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Abstract
This article traces the union career of Abdoulaye Diallo, born in French West Africa in
1917, from the united World Federation of Trade Unions’ (WFTU) 1947 Pan-African
Trade Union Conference in Dakar to the founding of the Union Générale des Travailleurs
d’Afrique Noire (UGTAN) in 1957. The Dakar conference was a turning point: African
delegates, including Diallo, compelled the WFTU to address colonial labour exploita-
tion, thereby unsettling representatives of empire. Following the 1949 split, the WFTU
increasingly amplified and promoted leaders from Africa, Asia, and Latin America, and
Diallo was appointed vice-president. Our analysis of Diallo’s publications reveals his fierce
anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism. It also shows how, following the split, the WFTU
provided a platform for Africans to express their anti-colonial views to a wider audi-
ence through newspapers and WFTU publications. His interventions at meetings of the
UN’s Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in the early 1950s exposed forced labour
and repression to representatives of international organizations while offering unwaver-
ing, uncritical support for the Soviet Union. At the WFTU’s Third World Congress in
Vienna (1953), Diallo stood out as the leading African delegate, urging workers to orga-
nize for liberation. Regionally, he mobilized Francophone West African workers against
wage discrimination and colonial coercion, navigating tensions between communist inter-
nationalism and emerging nationalist priorities. This study reimagines the WFTU as an
anti-colonial arena, shaped by African agency during the early Cold War period.
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Introduction
Colleagues, congress participants! Look around you in this hall! You have already
heard dozens of speakers from the colonial and semi-colonial countries of
Africa, Asia, America and Oceania […] [This] shows the hope and confidence
that the working masses of these countries place in our World Federation of
Trade Unions, the great international organization of workers. Comrades of all
countries, of all races and all religions, united by a common ideal – freedom,
prosperity, and peace – I welcome you most warmly on behalf of the millions
of workers in the oppressed countries of Africa. I welcome you on behalf of all
those who want people to live as brothers in freedom and the working people to
work for themselves and not for the capitalists.1

When Abdoulaye Diallo (Figure 1) delivered these opening words at the Third
World Congress of the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) in the Soviet-
controlled zone of Vienna on 19 October 1953, he was in his thirties and a widely
admired African trade union leader, at the height of his reputation within the interna-
tional labour movement. Introduced in the East German film Lied der Ströme (“Song
of the Streams”) as “the representative of Africanworkers”,2 Diallo was themost promi-
nent African delegate at the congress. Born in 1917 into a Fulani family with links to
both present-day Mali and Guinea, Diallo was educated at the government teachers’
college École normale supérieure William Ponty in Gorée, Senegal. After his studies,
he went to work for the public company Poste-Télégraph-Téléphone, which brought
him to Bamako in then French Sudan (present-day Mali).3 Since 1895, French Sudan
had been part of the federation Afrique-Occidentale française (French West Africa), a
colonial entity administered from Dakar. In addition to French Sudan, the federation
comprised seven other territories: Senegal; Mauritania; Niger; Upper Volta (Burkina
Faso); Côte d’Ivoire; Guinea; and Dahomey (Benin).4 In 1947, Diallo devoted him-
self full-time to trade unionism. He was appointed general secretary of the Union
régionale des syndicats du Soudan (URSS), a local branch of the French Confédération
générale du travail (CGT).5 The CGT was founded in the French city of Limoges on 28
September 1895 by seventy-five delegates of various regional and national union fed-
erations. The CGT initially defined itself as a confederation of trade unions “outside
of all political schools of thought”.6 Following World War I, and with the influence of
world communism, the labour movement had become heavily politicized, resulting
in a split in the CGT and the formation of a separate organization by communist

1Speech by A. Diallo (Sudan) in Weltgewerkschaftsbund, 3. Weltgewerkschaftskongress / Protokoll.
Weltgewerkschaftsbund, Wien / 10. bis 21. Oktober 1953 (Berlin, 1953), p. 848.

2Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0li2YJohe9Y&ab_channel=Hosteni100, 42:42–42:47;
last accessed 30 April 2025.

3Frederick Cooper, Decolonization and African Society: The Labor Question in French and British Africa
(Cambridge, 1996), p. 557.

4Babacar Fall, “Lemouvement syndical en Afrique occidentale francophone, 1900–1968”,Matériaux pour
l’histoire de notre temps, 84 (2006), pp. 49–58, 49.

5Cooper, Decolonization and African Society, p. 557.
6Michel Dreyfus, Histoire de la C.G.T.. Cent ans de syndicalisme en France (Paris, 1995), p. 34.
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Figure 1. Portrait picture of AbdoulayeDiallo, taken at theWFTU’s thirdWorld Congress in Vienna, October
1953.
Source:Weltgewerkschaftsbund, “Der bewunderswerteMut derWerktätigen” [Theadmirable courageof theworkingpeo-
ple], Die Weltgewerkschaftsbewegung, 21/22 (1953), p. 80. Photographer unknown.

unions. However, in 1936, the CGT merged with the communist unions to form
a popular anti-fascist front.7 After the French Vichy regime outlawed trade unions,
CGT unionists such as Louis Saillant, who would become the general secretary of the

7Geert Van Goethem, “Conflicting Interests: The International Federation of Trade Unions (1919–1945)”,
in AnthonyCarew et al. (eds),The International Confederation of Free TradeUnions (Bern, 2000), pp. 73–163,
130; Dreyfus, Histoire de la C.G.T., pp. 158–162.
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WFTU in 1945, actively joined the Résistance.8 Towards the end of World War II, the
communists gained the upper hand in the CGT.9 When the WFTU was established in
Paris in October 1945, the CGT was among its founding members. As the CGT had
branches in Africa, African unionists were also part of the WFTU.10 The CGT enjoyed
widespread appeal in FrenchWest Africa, withmore than half of all unionized workers
holding membership between 1945 and 1955.11

In this article, we trace Diallo’s trade union career trajectory from his appearance as
a delegate at the pioneering 1947 Pan-African Trade Union Conference in Dakar to his
role in the creation of a pan-West African trade union federation, the Union Générale
des Travailleurs d’Afrique Noire (UGTAN) in 1957. During this period, Diallo served
as aWFTUvice-president (1949–1957).He frequently travelled on behalf of theWFTU
and was active in the executive bureau, playing a prominent role at the WFTU’s Third
WorldCongress inVienna in 1953 alongside campaigns in FrenchWest Africa. A fierce
anti-colonialist and a vocal and unconditional supporter of the Soviet Union, French
colonial officials considered Diallo to be “the most dangerous trade union agitator
in French Black Africa”.12 The UGTAN’s formation in 1957 precipitated West African
unions’ break with the CGT – and, thus, the WFTU – marking a decisive caesura in
both metropolitan and international labour politics.

Our research makes three contributions to the current literature. Firstly, our actor-
centred approach restores Diallo to his place in the history of international organi-
zations, tracing his speeches, organizing activities, and travels across various WFTU
conferences and congresses as well as diplomatic forums.13 While Diallo appears in
the extensive scholarship on labour and politics in French West Africa,14 there is no
detailed study of his WFTU career – despite his singular position as the only African

8Éric Nadaud, “SAILLANT Louis, André [version nouvelle]”, Le Maitron (2024). Available at: https://
maitron.fr/saillant-louis-andre-version-nouvelle/; last accessed 25 October 2025.

9Otto R. Ließ, “Weltgewerkschaftsbund (WGB)”, in Siegfried Mielke (ed.), Internationales
Gewerkschaftshandbuch (Leverkusen, 1983), p. 10.

10For an overview of the WFTU’s internal organization, the motives behind the 1949 split, membership
figures, funding, and the scope of the federation’s work, please refer to the introduction to this Special Issue.

11Cooper, Decolonization and African Society, p. 285. For a detailed breakdown of membership figures for
each year between 1948 and 1955, see Imanuel Geiss, Gewerkschaften in Afrika (Hannover, 1965), p. 48.
In 1948, for example, the CGT had 42,500 members, the Christian unions 8,500, and the anti-communist
CGT-Force Ouvrière 1,000, while there were 17,500 autonomous trade union members.

12Cooper, Decolonization and African Society, p. 604.
13See Eva-Maria Muschik (ed.), “Towards a Global History of International Organizations and

Decolonization”, Journal of Global History, 17 (2022); Sandrine Kott, Eva-Maria Muschik, and Elisabeth
Roehrlich (eds), International Organizations and the Cold War: Competition, Cooperation, and Convergence
(London, 2025).

