danish background Bo, for example, questioned how the encoun-
ter with a character like Hassan would even arise, but offered the following 
answer: ‘Why does Hassan come into my office? Is it me who is out visiting 
his small workplace? Maybe I am out doing outreach work.’ (Interview with 
retired 3F K official 230:34). The most likely way that 3F K officials in the 
cleaning trade would meet a non-unionised worker in a small workplace, 
would be through their outreach work in Copenhagen, visiting workplaces un-
known to the union, which the officials take turns doing.  
 Amongst the Metal H officials and activists working in the bike me-
chanic trade, the vignette situation and character were taken for granted, since 
small workplaces without collective agreements are exactly what the union 
work in the bike mechanic trade focuses on. In this aspect, union work in the 
bike mechanic trade therefore stands out compared to both the more typical 
work of Metal H (which also focuses on bigger workplaces to reach bigger 
numbers of (potential) members) and to 3F K’s typical work in the cleaning 
trade.  Nevertheless, union officials from both unions and trades signified the 
signifier ‘small workplace’ as an unfavourable condition for member recruit-
ment and for collective agreement coverage and compliance. The importance 
of the workplace size was further highlighted in the interview with 3F K offi-
cial Jennie, who inquired about the workplace size herself as I, by mistake, 
left out this signifier in her interview: ‘Now, I do not know if it is small or a 
big workplace that Hassan work at…?’ and ‘is he the only one working 
there?’, she asked (interview, 3F K, 192:37).  
 The signification of the signifier ‘small workplace’ was part of a num-
ber of recurring workplace signifiers which were signified as unfavourable 
conditions for union work, namely private sector, lack of collective agree-
ment, small workplace, and a close proximity between worker(s) and em-
ployer (see table 19).  
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Table 19: Differences of workplace conditions 

Dichotomies of  
favourable/unfavourable  
signifiers 

Signification 

Public/private sector 

Affects whether it is an obligation or volun-
tary for the employer to have a collective 
agreement. Moreover, the sector affects the 
content of the collective agreement of the 
workplace. 

Collective agreement/ 
no collective agreement 

Affects the rights of its employees and the 
duties of the employer and therefore the 
bargaining power of the employee(s) and 
the union. 

Big/small workplace 

Affects the unionists’ capability to con-
struct common interests between workers at 
a particular workplace and elect a work-
place-based shop steward. 

Distant/close worker-employer 
proximity in the division of 

labour 

Affects employees’ identification with their 
employer versus with a collective of 
workers. 

 
The signifiers in table 19 rely on discourses of class relations and industrial 
legislation to gain connotative meaning. The union officials made use of these 
signifiers to make sense of the Hassan character’s labour market and work-
place position, and to decide what action they saw fit. Through discourse, the 
officials assessed the conditions that they could not affect and had to adjust 
their actions to. For example, a workplace with only one or two employees 
would make it hard or impossible to identify a shared grievance at the work-
place that would unite a collective of workers (interview, 3F K, 223:48). It 
would also make it impossible to elect and collaborate with a workplace-based 
shop steward, since the central collective agreements require 5–6 employees 
(depending on the specific trade) before the union members attain the legal 
right to elect a shop steward. Small workplaces in the private sector without 
collective agreement were, in other words, signified as a challenging context 
for membership recruitment, as well as for other forms of union action. As 
expressed by Metal H official Peter: ‘…it is just easier to be [doing union 
work] in a company where there is a collective agreement, to get people to 
join, than if there is not’ (group interview, Metal H, 181:37). 

In addition to the size of the workplace, the lack of a collective agree-
ment in a company in the private sector would make it impossible to enforce 
collective agreement standards, such as a minimum wage level, the right to 
employer pension, educational funds, additional leave to care for sick children 
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etc. Workers situated in a workplace without a collective agreement, like the 
vignette character Hassan, were therefore regarded as particularly vulnerable 
to labour exploitation by the union officials. Several officials regarded this 
class position as beyond union reach. In the excerpt below, 3F K officials 
Jesper and Kirsten respond to the description of Hassan’s workplace condi-
tions. 

Jesper: Yeah, and that is simply just… You [Hassan] have a challenge. Of 
course, we can support you, but we cannot do very much for you.  

Kirsten: No. 

Jesper: Because there is not a collective agreement. Then there is nothing to 
hold on to.  

Mai: ‘What if I become member?’ he says. 

Jesper: Well then, we can support him if needed, but we cannot do much more.  

Kirsten: No.  

(Group interview, 3F K officials, 199:76) 

 
The excerpt above exemplifies how two 3F K officials propose giving up on 
aiding and recruiting the character Hassan, based on his labour market posi-
tion, by drawing on the discourse of industrial relations. Without a collective 
agreement, Jesper and Kirsten did not find it feasible to recruit or aid a worker 
in such a small workplace, despite the fact that many workplaces within the 
cleaning trade that they represent have these very characteristics. In this sense, 
the exploitation of the Hassan character was externalised onto the labour mar-
ket and workplace position beyond the industrial relations forum with which 
the union was engaged.  

A seemingly different response was suggested by 3F K official Jennie, 
who did not give up on helping or recruiting Hassan, but who emphasised a 
long-term prospective. She expounded: ‘That takes time!’ when she learned 
that there was no collective agreement and that Hassan only had one co-
worker. In this excerpt, Jennie tells me how she would approach the vignette 
situation by addressing the employer instead: 

Jennie: That would mean that one would come out to visit, once in a while, and 
inform about the collective agreement, and once in a while meet them [the 
workers] and such, but actually [‘i virkeligheden’] I think I would just start to 
talk more with the employer.  

Mai: Mm. And what would you say to him? 

Jennie: Well, not [talk] such much about membership, but I would of course 
see if there were proper working conditions [‘ordnede arbejdsforhold’] and 
things like that, and inquire ‘well, how is it going with the collective agreement 
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– or do you have a collective agreement at all?’ and then I might start by de-
manding a collective agreement if there wasn’t one. And through that [course 
of action] I would start to meet Hassan and colleagues. 

(Interview, 3F K official, 192:37) 
 
Jennie’s suggestion to direct union action towards the employer instead of the 
worker underscores her paying attention to how union contact with Hassan 
could endanger Hassan’s employment if seen as a problem by the employer. 
The vignette did not suggest that the employer would agree to a collective 
agreement, and an employer could easily expel a union official from the work-
place and end any further conversation. Jennie acknowledged this herself: ‘In 
the moment that the employer kicks me out of the workplace, because he ac-
tually does not want to have the slightest to do with a collective agreement, 
then I do not happen to put pressure on Hassan – to// I cannot pressure Hassan 
towards anything’ (interview, 192:38). Although Jennie’s response does not 
give up on recruiting and helping the character Hassan (as Jesper and Kirsten 
suggest), her suggestion to focus on the employer nevertheless leads to exter-
nalisation, although in this case onto the employer. Directing union action to-
wards the employer is, however, only successful if the employer is genuinely 
interested in joining a collective agreement. In effect, even the union action 
which targets the employer falls short of recruiting and aiding a worker like 
Hassan if the employer rejects the trade union.  
 The union officials also emphasised another chain of differences that 
related to the discourses of class and industrial legislation. This chain used 
signs of the particular setting of the union interaction with Hassan. In contrast 
to the preconditions in table 19, these circumstances were easier for officials 
to influence. The conditions listed in table 20 pertain to different spatial and 
temporal settings of the union encounter with workers (group interview, work-
place-based Metal H officials and activists, 155:55). In the interviews, as well 
as in the participant observation, the officials argued that such conditions in-
fluence how union officials and workers would respond to each other. In the 
group interview with Metal H officials and activists in the bike mechanic club, 
a casual setting outside work was, for example, constructed as a more fruitful 
context for conversing with Hassan, compared to the setting of a bike shop 
during working hours (group interview, 155:55). Again, the differences relied 
exclusively on a discourse of class and industrial legislation.  
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Table 20: Differences of union–worker workplace interaction 
Dichotomies 
of signifiers 

Signification 

Inside/outside 
workplace 

Workplace visits enable the unionists to reach employees with-
out union membership and assess their working environment, 
but might delimit the employees’ ability to speak out or ask 
questions to the unionists. There is also a risk of workplace vis-
its interfering with employer-employee relationships. 

Inside/outside 
working hours 
 

Workplace visits during working hours make it possible to con-
tact workers without union membership, enable assessment of 
the working environment, and avoid taking the leisure time 
from workers. However, the presence of the employer might 
delimit the workers’ ability to speak out and/or challenge the 
trust between employer and employees. 

Busy/slow  
work season 
and working 
hours 

The timing of workplace visits affects the goodwill of the em-
ployer towards the union officials and the willingness of work-
ers to talk to them.  

 
 In addition to the temporal and spatial aspects that were used to affect 
and signify interactional settings, several unionists also demonstrated and tes-
tified to finetuned awareness of how their own appearance might be signified 
by workers. They mentioned, for example, the car they arrive in, what clothes 
they wear, what language and professional discourse they speak (conversa-
tions between workplace visits, Metal H; interview, 3F K official, 203:70), as 
well as with whom and how interaction is initiated (interview, 3F K official, 
192:38).  
 As I have shown by now, the union officials had a well-developed sen-
sitivity to details of the preconditions of interaction and to signifiers of differ-
ence within the situation of interaction. Despite the interview’s explicit theme 
of whether and how migrant background mattered to union work, the converg-
ing signification of the vignette’s first step did not signify the character’s name 
(Hassan) as relevant for their construction of the vignette character and his 
class positioning. The labour market and workplace position of the Hassan 
character were already enough for some officials to regard Hassan as out of 
reach for the union, simply by referencing to the delimitations of the industrial 
relations tools (e.g. workplace-based Metal H officials and activists, 155:55; 
3F K leadership level, 223:48).  
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9.1.2 Hassan’s resistance: beyond union reach 
After the union officials had given their first suggestions of how to respond to 
the vignette character Hassan, I informed them that Hassan’s employer had 
advised him not to join the union and that Hassan, who did not have the eco-
nomic means to manage without employment, was afraid of losing his job if 
he did. The information that Hassan was afraid of losing his job was unsur-
prising and even expected by the officials. 3F K officials Jesper and Kirsten 
even suggested this to be the case before I recounted this detail (3F K group 
interview, 199:88). Several officials responded to the information about Has-
san’s fear with information about the Danish legal right of freedom of associ-
ation, for example the workplace-based Metal H official Lasse said: ‘Then I 
would tell him: “Listen, your boss does not need to know that you are member 
of a trade union. Because he [the employer] is not even allowed to ask you’ 
(group interview, Metal H, 155:59). Similarly, 3F K official Sanela also 
named the statutory right to unionise, but with the twist of advising Hassan to 
deny his union membership if asked:  

Sanela: But his employer is not allowed to ask him and he is also not allowed 
to interfere with it. He is not allowed to ask: ‘Are you unionised somewhere, 
are you a member somewhere’, he is not allowed to. So he [Hassan] does not 
have any duty to// he can just - if the employer asks: ‘Are you member in a 
union’, [Hassan:] ‘No!’ Because he does not have a duty to inform. 

Mai: Is that something you would suggest to him then, in this way? 

Sanela: Yes!  

(Group interview, 3F K officials, 230:35) 
 
Sanela’s suggestion reveals a scepticism regarding the statutory right to un-
ionise as a genuine protection of Hassan’s employment. Officials at the work-
place level similarly distrusted that the legislation protects a worker from los-
ing his job in practice, which the following interview excerpt from workplace-
based 3F K official Enrique also points out:  

Enrique: …but there are some laws which actually protect him. […] It states 
in the law that he has trade union freedom. […] And he cannot be fired on the 
grounds that he is member of a trade union. But, of course, that does not protect 
him, because the employer can just find other excuses.  

(Interview, workplace-based 3F K official, 227:34) 
 
Another recurring response to Hassan’s hesitation to join the union was to 
inform him about the possibility of deducting the union fee from the yearly 
tax deduction. This response was based on the interpretation that Hassan might 
reject union membership because of the price of the union fee, which workers 
often find too expensive (group interview, Metal H officials, 155:50; Metal H 
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document 260; group interview, 3F K officials, 199:29; interview, 3F K offi-
cial, 237:29). When I told the union officials that, in the vignette, Hassan was 
still not convinced he should join, several officials gave up, including the un-
ionists working with/in the bike mechanic trade, who were used to targeting 
small workplaces without collective agreements. Hassan’s lack of interest in 
unionisation seemed to be the element that made them give up suggesting fur-
ther action, as can be seen in how bike mechanic Kasper responds below: 

Mai: What do you do then? 

Kasper: Give him my card and say: ‘keep it until you need it. I hope you have 
made the right decision.’ 

Karsten: I would properly also underscore that, if he has a boss who literally 
tells him that he should not join a trade union, then it is a really good reason 
for joining a trade union – because that indicates that the boss has an interest – 
of// 

Lasse: Highly likely.   

Karsten: …likely an economic one [interest] in that he is not part of the trade 
union. And maybe he [Hassan] pities his boss if he were to get an increase in 
wage// because there are also many who are of this opinion, who sympathise a 
lot with their boss and think: ‘oh no, now he goes insolvent’ [‘går nedenom og 
hjem’]. But then you can ask what type of car his boss is driving, right, and 
what car he drives himself. 

(Group interview, workplace-based Metal H officials and activists, 155:57) 

Kasper: In the end it is his choice. It can never ever be the trade club’s respon-
sibility that there are some [workers] who choose not to do something about 
things. 

Lasse: You cannot twist his arm and say ‘now you do this’. 

Kasper: One would, at any time, help as much as possible and if there is the 
smallest need then try to see if one can do something. But if he says: ‘I do not 
want to’, then one has to accept a no. 