14Key studies, in chronological order, include Anisse Salah-Bey and Jean Meynaud, Le syndicalisme
africain. Évolution et perspectives (Paris, 1963); András November, L’évolution du mouvement syndical en
Afrique occidentale (Paris, 1965); Cooper,Decolonization andAfrican Society; TonyChafer,TheEnd of Empire
in French West Africa: France’s Successful Decolonization? (Oxford, 2002); Craig Phelan (ed.), Trade Unions in
West Africa: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives (Oxford, 2011). See also the contributions in Stefano
Bellucci and Andreas Eckert (eds), General Labour History of Africa: Workers, Employers and Governments,
20th–21st Centuries (Rochester, NY, 2019).
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to be elected a WFTU vice-president in 1949.15 Existing work has highlighted the
UN’s Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) as a stage where colonialism – for
example, in Portuguese Africa and Asia – was effectively placed “on trial”. Historians
Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo and José Pedro Monteiro have argued that, from the mid-
1950s onwards, “the ‘internationalization’ of the Portuguese colonial question” relied
on credible evidence and legitimate witnesses from subject populations.16 Johanna
Wolf has undertaken a detailed examination of the voices of African and Asian union-
ists at the WFTU’s preparatory founding conference in London in February 1945. Her
article also briefly discusses the 1947 Dakar conference, as do studies by Frederick
Cooper and Hakim Adi.17 Building on and extending these insights, we reposition
African trade union officials as strategic actors who navigated, shaped, and leveraged
the infrastructures of Cold War internationalism. We draw on scholarship that com-
bines social, labour, and diplomatic history to demonstrate how union leaders acted as
“ambassadors of labour”.18 This involved combining local mobilization (for example,
strikes and organizational work) with a “diplomatic model of trade union interna-
tionalism” that presented labour’s demands to “global publics”.19 By following Diallo’s
institutional ascent and his interventions in transnational arenas, we showhowAfrican
labour leaders translated local conflicts into global campaigns and thus open up new
perspectives on the entangled histories of decolonization, communism, and labour
politics.

15To illustrate the limited knowledge of Diallo’s WFTU career: one chapter on the role of the CGT in
FrenchWestAfrica incorrectly states thatDiallowas elected vice-president of theWFTU in 1953, despite him
having been elected in 1949. See Anne-Catherine Wagner, “The Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT)
in West Africa: The Difficulties of Constructing Trade Union Internationalism”, in Phelan, Trade Unions in
West Africa, pp. 23–44, 28. This error was repeated by one of the authors of the current article in an earlier
co-written article. See Immanuel R. Harisch and Eric Burton, “The Missing Link? Western Communists as
Mediators between the East German FDGB, the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU), and African
Trade Unions in the Late 1950s and Early 1960s”, International Labour and Working-Class History, 103
(2023), pp. 292–311, 298.

16Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo and José Pedro Monteiro, “‘Colonialism on Trial’: International
and Transnational Organizations and the ‘Global South’ Challenges to the Portuguese Empire
(1949–1962)”, Humanity: An International Journal of Human Rights, Humanitarianism, and Development,
13 (2022), pp. 104–26, 106.

17Johanna Wolf, “Der Weltgewerkschaftsbund und die Antikolonialbewegung während der
Nachkriegszeit”, in Marcel Bois, Christian Dietrich, and Rhena Stürmer (eds), Jahrbuch für Historische
Kommunismusforschung 2026 (forthcoming 2026); Cooper,Decolonization andAfrican Society, pp. 223–224;
Hakim Adi, Pan-Africanism: A History (London, 2018), pp. 138–139.

18Geert Van Goethem and Robert Anthony Waters (eds), American Labor’s Global Ambassadors: The
International History of the AFL–CIO during the Cold War (New York, 2013). Of course, the impact of these
labour leaders on their home regions and the agenda of the WFTU as a whole varied. The examinations of
the different trajectories of WFTU vice-presidents originating from Asia and Latin America presented in
other articles of this special issue will allow for a comparison and perhaps facilitate some more generalizable
conclusions.

19Richard Hyman, The International Labour Movement on the Threshold of Two Centuries: Agitation,
Organisation, Bureaucracy, Diplomacy (Stockholm, 2002), p. 8, cited in Magaly Rodríguez García, Liberal
Workers of the World, Unite? The ICFTU and the Defence of Labour Liberalism in Europe and Latin America
(1949–1969) (Bern, 2012), p. 7; Valeska Huber and Jürgen Osterhammel (eds), Global Publics: Their Power
and Their Limits, 1870–1990 (Oxford, 2020).
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Our second contribution concerns anti-colonialism in the WFTU both before and
after the split. Previous studies have documented the role of US foreign policy goals
and the powerful American Federation of Labor (AFL) in hastening the 1949 split
and the establishment of a non-communist rival.20 These studies prioritize debates on
the Marshall Plan and “communist propaganda”, while playing down anti-colonialism.
Anthony Carew’s influential account is a prime example of this tendency.21 Oliver
Pohrt’s German-language monograph on the international trade union movement
(2000) is a notable exception, as it reconstructs committees, discussions, and con-
ferences within the united WFTU that addressed the issue of colonialism. Pohrt’s
work demonstrates the anxiety of Western labour leaders and diplomats – especially
those from the UK, US, and the Netherlands – about WFTU platforms fostering sol-
idarity with African and Asian activists.22 More recently, Wolf has argued that the
WFTU’s increasingly coordinated demands for self-determination were a key driver
of Western withdrawal.23 Building on this scholarship, we present new evidence in
the form of Diallo’s contributions: at the Dakar conference in 1947, African dele-
gates pressed the unified WFTU to prioritize the demands of colonial workers, while
British, US, Belgian, and French officials prioritized curbing communist–colonial
linkages over addressing labour coercion. Diallo’s contributions highlighted how colo-
nial authorities and non-communist unionists exploited the concept of “apolitical”
trade unionism to divert attention from imperialism. In contrast, communist-affiliated
unions, which came to dominate the WFTU after 1949, had endorsed decolonization
since the WFTU’s inception in 1945. By centring Diallo’s positions and activism, we
re-evaluate explanations of the split, including anti-colonial contention as a structur-
ing tension within the united WFTU that reshaped alignments and strategies across
labour internationals.

Our third contribution centres around what the split in 1949 signified for the work-
ers and unionists in “colonial and semi-colonial countries”. We argue that the WFTU’s
second world congress in Milan in 1949 – the first congress held after the split – repre-
sented a significant opportunity for anti-colonial trade unionists fromAfrica, Asia, and
Latin America. It was only after 1949 that Diallo attained a senior leadership position,
as representatives from colonial and semi-colonial contexts assumed greater promi-
nence within the communist-dominated federation. This trend was confirmed at the
WFTU’s Vienna congress in 1953. The lack of accessible central WFTU archives has
obscured these dynamics and discouraged in-depth study of initiatives from the early
1950s. By reconstructing Diallo’s activities and platforms, we demonstrate how the

20Peter Weiler, “The United States, International Labor, and the Cold War: The Breakup of the World
Federation of Trade Unions”, Diplomatic History, 5 (1981), pp. 1–22; Jon V. Kofas, “US Foreign Policy and
the World Federation of Trade Unions, 1944–1948”, Diplomatic History, 26 (2002), pp. 21–60.

21Anthony Carew, “The Schism within the World Federation of Trade Unions: Government and Trade-
Union Diplomacy”, International Review of Social History, 29 (1984), pp. 297–335; idem, “A False Dawn: The
World Federation of Trade Unions (1945–1949)”, in idem et al., The International Confederation of Free Trade
Unions, pp. 165–186.

22Oliver Pohrt,Die internationale Gewerkschaftsbewegung zwischen Einheitswunsch undKaltemKrieg. Der
Weltgewerkschaftsbund (WGB) von der Gründungsphase bis zu seiner Spaltung (1941–1959) (Regensburg,
2000), pp. 257, 265–267.

23Wolf, “Der Weltgewerkschaftsbund und die Antikolonialbewegung”.
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WFTU provided African leaders with infrastructure, legitimacy, and diplomatic reach
at a pivotal moment, presenting the federation as not only a Cold War protagonist, but
also a vehicle for decolonization and transcontinental labour diplomacy between 1947
and 1957.

Studying figures such as Diallo – that is, highly mobile trade union leaders from
colonial territories who faced persecution – poses several challenges in terms of
approach and sources. The multiple arenas, spaces, and organizations involved require
careful contextualization and critical analysis. To better understand the WFTU, the
labour question in colonial West Africa, and the debates about forced labour and
colonial governments’ repression at ECOSOC meetings, we have drawn on (some-
times overlapping) English, French, and German literature on the international labour
movement, African labour history, and the history of international organizations.24
We also consulted official WFTU publications (mostly in German and English) as
well as newspaper articles from the French and Austrian press.25 The bulk of archival
records stems from the “World Federation of Trade Unions Archives” collection at the
International Institute of SocialHistory inAmsterdamand the fonds of the “Confederal
Commission of Overseas Territories, Marcel Dufriche Papers” at the CGT’s Institute of
Social History (L’Institut CGT d’histoire sociale) in Paris.26 We also obtained Diallo’s
ECOSOC speeches from the United Nations Digital Library.27 Unfortunately, Diallo
did not publish a memoir or any other major works, and relatively little of his corre-
spondence has survived (at least in the archives we consulted). Our knowledge of him
is therefore mainly based on his speeches and scholarly accounts; we are aware of the
limitations this imposes.