(Group interview, workplace-based Metal H officials and activists, 155:59) 

 
While Kasper gives up suggesting ways to recruit the character Hassan, Lasse 
and Karsten suggest further arguments to convince him to join the union. 
Drawing on discourses of class, they construct Hassan and his employer as 
having conflicting interests and insinuate that Hassan like ‘many’ others na-
ïvely places their loyalty with the employer rather than the collective of work-
ers. Moreover, Kasper signifies Hassan’s refusal to unionise as disloyalty to 
the working class struggle when he compares Hassan to ‘some who choose 
not to do something about things’. Because the industrial relations tools did 
not suffice to recruit or help the Hassan character, the union actions – even in 
the bike mechanic trade – came down to information and persuasion, speaking 
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to the collective code of workers’ honour. When Hassan was not convinced, 
the discourses of class and industrial relations left the union activists to con-
clude that Hassan was acting individualistic and lacked (understanding of) 
working class solidarity. As this quote from Karsten exemplifies, it did not 
cross their minds that migrant background should have anything to do with 
Hassan’s refusal to unionise or could otherwise be relevant to their choice of 
union action:  

Karsten: […] It is exactly the same way you sell the trade union, also if people 
are named Jens. It is this thing about, well typically it is all about explaining to 
people what it is actually all about to be part of a trade union, and what the 
goods are.  

(Group interview, workplace-based Metal H officials and activists, 155:55) 
 
In this quote, Karsten uses Hassan’s name in comparison to ‘Jens’ (which, as 
a signifier of nation, is typically signified as a Danish name) to point out that 
he recognises the name Hassan as a signifier of cultural difference, but that 
such difference does not matter for the situation.  

In sum, the union responses to the second step of the vignette mostly 
regarded the Hassan character as out of reach for recruitment to the union and 
union aid. The problem of labour exploitation was externalised onto Hassan 
because of the delimitations of the industrial relations tools, and Hassan was 
moreover constructed as lacking working class-solidarity because he did not 
choose to unionise over his aim to naturalise. 

9.1.3 Aliens Act requirements: externalisation and ignorance 
In the third step of the vignette, I explained to the officials that the reason why 
the Hassan character did not want to unionise was not that he could not appre-
ciate the union goods or community, but because of the risk of losing his job 
and how that could have serious consequences for his eligibility to attain per-
manent residency and citizenship in Denmark. The first converging response 
amongst officials across unions affiliation, trade characteristics and organisa-
tional position was that they expressed that they lacked knowledge about the 
Aliens Act requirements of workers of migrant background. That they did not 
respond with differentiated action might therefore be characterised as (privi-
leged) ignorance.  

Given that I, in the third step of the vignette, informed the officials how 
Hassan’s migrant status mattered to him in class terms, it made it hard for the 
officials to dismiss migrant status as irrelevant for union work. Accordingly, 
all of the union officials acknowledged Hassan’s formal migrant status as rel-
evant for his class position and actions at this point. With this new understand-
ing, union officials’ suggested responses varied. In the two excerpts below, I 
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show how the chairperson in Metal H continued to externalise the problem 
onto to Hassan as an individual. 

Søren: Yes. Well, what he is telling me is that eh, he is actually, eh… He is 
working under slave-like conditions. – His craftmaster can beat, smack, do 
with him what he wants to he will not oppose [‘gøre modstand’]. And then it 
is of course hard as a trade union to come and say// What we teach each other 
is that you have to do your duty, and that is to demand your right. And that is 
what he says he does not want to [do]. 

Søren: […] If the reason for not being in the union is that ‘I am afraid that I 
cannot get my permanent residency because my craft master will fire me’, well, 
that is what we live with in Denmark, we have a flexicurity-system which has 
not taken into account whether one, eh, can get a residency permit. That is also 
what we try to explain to our members sometimes, saying, one should not be 
so afraid of losing one’s job because we will surely find a new [one] for you. 
No matter where we would get him a place, he would nevertheless walk around 
in the corners and be afraid of// Because he is more afraid of being fired than 
he actually is of raising his case.  

(Interview, Metal H chairperson, 163:25) 
 
In the two excerpts above, Søren constructs Hassan as highly commodified 
and vulnerable and therefore potentially exploited and even abused by his em-
ployer as a consequence of the Aliens Act requirements. Despite Søren’s ex-
pression of ambivalence (‘And then it is of course hard as a trade union to 
come and say//’) he nevertheless assigns responsibility for the situation to 
Hassan, who, like other workers, has ‘to do your duty, and that is to demand 
your right’ and ‘not be so afraid of losing one’s job, because we will surely 
find a new [one] for you’. While Søren proposes that the union could help 
Hassan to find a new job, he also argues that it would not resolve Hassan’s 
vulnerability to exploitation since ‘he would nevertheless walk around in the 
corners and be afraid of […] being fired’. Søren ended his response to the 
vignette by writing the recruitment of Hassan off and placing the responsibil-
ity on Hassan himself:  

Søren: Some members are also really hard to get. Well, I would say to Hassan: 
We are here if you want our help. We cannot help you get out of this pickle 
[‘kattepine’]. If you put the aim of this [permanent residency/citizenship] 
higher than anything else, then we cannot eh… But you should know that if he 
[the employer] fires you or something else, then you should come in and we 
will try and help you. Because there is no guarantee that the employer won’t 
do that anyway.  

(Interview, Metal H chairperson, 163:25) 
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In this quote, Søren acknowledges Hassan’s situation as a ‘pickle’ in which 
Hassan’s migration status makes him choose between attaining permanent res-
idency and collective agreement standards at work. Søren thereby signifies 
Hassan’s migrant status as mattering for union work, but a problem the union 
cannot help him resolve. What the union can do, according to Søren, is to offer 
help in finding Hassan a new collective agreement-covered job, if he should 
lose his job having decided to unionise. Søren’s response in terms of action is 
therefore to refer Hassan to the union’s universal job-matching service. Has-
san’s problem is hereby externalised (from the union) onto himself because 
he puts the aim of permanent residency over that of collective agreement 
standards. 

The responses of Metal H officials at the workplace level resembled 
that of the leadership level in the sense that their initial responses (to the first 
two steps of the vignette) were also that of ignorance, followed by externali-
sation. In contrast to the chairperson, the officials at the workplace level did 
not externalise the problem onto the character Hassan, but rather described the 
shortcomings of their own activism and the industrial relations system. This 
can be seen in the next excerpt, which occurred after I had informed the offi-
cials about Hassan’s reason for not joining the union.  

 

Kasper: Yes, then I would probably have said that it is more important than the 
trade union. 

Karsten: Yes.  

Mai: Mm.  

Lasse: [Sighs deeply] Yes! That is also – well, I recently experienced some-
thing similar. Not in relation to…// but in relation to being member of an un-
employment fund even. Eh – or a trade union. Because there is this seven-years 
rule in Denmark, where I have also said: ‘Yes, I completely understand you. 
And I will not force you to do anything at all! I am happy that you have chosen 
to come to me yourself and tell me that you want to be part of this and join, but 
I can also completely understand if you want to leave again.’ – And that is not 
exactly the same as what you mention, but it is in relation to the seven-years 
rule, which was just passed quite recently.  

Mai: Mm. Plus he cannot depend on unemployment benefits or Start Help or… 

Lasse: Yeah, he has to manage on his own. 

Karsten and Kasper: [In a low voice] Yeah, he has to manage on his own… 

Karsten: Yeah, and then you have this problem that the only reason for him to 
join// Because one could sell him a lot of benefits [that follow from a union 
membership], but that would not be a benefit to him if he gets kicked out of 
the country anyway – if his boss found out that he had joined or something. 
Then he would not benefit very much from the trade union. […] He is in a 
hostage situation [‘han er som en lus mellem to negle’] because the first situa-
tion is shitty because he is in a bad job and is not treated very well and you 
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would want to help him. But the other problem is that if you help him, his 
problem is even bigger, so… Well, if one had a job to offer him, then it would 
be optimal. Well, so// But it is hard to get a job// well, for the trade union to 
work as a job portal, right. One could say that we do have a network where we 
share job ads and it would be possible to say ‘you know what, this guy here he 
actually wants to be part of the trade’, try to spread that in one’s network. But 
it is hard to conduct some activism – purely industrial [‘fagligt’] which could 
help him very much. I would probably also, if I talked to him outside the in-
dustrial [‘faglige’] perspective, say to him that it is probably, well it is probably 
more important for you that you get your citizenship, but when you then get 
your citizenship, then I will definitely advise you to join.  

(Group interview, workplace-based Metal H officials and activists, 155:60). 
 
In this excerpt, Lasse, Karsten and Kasper highlight the shortcomings of the 
union and their own activism and express their sympathy for workers who 
choose not join or to leave the union because of their migrant status. In con-
trast to the chairperson, they support Hassan’s choice to prioritise permanent 
residency over collective agreement conditions. Similar to the Metal H chair-
person (but also the 3F K official Adnan (interview, 237:31), however, they 
still externalise the problem onto Hassan who needs to reposition himself in 
relation to the state by attaining permanent residency and citizenship. Only 
once Hassan attains permanent residency can the union really be of help. As a 
less realistic alternative, the workplace-based union officials and activists also 
suggest helping Hassan find a new, collective agreement-covered job. How-
ever, the prospects of both recruiting Hassan to the union and helping him find 
a new and better job, was characterised as ‘utopian’ (group interview, 155:65). 
The response can therefore also be characterised as externalisation.   

The information about the Aliens Act made Lasse remember a col-
league with migrant status who had recently approached him as a workplace 
representative (in a somewhat unusual mid-sized workplace in the bike trade) 
to tell him that the so-called ‘seven-years rule’229 hindered him from accessing 
the unemployment fund benefits and disincentivised remaining a union and 
unemployment fund member. As with the Hassan character, the union officials 
expressed empathy with the lived experience of Lasse’s colleague, but they 
nevertheless constructed the vignette scenario as unlikely and any union re-
sponse to workers like the Hassan character in finding a new job as ‘utopian’ 
(group interview, Metal H, 155:65). As expressed by Kasper: ‘It is also a very 
theoretical solution, to a very theoretical problem, right’ (group interview, 
Metal H, 155:67). The uniform action of leaving Hassan on his own until he 
became a Danish citizen was therefore what the officials returned to as the 
                               
229 The so-called ‘7-years rule’ refers to the §53a residency requirement to the law of unem-
ployment insurance (2018/1 LSV 13). At the time of the interview, the law had in other words 
recently been adopted and revoked the right to unemployment benefit for unemployment fund 
members that have not resided legally in Denmark for at least five out of 12 years prior to their 
application, as the first year of a three year period (2019–2021) of phasing in the final require-
ment of a seven years residency requirement. 
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most likely union action. In practice, such action would leave the character 
Hassan unorganised, facing risks of (excessive) exploitation by being offered 
terms and conditions below the existing collective agreement standards, and 
in effect contributing to a structural pressure on the wage and working condi-
tions in his profession for a minimum of 8 years (of legal residency) in order 
to comply with the Aliens Act.230 Realising this detail made the officials some-
what disturbed, as shown by Lasse’s dissatisfaction in failing to unionise eve-
ryone at his workplace (group interview, Metal H, 155:63), Karsten proposed 
to take the vignette scenario up with the leadership in Metal H (group inter-
view, Metal H, 155:67), and Metal H chairperson’s pondered over whether 
migration status might actually affect workers’ choices, as implied in the vi-
gnette (interview, Metal H, 163:27).  

In conclusion, the converging response at this step of the vignette gives 
reason to argue that the order of discourses focused on class and industrial 
relations and the shared union practice across unions was that of externalisa-
tion, i.e. to signify migration status as relevant for Hassan’s class position and 
the union work, but deploy uniform union action (help with job matching). If 
Hassan was repositioned in the labour market, then the union officials could 
reactivate the traditional industrial relations tools that proved inadequate for 
the vignette situation. As the union and unemployment fund benefits would 
not be accessible to a worker in Hassan’s position, the officials externalised 
the problem onto Hassan himself (interviews, Metal H, 162:65, 163:25), onto 
the (un)willingness of the employer to comply with collective agreements (in-
terview, 3F K, 192:38), or onto a political arena outside union reach (as 
Karsten claimed: ‘this has also moved from being a union problem to a polit-
ical problem’ (group interview, Metal H, 155:64)). In short, the vignette situ-
ation was declared ‘beyond our competencies’, as the 3F K official of migrant 
background, Enrique, said (interview, 3F K workplace official, 227:36).  

Most clearly, the workplace-based officials and activists in the bike 
trade club found it unreasonable for them, as unpaid volunteers, to have to 
deal with the vignette situation, as this quote from Kasper shows:  

Kasper: I also just have to add: it is hard to save the world when you are vol-
untary in your union’s trade club. […] I am just saying that you also have a life 
of your own; you also have your own problems. You have a full-time job your-
self; you have all kinds of things that you attend to in Metal. And you also have 
to understand that you do not save the world through this thing.  

(Group interview, workplace-based Metal H officials and activists, 155:64) 
 

Equating helping Hassan with saving the world, as Kasper does in this quote, 
the vignette is constructed as an impossible case beyond what should be ex-
pected of a workplace-based union representative.  

                               
230 NewInDenmark: https://www.nyidanmark.dk/en-GB/You-want-to-apply/Permanent-resi-
dence-permit/Permanent-residence, viewed 22 March 2020. 
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9.1.4 Ignorance and externalization 
The order of discourses that I observed across union affiliation predominantly 
comprised discourses of class and industrial relations which the officials and 
activists drew on to make sense of the situation and justify their actions. In the 
first two steps of the vignette, the union action predominantly ignored the 
name Hassan as a signifier of a national difference. While the officials’ con-
struction of the Hassan character might be intended as inclusive by assuming 
Hassan to be equal to any other Danish citizen, it also allowed them to disre-
gard that Hassan did not have the same labour market conditions as a Danish 
citizen and national (in terms of migration status, the possible ethnicisation of 
name, racialisation of body, and delimited skills in Danish). As I informed the 
officials about the Aliens Act, several of them expressed a lack of knowledge 
of how a migrant status may affect workers in terms of class. Their responses 
should therefore be characterised as (privileged) ignorance: unions do not 
know about how migrant status impacts on workers and therefore do not take 
such impact into account. When the officials learned about the Aliens Act, 
they all signified the vignette character’s migrant status as important for class 
position and for union work, whereby the practice of ignorance transformed 
into a practice of externalisation, i.e. signifying the construction of migrant 
difference as relevant for union work but nevertheless beyond union reach and 
responsibility. The practices of internalisation and externalisation fit the 
higher part of the typology (quadrant one and two in the typology, table 18). 

9.2 Union events of internalisation and misrepresentation 
While the unions predominantly responded to the vignette with suggestions of 
uniform union action, some officials by contrast responded with internaliza-
tion or misrepresentation. Because these responses only appeared in one union 
but not the other, I refer to them as union events and not union practice. Per 
definition, both internalisation and externalisation include differentiated ac-
tion that addresses the constructed differences of workers of migrant back-
ground. These types of responses are therefore placed in the lower part of the 
typology (quadrant three and four respectively, see typology table 18).  

9.2.1 Internalisation of migrant knowledge and experiences 
The divergent union events can be characterised as three forms of internalisa-
tion. These responses included a conscious use of lived experiences of being 
subject to ethnicisation and racialisation as a basis for collective identification, 
listening to experiences of migrant struggles, directing workers with issues 
regarding their migration status issues towards state authorities or free legal 
advisors, and the strategic deployment of union officials of migrant back-
ground. The officials who proposed differentiated forms of action argued that 
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differentiated actions are necessary to attain the trust of workers of migrant 
background and make the union relevant for them.  

Shared experiences of exclusion as a basis for trade union work 
Amongst the officials who suggested aiding workers of migrant background 
specifically in relation to migration-related needs was the cross-union official 
Maksym. Maksym migrated to Denmark from Poland many years ago, speaks 
Danish with a foreign accent, and is employed to work with workers of Polish 
background in particular. When I interviewed Maksym and presented him the 
vignette about Hassan, he immediately and explicitly constructed Hassan’s 
name as signifier of migrant background and suggested Syria as Hassan’s 
country of origin. Maksym explained that initial encounters with workers of 
migrant background were part of a longer process of building trust. In order 
to build trust, Maksym emphasised staying in contact, preferably via telephone 
and/or e-mail (interview 232:10). In the interview, Maksym expanded on his 
approach to recruiting workers of migrant background:  

Maksym: It is very rare that, when I meet one in the workplace, a foreign col-
league, and I have the registration form and everything with me that I can give 
the form and that they fill it in immediately and join. Very rare! It is the long 
process from a first ‘Hello’ [Maksym starts sketching the process on a piece of 
paper], and then you could say that we earn something that suddenly becomes 
seen as, hmm… As trust. Just trust.  

(Interview, cross-union official, 232:12) 
 
In the quote, Maksym compares the character Hassan to ‘a foreign colleague’ 
whose recruitment requires trust-building actions, in Maksym’s experience. 
As can be seen in the next quote, Maksym deploys his own migrant back-
ground, rather than a trade- or class-based identification, as a basis for mutual 
identification to start the process of building trust. 

Maksym: Then I would say to Hassan: ‘Hello I come from Metal’ and then I 
would use something – say to him that eh… first ‘How are you?’ and so forth. 
If we can speak Danish, then I can ask// I want to tell you [Mai] that many 
Poles say that ‘We hate this thing where Danes often ask: where do you come 
from?’ It is something that// where one somehow demands of us that we should 
be part of the society right, but at the same time when you meet someone they 
are very interested in where you come from. So, should I be part of the society 
or do you after all want the Pole? Do you understand my way of thinking? But 
when I am together with Hassan, then I would also ask where he comes from, 
because I would want to connect [‘bygge en bro’] with him. Straight away I 
would say to Hassan: ‘Hassan, where do you come from?’ [Hassan’s re-
sponse]: ‘Well, I come Syria’ for example. ‘Okay, I myself come from Poland. 
Are you doing well in your workplace? Because I am visiting you to hear how 
it is going.’ 

(Interview, cross-union official, 232:53) 
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Maksym explains how he deploys his migrant background to connect with 
other workers of migrant background. The basis for this identification is not a 
shared nationality, but a shared experience of being signified as a migrant by 
‘Danes’. Maksym argues that people who are constructed as Danes ‘demand’ 
that people of migrant background ‘be part of the society’, while at the same 
time excluding them from belonging to the Danish nation by inquiring: 
‘Where do you come from?’. When Maksym himself suggests asking a worker 
of migrant background where he comes from, it is in order to identify with 
them on the basis of the shared experience of being constructed as migrant and 
excluded from the Danish nation on that basis. Since the national positionality 
of the person asking the question to a migrant influences whether the question 
will be signified as inclusive (signifying a shared outsider position to the myth 
of the Danish nation) or exclusionary (signifying an unshared insider position 
to the myth of the Danish nation), Maksym actively and explicitly signifies 
himself as a migrant. In this way, Maksym foregrounds the shared experience 
of national exclusion, rather than a shared experience of being a worker, when 
he connects with workers of migrant background.  
 As already mentioned in section 7.6.3, Maksym not only (suggested to) 
deployed differentiated action in contacting and building trust with workers 
of migrant background (as in the Hassan vignette), but had also developed ‘a 
whole package’ of differentiated actions in his work with workers of Polish 
background. Not least, his efforts in the so-called Polish Club231, in which 
workers of migrant with migrant status were informed that they could partici-
pate confidentially (without the knowledge of state authorities) and without 
union membership (interview, 232:17). 
 Like Maksym, 3F K official Adnan also used his experience as a mi-
grant as a basis for identification in talk with workers of migrant background 
about living a life in two countries simultaneously. Since workers of migrant 
background, according to Adnan, might not find union membership relevant 
because of visions of ‘going back’, Adnan would sometimes challenge them 
with reference to himself (interview, 3F K official, 237:14). He could suggest 
them to draw out their own time line in order to show them that living such a 
‘double life’ has serious class consequences, not least for workers employed 
in low-wage trades such as cleaning:  

                               
231 The polish union club is a special union structure for Polish speakers and workers of Polish 
background based in the cross-union organisation of the Construction Trades’ Cooperation. 
Maksym started the club and is central to its operation. The club offers communication and 
information in Polish, and also aims to respond to the specific questions and needs of workers 
from Poland working in Denmark. These targeted forms of action all respond to migrant work-
ers as having particular needs, in this case particularly related to workers of Polish background 
and the rights of EU citizens. 
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Adnan: As a cleaning assistant, to get the economy to sustain that, then it de-
mands that one abstain from a lot things! Either you eat unhealthy, live an 
enormously poor life, work in two jobs. And that price is too high if no-one 
confronts you earlier – at an early stage and tells you, like I told this guy: 
‘Think about it. When will you return?’ 

(Interview, 3F K official, 237:14)  
 
Adnan exemplifies how he deploys his lived experience of migration, his feel-
ings of longing to return to his country of upbringing and visions of doing so, 
in order to connect with workers of migrant background, but also to confront 
them with the consequences that such visions might have for their lives and 
their children’s lived over time, in terms of class. Both Maksym and Adnan 
combined their lived experience of migration with discourses of class (the ef-
fects of deprivation when trying to live a ‘double life’). 

Awareness, listening and giving directions  
Another diverging response to the vignette scenario of Hassan was to offer 
some kind of listening and directions to other suitable authorities or profes-
sionals. When migrant struggles involved legal issues, officials sometimes of-
fered concrete directions, either to lawyers within the union that might be of 
help, to state authorities, or to free legal advisors outside the union organisa-
tion. This kind of action relates to the construction of migrants as lacking 
knowledge or relying on displaced knowledge, but also as lacking a network, 
contacts and support. 3F K official Adnan, for example, told me both in a 
conversation and in the interview (as a response to the Hassan vignette) how 
workers of migrant background oftentimes call him with questions about legal 
aspects of their migration status:  

Adnan: People call and ask me: ‘Now my husband did not get the residence 
permit. Why is that?’ And you know what, Mai? That does not have anything 
to do with the trade union, but if I say: ‘You have dialled the wrong number’, 
right… She calls because she does not know better, she does not know any 
other people than Adnan, right. It is not hard for me, then, to tell her: Immigra-
tion Service, telephone number and then say: ‘Listen, it is a good thing that 
you call me, but I can unfortunately not help you with an answer. But if you 
call this phone number, then I can guarantee you that you will get an answer, 
what the cause is, why it is and so forth. And if there is something that we can 
help you with further on, then please let us know.’  

(Interview, 3F K official, 237:13)  
 
In this quote Adnan argues that despite the union being unable to council 
workers of migrant background about legal aspects of migration status, it is 
nevertheless important to respond to the request, since workers of migrant 
background might not know where else to go with their questions and prob-
lems. Adnan proposes referring migrant workers to people with appropriate 
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authority and knowledge and inviting them to return to the union if they need 
further aid, because, as he says: ‘It might be that one overdo the service from 
the point of view of some, right, but there is a need not only for informing 
about collective agreements and so forth, but much more’ (237:13). 

The importance of referring workers of migrant background to other 
suitable authorities or professionals was also emphasised by 3F K official Jen-
nie. When I had informed her about the Aliens Act requirements, she re-
sponded as follows: 

Jennie: You know what, I do not think I want answer that actually. 

Mai: No. 

Jennie: And the reason is that I have just had someone who has been in a situ-
ation like that [‘der har været ude i det der’], and then I simply forward people 
to someone wiser than me, with regard to this legislation. – So, if Hassan is 
scared to become a member of the trade union based on his fear of not attaining 
his residence permit, what Hassan is actually telling is that he is afraid of// 
Well, what we have just been experiencing [‘det vi lige har været ude i’] was 
that she was in the middle of a family reunification and was not allowed to earn 
money. I suddenly didn’t understand that legislation. So, I have to find some-
one who is wiser than me to give an answer.  

Mai: Yes, what do you do then? 

Jennie: Then I either send it to// we have some legal experts here… Or to the 
social workers. Because they can look further into this. My knowledge lies 
with the collective agreements. But what is important here is the ability to for-
ward someone [‘at kunne formidle nogen videre’] to someone who knows 
something. And we have had problems or challenges because of the residence 
permits and they have not decreased in number with Inger Støjberg232, I have 
to say. And therefore, it is important that people are counselled correctly, I 
should not counsel incorrectly and therefore it is others who are wiser than me 
who should counsel. That is extremely important. What I might think is the 
most important is maybe that we can guide them to the correct place as a trade 
union. But then again, I would ask: Would that even be a discussion that I 
would have gotten into with Hassan when he does not want to be a member? 

(Interview, 3F K official, 192:38) 
 

                               
232 Between June 2015 and June 2019 (and thus during the time of the interview with Jennie), 
Inger Støjberg (member of Denmark’s Liberal Party, Venstre) was Minister of Immigration and 
Integration in Denmark. Inger Støjberg is re-nowned for having introduced many and extensive 
restrictions to immigration and integration legislation, such as the so-called ‘jewelry law’ which 
gave the police right to search arriving asylum seekers for valuables to pay for later service 
costs, and for celebrating 50 restrictions to the immigration and integration laws with cake (see 
for example The New York Times:  
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/15/world/europe/denmark-immigration-cake-inger-
stojberg.html, viewed 13 April 2020). 
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Jennie’s suggestion to forward the character Hassan to legal professionals was 
also proposed by retired official Bo and Adnan, also from 3F K (interviews, 
211:43, 140:13-15). Jennie underscores the importance of getting workers 
with residence permit problems professional help, and that the role of the trade 
union is to guide them there. In this way Jennie, like Adnan, partly internalises 
migrant-related problems to union work, not to solve the problems but to help 
guide the workers to professionals who might. Moreover, Jennie gives an ex-
ample of a recent case of hers in which labour and residency were intertwined, 
and tells me that such cases are not uncommon in 3F K (‘we have had prob-
lems and challenges because of the residence permits’). This construction con-
trasts with the surprise and lack of knowledge expressed by many other offi-
cials that migration governance and employment relations might be inter-
twined.  

In the end of the quote, Jennie returns to the interactional conditions of 
the vignette situation and argues that a worker like Hassan would probably not 
be inclined to talk to her about such issues. In this way, Jennie points out that, 
although the trade union can at least guide workers with residential challenges 
to relevant professionals, the likelihood that workers of migrant background 
refraining from union membership would open up for such a conversation is 
limited. As this last excerpt shows, Jennie implies that the situation of such 
workers is characterised by fear, which leads to her final comment about how 
she would respond: 

Jennie: Something we can always say [to the workers of migrant background] 
is that we have some autonomous social workers, so there is actually someone 
here who has a duty of confidentiality. So, you can very well come and have a 
talk about this and be at peace, be calm. And that, I sometimes think, has been 
really important. That there might be a safe haven [‘et helle’]. A safe haven 
one could say. A place where you could… where you dare to… where you do 
not need to be afraid. – And get some help. Or maybe rather some guidance to: 
‘What should I do now?’. 

(Interview, 3F K official, 192:40-41) 
 
Whether or not Jennie’s suggestion of a confidential talk with a social worker 
might be perceived as a safe haven by people in situations like Hassan’s, we 
cannot know. What can be said is that Jennie’s suggestion signifies the posi-
tionality of the Hassan character as a position of distress that the union cannot 
solve, but might be able to ameliorate through listening and guidance.  

9.2.2 Misrepresentation: acting on difference while refuting its 
significance  
Amongst the divergent union responses to the vignette scenario of Hassan, I 
did not find explicit examples of misrepresentation. As shown in chapter 8, I 
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had, however, observed several events of misrepresentation prior to the semi-
structured interviews, of which one was directly linked to union membership 
recruitment: constructing migrant background as something/someone to unite 
against in order to incentivise unionisation, while signifying national differ-
ence as irrelevant to the union work. Therefore, the fact that misrepresentation 
does not appear amongst the responses to the vignette scenario of Hassan does 
not mean that it was absent as a type of response deployed in union recruitment 
events. Instead, the absence of misrepresentation amongst the vignette re-
sponses gives reason to underscore the importance of studying discursive con-
structions, not only in text and orders of discourses, but also in social events 
and practices. Moreover, I argue that misrepresentation also relates to the sug-
gested union practice of externalisation and ignorance that I observed amongst 
the responses to the Hassan vignette. This relationship highlights the short-
comings of uniform union action, such as job matching, as a means of obtain-
ing substantive representation of workers of migrant background in union 
work, as defined by Pitkin (1967:209): ‘acting in the interest of the repre-
sented, in a manner responsive to them’ (see section 2.1). In order to show 
that, I will therefore re-visit the union event of misrepresentation that appeared 
in a conversation with a Metal H official during my participant observations. 