The article is structured as follows. First, it examines Diallo’s role at the WFTU’s
first Pan-African Trade Union Conference in Dakar in 1947. It shows how the African
delegates urged the WFTU, which was unified at the time, to be more inclusive of
the demands of workers and unions in French and British colonies. The second sec-
tion illustrates how Diallo only took on a leading role within the WFTU after its
split in 1949, when trade unionists from Africa, Asia, and Latin America joined the
communist-dominated federation in large numbers. As the sole African representa-
tive on the WFTU executive, Diallo published articles on Africa’s organized labour
movement in WFTU publications. These articles are analysed with a view to their anti-
colonial, anti-capitalist, and anti-US orientation. The third section examines Diallo’s
speeches as the WFTU representative at the ECOSOC meetings in New York in 1950
and Geneva in 1953. It demonstrates how Diallo utilized debates on forced labour and
infringements of workers’ and unions’ rights to deliver a broader anti-imperial critique.

24Stefano Bellucci (ed.), “African Trade Unions in Historical Perspective”, Africana Studia: International
Journal of African Studies, 28:1–2 (2017); Stefano Bellucci, “The Ascent of African Labour Internationalism:
Trade Unions, Cold War Politics and the ILO, 1919–1960”, in Stefano Bellucci and Holger Weiss (eds), The
Internationalisation of the Labour Question: Ideological Antagonism, Workers’ Movements and the ILO since
1919 (Cham, 2020), pp. 351–381.

25Digital newspaper archive of the Austrian National Library. Available at: https://anno.onb.ac.at/; last
accessed 15 October 2025.

26Available at: https://search.iisg.amsterdam/Record/ARCH01666; https://www.ihs.cgt.fr/activites-
confederales/; last accessed 15 October 2025.

27Available at: https://digitallibrary.un.org/?ln=en; last accessed 25 October 2025.
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He argued for an interconnected understanding of colonial capitalism, oppression,
and violence against colonized peoples, while uncritically praising the Soviet Union
not only for its anti-colonialism but also for having allegedly achieved true economic
and social freedom for the working classes. The fourth section examines Diallo’s role
at the WFTU’s Third World Congress in Vienna in 1953, promoted as the largest
labour congress at the time and attended by dozens of delegations from “colonial and
semi-colonial” countries. The congress strongly emphasized the anti-colonial strug-
gle, and the following months saw intense labour disputes and changes in French West
Africa. Finally, the fifth section examines the contradictory role that Diallo played in
establishing an autonomous trade union federation in French West Africa. His deter-
mination to keepAfrican unions within the CGT andWFTUput himunder increasing
pressure from the Guinean union leader Sékou Touré. The French colonial adminis-
tration prioritized anti-communist gains and supported Touré’s mission to break the
CGT’s influence in French West Africa.

Overall, our research restores African trade unionists to their place in history
as shapers of international organizations by reconstructing Diallo’s trajectory across
WFTU congresses, ECOSOC forums, and his extensive travels in the period from
1947 to 1957. This fills a long-standing gap in the literature and draws attention to fig-
ures like Diallo who, as “ambassadors of labour”, connected local struggles with global
audiences.

The United WFTU’s 1947 Pan-African Trade Union Conference in Dakar (French
West Africa)
The founding of the WFTU in Paris in 1945 by union officials from around the globe
was driven by a shared hope that a peaceful and just world order could be created. For
the first time in history, this global federation united labourmovements of all ideologi-
cal persuasions under the banner of anti-fascism, global solidarity, and the elimination
of social inequalities.28 The fierce criticism of labour relations in the colonies by
Africans, who spoke out against injustice and colonial oppression, was undoubtedly
uncomfortable for European and North American trade union officials, often because
of the African delegates’ unconditional enthusiasm for the Soviet Union.29 From the
WFTU’s founding congress onwards, British and US union leaders in particular were
keen to keep the WFTU as an “apolitical” trade union organization, devoted solely
to narrow workplace issues. Walter Citrine, the president of the British Trade Unions
Congress (TUC) and first president of the WFTU, warned that if the WFTU were to
“get into themaze of politics” then it would “perish”.30 African (and Asian) labour lead-
ers also came to realize early on that limiting debates to “non-political” issues was a
convenient way for institutions and organizations embedded in the colonial empire
not only to maintain unequal power structures, but also to stifle any critical thinking

28Carew, “A False Dawn”.
29Adi, Pan-Africanism: A History, p. 138; Pohrt, Die internationale Gewerkschaftsbewegung, p. 257.
30“The TUC and the WFTU: A Statement of Policy on the World Federation of Trade Unions by the

General Council of the Trades Union Congress, October 1948”, Foreword by Vincent Tweson, General
Secretary of the TUC, 2–3, AFL–CIO Archives, Int. Aff. Dpt., Irving Brown Files, RG18–004, World
Federation of Trade Unions, 1947–1954.
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by branding it as “political”.31 As a result, at the WFTU’s 1945 founding conference,
African andAsian trade unionists almost exclusively sided with the communist/social-
ist trade union federations on this issue, arguing that if the WFTU were to have any
advantage for colonized peoples it would necessarily have to enter into “politics”.32

The emphasis on “apolitical” trade unionism also explains the active neglect and
repression of debates on colonial issues by British labour organizations. British union
officials obstructed a joint anti-colonial policy within the unitedWFTU.33 TheWFTU’s
Colonial Department became operational only after a six-month delay, following pres-
sure from the federation’s French general secretary Louis Saillant and the Soviet official
Vasily Vasilyevich Kuznetsov.34 The US Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO)
was allowed to appoint an official to head the department: Adolphe Germer. Pohrt
characterizes his tenure as one of “low activity”, while Jon Kofas describes him as an
“anti-communist”.35

In the face of opposition from powerful players such as the TUC, the CIO, and the
US government, it is remarkable that the first Pan-African Trade Union Conference of
the united WFTU was held in Dakar, the capital of French West Africa, from 10 to 13
April 1947.36 According to Babacar Fall, delegates from eighteen trade union orga-
nizations attended, representing 763,000 African workers in Belgian-, French-, and
British-ruled Africa.37 As the archival records show, delegates came from Morocco,
Senegal, the Ivory Coast, Mauritania, the Belgian Congo, Togo, Guinea, Cameroon,
Sierra Leone, andNigeria, and frombothEuropean andnon-Europeanunions in South
Africa.38

White European and North American labour leaders prepared the conference
and oversaw the proceedings. The conference was chaired by CIO delegate Adolphe
Germer, with other leading functionaries including H.B. Kemmis of the British TUC’s
Colonial Committee, Mikhail Faline of the Soviet Union’s national trade union federa-
tion, the All-Union Central Council of Trade Unions (ACCTU), and André Tollet and
Albert Bouzanquet of the CGT. Walter Schevenels, introduced as a “Belgian delegate”,
who had been a key figure in the International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU) in

31This was precisely the strategy the British followed in their African colonies and protectorates in the
1950s. On Uganda, for example, see Spencer Mawby, The End of Empire in Uganda: Decolonization and
Institutional Conflict, 1945–79 (London, 2020); on Tanganyika: Issa G. Shivji, Law, State and the Working
Class in Tanzania c.1920–1964 (Portsmouth, 1986); on Nigeria: Robin Cohen, Labour and Politics in Nigeria
(London, 1974); on East Africa: Emma Hunter et al., Beyond Federation: Ideas and Practices of East African
Regionalism in a National and Global Age, 1950–1975 (Berlin, 2025), ch. 4.

32Speech by Brian Goodwin, cited in Pohrt, Der Weltgewerkschaftsbund (WGB), pp. 257–258. On
white workers and unionists in Northern Rhodesia, see Duncan Money, White Mineworkers on Zambia’s
Copperbelt, 1926–1974: In a Class of Their Own (Leiden, 2022).

33Wolf, “Der Weltgewerkschaftsbund”, p. 12.
34Ibid.
35Pohrt, Der Weltgewerkschaftsbund (WGB), pp. 259–260; Kofas, “U.S. Foreign Policy”, p. 42.
36Kofas, “US Foreign Policy”, p. 42.
37Fall, “Le mouvement syndical”, p. 54.
38This list was produced based on various documents containing the speeches of the delegates that we

found in IISH, WFTU Archives – W. Schevenels Documents, Box 168.
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the interwar period,39 played an important role as moderator and translator between
French and English.40 Germer’s cautious opening statement excluded the fundamen-
tally “political” question of colonial rule. He dampened the aspirations of the African
delegates by making it clear that the conference was a “fact-finding mission” about
labour conditions across the African continent under the auspices of the WFTU and
had “no decision-making power”.41

At the beginning of his speech, Diallo, representing the CGT unions in French
Sudan, greeted the WFTU delegates and singled out the Soviet delegate, Faline, say-
ing that he was “all the more pleased by his presence as our Soviet comrades have
no colonies”.42 We assume that, in addition to depicting the Soviet Union as a coun-
try without any colonies, the decision to mention Faline by name was related to his
important role in organizing the Dakar conference. Faline worked alongside Germer
in the WFTU’s Colonial Department. Since Germer did not speak French, Faline was
responsible for acting as the main contact person in the conference preparations.43
Diallo’s speech also demonstrates his strong support for the Soviet Union in 1947. The
same line of argument was continued in his later speeches as a WFTU delegate at UN
ECOSOC meetings, as we shall see later.