Both before and after this particular event of misrepresentation that I 
return to, the Metal K official233 in question repeatedly told me that migrant 
background does not matter to their union work. In our conversation he nev-
ertheless accounted for how he only informs ‘white’, ‘ethnic Danes’ about job 
openings when employers request workers with such signifiers. In other 
words, the official explained how the union acts differentially towards work-
ers of migrant background while refuting that such differences have signifi-
cance for the union work. The example connects to the specific union practice 
of ignorance/denial in response to the Hassan vignette, which signified the 
relevance of migration status in terms of class and suggested deployment of 
the uniform action of the union employment service in order to match Hassan 
with a new collective agreement-covered job. The event also connects to the 
ignorance or denial of ethnicised and racialised labour market structures. The 
excerpt starts when the Metal H official and I approach the bike shop we were 
about to visit next. 

Metal H official: Typically, those who wants white mechanics are actually 
non-white owners.  

Mai: Okay. 

Metal H official: And then it is rather peculiar that, had it been a white owner 
who called [us, the union] and said that, then he would almost be a racist. But 

                               
233 Since the official openly describes his own discriminating practices in this excerpt, I have 
chosen not to reveal the official’s pseudonym of ethical reasons. 
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when it is a dark owner who wants a white mechanic, because the white ones 
are best – then it does not sound racist.  

Mai: But is that something you help out with, or what? 

Metal H official: Yeah [hesitant] I guess it is [‘det er det jo’]. It is, because it 
is just like if he says ‘He has to be minimum 30 years old’. Then we do that 
too. Even if you are not allowed to ask for that. 

Mai: Yes, is it// 

Metal H official: You are not allowed to make a distinction// 

Mai: No. I am thinking that// 

Metal H official: But on the other hand, we are also an employment service 
you can say. And if we should be loyal and faithful – well when they [the 
employers] say ‘I need someone who is 30 years old, he has to be white and 
etc.’, then I do not call a dark lady and say: ‘The one down there, he is looking 
for a bike mechanic’. 

Mai: Is that not just as problematic as… Well regardless of what heritage and 
what skin colour and whatever// 

Metal H official: Yes, yes.  

Mai:…that there is someone who asks Metal to get an employee on the basis 
of ethnicity? 

Metal H official: Yes, it is.  

Mai: That is actually illegal, I think. 

Metal H: Well, we look it up in the system and say this shop lacks a bike me-
chanic. But if I accidently know that there is one [bike mechanic] in the net-
work who has what he [the employer’s] describes, then I call that person and 
say: ‘I think you should apply here.’ 

Mai: Yes. 

Metal H official: Because I do not call a dark woman because I know that she 
will not get it [the job]. You see, do you follow? 

(Conversation between workplace visits, Metal H official, 135:21)234 
 
Before the excerpt starts, the union official identified the employer we were 
about to visit as a ‘non-ethnic Dane’ who (in contrast to most employers in the 
Copenhagen bike shops) employs workers across ethnic-racial divisions that 
otherwise prevail in the Copenhagen bike trade (according to the interviewed 
bike mechanics, 155:14). Using the word ‘typically’, the official indicates that 
the racial request is not unique, but emphasises that such requests are mainly 
made by ‘non-white owners’. The official then argues that because the request 

                               
234 Since the official openly describes his own discriminating practices in this excerpt, I have 
chosen not to reveal their pseudonym for ethical reasons and caution.  
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for ‘a white mechanic’ is made by what he refers to as a ‘dark owner’, the 
request ‘does not sound racist’. Had the request been made by ‘a white owner’ 
instead, the official argues, then ‘he would almost be a racist’. In this con-
struction, the official thus signifies racism as applying only to individual white 
people as a personal trait, rather than racism as a social structure and charac-
teristic of action. The official’s mentioning of the anecdote, however, indi-
cates that he senses that actions of racial discrimination can also be performed 
by employers who he signifies as ‘non-white’ and ‘non-ethnic Danes’, or what 
may be referred to as claims of reversed racism. His construction of racism as 
an identity nevertheless hinders him from signifying the non-white employer’s 
request, and his own action to accommodate it, as racial or ethnic discrimina-
tion.  

In the conversation, I problematise the official’s choice to aid employ-
ers (regardless of their racialisation) with what I define as racial discrimina-
tion. This made the official bring up the union employment service to legiti-
mise his actions: ‘But on the other hand it is many times about relationships. 
And now you have a relationship with an employer who is saying that “I only 
want people who have been in the trade as professionals in five years”, for 
example’ (conversation, 135:21). Arguing that in order to provide union mem-
bers with an employment service, the union must be ‘loyal and faithful’ to the 
employers, providing them with employees that match their requirements. 
While this line of argument seems to be in direct conflict with the myth of 
working class solidarity in discourses of class, it makes sense within the in-
dustrial relations discourse of the ‘Danish model’ as a collective agreement 
system that relies on cooperation with employers (see section 2.3.1).  

Since the employer requirements of professional experience usually 
cannot be accommodated by the union as ‘they are usually already employed’, 
the union official seems to suggest that other requirements regarding age, gen-
der and race, are characteristics that the union does try to accommodate (con-
versation, 135:21). The official therefore chooses only to inform ‘white’, (and 
implicitly male) ‘ethnic Danes’ about job openings if the employer makes 
such requirements, because as he says: ‘I do not call a dark woman, because I 
know that she will not get it [the job]’. That the Metal H official signifies 
migrant background as irrelevant for union work, while conforming to labour 
market discrimination in the union job matching service, highlights that this 
form of uniform action is not unaffected by social significations of national, 
ethnic or racial difference. As the reader may remember, the union job service 
was, nevertheless, the last option of uniform action that the union officials 
argued to be unaffected by migration status in the vignette scenario of Hassan. 
The event of misrepresentation of the significance of ethnic/racial signifiers 
in union job matching therefore highlights the shortcoming of uniform union 
actions towards workers who (regardless of their migrant status) are ethicised 
and/or racialised as foreigners by employers. As the only other suggested un-
ion action in the vignette scenario was to wait and hope that Hassan could 
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reposition himself in relation to the state (by attaining permanent residency 
and becoming a citizen) and/or in the labour market (finding a collective 
agreement-covered job and preferably in a bigger workplace), i.e. externalisa-
tion of the acknowledged class problem onto Hassan himself. Moreover, this 
situation left the union without arguments to incentivise Hassan to become a 
union member without self-sacrificing his aim to attain permanent residency 
and citizenship. This finding therefore also supports the multicultural critique 
of universalism and uniform action as a means of obtaining substantive repre-
sentation of workers of migrant background in union work (Pitkin 1967). 

9.3 Main findings 
The analysis undertaken in this chapter is summarised with reference to the 
typology as developed in chapter 7 and 8 (see table 17 and 18). In the first 
section of this chapter, I showed that despite the differences in pre-structured 
properties of the Metal H and 3F K unions (the different characteristics of the 
trades, workers and union members that they represent) and in the officials’ 
organisational roles, many of the union responses to the vignette character 
Hassan were similar, which makes me conceptualise them as part of cross-
union practice. This practice included responses of ignorance/denial in which 
officials expressed that they did not realise that migrant status could affect 
workers in terms of class, coupled with uniform union action that did not give 
importance to migrant status. Responses of (privileged) ignorance/denial may 
also be characterised as colour-blindness, in line with Bonilla-Silva (2010).  

I also found responses of externalisation to be part of a cross-union 
practice. This type of union response (which arose mostly when discussing the 
Aliens Act requirements) was characterised by a signification of migrant dif-
ference as relevant for union work in combination with uniform union action 
that did not address the signified particularities. These responses included the 
expectation that Hassan should prioritise class solidarity over citizenship, 
waiting for Hassan’s migrant status to change before acting, advising the char-
acter Hassan to join the unemployment fund, and/or referring him to the trade 
union job service in order to change his position outside industrial relations 
structures, where the uniform union action did not have effect. In this sense, 
workers like the Hassan character were required to assimilate to the myth of 
the Danish nation – fitting the officials’ construction of a ‘Danish worker’ one 
may say – so as to fit into uniform union action. Together, the cross-union 
practice of ignorance and externalisation may be explained by the pre-struc-
turing properties that the unions share, such as the welfare state setting, public 
discourse and industrial relations (see 2.3 and 2.4).  

In the second section of the chapter, I characterised divergent union re-
sponses as examples of union events, in the sense that they only appeared 
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within one of the two unions. While these responses in some cases (when ob-
served across different roles of authority within the same union) may be ar-
gued to be part of an internal local or federal union practice, they cannot be 
used to argue that they are part of a cross-union practice in Denmark. I char-
acterised the union events in 3F K as internalisation because 3F K officials 
signified the construction of migrant difference to matter for union work and 
accordingly addressed those differences through differentiated union action. 
The differentiated actions included using officials’ own migrant background 
consciously as a basis for building union trust and union work, and offering 
help to workers of migrant background to exercise their rights and navigate 
bureaucracy in languages other than Danish (and English). As previously 
shown in chapter 7 and 8, I also identified a number of other differentiated 
actions deployed by 3F K in responses of internalisation.  

Finally, I did not observe any events of misrepresentation in my analy-
sis of the Hassan vignette, as I did in relation to processes of ethnicisation and 
racialisation in chapter 8. Nevertheless, I argued that the events of misrepre-
sentation in chapter 8 are relevant for the analysis of the vignette responses 
because they relate to the same union work of member recruitment, and/or to 
the suggested actions in the union practice of externalisation. By demonstrat-
ing that not even the union job matching service is unaffected by social signi-
fication of national, ethnic or racial difference and ethnic and/or racial dis-
crimination, I argued that the suggested uniform actions in the vignette re-
sponses come short of providing incentives for workers with migration status, 
not to mention substantive union representation – in particular for those work-
ers who are also constructed as foreign through ethnicisation and/or racialisa-
tion. 

Now that I end the analysis of this thesis, I have shown and analysed a 
number of ways in which workers of migrant background are constructed in 
union text and order of discourses through discourses of nation, class as well 
as industrial relations. Since I claim that the representative work of unions 
(like other forms of social practice) also entails non-semiotic elements, I also 
explored how such constructions of difference are responded to in union 
events and practice in terms of their signification of (ir)relevance for union 
work and the uniform or differentiated action that they were met with. Com-
bining my analysis of the discursive constructions of migrant background with 
my observations of union action in chapter 7 and 8, I successively developed 
a typology of union responses to constructions of migrant difference, which I 
then finally applied in my analysis of the Hassan vignette. In the upcoming 
final chapter, I will discuss my findings and their relevance for research. 
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10. Discussion and conclusions 

In this last chapter, I return to the research question that was stated in the in-
troduction (page 6) and has guided this study: How are workers of migrant 
background constructed in trade union work? The purpose of asking this ques-
tion was to explore how trade unions respond to the growing number of people 
in the labour force who are positioned as insiders to the myth of a working 
class in discourses of class, but as outsiders to the myth of a Danish people in 
discourses of nation. First, I review how the analysis of themes and processes 
by which the union officials constructed workers of migrant background an-
swered the research question. While doing so, the concepts of order of dis-
courses and text make it possible to discriminate between constructions that 
hold organisational prevalence in the social practice of union work across un-
ions and those that do not. Second, I discuss how the typology, which was 
developed successively through the analysis, takes the enquiry a step further 
by characterising how the constructions of national difference were responded 
to both in semiotic and non-semiotic elements of union practice. Moreover, I 
use the typology to show how discursive constructions of workers matter for 
representation as an activity of acting for workers of migrant background in 
substantive ways. Third, I end the chapter with a discussion of the study’s 
contributions to research. 

10.1 Constructions of nation, ethnicity and race matter 
I start by reviewing the ways in which I answered the question: How are work-
ers of migrant background constructed in trade union work? By coding the 
interview material inductively into thematic codes, followed by a deductive 
grouping of these codes into themes that related to the research question, I 
identified language and cultural matters other than language as the overall 
qualitative themes through which workers were constructed as insiders or out-
siders to an imagined Danish nation through processes of ethnicisation and 
racialisation. In these constructions, union officials deployed signifiers central 
to myths of nation, ethnicity and race which are closely interrelated in dis-
course, as argued in chapter 4.  

First and foremost, chapter 6 demonstrated how union officials differ-
entiate between workers and construct migrant background using signifiers of 
language and discourses of nation. Across the different union organisations, 
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organisational positionality, gender and (lack of) migration experiences, I 
found that signifiers of language were the most acceptable and common way 
of constructing workers of migrant background as different from the myth of 
the Danish nation. In other words, the order of discourses in cross-trade union 
practice in Denmark avail signifiers of language for signification.  

The ways in which workers deviated from the national norm of vernac-
ular of Danish were predominantly constructed as problems. These problems 
were partly signified as burdens for the union officials themselves, and partly 
as a risk of additional labour exploitation and domination of workers of mi-
grant background. Language problems not only pertained to spoken lan-
guages, but also to the proficiency and accent in these languages, as well as to 
the proficiency in discourses of industrial relations and law. Only when Dan-
ish was mastered like natives were additional languages considered assets to 
union work. Otherwise, when Danish was not demonstrably close to perfect, 
languages other than Danish were constructed as signifiers of a potentially 
burdensome inadequacy. This means that language skills were not automati-
cally signified as assets to union work, which is odd considering that an in-
creasing number of languages are spoken by union members and workers in 
Denmark more generally. By contrast, languages could also be imagined and 
organised as a shared asset for the benefit of all union members.  

Language problems were not only constructed by the union officials, 
but also by employers, managers and the workers themselves who communi-
cated such problems to the union officials. Across union and trade differences, 
the union officials re-constructed language problems by drawing on dis-
courses of class, and they signified language differences as relevant for union 
work, for example pointing out how the lack of Danish and English led to 
employer dependency, increased workplace exploitation and domination, and 
increased risk of work injuries (see section 7.3). Accordingly, language prob-
lems were internalised as issues that the unions responded to with differenti-
ated action, legitimised with arguments of a multicultural character. The com-
prehensiveness of the differentiated actions that responded to problems of lan-
guage varied greatly, though. As a minimum, both unions made use of inter-
preters and translation of union information to at least some degree, while 3F 
K made use of more comprehensive initiatives, including local union language 
groups, Danish training as part of local collective agreements, practical train-
ing in discourses of industrial relations and law, and deploying non-Danish 
language skills of their own union officials.  

In both unions, the responsibility for solving problems of language 
were, although less so, also put on the workers themselves and thus external-
ised from the core union work. This was the case when officials did not aid 
non-Danish (and English) speaking workers with labour-related problems be-
cause of their language (see section 7.3). 
 
In chapter 7, I demonstrated how cultural matters other than language were 
also used as signifiers in the construction of national difference. Significations 
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not only differentiated between the foreign and the myth of the Danish nation, 
but also between European and non-European/non-western/Middle Eastern 
migrant backgrounds. Here, ethnicisation and racialisation of cultural expres-
sions and bodily appearances were used to construct non-European/non-west-
ern migrant backgrounds in particular. In contrast to language, these matters 
were taboo and rarely talked about, particularly not amongst the union offi-
cials from Metal H.  

Although union officials from both unions constructed workers of mi-
grant background as looking and acting in particular ways that were different 
from the myth of the Danish nation, ethnic and racial differences were only 
signified to matter for union work by officials from 3F K. For example, 3F K 
officials acknowledged the existence of racism and ethnic/racial discrimina-
tion within the cleaning trade and in Danish society overall, and they empha-
sised the importance of the union and its officialdom reflecting the cultural 
and bodily diversity of its members (see section 8.2.3 and appendix 13). 3F K 
officials also signified ethnic differences constructed as ‘non-European’, 
‘non-western’ or ‘Middle Eastern’ as potentially having a negative impact on 
the union work by disrespecting the organisational authority of female union 
officials (see section 8.2.1). In Metal H, the officials instead signified con-
structions of ethnic and racial differences as irrelevant for union work in terms 
of class. 

The union officials’ ethnicisation and racialisation of workers of mi-
grant background differed between Eastern European and non-European/non-
western migrant categories. Migrant background was generally constructed as 
cheap labour, exploited labour and dominated labour, and as workers who 
lacked or misplaced knowledge, and who were fearful of and obedient to au-
thorities. Eastern European background was constructed as particularly mo-
bile and threatening in terms of undercutting collectively agreed wage levels 
and working conditions or as replacing workers constructed as Danish. Work-
ers of non-western migrant background were constructed in terms of having 
certain types of employment and labour market positions (self-employed, un-
skilled or autodidactic work, unattractive jobs (because of low-wage, low sta-
tus, and/or precarious employment conditions)), and being especially em-
ployer-dependent. Relating the normalisation of such class positionalities to 
previous research (see section 3.3), they may also be conceptualised as subor-
dinated inclusion (Mulinari and Neergaard 2004) (see section 3.3.1). In con-
trast to Eastern European backgrounds, signifiers of non-European and/or 
non-western migrant background were, moreover, signified in terms of reli-
gion and gender which, in those constructions, were made to explain not only 
passive and obedient worker action, but also careless and violent action. Taken 
together, these constructions reproduced and cemented already established 
ethnicised and racialised hierarchies of workers, prevalent in political and 
public discourse in Denmark, i.e. placing native Danes over workers of mi-
grant background and workers of Eastern European background over workers 
of non-western background.  
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Cultural signifiers were used to construct class positionality in various 
ways. When union officials mentioned other actors (e.g. employers, managers, 
customers and politicians), assigning cultural signifiers to workers, union of-
ficials identified and characterised the workers’ class positionality as out-
comes of processes of ethnicisation. An example of this is cross-union official 
Maksym, who signified the societal ethnicisation of workers of Polish back-
ground as ‘cheap labour’ to explain wage discrimination (see section 8.1.2). 
By contrast, when union officials deployed cultural signifiers themselves to 
construct the class positionality of workers of migrant background, they used 
signifiers of culture as causes, thereby ethnicising class positionality. An ex-
ample of this is 3F K official Susanne’s signification of the veil as means of 
explaining unemployment (see section 8.1.2). Relating such constructs to pre-
vious research (see section 3.3), they may also be conceptualised as frames of 
naturalisation (in which racial inequality is explained away as a natural out-
come of processes of preference (Bonilla-Silva 2010:31–32)); or cultural rac-
ism (which construct cultural difference as rationale for justifying racial ine-
quality (Bonilla-Silva 2010:39–45)). 
 
In chapter 8, the analysis focused on the union responses to the vignette sce-
nario of the Hassan character. The vignette integrated both factual conditions 
of the Danish Aliens Act that affect the labour market position of workers with 
migration status, and central signifiers of class, nation, ethnicity and race (that 
I explored in chapter 6 and 7 and that had already come to my attention during 
my participant observations). The vignette allowed me to explore how union 
officials respond to prevalent constructions of difference (orders of discourse) 
both through signification of difference (union practice in its semiotic ele-
ments) and forms of action (non-semiotic elements of union practice, that is, 
what observed, past and/or suggested actions the union officials deployed). 
Said differently, the vignette scenario allowed me to go beyond describing the 
union order of discourses in the construction of workers of migrant back-
ground and explore how signifiers central to the order of discourses were re-
sponded to with action. First, I observed how union officials responded to the 
scenario with signification and action. I then explored how they legitimised 
their response. Furthermore, the vignette enabled me to compare union re-
sponses systematically across different pre-structuring properties, including 
trade characteristics, union affiliation, organisational position, gender, and 
(lacking) experiences of migration and national belonging, since they were 
asked to respond to the same scenario. I identified union responses that con-
verged across the different properties that pre-structure the union work of 
Metal H and 3F K in the two trades, and, using the terminology of Fairclough, 
I characterised these convergent responses as union practice.  

Using the typology that I developed in chapter 6 and 7, I characterised 
the union practice as responses of ignorance and externalisation. In responses 
of ignorance, uniform union action was proposed/deployed and signifiers of 
national difference were signified as irrelevant in terms of class, until I pointed 
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them out. The union officials legitimised this type of response with reference 
to a lack of knowledge. In responses of externalisation, union officials instead 
signified constructions of national difference as relevant for union work in 
terms of class, but nevertheless proposed/deployed uniform union action. This 
response was legitimised by constructing the positionality of the vignette char-
acter Hassan as beyond the scope or reach of union responsibility, competen-
cies, or organisational resources. 

I also identified divergent union responses, which I conceptualised as 
events since they did not appear across pre-structuring properties of trade un-
ion affiliation, organisational role and trade. I characterised the union events 
as internalisation and misrepresentation. The responses of internalisation only 
appeared amongst 3F K officials and cross-union official Maksym. The dif-
ferentiated actions included deploying the officials’ own experiences of mi-
gration to build trust and identification, establishing language clubs, organis-
ing union training in English, using signifiers of ethnic and racial difference 
in union symbols and adornment, and including the political issue of residency 
requirement for unemployment benefit on a Labour Day banner, although it 
pertains specifically to the subgroup of workers of migrant background. Le-
gitimating differentiated action, the union officials deployed arguments simi-
lar to multiculturalism. I also identified a few responses of misrepresentation 
which only appeared amongst Metal H officials, although not in response to 
the vignette, but in responses that occurred during my participant observa-
tions. Here action of racial discrimination was deployed in union employment 
service on the basis of the ethnicised and racialised constructions of differ-
ence, while these differences were signified as irrelevant in terms of class and 
union work (see section 8.2.2). 

While the findings of cross-union practice may be explained by national 
structures, union events that diverge from this practice may not. Divergent 
union events instead have to be explained by intranational conditions such as 
union history and/or organisation, characteristics of the union officialdom, 
constituency and/or the represented trades. Similarly, union order of dis-
courses that is characterised by ignorance (or denial) and externalisation may 
be explained by prevalent colour-blindness and Nordic exceptionalism in the 
national public and political discourse in Denmark (as characterised in section 
2.4.2), but union texts that diverge from the order of discourses may not. 
Moreover, it is interesting that the cross-union order of discourses seems to 
vary between the topic of language (which drew on multicultural arguments) 
and the topic of cultural matters other than language (which drew on univer-
salist arguments).  

Union text that diverges from the union order of discourses, and events 
that diverge from union practice are especially interesting for questions of un-
ion change. In the next section, I will discuss how the typology of signification 
and action can be of help in characterising convergent trade union practice and 
diverging union events, as well as in differentiating between union practice 
and its order of discourses.  
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10.2 Constructions of difference and union practice  
According to my critical realist position and Fairclough’s theorisation of so-
cial practice as comprising both semiotic and non-semiotic elements, action 
in concrete union events cannot be presumed to reflect the construction and 
signification of text – not even if the text aligns with the prevalent order of 
discourse (as elaborated on in chapter 4). The relationship between discourse 
and non-semiotic elements of action needs to be established through observa-
tion, which I have done through ethnographic methods. In addition to the char-
acterisation of whether and how differences (that were assigned to workers of 
migrant background) were signified as relevant for union work, I therefore 
also characterised how these significations related to elements of union prac-
tice that cannot be reduced to semiosis alone. To systematise these relation-
ships, I constructed a two-by-two typology of signification and action that to-
gether produces four ideal types.235 The columns of the typology characterise 
the semiotic aspect of whether or not national, ethnic and racial differences 
assigned to workers were re-constructed in terms of class and signified to mat-
ter for union work. By contrast, the rows of the typology characterise whether 
union action236 addresses the differences constructed in text and/or order of 
discourses with uniform or differentiated action.  

Table 21: Typology of responses to constructions of migrant difference 

 Signification  

Relevant Irrelevant 

A
ct

io
n 

Uniform 1. Externalisation 2. Ignorance/denial 

Differentiated 
 

3. Internalisation 
 

4. Misrepresentation 

 
As the analytical chapters showed, migrant background was constructed as 
different from the imagined Danish nation with regard to language, other cul-
tural aspects of being, acting and knowing, as well as to bodily appearance. 
With regard to the topic of language, these differences were signified to matter 
in terms of class and to trade union practice across differences in pre-struc-
tured conditions such as union affiliation or organisational position. Within 

                               
235 In line with Max Weber’s conceptualisation of ideal types, the ideal types in the typology 
should be understood as abstractions of the complexities of the social world, which help us to 
approximate social reality, not mirror it in its totality (Parkin 2002:28). 
236 Actions include my observations of union action in participant observations, the interview-
ees’ recollections of past actions, and the imagined actions that the interviewees’ proposed for 
the vignette situation. 
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the theme of language, it can therefore be said that the order of discourses 
availed discursive resources to construct a variety of language differences and 
signify them in terms of class and trade union relevance. Whether or not the 
constructed differences were responded to with differentiated action, how-
ever, varied across and within unions, which underscores the importance of 
not equalling semiotics with social action. While language was signified as 
important in terms of class and trade union work in the order of discourse, this 
signification was accompanied by both uniform and differentiating forms of 
action, resulting in externalisation and internalisation, respectively. The way 
that the order of discourse legitimised union practice of internalisation and 
externalisation drew strength from multicultural lines of argument, such that 
the representation of class interest demanded attention to cultural differences. 
Within the topic of language, I did not find examples of union text that di-
verged from the order of discourse by signifying language differences as ir-
relevant to union work.  

Within the topic of cultural matters other than language, the order of 
discourses availed discursive resources of nation, ethnicity and race to con-
struct cultural differences through processes of ethnicisation and racialisation. 
These differences were in turn signified as both relevant and irrelevant in 
terms of class and trade union work. The social practice that appeared across 
pre-structured conditions of union affiliation and organisational position were 
characterised as externalisation and ignorance/denial, as already mentioned. 
In contrast to the topic of language, I identified social events within the topic 
of culture which diverged from the cross-union practice. The diverging events 
were characterised as internalisation and misrepresentation, as I have also il-
lustrated above.  

As demonstrated, the typology helps to highlight the importance of an-
alysing both the semiotic and non-semiotic elements of social events and so-
cial practice. It may be used to as a tool to identify and differentiate between 
pre-structuring properties of the meso-level of social practice and orders of 
discourse and the micro-level of social events and texts. The typology also 
helps characterise and compare union events and union practice across dis-
similar constructions of difference. The typology therefore makes it possible 
to point out that, within the topic of language, union practice in Metal H and 
3F K relied on internalisation and externalisation, while the union practice that 
related to cultural matters other than language (including ethnicisation and ra-
cialisation) was instead characterised by externalisation, ignorance/denial and 
misrepresentation.  

While the converging responses characterise the prevalent cross-union 
practice in two influential local unions in Denmark, the divergent responses 
shed light on the available alternatives. Within the topic of language, there 
does not seem to be an existent alternative in this sample to the signification 
of language differences as relevant for union work. In other words, the order 
of discourses seems rather stable. The use of both uniform and differentiated 
union action, however, indicates that union practice is inconsistent with the 
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order of discourses. In addition, the use of differentiated action greatly varied 
in its comprehensiveness across Metal H and 3F K. 

Within the topic of other cultural matters (including ethnicisation and 
racialisation), the order of discourse is less stable, as constructions of ethni-
cised and racialised differences were signified both as relevant and irrelevant 
to union work. By contrast, union action was predominantly uniform in char-
acter, resulting in ignorant/denying and externalising cross-union practice. 
Union events of internalisation and misrepresentation nevertheless challenge 
this practice within the individual union of 3F K and Metal H, respectively, 
pointing to potentials of union change.  