At the Dakar conference in 1947, Diallo further emphasized how entrenched colo-
nial rule was in Africa, arguing that “the African continent is the only continent in
the world that consists only of colonies” and is therefore “open to exploitation”.44 The
French Sudanese trade union leader then provided an overview of early trade union
activity in his territory, describing how the “terrible experiences” of World War II had
accelerated the desire to organize and mobilize.45 Diallo highlighted the strike of 8 July
1946 in Bamako, which began among government workers and then spread to the rest
of the country, as a “landmark date for workers”, since the colonial administration was
pushed into making “many concessions”.46

As historians have shown, the immediate post-war period in French West Africa
was marked by an upsurge in union activity linked to financial demands by work-
ers for higher wages, family allowances, and better housing. Persistent shortages and

39Originally known as the International Secretariat of National Trade Union Centres, the IFTU was
established by European national trade union federations and the AFL in 1901, before being renamed in
1913. It provided the trade union movement with an international operating platform and advocated peace,
public ownership, and social reform, albeit with a strong focus on Europe. However, as imperialist senti-
ments remained unchallenged within the IFTU, from the 1920s onwards it faced intense competition from
the Comintern’s more radical Red International of Labour Unions (RILU). See Geert Van Goethem, The
Amsterdam International: The World of the International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU), 1913–1945
(Aldershot, 2006); and Holger Weiss, Framing a Radical African Atlantic: African American Agency, West
African Intellectuals and the International Trade Union Committee of Negro Workers (Brill, 2014).

40“Discours d’ouverture de M. Bouvier, secrétaire des syndicats de Dakar”, Conference de la FSM, Jeudi
10 Avril, 1947, IISH, WFTU Archives – W. Schevenels Documents, Box 168, pp. 1–2.

41Ibid., p. 1.
42Speech by Abdoulaye Diallo, “Séance du vendredi 11 Avril”, IISH, WFTU Archives – W. Schevenels

Documents, Box 168, p. 4.
43We are grateful to Johanna Wolf for this comment and for sharing important documents.
44Diallo, “Séance du vendredi 11 Avril”, p. 4.
45Ibid., p. 5.
46Ibid.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859026101187 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859026101187


86 Immanuel R. Harisch and Gédéon N’goran Bangali

overpopulation in the capital cities put pressure on both jobs and workers’ purchasing
power.47 Faced with this situation, workers in French West Africa responded with gen-
eral strikes, the first ofwhichwas organized by commercialworkers inDakar in January
and February 1946.48 This dynamic extended not only to the French Sudan through
the movement of July 1946, as mentioned by Diallo, but also to the whole of French
West Africa through the railway workers’ strike, which lasted from 10 October 1947
until 19 March 1948. Involving almost 20,000 strikers from all the territories of the
federation and lasting 170 days, Fall characterizes the strike as “the most memorable
event in the collective memory of French-speaking West Africa after World War II”.49
The strike wave caused widespread surprise: “Obviously, this [strike] movement sur-
prised the bosses, surprised the administration, and surprised our comrades in the
FrenchCGT,who are not indifferent to thewelfare of Africanworkers.”50 As Jean Suret-
Canale has noted, it was effectively through andduring the strikes of 1945 and 1946 that
the communist CGT gained much popularity among African workers in French West
Africa and that closer connections were forged between French and African union
leaders.51 As the French Communist Party was still part of the governing coalition in
France (until May 1947), the CGT was able to invite African trade union leaders to its
congresses and training sessions with the government’s approval. Gédéon Bangali has
argued that this strategy fostered the emergence of African trade union leaders within
the CGT, who went on to become highly influential figures throughout French West
and Equatorial Africa.TheseCGT-trained leaders includedDiallo in the French Sudan,
Touré, future president of independent Guinea, and Bakary Djibo in Niger. Following
their training in France, these leaders played a pivotal role in increasing CGT mem-
bership across French West and Equatorial Africa, mobilizing and organizing workers
through speeches and publications advocating for workers’ rights and later the anti-
colonial struggle.52 However, as discussed below, by 1949 Diallo had surpassed both
Touré and Djibo on the international stage, as he was the only African among the
vice-presidents of the WFTU. Diallo’s background of involvement in workers’ strug-
gles across French West Africa and training with the CGT in France explains not only
his emphasis on coordinated action, but also the focus on wage discrimination that can
be observed in his speech at the 1947 conference in Dakar. He considered the lack of
collective agreements in the private sector a huge challenge, critically noting that “the

47Cooper,Decolonization and African Society; Fall, “Lemouvement syndical”, p. 54; Geiss,Gewerkschaften
in Afrika, pp. 46–50.

48Frederick Cooper, “The Senegalese General Strike of 1946 and the Labor Question in Post-War French
Africa”, Canadian Journal of African Studies/Revue canadienne des études africaines, 24 (1990), pp. 165–215;
Gédéon N’goran Bangali, “La question de la vie chère à Dakar dans la première grevé générale de l’immédiat
après-guerre (Décembre 1945–Février 1946)”, Godo Godo. Revue de l’histoire, d’art et d’archéologie africains,
36 (2021), pp. 31–42.

49Fall, “Le mouvement syndical”, p. 54.
50Diallo, “Séance du vendredi 11 Avril”, p. 5.
51For example, aCGTdelegation fromFrance arrived in Senegal in February 1946, after the strike. See Jean

Suret-Canale, “Les syndicats confédérés (CGT) enAOF, 1943–1957.Quelques problèmes d’interprétation”, in
Charles S. Becker et al. (eds), AOF: Réalités et héritages. Sociétés ouest-africaines et ordre colonial, 1895–1960
(Dakar, 1997), pp. 1042–1054, 1042.

52G.N. Bangali, “Méthodes de revendication et gouvernance politique des crises syndicales en Afrique
occidentale francophone de 1936 à 1990” (Ph.D., Université Alassane Ouattara, 2013), p. 148.
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highest-paid African worker earns less than the lowest paid European worker, and this
constitutes a barrier”.53 As Cooper has shown, “citizenship talk” that emphasized equal
rights and opportunities for all citizens of the French empire, regardless of their origin
and skin colour, gained popularity in FrenchWest Africa during the 1940s. In 1945, for
example, the Senegalese politician Lamine Guèye called for “the equality of races and
peoples” as well as for “the accession of all Africans to citizenship”.54 Workers, including
civil servants such as teachers but also blue-collar workers on the railways and docks,
rallied behind the slogan “Equal pay for equal work” in the strike wave that started in
Senegal in December 1945.55 Building on the then prevalent discourse emphasizing
equality and anti-racism within the French empire, Diallo rejected racialized ideas of
productivity in his 1947 speech in Dakar:

Well, comrades, I offer you this testimony before the whole world, before the
WFTU, that everywhere workers, whether they are white, black, or yellow, have
the same output, depending on the circumstances, the training, the laws they
are given. Here we have black chief accountants of commercial organizations
who are doing very well, and they earn three or four times less than the white
accountants. We sometimes have Africans in offices who do the same work as
the Europeans who are the bosses.56

As Bandeira Jerónimo and Pedro Monteiro have argued with regard to anti-colonial
activism in the Portuguese empire, African activists were increasingly able to present
themselves as “legitimate interlocutors in international discussions” over labour rights
and human rights in the colonies from the mid-1950s onwards.57 In French West
Africa, as Cooper has shown, these trends set in much earlier. At the 1947 Dakar
conference, Diallo asked for support from the “global union”, by which he meant the
WFTU, as well as from the CGT, to publicize these struggles by African workers and
unionists.58 His reference to “the whole world, in front of the WFTU” clearly shows
how Africans understood the Pan-African Trade Union Conference, which had been
organized by the united WFTU, as an event for “global publics”, with the expectation
that it would reach audiences and associations across Africa, Europe, Asia, and the
Americas.59 Diallo strove to use this international stage to “put on trial” the unequal pay

53Diallo, “Séance du vendredi 11 Avril”, p. 6.
54Cited in Frederick Cooper, Citizenship between Empire and Nation: Remaking France and French Africa,

1945–1960 (Princeton, NJ, 2014), p. 51.
55Ibid., p. 52.
56Diallo, “Séance du vendredi 11 Avril”, p. 6.
57Bandeira Jerónimo and Pedro Monteiro, “‘Colonialism on Trial”’, p. 108.
58Diallo, “Séance du vendredi 11 Avril”, p. 7.
59According to Valeska Huber and Jürgen Osterhammel, a global public “does not necessarily have to

encompass all of humanity”. There are publics at various levels, and therefore a multitude of global publics
exist, each with its own “peculiar history”. Huber and Osterhammel differentiate between two major forms
of global publics, “audiences” and “associations”, with the latter being more bottom-up and connected to
activist networks. See Valeska Huber and Jürgen Osterhammel, “Introduction: Global Publics”, in Huber
and Osterhammel, Global Publics, pp. 1–60, 7–8, 16–17.
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of white and blackworkers and employees, and to express his fundamentally anti-racist
stance.60