My identification of divergent union events and texts not only relates to 
Metal H or 3F K exclusively, but also to particular characteristics of union 
officials and/or their organisation position. It was, in particular, 3F K officials 
with lived experience of migration and ethnicisation and/or racialisation as 
foreign who signified these experiences as relevant for the union’s ability to 
create identification and trustful relationships with workers of migrant back-
ground. It was also 3F K officials of migrant background who demonstrated 
most knowledge of the Aliens Act’s impact on class positionality. Officials 
who were constructed as Danish and expressed similar views conveyed that 
they had learned about this impact from people with lived experience of mi-
gration. This finding indicates that workers of migrant background are likely 
to hold important knowledge and lived experiences that can transform union 
responses of ignorance into externalisation or internalisation. That the diver-
gent response of internalisation (to cultural matters other than language) only 
appeared in 3F K therefore seems to relate to the characteristics of the offi-
cialdom and membership base. By contrast, none of the officials in Metal H 
who participated in the study could be constructed as being of migrant back-
ground.237 Only Metal H representatives and activists at the workplace level 
signified constructions of ethnic and racial difference as having relevance for 
the union work with regard to cultural matters other than language (beyond 
offering non-pork dietary alternatives at union gatherings). However, they ar-
gued that they lacked knowledge, organisational means and personal motiva-
tion to act on these issues. The diverging response of misrepresentation in 
Metal H might therefore also be related to the characteristics of the absence of 
officialdom of migrant background and what I assume (due to the lack of pub-
licly accessible mapping) continues to be a smaller share of workers of mi-
grant background in the Metal H membership base.  

                               
237 In Metal H, I only met one person whose name and bodily attributes could be constructed as 
foreign through ethnicisation and racialisation. This person was, however, only an intern and 
held neither a permanent nor representative role. Beside that, I only met one activist in the bike 
mechanic trade of migrant background, who I observed participate in the BMTC more than 
once. I came to know that thise person was of migrant background through other participants 
since I myself ethnicised and racialised him as being of Danish background. This person did 
not volunteer to participate in an interview.  
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10.2.1 Signification of difference, differentiated action and trade 
union representation 
By answering and discussing the research question that guided this study, I 
have explored the signifying aspect of representation in which language is 
used to construct and signify workers of migrant background in trade union 
work in Denmark. In other words, I have focused on the semiotic aspects of 
trade union representation. In the introduction of the thesis, I argued that my 
exploration would also offer an argument of how semiotics matters for repre-
sentation in terms of action. The typology offers such an argument in that it 
relates the signification of differences constructed in language to action char-
acterised as differential and universal. However, this argument can be devel-
oped by showing how these types of responses relate to representation as it is 
primarily understood in the context of trade unionism: as a conduct of ‘acting 
for’ workers of different backgrounds. 

To offer an argument that fulfils this aim, I return to Pitkin’s examina-
tion of the idea of substantive representation in political life (see section 2.1). 
According to Pitkin, the idea of substantive representation in political life re-
fers to an activity of ‘acting in the interest of the represented, in a manner 
responsive to them’ (1967:209). How can we conceive of the different types 
of union events and practice in relation to the idea of substantive representa-
tion? In externalisation, differences assigned to workers of migrant back-
ground are signified as relevant in terms of class discourses, but the responsi-
bility for solving the problems they entail are nevertheless externalised to ac-
tors other than the trade union. This type of action can therefore not be char-
acterised as substantive representation because the union does not act for the 
workers whose class position is affected by national, ethnic and racial con-
structions of differences.  

The second type of response is characterised by the either ignorance or 
denial of the impact that the constructions of national, ethnic and racial differ-
ences have on workers’ class positionality. This ignorance/denial is particu-
larly aided by an absence of union officials who have such lived experience 
themselves and/or have learned from workers with such experience. Ignoring 
or denying that constructions of national, ethnic and racial differences matter 
in trade unionism and/or other social practices that impact on class position-
ality, does not, of course, alter the fact that such constructions have an influ-
ence. The denial or privileged ignorance of ethnicised and/or racialised class 
effects therefore has the effect of reinforcing those nationalised/ethnicised/ra-
cialised class effects by hiding their influence from discourse. While the de-
nial or privileged ignorance of these effects can be said to draw strength from 
discourses of post-racism and Nordic exceptionalism, which place racism in 
the past or outside the Nordic welfare states, respectively (Goldberg 2015; 
Keskinen, Unnur Dís Skaptadóttir, and Toivanen 2019), the uniform action 
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draws its meaning and legitimacy from discourses of universalism and colour-
blindness (Bonilla-Silva 2010).  

The third type of response – internalisation – may be characterised as 
substantive representation. By acknowledging how constructions of national, 
ethnic and racial difference impact on class positionality and acting in ways 
that take such differences into account, the union acts in the interests of the 
represented. The ways in which internalisation was made sense of resemble 
arguments of multiculturalism. Whether such internalising responses were 
conducted well and in a manner responsive to ethnicised and racialised work-
ers varies and relates to questions of internal union democracy and organisa-
tion, as well as to resources. Here, I found that the traditional union meeting 
forms and culture may not be sufficient or appropriate to reach, engage and 
give voice to workers and members of migrant background. As pointed out by 
the workplace-based representative George, the facilitation of spaces of trust 
and communication which can make ‘words flow’ is important if unions want 
to achieve those things. He also underscored the importance of those voices 
being heard up through the organisation ‘so that the issues can reach to the 
top, because sometimes it happens like this, it dies just [like that] at the bottom 
level’ (see section 7.5). Maintaining voice even proved difficult for some 
workplace-based bike mechanic activists of Danish background when disa-
greeing with the leadership. 

Based on the analysed material, internalisation seems to be the only 
type of response which can qualify as substantive representation, but it is cru-
cial not to equate the two. The reason is that internalisation of problems of 
difference may also lead to action against the interests of the represented 
and/or be conducted in a manner that is not responsive to the represented. The 
problem constructions of reversed racism exemplify this (see section 9.2.2). 
In such instances, racial or cultural (religious) differences were constructed as 
a problem for nationals (including union officials and employers) who could 
be (imagined to be) falsely accused of racist actions by ethnicised or racialised 
workers. In this way, racist action was assigned to workers who expressed 
their experience of racialisation or racism (‘drawing the race card’), and con-
structed as a problem for the union. Internalisation of problems as ‘reversed 
racism’ can therefore be characterised as acting against the interest of ethni-
cised and racialised workers, and definitely not in a manner that responds to 
them or their experience. It is therefore imperative to explore what differ-
ence(s) it is that are internalised, and whether and how they are constructed as 
a problem in terms of class and not of nation.  

The fourth type of responses – misrepresentation – as it appeared in this 
material, not only fails as a form of substantive representation, but is also ac-
tion taken against the interests of those who are constructed as different. Here, 
I found that union work may actively produce ethnic and/or racial discrimina-
tion by denying that constructions of national/ethnic/racial difference have a 
significant negative influence on workers while acting in differentiated ways 
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in response to those very differences, as demonstrated in the example of em-
ployment service (see section 8.2.2). Misrepresentation therefore seems to be 
a type of response that actively tries to legitimise acts against the interests of 
workers constructed as different.  

10.3 Contributions and further research 
Last, but not least, I want to characterise the academic contributions of this 
thesis. By applying elements of Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis and 
theory of nation, ethnicity and race to the research on trade unions in a Nordic 
welfare state setting, this thesis contributes both to studies of trade unions and 
to the research fields of nation, ethnicity and race. In the research field of race 
and ethnicity, I argue, that studies of the constructions of nation, ethnicity and 
race are conspicuous by their absence in the context of trade unions in Nordic 
welfare states (with the important exceptions of Mulinari and Neergaard 2004; 
Wrench 2004). The focus on the Nordic welfare state setting is particularly 
relevant for two reasons. The first is because trade unions in this context are 
highly institutionalised as welfare state actors and play a crucial role in labour 
market regulation and even have influence on social policy (through support 
of political parties and participation in tri-party negotiations (see section 2.3)). 
Second, the Nordic welfare state setting is relevant because it is predominantly 
portrayed as exceptional when it comes to social equality. This study critically 
appraises the question of trade unions’ role in reproducing racialised inequal-
ity (through both differential and uniform action) of workers of migrant back-
ground, providing rich material through which it is shown that the myth of the 
nation plays an important role in trade union practice. Based on these findings, 
I argue that the focus on trade unions is of particular importance for analysing 
how ethnic and racial class inequalities are both produced and reproduced, and 
sometimes challenged, in the setting of trade unions in Nordic welfare states.  

While the present study focused on constructions of workers at the join-
ing discourses of class, nation, ethnicity and race, the constructions of workers 
of both migrant and Danish background also involved aspects of gender and, 
to some extent, age. This was noticeable in my analysis of contemporary con-
structions of both the foreign and the Danish worker, as well as in the history 
of trade unionism in Denmark. While I saw reason to focus on the distinct 
discursive paradox found in union discourses of class and nation in this study 
(due to increasing migration-driven diversification of working populations 
and rising nationalism and protectionism sentiments in Europe), future re-
search might broaden the study of discoursive constructions of workers in un-
ion work, by exploring the constructions of ‘workers’ per se (rather than work-
ers of migrant background exclusively). In an open-ended intersectional ap-
proach all kinds of differences and their significations could give more atten-
tion to aspects such as gender, age, sexuality and ability, for example. Such 
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work may be advanced by using the typology developed in this thesis to com-
pare a number of intersectional constructs and the union responses to them 
both in their semiotic and non-semiotic elements. 

Although the contribution of this thesis is not primarily of theoretical 
character, it does provide the theoretical argument that a combination of 
Barthes’ semiotic theory of the myth and Fairclough’s theorisation of power 
relations of language in social practice can be used to complement each other 
and provide a better analysis of social reality. This argument relates to more 
fundamental sociological debates about how to understand and theorise the 
interrelationship between agency and structure, as well as between sayings 
and doings. On the one hand Fairclough theorises the organisational structures 
and power relations between significations at the micro, meso and macro 
level, which Barthes’ theory of the myth does not. Fairclough’s theorisation 
of the organisational differences that produce power relations in language can 
therefore be used to explain why and how some myths are stabilised through 
discourse while others are not. On the other hand Barthes’ conceptualisation 
of the myth as a second order of meaning-making, can improve and qualify 
Fairclough’s concept of discourse, which is left vaguely defined. 

Moreover, the present thesis contributes to research on trade unions 
(which is mainly found in the research field of industrial relations) by empha-
sising the importance of semiotics and discourse for trade union practice. 
While previous industrial relations research has indeed pointed to the im-
portance of the discursive environment for trade union identity and action 
(Hyman 2001b, 2004; Marino, Penninx, and Roosblad 2015), discursive pro-
cesses in trade union work have mainly been studied through written texts or 
carefully directed messages associated with specific union campaigns or 
newsletters. By contrast, this study offers new insights into discursive power 
relations in day-to-day union practice in Denmark, in which validity is 
strengthened by a research design that cuts across different trades and union 
organisations.  

The findings of the study also contribute to the study of industrial rela-
tions in Denmark by casting light on the discursive aspects of trade union work 
and how processes of commodification are entangled with migration regimes. 
The thesis not only shows how workers of migrant background are constructed 
in trade union work in Denmark, but also how these constructions simultane-
ously produce constructions of ‘the Danish worker’, showing that class and 
trade union practice are intertwined with constructions of nation, ethnicity and 
race. Moreover, the study shows how exclusionary union practices of igno-
rance/denial and misrepresentation are made meaningful and legitimised by 
drawing on discourses of nation, colour-blind universalism and Nordic excep-
tionalism, which dominates public and political discourse in Denmark.  

The thesis also contributes to the ongoing debate about trade union re-
vitalisation within the research field of industrial relations. The industrial re-
lations research reviewed for this study, predominantly focuses on interna-
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tional differences and national path dependencies of union action and its out-
comes. The intranational focus of the current study instead highlights the con-
flicting understandings and practices of trade unions within the same state and 
industrial relations setting. While acknowledging the importance of pre-struc-
tured properties of the industrial relations and public and political discourse 
of states, the findings of diverging union responses in this study cannot be 
explained by national factors. Instead, my findings hint at supra- and intrana-
tional factors of labour market segmentation, discursive frames, and (lack of ) 
descriptive representation of workers of migrant background in union constit-
uency and union officialdom, as pre-structuring properties that also further or 
impede different types of union practice. Because labour market segmentation 
shapes the characteristics of the workers that populate different trades and, in 
effect, the trade unions that represent them, I suggest that trade unions that 
represent low-skilled, low-wage, low-status trades composed of female and 
migrant workers are more likely to respond with internalisation of an inclu-
sionary character than trade unions representing skilled workers in trades com-
posed of male workers who are predominantly constructed as nationals. As 
pointed out by several of the 3F K officials, if they did not succeed in union-
ising and engaging workers of migrant background, they would simply not be 
able to survive as a union. Similarly, Metal H officials argued that they did 
not need to respond to workers of migrant background in specific ways, since 
they were said to be few within the trades that Metal represents as a whole.  