Consequently, media outreach and coverage were a hotly debated issue between
the (white) organizers and chairpersons and the African delegates both during and
after the conference. Wynant (first name unknown), a union official from the Belgian
Congo, expressed surprise that the conference had received so little press coverage
and urged the WFTU to aim for “maximum publicity”. Schevenels replied that the
low profile was a strategy of the conference’s (mostly European) organizers to “protect
the African trade union delegates from subsequent reprisals”.61 However one analyses
these explanations, they contain uncomfortable truths for union officials from colo-
nial metropoles. If Schevenels’s statement is accepted at face value, it would suggest
that colonial rule was oppressive for African workers and unionists. Conversely, if this
was a deliberate strategy to circumvent the widespread dissemination of African union
officials’ testimonies, it serves as a compelling indication of how the organizing union
officials from the colonialmetropoles sought to shift the focus from the “global publics”
anticipated byAfrican officials to amore localized audience.TheAfrican delegateswere
unimpressed by these explanations and, after consultation, “unanimously decided to
admit the press”. Wynant argued that the aim of the conference was “to enlighten pub-
lic opinion about themiserable conditions of African workers and to show the urgency
of finding a remedy for them”.62

The conference resolutions demanded “immediate action” on several issues, such
as a guarantee of trade union rights in line with the UN’s ECOSOC resolution, the
establishment of a system of social security, and improvements in the overall standard
of living and access to education. It was suggested that special WFTU representatives
should work with the governments of the UK, France, Belgium, and South Africa as
well as within ECOSOC on the implementation of these demands.63

In the aftermath of the Pan-African Trade Union Conference, many African dele-
gates were disappointed that it was the European WFTU leaders who discussed which
of the conference’s resolutions would be forwarded to ECOSOC and the International
LabourOrganization (ILO).Mikhail Tarasov, a Sovietmember of theWFTU’s Colonial
Department, complained that African members were not involved in these decisions,
and suggested that an African delegate should be hired in the Colonial Department.64
This clearly shows that, in the early days of the united WFTU, decision-making was
the exclusive preserve of white trade union leaders from North America, Europe, and
the Soviet Union. The hopes of African delegates such as Diallo to “educate public
opinion” about Africa being “open to exploitation” and to put pressure on colonial
governments through global outreach and international organizations such as the UN

60Bandeira Jerónimo and Pedro Monteiro, “‘Colonialism on Trial”’.
61Speech by Wynant, “Séance du vendredi 11 Avril”, IISH, WFTU Archives – W. Schevenels Documents,

Box 168, p. 10.
62Ibid.
63“Draft Resolution submitted to the General Council of the Dakar Conference”, IISH, WFTU Archives

– W. Schevenels Documents, Box 168, pp. 1–3.
64Wolf, “Der Weltgewerkschaftsbund”, p. 13. Additional information provided by Johanna Wolf via email.
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were not fulfilled within the united WFTU. This was to change after the split in 1949,
as we highlight in the next section.

After the Split in 1949: A West African Union Leader as WFTU Vice-President
The remaining twenty or somonths between the Pan-African TradeUnionConference
in April 1947 and the split of the WFTU in January 1949 brought far-reaching changes
in France, its colonies, and the international labourmovement. In Paris, amidstmassive
workers’ unrest, the French Communist Party was ousted from the governing coalition
and went into opposition in May 1947.65 Immediately, the CGT and its political ally in
the colonies, the African Democratic Assembly,66 were subjected to numerous police
and administrative harassments.67 A massive wave of strikes also swept across French
WestAfrica, culminating in the aforementioned 170-day strike between 1947 and 1948.

In June 1947, the US government announced the European Recovery Program
(Marshall Plan) for Europe’s post-war reconstruction, which was intensely debated
across Western and Eastern Europe. Part of the money included in the Marshall Plan
was intended toweaken communist influence in the labourmovement.TheUS govern-
ment and the AFL, which did not join the WFTU, sought to destroy the unity between
communists and non-communists both on the national level and within the WFTU.68
In France, with financial and logistical support from the AFL, the CIA, and the US
State Department, socialist union leaders of the CGT decided to break away to form
the CGT-Force Ouvrière.69 The new trade union federation tried to compete with the
CGT in French West Africa for African workers, but was largely unsuccessful.70 At the
international level, differences over the Marshall Plan, the colonial question, and the
strong influence of communist-leaning officials on WFTU publications seemed irrec-
oncilable by January 1949. Feeling that they could no longer adequately control the
WFTU, the British TUC, the American CIO, Scandinavian union organizations, and
soon the remaining non-communist unions left the federation to form a new one, the
International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU).71

How did the WFTU’s policy and structural orientation towards the colonies in
Africa and Asia change after the split in 1949? Labour historian Bob Reinalda has pro-
posed several dimensions for describing the structure of an international trade union

65R.W. Johnson, The Long March of the French Left (London, 1981), pp. 30–32.
66The African Democratic Assembly was established in Bamako in 1946 and served as a unifying body

for political parties in French West Africa and French Equatorial Africa. Its leader was the Ivorian Félix
Houphouët-Boigny, who assumed the role of the first president of the Ivory Coast in 1960. In the immediate
post-war years, the African Democratic Assembly was in a coalition with the French Communist Party but
broke off this relationship in 1950.

67Fall, “Le mouvement syndical”, p. 54.
68The US labour leaders Irving Brown and Jay Lovestone were key figures in this strategy. See Barrett

Dower, “The Influence of the American Federation of Labor on the Force Ouvrière, 1944–1954”, in
Van Goethem and Waters, American Labor’s Global Ambassadors, pp. 85–102; Rodríguez García, Liberal
Workers, pp. 46–47.

69Dower, “The Influence of the American Federation of Labor”.
70Geiss, Gewerkschaften in Afrika, p. 48.
71Anthony Carew, “Towards a Free Trade Union Centre: The International Confederation of Free Trade

Unions (1949–1972)”, in Carew et al., The International Confederation of Free Trade Unions, pp. 187–340.
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federation: firstly, the extent of its internationalist structure; secondly, the purpose of
its overall strategy and strategic consciousness; and thirdly, its structural inclusiveness
(referring to whether the movement is sensitive to the dimensions of gender, race,
and regional balance).72 In 1949, the WFTU’s two leading governing bodies, the gen-
eral council and executive bureau, (re-)elected two white male European communists
as leaders: Louis Saillant from the French CGT as general secretary and Guiseppe
di Vittorio from the Italian General Confederation of Labour (CGIL) as president.
While the two leading positions were thus firmly in the hands of European commu-
nist parties, the executive bureau also elected non-European leaders. Out of the eleven
vice-presidents, six hailed from Africa, Asia, and Latin America: Vincente Lombardo
Toledano (Mexico); Liu Chao Chin (China); Shripad A. Dange (India); Lázaro Peña
(Cuba); and Abdoulaye Diallo (French Sudan).73 More in-depth comparative research
is needed, but looking at the list of leading functionaries within the ICFTU at the same
time, we can already see a stark difference in terms of origin. After its London congress
in November/December 1949, the new federation was led exclusively by white male
union leaders from Western Europe and North America.74 While neither the WFTU
nor the ICFTU had any female officials in their leading bodies at the time, and so
could not be considered gender-inclusive, theWFTUunderscored its desire to open up
beyond Eurasia by appointing vice-presidents from Africa, Asia, and Latin America.75

Diallo’s new position as vice-president provided authority and access to the
WFTU’s publication outlets. Soon after his appointment, he published his views
on the African trade union movement in a lengthy article in the WFTU
bulletinWeltgewerkschaftsbewegung (“World TradeUnionMovement”).76 Diallo noted
Africans’ support for the fight against fascism and the goals of anti-racism, free-
dom, and self-determination, as set out in the Atlantic Charter. He emphasized the

72Bob Reinalda, “The Anatomy of the Major Twentieth-Century International Trade Union Federation”,
in Bart de Wilde (ed.), The Past and Future of International Trade Unionism (Ghent, 2001), pp. 25–45, 26–27.

73“Der neue Vorstand des Weltgewerkschaftsbunds”, Die Weltgewerkschaftsbewegung: Monatsrevue des
Weltgewerkschaftsbundes, 4 (1949), p. 42.

74Hans Gottfurcht, Die Internationale Gewerkschaftsbewegung im Weltgeschehen. Geschichte, Probleme,
Aufgaben (Cologne, 1962), p. 411.

75The first Eastern European woman elected to a leading position on the WFTU’s secretariat was Elena
Teodorescu in 1956. She was also a member of the executive committee of the General Council of Trade
Unions in Romania. See Selin Çağatay et al. (eds), Women’s Labour Activism in Eastern Europe and Beyond:
A New Transnational History (London, 2025), pp. 144, 549. For a longue durée and comparative perspective
on the WFTU and ICFTU, see Chapters Two and Ten in Çağatay et al., Women’s Labour Activism. Regarding
debates on gender, women’s labour, and emancipationwithin the unitedWFTU and some of its national affil-
iates and the relevant contexts, see Johanna Wolf, “‘Women as Workers’: Discussions about Equal Pay in the
World Federation of TradeUnions in the Late 1940s”, in SelinÇağatay et al. (eds),Through the PrismofGender
and Work: Women’s Labour Struggles in Central and Eastern Europe and Beyond, 19th and 20th Centuries
(Leiden, 2024), pp. 202–230; Susan Zimmermann, “Spurring Women to Action? Communist-Led Women’s
Trade Unionism between the Hungarian Shop Floor and Top-Level Internationalism, 1947 to 1959”, Journal
of Contemporary Central and Eastern Europe, 31 (2023), pp. 339–362. On the educational courses offered
by the WFTU and its affiliates for African women unionists, see Immanuel R. Harisch, “Training African
WomenTradeUnionists in Inter/National TradeUnionMovements in the 1950s and 1960s: AHistory under
Constraint”, Revue d’histoire contemporaine de l’Afrique, 6–7 (2024), pp. 57–77.

76Abdoulaye Diallo, “Die Gewerkschaftsbewegung in Afrika”, Die Weltgewerkschaftsbewegung, 6
(1949), pp. 4–7.
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contribution of workers, including unorganized workers, who had mounted strikes
against the colonial administrations on plantations, in workshops, and in mines, as
well as the importance of the 1947 Dakar conference (as discussed above) in highlight-
ing “the excessive exploitation of the natives by the imperialist mother countries, as
well as racial discrimination, the absence or restriction of trade union freedoms, the
lack of education, the low standard of living, and the misery of the peasants”.77

Diallo called on African trade unionists and workers not to sit back and wait for the
WFTU to solve their problems as a “central organ”, but to take action themselves: to
organize, mobilize, and struggle. It is noteworthy that, as early as 1949, Diallo pointed
to inter-African unity and trade union cooperation as a way “to derive greater benefit
from the experience of struggle acquired together”. However, it is important to stress
that he opposed an “isolationist” view, arguing that the African labourmovementmust
not allow its struggle to be diverted from the right path by isolating itself from the
working class in the mother countries and other countries of the world. Their struggle
would not be a race war between blacks and whites, or of Africans against Europeans
and Asians, but rather a united front against imperialism and colonial oppression.78

The statement must be read as a clear commitment to waging African struggles as
part of the CGT and WFTU. As a “labour ambassador”, who had been elected to the
WFTU leadership towrite and speak about theAfrican labourmovement from the per-
spective of an active trade unionist, and someone who had experienced and was still
experiencing colonial rule, Diallo was also firmly committed to a materialist approach
to the colonial (labour) question. This included a strong commitment to class analy-
sis and communist labour internationalism, which sidelined the importance of race by
emphasizing that “blacks and whites” could work together in a “united front against
imperialism and colonial oppression”. Scholars have shown that African workers and
trade unionists in Francophone Africa were more receptive to Marxist ideology and
materialist analysis than their counterparts in British-ruled Africa. Several factors can
explain this. From 1943 onwards, Communist Study Groups (Groupes d’études com-
munistes, GEC) had been founded in Dakar, Conakry, and Abidjan to disseminate
Marxist thought.79 Furthermore, after World War II, the French Communist Party
had a greater influence in France’s colonies than the British Communist Party did
in Britain’s. As mentioned above, trade unionists such as Touré from Guinea, Diallo
from Sudan, and Djibo from Niger had been invited to CGT congresses in France
and received training under the auspices of the CGT and the French Communist
Party.80 However, Diallo’s position increasingly came into conflict with that of Touré,
who pushed for the autonomy (and disaffiliation) of African unions from French and
international federations. We will return to these conflicts in the final section.

The purpose of Diallo’s article in Weltgewerkschaftsbewegung was not limited to
exploring the African labour movement, however. Carew has described how the
WFTU’s Information Bulletin and other publications emerged as a key battleground

77Ibid., p. 4.
78Ibid., p. 5.
79Jean Meynaud and Anisse Salah-Bey, Trade Unionism in Africa: A Study of Its Growth and Orientation

(London, 1967), p. 79.
80Bangali, “Méthodes de revendication”, pp. 146–147.
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for campaigning for or against the US government’sMarshall Plan in 1947 to 1948.The
Bulletin of the then united WFTU, Carew found, “was used in ever more blatantly par-
tisan fashion” by communist-leaning officials from different trade unions to mobilize
support against the Marshall Plan.81

Following the split in 1949, when the Western non-communist federations left the
WFTU, it is not surprising that anti-Western and, in particular, anti-US positions
continued to be very pronounced in WFTU publications. The articles in the WFTU’s
Weltgewerkschaftsbewegung bulletin highlight this orientation. Diallo’s article on the
African labour movement, for example, includes a headline, “The increasing influence
of American monopolies is aggravating the misery of the peoples of Africa”, which is
in the same font size and is almost the same length as the main headline on Africa’s
organized labour movement. Mirroring the battle lines of the intensifying Cold War,
the article focuses on the strategies of “imperialist monopolies to gain dominance
over Africa’s economy”. Diallo argues that US “trusts and monopolies” were gradu-
ally taking over market positions from their British, French, and Belgian competitors,
although he only mentions Firestone and US Steel by name. However, to illustrate
“intruding American capital”, he provides detailed examples of recent US investments
in several African colonies. According to Diallo, these aimed at exploiting the conti-
nent’s rich resources, such as copper, cobalt, zinc, lead, uranium, bauxite, gold, and
diamonds.82

Diallo’s article was clearly considered a powerful intellectual weapon in the Cold
War by theWFTU’s Publications Department. Considerable space was devoted to crit-
icizing Western imperial powers, particularly the US, for exploiting Africa’s strategic
resources, while the Soviet Unionwas praised.TheUS government followed these pub-
lications closely. CIA reports from the 1950s noted that the responsible secretary in
charge of the WFTU Press and Information Department was typically a Soviet func-
tionary overseeing the final output.83 Given the ACCTU’s dominant position within
the WFTU in terms of membership and financial contributions, we can also assume
that high-ranking Soviet trade union leaders, in coordination with the Soviet regime,
oversaw these publications. However, more research is needed to better understand
these processes.84 We know from recent research that, in addition to African leaders
such as Diallo, Western communists from Britain and France, such as Jack Woddis,
T. McWhinnie, Paul Delanoue, and Maurice Gastaud, played an important role in
collecting and disseminating knowledge about the African labour movement within
their respective communist parties, trade union organizations, and/or the WFTU.
Insight into the labour situation in Africa was often gained through trips to Africa

81Carew, “A False Dawn”, p. 176.
82Diallo, “Die Gewerkschaftsbewegung in Afrika”, p. 5.
83In the early 1950s, this was Sergei Rostovsky, who was replaced by Peter Kosakov in 1953. See Central

Intelligence Agency,Communism, World Federation of Trade Unions: Vienna Headquarters and International
Connections, 16December 1953, p. 29. Available at: https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/document/cia-rdp78-
02849a000100200001-6; last accessed 25 October 2025.

84To our knowledge, there is no detailed research on the WFTU’s Publications Department, nor on how
the financial contributions of the different national federations to the WFTU’s coffers played out in terms of
power asymmetries within the WFTU. More research is also needed on the target audiences of publications
such as Weltgewerkschaftsbewegung, how they were distributed in workplaces, and who was reading them.
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or discussions with/training of African colleagues.85 Following Stalin’s purges and
persecution of many leading (Soviet) internationalists and academics who had gath-
ered knowledge about and built networks with the colonial world, Soviet knowledge of
Africa, and in particular its labour movement, was very limited during the 1950s, and
access for its scholars to conduct fieldwork very difficult.86 In any case, more in-depth
research into theWFTU’s publishing nexus would be needed to better understand how
articles such as Diallo’s were (co-)produced, who was involved, and how a final version
was agreed.

Diallo’s election as WFTU vice-president also boosted his international mobility
and prestige, as he travelled extensively around the world and was at the forefront of
all the latest trade union and political developments from the late 1940s onwards. In
November and December 1949, he was part of a WFTU delegation to Beijing, together
withGeneral Secretary Louis Saillant, the Soviet delegate LeonidNikolaievich Soloviev,
Vincente Lombardo Toledano (Confederation of Latin American Workers), and Ali
Mardjono (Central All-Indonesian Workers Organization, SOBSI).87 The capital of
the new People’s Republic of China hosted the Pan-Asian Trade Union Conference
between 15 November and 8 December 1949, with delegates from countries including
Indonesia, India, Iran, Vietnam, Korea, and Mongolia.88 Saillant, Diallo, and the other
WFTU vice-presidents delivered speeches and met with Chairman Mao Zedong for
discussions.89 The rise of communist China was of great importance to theWFTU, and
Diallo was clearly impressed byChina’s example. At theWFTU’sThirdWorld Congress
in Vienna four years later, which will be discussed below, Diallo highlighted China as
a leading example of a nation that had liberated itself from the yoke of colonialism and
offered hope and inspiration to Africans.90 In addition to delegation visits within the
communist camp, which also sawDiallo travelling to the newly founded East Germany
(officially the German Democratic Republic), he emphasized his role as communist
ambassador of Africa’s labour movement at UN meetings in Geneva and New York.

Diallo as WFTU Representative at Meetings of the United Nations’ Economic
and Social Council
At theWFTUpreparatory conference in London in February 1945, trade union leaders
demanded that the federation be given an advisory role at theUN founding conference,

85November, L’évolution du mouvement syndical; Françoise Blum, “Une formation syndicale
dans la Guinée de Sékou Touré. L’université ouvrière africaine, 1960–1965”, Revue historique, 667
(2013), pp. 661–691; Gabriele Siracusano, “Trade Union Education in Former French Africa (1959–1965):
Ideological Transmission and the Role of French and Italian Communists”, Third World Quarterly, 42
(2021), pp. 483–502; Harisch and Burton, “‘The Missing Link?”’.