Finally, the findings of this thesis contribute to another aspect of the 
debate on trade union revitalisation. While previous research suggests that the 
unions working consciously to integrate ideas of ‘organizing’ are inclined to 
respond to workers of migrant background in inclusive ways, this is not what 
I found in this study. I found that externalisation, ignorance/denial and mis-
representation of differences assigned to workers of migrant background were 
predominant amongst the union officials in Metal H who embraced trade un-
ion revitalisation ideas and pronounced them to be successful in terms of 
member recruitment. The success (acknowledged at both congress and general 
assembly meetings) was understood both in terms of active engagement at the 
workplace level and in an increase in trade union memberships. With regard 
to the inclusion of workers of migrant background, I argue (based on the ar-
gument that universalist action is inadequate for substantive representation of 
workers of migrant background) that this membership improvement was ac-
complished at the cost of lacking inclusion, and sometimes even active exclu-
sion of workers of migrant background (e.g. constructing workers of migrant 
background as threats to be united against). The implementation of revitalisa-
tion ideas of ‘organizing’, in a Nordic welfare state setting, such as Denmark, 
might therefore just as well further national protectionism and the myth of the 
Danish nation, as it may further the myth of a class-based working class in-
clusive and substantively representative of workers of migrant background.  
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Explanations 

Alternative  
employee  
organisation 

(Alternativ lønmodtagerorganisation, or gul fagforening) An 
employee organisation that, in contrast to traditional trade un-
ions, does not acknowledge a fundamental conflict of interests 
between employers and employees and that is not part of a con-
federation or the centralised collective bargaining system. In ef-
fect they have no or very few collective agreements and when 
they do, they might prohibit collective conflict action such as 
strike, blockage and boycott. In addition, they seldom have rep-
resentatives at workplace level, and they do not contribute to the 
collective bargaining system, in terms of contributions to strike 
funds or by creating, improving or expanding collective agree-
ment coverage. For the same reason, alternative employee or-
ganisations offer cheaper membership fees than traditional trade 
unions. Moreover, they claim political independence and do not 
support any political party. Alternative employee organisations 
have had a significant increase in memberships since the 1990s 
and represent 11 percent of the workforce in 2018, compared to 
just below 4 percent in 2000. As of 31 December 2019, Kristelig 
Fagforening was the biggest alternative employee organisation 
in Denmark and even surpassed the traditional union federation 
of Dansk Metal in membership numbers.238 

Cartel (Kartel) An association of trade unions with the purpose of cre-
ating and renewing collective agreement with employers. Car-
tels are a way of acting collectively on the basis of a particular 
profession, trade or sector as an alternative of industrial unions. 
Cartels are more loose associations than the trade union federa-
tions who are members of the cartels since the right of collective 
bargaining lies with the former although it can be transferred to 
the cartel. CO-Industry is an example of a cartel that has the right 
to bargain collectively with several trade union federations 
within the industry since 1912. In the 1980’s and 1990’s LO in-
itiated a number of additional cartels such as the BAT-cartel 
within construction and wood work and the HTS-cartel within 
Commerce, Transport and Service, for example.239 

                               
238 For further details, see FAOS: https://faos.ku.dk/arbejdsmarkedets-begreber/de-gule/, 
viewed 15 March 2021; Statistics Denmark, database LONMED3; and Arnholtz and Nav-
rbjerg (2021:13). 
239 According to Rüdiger and Scheuer: https://denstoredanske.lex.dk/kartel_-_sammenslut-
ning_af_fagforbund, viewed 15 March 2021. 
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CO-Industry (Centralorganisation af industriarbejdere i Danmark, CO-indus-
tri) A national labour bargaining cartel in Denmark, as well as 
the first such cartel. It was founded under the name of the Cen-
tral Organisationen of Metal Workers (CO-Metal) in 1912. The 
cartel today comprises nine union federation members, includ-
ing Dansk Metal and 3F. CO-Industri negotiates the central col-
lective agreements Industriens Overenskomst and Industriens 
Funktionæroverenskomst on behalf of its member federations 
vis-à-vis the employer side Dansk Industri (DI). These two col-
lective agreements cover the majority of the wage earners within 
the industries in Denmark. The chairperson for CO-Industry at 
the time of writing is the chairperson for Dansk Metal, Claus 
Jensen. 

Confederation (Centralorganisation) A peak association of national trade un-
ions – not just a bargaining cartel or loose federation of unions 
in preparation for merger.240 

Construction 
Trades’ Coopera-
tion 

(Byggefagenes Samvirke) A cross-union organisation within the 
construction trades in Denmark that works to handle tasks which 
cannot be handled by individual trade unions on their own. Some 
of its focus areas are unionisation, working environment, social 
dumping and apprenticeships. The member organisations are: 
3F Construction, Soil and Environment, 3F HøjeTåstrup, 3F Ka-
strup and Surroundings, 3F Mølleåen, 3F Storkøbenhavn Nord-
vest, 3F Vestegnen, Dansk El-forbund I Storkøbenhavn, Maler-
nes Fagforening I Storkøbenhavn, Metal Hovedstaden, Rør- og 
Blikenslagernes Fagforening og Stilladsarbejdernes branche-
klub af 1920.  

Craft union A trade union that typically represents workers on the basis of a 
particular craft or skill set and derives power from their control 
over the supply of skilled labour through licensing and appren-
ticeship arrangements.241 

Closed shop A closed shop refers to the legal arrangement whereby an em-
ployer agrees to only hire union members and demand that the 
employees must remain union members at all times in order to 
remain employed, as part of the collective agreement with a 
trade union.242 Closed shops no longer exist in Denmark as of 
2006 after the European Court of Human Rights decision of a 
court case against the Danish state. The decision was ratified by 
the Danish state the same year.243  

                               
240 According to Ebbinghaus and Visser (2000:13). 
241 Encyclopedia Britannica: https://www.britannica.com/topic/craft-union, viewed 9 February 
2021. 
242 Encyclopaedia Britannica: https://www.britannica.com/topic/closed-shop, viewed 16 April 
2019.  
243 Statutory order LBK no. 424: https://www.retsinformation.dk/eli/lta/2006/424, viewed 20 
November 2020. 
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Conciliation Board (Forligsinstitutionen) Established in 1910 and has the role of as-
sisting in conflicts which concern contradictory interests in the 
labour market. Such conflicts occur legally when collective 
agreements expire and are to be renewed (see social truce), and 
when demands are made to form a collective agreement in an 
area without a previous collective agreement. The purpose of the 
Conciliation Board is to attain renewal of expired collective 
agreements without industrial conflicts.244 

Danish Industry (Dansk Industri, DI) The biggest employer association in Den-
mark. It formally represents employers in eight trade collectives: 
Construction, Energy, Digital, Food, Counselors, Transport, 
Service and the Sales Conference.245  

Danish Trade  
Union  
Confederation 

(Fagbevægelsens Hovedorganisation, FH) Founded through the 
fusion of LO and FTF on 1 January 2019. The confederation 
represents approximately 1.5 million union members and is the 
biggest confederation of wage earners in Denmark. 

Educational grant (Uddannelseshjælp) A social benefit that apply to residents of 
Denmark under the age of 30, who do not have a vocational ed-
ucation, and who cannot provide for themselves and their family 
by themselves or others.246 

General union A general union is defined as a union with a broad membership 
base of both unskilled and semi-skilled workers that does not 
have clear sector boundaries.247 

Integration  
Benefits 

(Integrationsydelse) A social benefit that was introduced in 2015 
and applied to immigrants and citizens who have recided in Den-
mark in less than seven out of the last eight years. The benefit 
resembles that of the Start Help Benefit, which existed between 
2002 and 2012. Since then this benefit has been renamed to Self-
Support and Repatriation Benefit or Transition Benefit.248 

Minimal wage  
system 

(Minimallønssystemet) The minimal wage system does not refer 
to a national state set minimum wage. The latter does not exist 
in Denmark. The minimal wage system in Denmark refers to the 
central collective agreements which set a minimum wage for all 
workers covered by a collective agreement but allows for further 
wage increases to be negotiated at the local level. 

                               
244 The Conciliation Board: http://www.forligsinstitutionen.dk/, viewed 16 September 2017. 
245 Danish Industry: https://www.danskindustri.dk/brancher/, viewed 16 April 2019. 
246 For further details, see: https://www.borger.dk/arbejde-dagpenge-ferie/Dagpenge-kon-
tanthjaelp-og-sygedagpenge/Kontanthjaelp/Kontanthjaelp-under-30-uden-uddannelse, viewed 
15 March 2021. 
247 According to Ebbinghaus and Visser (2000:13). 
248 For further details, see: https://www.borger.dk/arbejde-dagpenge-ferie/dagpenge-kon-
tanthjaelp-og-sygedagpenge/kontanthjaelp/integrationsydelse, viewed 15 March 2021. 
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Normal wage  
system 

(Normallønssystemet) The second wage system in Denmark and 
refers to the collective agreements in which the wages are agreed 
at the central bargaining level. 

Professional  
secretary 

(Faglig sekretær) Professional secretaries do representative 
work in trade unions and can legally represent union members 
vis-à-vis employers, in case processing of professional, organi-
sational and political character. Other common tasks include 
member recruitment, workplace visits, local bargaining, and 
signing of local collective agreements. Professional secretaries 
are typically recruited by local union leadership as full-time un-
ion employees and they often have experience in representative 
work at the workplace level. 

Rehabilitation  
Benefit 

(Revalidering) A social benefit that apply to residents of Den-
mark who undergo the activation program.  

Resource Course  
Benefit 

(Resourceforløbsydelse) A social benefit that is granted to resi-
dents in Denmark who undergo the activation program ‘resource 
course’ (ressourceforløb) to develop their ability to perform 
wage labour.  

Self-Support and 
Repatriation  
Benefit or  
Transition Benefit 

(Selvforsørgelses- og hjemsendelsesydelse eller over-
gangsydelse) A social benefit that apply to immigrants who are 
30 years age (including Danish citizens who have lived abroad 
and returned), have resided legally in Denmark for less than 9 
years, and cannot provide for their basic needs (because of a so-
cial incidence such as sickness, unemployment or end of cohab-
itation). The monthly amount for a non-provider of children was 
less than 55 percent of the Social Security Benefit amount in 
Copenhagen municipality in 2021.249 Although this form of ben-
efit in practice discriminates between residents with and without 
migrant background, it complies with the universalist principle 
in a formal sense as the differentiation is based on citizenship. 

September  
Compromise 

(Septemberforliget) The September Compromise was made be-
tween DsF and DA on 1 September 1899 after a three month 
long lockout. It not only ended this particular labour conflict, but 
also established key rules for labour market regulation in Den-
mark and conditions for the collective bargaining system. With 
this compromise, employers ensured the right to manage and 
distribute work in the workplace, the collective bargaining sys-
tem was centralised, and an institutionalised system of consilia-
tion was implemented (see Consiliation Board). As representa-
tives of the workers, the trade unions accepted only to use strike 
as a weapon subsequent to termination of an employment only 

                               
249 In 2021, the monthly Repatriation Benefit for a non-provider of children is DKK 6,219, 
whereas the monthly Social Security Benefit for a non-provider of children is DKK 11,698. For 
further details, see: https://www.borger.dk/arbejde-dagpenge-ferie/Dagpenge-kontanthjaelp-
og-sygedagpenge/Kontanthjaelp/Integrationsydelse, viewed 15 March 2021. 
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after approval in the trade union board and after an official warn-
ing. Otherwise, strikes and lockouts were only permitted when 
collective agreements expired and agreement on the terms of re-
newals cannot be reached. 250 

Social benefits (Sociale ydelser) All financial benefits that are financed through 
public transfers and aim to support workers residing in Den-
mark, who, due to a social change, have lost their wage in-
come.251 Recipients of social benefits without Danish citizen-
ship (including recipients of Integration Benefits, Start Help 
Benefits, Social Security including Supplementary Social Secu-
rity, Rehabilitation Benefit and Education Grant) are generally 
barred from being granted permanent residence permit in Den-
mark.252 Social benefits does not include unemployment fund’s 
benefits as they are partly financed by the fund’s members. 

Social Security  
Benefit 

(Kontanthjælp) Social security benefit is a social benefit that ap-
ply to residents in Denmark in the age of 30 or over, who cannot 
provide for their basic needs because of a social incidence such 
as sickness, unemployment or end of cohabitation. Amongst the 
requirements for the right to social security benefits is that the 
applicant has legally resided in Denmark for a minimum of nine 
out of the last ten years and fulfills the employment requirement. 
Those who do not comply with the residence requirement have 
to apply for Self-Support Benefit, Repatriation Benefit or Tran-
sition Benefit in case of a similar social event.253  

Start Help Benefit (Starthjælp) This social benefit was introduced in 2002 and re-
placed the Social Security Benefit to residents in Denmark who 
have legally resided in Denmark for less than nine out of the last 
ten years. The Start Help Benefit was about half the amount of 
the Social Security Benefit and has also been referred to as ‘the 
poverty benefit’ in the Finance Act of 2012, which abolished the 
benefit – only for the next coming government to reintroduce it 
in 2015. It has since been renamed to Repatriation Benefit. 

Sympathy conflict Conflicts such as strikes or lockout can arise for example when 
a collective agreement expires and agreements cannot be made 
about the terms of its renewal, or if an employer refuses to enter 
into a collective agreement. As part of an authorised strike 
against a company, trade unions can also activate sympathy con-
flict, which means that employees in other companies, who are 
members of the same trade union confederation, are not allowed 

                               
250 For further details, see FAOS: https://faos.ku.dk/arbejdsmarkedets-begreber/septemberfor-
liget/, viewed 11 March 2021; and Due and Madsen (2006). 
251 For further details, see: www.borger.dk 
252 According to: www.nyidanmark.dk, viewed 15 March 2021. 
253 For further details, see: www.borger.dk. In 2021, the monthly Repatriation Benefit for a non-
provider of children is DKK 6,219, whereas the monthly Social Security Benefit for a non-
provider of children is DKK 11,698. 
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to perform work that relates to the company that the union is in 
conflict.254  

Unemployment 
Fund Benefit 

(Dagpenge) Membership in an unemployment fund is voluntary 
in Denmark. Being a member means paying a monthly fee to the 
unemployment fund, which is part of financing the fund and get-
ting the right to unemployment fund benefits. The unemploy-
ment funds in Denmark are a mixed privately and publicly fi-
nanced construct. 