86SteffiMarung, “TheProvocation of Empirical Evidence: Soviet African Studies between Enthusiasm and
Discomfort”, African Identities, 16 (2018), pp. 176–190.

87For an analysis of the 1949 BeijingConference, based onChinese and Italian sources, see SofiaGraziani’s
article in this Special Issue.

88“Vorstandssitzung in Peking: November–Dezember 1949”, Die Weltgewerkschaftsbewegung:
Monatsrevue des Weltgewerkschaftsbundes, 8 (1949), p. 4.

89Ibid.
90Speech by A. Diallo (Sudan) in Weltgewerkschaftsbund, 3. Weltgewerkschaftskongress, p. 850.
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which would take place in San Francisco on 26 June that year.91 The Soviet proposal
was renewed at theWFTU’s founding congress in Paris in October 1945, calling for the
federation’s participation in ECOSOC with voting rights.92

The ECOSOC was established on 26 June 1945 as one of the six main organs of the
UN, with the remit to coordinate its economic and social fields. The forum continues
to function as the UN’s principal platform for deliberating on international economic
and social issues.93 ECOSOCwas designedwith eighteen councilmembers, withAfrica
and Asia “grossly underrepresented” in council membership (since no colonies were
allowed a seat).94 After much debate, the united WFTU was granted, alongside other
organizations such as the AFL, consultative status for non-governmental organizations
within ECOSOC.95 After the split of the WFTU in 1949, the US government and the
AFL unsuccessfully tried to revoke the WFTU’s consultative status.96

For communist labour leaders from colonial territories, such as Diallo, the WFTU
seat in ECOSOC was a great opportunity to bring African anti-colonial perspectives
to the world forum. As Cooper has noted, international organizations could “become
embarrassing sites for questioning the seriousness of the modernizing project”.97

The debate in New York in 1950 focused on forced labour. It developed into a
confrontation, with blame alternately assigned to the Soviet Union and the colonial
powers, particularly France. In 1947, the AFL urged ECOSOC to commission the ILO
to undertake a detailed examination of “new systems of forced labour”; this was pri-
marily intended to target the Soviet gulags.98 Quenby Olmsted Hughes has given a
detailed account of the AFL’s campaign to expose forced labour in the Soviet Union at
ECOSOC.99 AFL delegate Toni Sender accused the Soviet Union of a “system of forced
labour” and argued that, in view of mass “arrests and deportations in the Baltic States”,
from where prisoners were being “sent to slave labour camps”, it “was not exaggerated
to speak of the crime of genocide”.100 From a comparative perspective, it is important
to note that Sender was not interrupted once during her lengthy speech and that the

91Morton Schwartz, “Soviet Policy and the World Federation of Trade Unions, 1945–1949” (Ph.D.,
Columbia University, 1963), p. 188.

92Schwartz, “Soviet Policy”, pp. 191–193.
93Robert W. Gregg, “The Economic and Social Council: Politics of Membership”, Western Political

Quarterly, 16 (1963).
94For details on membership, see Gregg, “The Economic and Social Council”, p. 113.
95B. Pickard to W. Moderow, “Interoffice Memorandum”, Geneva, 4 March 1952, UN Archives, Geneva,

G_XIV_01_02_083.
96Quenby Olmsted Hughes, “The American Federation of Labor’s Cold War Campaign against ‘Slave

Labor’ at theUnitedNations”, inVanGoethem andWaters,American Labor’s Global Ambassadors, pp. 23–38,
26.

97Cooper, Decolonization and African Society, p. 368.
98Daniel Roger Maul, “The International Labour Organization and the Struggle against Forced Labour

from 1919 to the Present”, Labor History, 48 (2007), pp. 477–500, 484.
99Hughes, “The American Federation of Labor’s Cold War”.
100Speech by Miss Sender (AFL), “Survey of forced labour and measures for its abolition (E/1587, E/1588

and E/1636)”, UN ECOSOC, 10th session, 365th meeting, Monday, 27 February 1950, Lake Success, New
York, p. 151, retrieved from the UN Archives, Geneva. Available at: https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/
832056?ln=en&v=pdf; last accessed 25 October 2025.
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president of the session, the Chilean Hernán Santa Cruz,101 “thanked Miss Sender for
her statement”.102

When Diallo took the floor as WFTU representative, he critically noted that despite
having been eliminated on paper in the French empire in 1946, forced labour was on
the rise in the “non-self-governing territories” (that is, the colonies). He added that due
to resistance by workers, “police methods” had been used by regimes to impose forced
labour in the colonies. He gave the example of the French government, which he crit-
icized for its repression of people in Vietnam, strikers in Tunisia, and trade unionists
in Morocco and the Ivory Coast.103 Without hesitation, Mr Boris, the French govern-
ment’s designated representative, was granted the opportunity to interject, as Diallo
had expanded the discussion beyond the topic of forced labour. The session president,
Santa Cruz, agreed with Boris. He understood that it was difficult to avoid making ref-
erence to repressionwhen talking about forced labour but felt that “the consultant from
the World Federation of Trade Unions” – that is, Diallo – “seemed to have overstepped
reasonable limits”. Santa Cruz urgedDiallo to deal exclusively with “facts relating to the
question of forced labour”.104 This shows how the French delegate, Boris, supported by
the session’s president, sought to divide the issue of forced labour from that of colonial
rule and political repression by colonial governments.

However, Diallo did not agree with this narrow perspective. He claimed that
the WFTU “wished to denounce before the Council all the violations of freedom
which were contrary to the principles set forth in the United Nations Charter”.105
Unimpressed, he provided a detailed explanation for why a number of measures, such
as “institution of the compulsory labour card, punitive sanctions, imprisonment for
failure to pay taxes, labour in prisons […], mass recruitment by special agents or tribal
chiefs”, were very similar in effect to “former laws on forced labour”. As a result, he
argued, despite the abolition of forced labour in the aftermath of World War II, these
illegal practices persisted in Francophone Africa for public infrastructure works as
well as in British colonies such as Tanganyika, Kenya, and Nigeria. Diallo invoked
the UN’s charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 to oppose
this inhumane treatment of people in the colonies.106 When he argued that colonial
governments sometimes used “cynical or hypocritical arguments”107 to justify forced
labour of their subjects, Diallo was again “called to order” by Santa Cruz.

101Born in Santiago de Chile in 1906 into an affluent, upper-class family, Santa Cruz was trained as
a lawyer and considered himself to be a member of the “enlightened bourgeoisie”. He was appointed
permanent Chilean delegate to the UN in 1946 and soon thereafter assumed the role of president of
ECOSOC. Santa Cruz was also a member of Eleanor Roosevelt’s eight-person committee that drafted the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. See Erna Ulloa Castillo and Cristian Medina Valverde, “Outline
of a Diplomatic Leader in the International Community: Hernán Santa Cruz and His Works at the United
Nations”, Human Rights Quarterly, 41 (2019), pp. 962–981, 967–968, 970, 973.

102The President, paragraph 71, “Survey of forced labour”, p. 153.
103Abdoulaye Diallo, paragraphs 76–77, “Survey of forced labour”, p. 154.
104The President, paragraph 79, “Survey of forced labour”, p. 154.
105Diallo, paragraph 81, “Survey of forced labour”, p. 154.
106Ibid., paragraph 94, p. 155.
107Ibid., paragraph 97, p. 156.
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Seemingly undeterred by Santa Cruz’s interventions during the session calling on
him to refrain fromdirect attacks, Diallo continued.He argued that theWestern “trusts
and monopolies” were the real cause of forced labour. “Above all,” Diallo went on, “it
was essential to abolish the colonial system, which ran counter to the principles of the
UnitedNations Charter.”108 Diallo was again interrupted by Santa Cruz, called to order,
and warned that “if he did not confine his remarks to the question on the agenda and
spoke on general political issues, his right to speak would be withdrawn”.109 However,
Diallo was able to continue, and, in the remaining part of his speech, he offered uncrit-
ical praise of the Soviet Union. He believed that the AFL’s campaign against forced
labour in the Soviet Union comprised “lying accusations […] against the great social-
ist country”. Due to the institutionalized racism in the US, the AFL’s “attacks” were
hypocritical and “merely intended to counteract the attraction exerted by the USSR on
colonial and semi-colonial workers”.110 Certainly unaware of the extent of forced labour
under Stalin, Diallo uncritically praised the Soviet Union as a place where “workers
enjoyed true economic and social freedom” and ultimately a “harmonious society”.111
The French delegate, Boris, argued at the end of the debate that if communist rep-
resentatives were unaware of forced labour in the Soviet Union “either because they
had not asked or had not been told, theirs was a clear case of monastic obedience and
fanaticism”.112