Union shop An arrangement that requires workers to join a particular union 
and pay dues within a specified period of time after beginning 
employment, usually 30–90 days.255  

 

                               
254 For further information, see, for example, the Danish Champer of Commerce: 
https://www.danskerhverv.dk/radgivning/overenskomster/arbejdskonflikter-arbejdsned-
laggelse-mv/sympatikonflikter/, or Danish Industry: https://www.danskindustri.dk/vi-
radgiver-dig-ny/personale/overenskomster-og-det-fagretlige-system/arbejdsnedlaggelser/sym-
patikonflikter/sympatikonflikter/, both viewed 16 March 2021. 
255 Encyclopedia Britannica: https://www.britannica.com/topic/union-shop, viewed 16 April 
2019. 
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Appendices 
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1. Hand out lyrics, Metal H’s General Assembly, 2018 

 
 



   

     263 

2. Employment rates by trade and national background  

2a Men (age 16-64) employed in Denmark by trade in 2018  

 
Source: Statistics Denmark (Danmarks Statistik 2019c:51, table 2.7). 
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2b Women (age 16-64) employed in Denmark by trade in 2018 

 
Source: Statistics Denmark (Danmarks Statistik 2019c:52, table 2.8) 
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3. LO union membership shares compared to workforce 
 

LO union membership shares compared to workforce, 2013 
 Share of  

population 
in Denmark 

Share of  
total 
workforce  
(age 16-64) 

Share of  
artisan and  
unskilled 
workforce 
(age 16-64) 

Share of LO 
union  
members  
(age 15-64) 

Workers  
categorised as 
Danes 

87.9 % 90.6 % 89.6 % 91.5 % 

Workers  
categorised as  
immigrants 
and  
descendants 

12.1 % 9.4 % 10.4 % 8.5 % 

Source: Landsorganisationen 2014:11, table 5. 
Note: The report’s original sources are Jobindsats.dk, Statistics Denmark and membership in-
formation from the LO-union federations and the workforce of artisans and unskilled is based 
on RAS primo 2012.  
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4. Union members of migrant background 
 

Numbers of union members of migrant background, 2007, 2010 and 2013 

 Categorisation of birthplace 2007 2010 2013 

LO union 
federations 

Western 20,722 21,771 22,494 
Non-western 60,020 58,358 55,023 
Migrant background in total * 80,742 80,129 77,517 

Dansk Metal  
Western 1,684 1,305 1,279 
Non-western 3,124 2,606 2,464 
Migrant background in total * 4,808 3,911 3,743 

3F  
Western 6,176 8,190 9,367 
Non-western 27,302 27,079 23,354 
Migrant background in total * 33,478 35,269 32,721 

Source: LO, Kortlægning af etniske minoriteter I LO-fagbevægelsen 2007, 2010, 2013. 
Note: Includes members between 15-64 years of age. *Sum of members of ‘western’ and ‘non-
western’ background. 
 
Percentage* of union members of migrant background, 2007, 2010 and 2013 

 Categorisation of birthplace 2007 2010 2013 
LO union 
federations 

Western 1.8 2.1 2.5 
Non-western 5.3 5.7 6.0 

Dansk Metal Western 1.5 1.4 1.5 
Non-western 2.9 2.8 2.8 

3F  Western 2.1 2.8 3.4 
Non-western 9.2 9.3 8.4 

Source: LO, Kortlægning af etniske minoriteter I LO-fagbevægelsen 2007, 2010, 2013. 
Note: *The percentage is of the total number of union members in the mappings’ included 15 
LO-union federations. The numbers includes members between 15-64 years of age. 
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5. 3F mapping of members of migrant background 
 
3F mapping of members’ migrant backgrounds, 2018 

Country Number of  
union  
members 

Number of  
unemploy-
ment fund 
members 
only 

Number of 
members  
in total 

Percentage 
of all mem-
bers of mi-
grant back-
ground 

Turkey 5,379 1,898 7,277 15 % 
Poland 2,689 2,874 5,563 12 % 
Romania 1,826 2,138 3,964 8 % 
Thailand 1,472 258 1,730 4 % 
Sri Lanka 1,393 133 1,526 3 % 
Bosnia- 
Herzegovina 1,326 200 1,526 3 % 

Former  
Yugoslavia 1,326 133 1,459 3 % 

Germany 1,254 125 1,379 3 % 
Philippines 1,170 141 1,311 3 % 
Pakistan 961 370 1,311 3 % 

Source: 3F Labour Market, Education and Integration Policy unit (3F AUI - Arbejdsmarked, 
Uddannelses- og Integrationspolitisk enhed 2019:6, table 4, my translation from Danish). 
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6. Percentages of 3F members of migrant background 
 

Percentages of 3F members of migrant background by trade, 2018 

3F Employment group Members of migrant background 
Transport 15 % 
Private Service, Hotel and Restau-
rants 

37 % 

Public employment 12 % 
Industry 13 % 
Green areas 19 % 
Construction 6 % 

Source: 3F’s Labour market, Education and Integration Policy unit’s report on 3F federation’s 
ethnic membership composition (3F AUI - Arbejdsmarked, Uddannelses- og Integrationspo-
litisk enhed 2019:12, figure 5). 
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7. Informed consent forms 

7a Local union organisations 
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7b Individual union officials and activists 
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8. Interview guide 
 
[Start] 

1. Hvad er fagforeningens opgaver i forhold til arbejdstagere med ind-
vandrebaggrund, som I ser det?  

2. Er der situationer hvor udenlandsk baggrund har betydning for fag-
foreningsarbejdet? 

• Hvordan I kommunikerer med medlemmer?  
• Når I har arrangementer eller møder? 
• For eksempel, når I rekrutterer medlemmer / faglige sekretærer?  
• Når I udvikler politiske mål? 

 

[Union scenarios] 
 
[Scenario 1:]  
Det første scenario handler om Hassan som arbejder I en cykelforretning 
/ på en lille arbejdsplads. Hassan er ikke interesseret i at gå med i fagfor-
eningen. Hvilket råd vil I give til Hassan?  
Hassan er stadig ikke interesset I at blive medlem på trods jeres råd. 
Hvorfor tror I at han ikke vil gå med? 

 
[Ekstra info som kan gives ad hoc]:  

• Hans arbejdsgiver og ejer af butikken har bedt ham om at holde sig 
væk fra fagforeningen hvis han vil beholde sin ansættelse.  

• Hassan synes ikke det er nogen ide at gå med i en fagforening hvis 
ikke han kan blive dansk statsborger. For at blive statsborger har han 
brug for sin ansættelse.  

• Hassan kan ikke undvære sin ansættelse hvis han skal klare sig økono-
misk. Uden sin indkomst fra cykelbutikken vil han være nødsaget til at 
søge en eller anden form for social understøttelse.  

• Hassan har ventet mere end seks ud af de otte år det tager før man kan 
ansøge om permanent opholdstilladelse i Danmark.  

• For at opnå permanent opholdstilladelse i Danmark er det ikke tilladt 
at have modtaget integrationsydelse, starthjælp, kontanthjælp, re-
source forløb eller uddannelsesstøtte indenfor de sidste fire år før an-
søgningen afgøres. Et andet krav er at man skal have haft fuldtidsar-
bejde i mindst 3 år og 6 måneder indenfor de sidste fire år før afgørel-
sen.  

• Hassan bliver betalt per udført arbejdsopgave og ikke per time. Der 
mangler sikkerhedsudstyr og butikken er svær at evakuere. Hassan får 
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ikke betalt for overarbejde eller for de dage han er syg. Han får heller 
ingen pension.  

• Hassan har tidligere haft svært ved at få arbejde. Enten er han ikke 
kommet til samtale eller også er jobbet han har søgt gået til en anden. 
Han har derfor ikke store forhåbninger om at få et andet arbejde hvis 
han skulle blive af med dette.  

• Hassan er autodidakt og ikke faglært. Han er delvis blevet oplært af 
sin arbejdsgiver.  

• Ud over Hassan så arbejder også en anden autodidakt på deltid i butik-
ken. De arbejder dog mest på skift af hinanden.  

 
[Scenario 2:] 
Aisha er medlem i fagforeningen. Hun siger at fagforeningen ikke forstår 
indvandreres udsatte position på arbejdsmarkedet, arbejdspladsen og i 
fagforeningen. Hun foreslår derfor at fagforeningen starter en klub for 
medlemmer med indvandrebaggrund som sikres en stemme i alle nævn 
og bestyrelser. Aisha spørger jer, hvad I synes om forslaget – hvad vil I 
svare? 

 
[Ekstra info som kan gives ad hoc]: 

• Aisha arbejder i rengøringsbranchen. Har branchen betydning for 
hvordan I vil svare hende? Hvordan kan det være? Hvad ville I have 
svaret hvis det havde været transport-, mekaniker- eller restaurati-
onsbranchen?  

• Der er nogle få ansatte i fagforeningen som er født i udlandet.  
• Aisha foreslår at der bliver sat penge af til at interviewe arbejdsta-

gere med indvandrebaggrund om deres arbejdsforhold, deres grunde 
til (ikke) at være fagforeningsmedlem og hvad de godt kunne tænke 
sig at en fagforening skulle kunne gøre for dem. Hun foreslår at fag-
foreningen finder emner til fagforeningskampagner udfra deres svar.  

• Aisha nævner at arbejdstagere med indvandrebaggrund oplever dis-
kriminering i ansøgnings- og ansættelsessituationer, løn og arbejds-
vilkår samt videreuddannelse og karriereudvikling men også vel-
færdsrettigheder og –ydelser.  

• Aisha mener også at indvandrere oplever racisme i arbejdslivet. Hun 
har selv oplevet racistiske udtalelser på sin arbejdsplads men at in-
gen gør noget ved det.  

• Aisha foreslår også at det gøres obligatorisk for fagligt aktive at gå 
et kursus om diskriminering og om udlændingeloven.  

• Klubben er også tiltænkt at samarbejde med foreninger og organisa-
tioner som er i kontakt med etniske minoriteter.  

 
[Overskrifter] 
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Jeg har fundet nogle overskrifter fra forskellige danske aviser som omtaler 
indvandring i forbindelse med fagforeningsarbejde og arbejdstagerinteresser.  

[Overskrifter printes ud og lægges ud på bordet og diskuteres en af gangen]  
 

 
(Ejendoms- og servicefunktionærernes landssammenslutning256) 

 
Hvad betyder denne overskrift? 
[Sandsynlige opfølgningsspørgsmål:] 

• Hvad skal man forstå ved integration i denne forbindelse? 

  
(Information257)  

Hvordan skal man forstå denne overskrift?  
[Sandsynlige opfølgningsspørgsmål]: 

• Har det betydning om der er ansatte i fagforeningen som har indvan-
drebaggrund? Hvordan har det betydning for fagforeningsarbejdet?  

• Ville I ønske at der var flere arbejdstagere med udenlandsk bag-
grund i jeres fagforening?  

  
(Fagbladet 3F258) 

 
Hvad menes der med at indvandrere dropper fagforeningen?  

 
[Sandsynlige opfølgningsspørgsmål:] 

                               
256 Ejendoms- og servicefunktionærernes landssammenslutning: http://e-s-l.dk/Nyheder/2017-
08-25-fagforbund-er-en-vigtig-del-af-indvandreres-integration-i-samfundet.aspx, viewed 17 
February 2020. 
257 Information newspaper article: https://www.information.dk/2000/02/fagforeninger-holder-
indvandrere-ude, viewed 17 Gebruary 2020. 
258Fagbladet 3F newsletter article: https://fagbladet3f.dk/nyhe-
der/fagligt/97c5593ba7ba4f3b904d9ee390ad8441-20101006-indvandrere-dropper-fag-
foreningen, viewed 17 February 2020. 
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• Er det vigtigt at arbejdstagere med indvandrebaggrund er med i fag-
foreningen? Hvorfor (ikke)? Hvorfor er det (ikke vigtigt)?  

• Er fagforeningen vigtig for arbejdstagere med indvandrebaggrund? På 
hvilken måde? 

• Hvordan arbejder I med at inkludere arbejdstagere med indvandrebag-
grund? 

 
[Afslutning: Hvad blev der ikke talt om?] 
Forsøg at samle op på hvad der ikke blev talt om i interviewet.  
Det er interessant at I har talt om…  
I har talt mindre om... hvordan kan det være?  
Skulle det modsatte kunne være muligt? 
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9. Gender distribution of members in Dansk Metal 
While Dansk Metal communicates limited information about their member-
ship composition publicly, their membership number and its gender distribu-
tion is shared with Statistics Denmark annually. 

Gender distribution of members259 in Dansk Metal 2018 
Total 72,399 
Women      2,924 
Men 69,475 
Women as percentage of total 4.04 
Source: Statistics Denmark, LONMED1. My calculations of percentage. 

 
  

                               
259 The membership numbers in Statistics Denmark refer to the number of members with so-
called ‘labour market attachment’. Labour market attachment refers to the number of wage 
earners and workers registered as unemployed in the Danish labour market, members of a la-
bour union per 31 December each year. Membership numbers from before 2012 included all 
union members, but since 2012, the numbers only include members with labour market attach-
ment. According to Dansk Metal’s homepage the total membership number of Dansk Metal is 
much higher than the number in Statistics Denmark, namely estimated at 105,000 members. 
This number might include apprentices and retirees that are not considered having labour mar-
ket attachment. https://www.danskmetal.dk/Om/Sider/Fakta-om-Dansk-Metal.aspx, viewed 18 
February 2020. 
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10. Gender distribution of members in 3F 

Gender distribution amongst 3F’s members 2018 
Total number of 3F members 226,271 
Women      58,834 
Men 167,437 
Women as percentage of total 25.45 
Source: Statistics Denmark, LONMED1. My calculation of percentage. 
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11. Photographs of illustrations of Shu-bi-dua lyrics 

  
 
Pictures taken in the kitchen of union employees during participant observa-
tion in the Metal H union house, 26 June 2018. The illustrations are draw-
ings that illustrate the lyrics or the Danish band Shu-bi-dua. Shu-bi-dua ex-
isted between 1973 and 2011. The band is renowned in Denmark and their 
songs are still popular, although less so now than previously.  
 
Text translated from Danish from the upper left to the upper right:  
1) Illustration to Shu-bi-dua’s Denmark’s song. Drawn and painted by 
school class for kids with special social and/or emotional needs in 1983. 
2) Se the sun rises over the car cemetery 
3) And the milkmaid pumps her goat 
4) While the priest’s wife does handstand for her brother 
5) And the clover field is in bloom 
 
Text translated from Danish from the lower left to the upper right:  
6) The stork is a lovely flier, the cow has a lovely udder 
7) The farmer gets his food served in bed 
8) There exist other people than those who are Danish 
9) They live in caves and fights all day 
10) The Dane is a lovely man 
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12. Labour Day banner 
 

 
 
Picture taken during participant observation in 3F K during Labour Day on 1 
May 2019. 
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13. Union mural and flags 

     

 
Pictures taken during participant observations in 3F K’s union building 2019. 

     

 

Pictures of union labour flags taken during participant observation in Pride 
(18 August 2018) and Labour Day (1 May 2019) demonstrations with 3F K, 
and in participant observation in Metal H (10 April 2018). 
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