Three years later, Diallo served as the WFTU’s representative at the July 1953
ECOSOC meeting in Geneva. As vice-president of the WFTU, he fiercely criticized
the harassment and imprisonment of trade union leaders in both metropolitan France
and the African colonies. He was particularly concerned that “it was quite common
for trade union publications, particularly those of WFTU, to be declared illegal. Trade
union meetings were subject to prior authorization, while trade union funds were
subject to State control.”113 Since Diallo’s first speech to ECOSOC in 1950, as dis-
cussed above, the climate had become increasingly repressive for the WFTU and
especially for the CGT, the French communist trade union federation. In 1950, the
now communist-oriented WFTU sought to hold a second Pan-African Trade Union
Conference in Douala, Cameroon, as a follow-up to the 1947 Dakar conference dis-
cussed earlier. The French high commissioner in Cameroon refused Diallo’s request
to hold a conference in October 1950.114 In late January 1951, the Journal officiel de la
République française published the decree that the WFTU was banned in France, and
some of its leaders had to flee the country.115 The WFTU headquarters were moved to

108Ibid., paragraph 103, p. 156.
109The President, paragraph 104, “Survey of forced labour”, p. 156.
110Diallo, paragraph 106, “Survey of forced labour”, p. 156.
111Ibid.
112Mr Boris, paragraph 132, “Survey of forced labour”, p. 158.
113Diallo, paragraph 61, “Allegations regarding infringements of trade union rights received under

Council resolutions 277 (X) and 474 (XV) (E/2434 and E/2464)”, UNECOSOC, 16th session, 719thmeeting,
Thursday, 9 July 1953, Palais des Nations, Geneva, p. 102, retrieved from the UNArchives, Geneva. Available
at: https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/824579?ln=en&v=pdf; last accessed 25 October 2025.

114Suret-Canale, “Les syndicats confédérés (CGT)”, p. 1046.
115Ibid., p. 1047.
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the Soviet-occupied zone inVienna.116 TheFrench government also banned theWFTU
from any activities in French West Africa, and British colonial authorities, including
those in Nigeria and Northern Rhodesia, banned the import of WFTU publications.117

The WFTU filed a complaint with ECOSOC against the French government’s
repression of the CGT, theWFTU, and trade unionists in both France and the colonies.
It argued that these measures violated the “democratic rights” and “freedom of asso-
ciation” of trade unionists.118 Similar to the 1950 meeting, the session’s president,
the Belgian Raymond Scheyven, opted for a “technical” approach as a prophylactic
measure, warning Diallo that speakers should “confine themselves to the technical
approach” and asked representatives of international organizations to recognize the
“unanimous wish of the Council that politics should not be allowed to intrude into the
discussion”.119 It was precisely the allegedly neutral and apolitical “technical” approach
that Diallo went on to criticize in his speech. He felt that the ILO’s investigation had
handled the issue of infringement of trade union rights unsatisfactorily, since Western
governments’ overt repression was exonerated on the grounds that it targeted “sub-
versive activities” in the “interest of public order”.120 Diallo’s criticism requires more
contextualization. As the historian Daniel Maul has shown, the 1953 ILO report found
British and French colonial policy “‘not guilty’ of forced labour”. The report “only criti-
cized France and Britain for occasionally using the terms ‘state of emergency’ and ‘civic
duties’ too freely in their justification of continuing forms of coercion”.121

In the name of the WFTU, Diallo demanded that the allegations of infringements
of trade union rights be widely publicized and that Western influence within the ILO
be reduced.122 AsMaul has convincingly shown, the influence ofWestern governments
and an attitude of maintaining the colonial status quo was strong within ILO bodies,
and so it is understandable that more radical figures from the colonies did not trust the
ILO to handle these issues to their advantage.123

Overall, our research shows howAfrican “labour ambassadors”, such as Diallo, used
their speeches at ECOSOC meetings to criticize the exploitation and labour policies of
the colonial empires.While praising the Soviet Union, Diallo presented the communist
labour movement and, above all, the WFTU that functioned as its umbrella organiza-
tion as defenders of democratic rights and freedom of association in both France and
the African colonies at international forums such as the UN. In doing so, he challenged
the Western anti-communist discourse that sought to discredit the WFTU on the basis

116Mikuláš Pešta, “A Hub of Anti-Colonialism: Prague’s International Organizations in the Transnational
Socialist Network and Global Cold War”, Journal of Contemporary History, 59 (2024), pp. 492–513.

117Adi, Pan-Africanism: A History, p. 139.
118“Protestbewegung gegen den Staatsstreich der französischen Regierung”, Österreichische Zeitung, 2

April 1953, p. 8.
119The President, paragraph 51, “Allegations regarding infringements of trade union rights”, p. 101.

Emphasis ours.
120Diallo, paragraph 53, “Allegations regarding infringements of trade union rights”, p. 101.
121Maul, “The International Labour Organization”, p. 486.
122Diallo, paragraphs 58 and 59, “Allegations regarding infringements of trade union rights”, p. 101.
123Daniel Maul, The International Labour Organization: 100 Years of Global Social Policy (Oldenburg,

2019), pp. 140–143, 191.
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Figure 2. Diallo and other WFTU leaders at the executive bureau meeting in Vienna, July 1951. Left to
right: Lju Ning I (People’s Republic of China), Abdoulaye Diallo (French Sudan), Benoît Frachon (France),
V. Lombardo Toledano (Latin America), all WFTU Vice Presidents; Louis Saillant, WFTU General Secretary.
Source:ÖsterreichischeZeitung, 7 July 1953, p. 1, AustrianNational Library, Vienna,withpermission. Availableat: https://
anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/annoshow?call=oez|19510707|1|33.0|0; last accessed 5 February 2026.

that its bedrock was trade union federations in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union,
which served as a “transmission belt” between the ruling communist parties and the
working classes and peasants.

The WFTU’s Third World Congress in Vienna, 1953, and Diallo’s Arrest in French
West Africa
Following its expulsion from Paris in 1951, the WFTU moved its headquarters to the
Soviet-occupied zone in Vienna. This development was not welcomed by the Austrian
anti-communist press. The Wiener Kurier lamented in 1951 that the WFTU’s pres-
ence regularly brought “prominent communists” from the WFTU – such as Saillant,
Toledano, Benoît Frachon, di Vittorio, LjuNing, andDiallo – to executive bureaumeet-
ings in Vienna and that the city had become a “conference hotspot for the communist
front organization” (Figure 2).124

In April 1953, the WFTU executive bureau, including Diallo, met in Vienna and
announced that the Third World Congress of the WFTU would be held in Vienna
from 10 to 21 October of that year. Three key agenda items were announced: 1) a
report on the activities of the WFTU and other tasks of trade unions in the struggle
for unity of action and peace; 2) the tasks of trade unions in the field of economic and
social development and democratic rights in capitalist and colonial countries; 3) the
development of the trade union movement in colonial and semi-colonial countries.125

124“Wien – Hauptkonferenzort für die KP-Tarnorganisationen?”, Wiener Kurier, 3 July 1951.
125“Für Aktionseinheit der Werktätigen aller Länder. Aufruf des Weltgewerkschaftsbundes zum drit-

ten Weltgewerkschaftskongreß”, Österreichische Zeitung, 28 April 1953, p. 1. The Soviet-run Österreichische
Zeitung, the first post-war newspaper in Austria, relied on a TASS correspondent in Vienna and was char-
acterized by glorification of the Soviet Union and Stalinism. See Wolfgang Mueller, “Soviet Propaganda,
Media, andCultural Policy in Vienna, 1945–1955”, inOliver Rathkolb andAgnesMeisinger (eds),Controlled
Freedom: Allied Cultural Policy in Vienna, 1945–1955 (Göttingen, 2025), pp. 27–37. The newspaper articles,
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Theconference call declared the aim “to put an end to colonial slavery, to the oppression
of millions of people who yearn for freedom, progress, and national independence”.126

Scholarship on the WFTU has rarely recognized that the WFTU’s decidedly anti-
colonial stance developed as early as the late 1940s and early 1950s. Almost half of
the congress was devoted to workers and trade unions in “colonial and semi-colonial”
countries. The diversity and aim of achieving inclusivity beyond Europe is also repre-
sented by the list of speakers reporting on the development of trade unions in colonial
and semi-colonial countries. Of the twenty-nine speakers, except for one speaker each
from France, Belgium, and East Germany, as well as one white South African, it was
exclusively colonized people from colonial and semi-colonial countries who shared
their experiences on this world stage.127

The 1953 Vienna congress was promoted as the largest labour congress of the time.
The film Lied der Ströme, directed by Joris Ivens and produced by the East German
film studio DEFA in 1954, boasted that there had “never before been such a power-
ful, comprehensive congress”, with representatives from five continents, seventy-nine
countries, andmore than eightymillionworkers.128 In view of workers being automati-
cally enlisted into unions in the Soviet Union and the state socialist countries of Eastern
Europe, the self-declared membership of the attending delegations should be treated
with caution. Furthermore, many delegations from Africa, Asia, and Latin America
were present as observers and were not affiliated with the WFTU. Yet, for compari-
son: the ICFTU’s world congress in Vienna two years later hosted delegates from only
fifty-two countries.129

In his speech, Diallo lamented that Africa was the only continent still largely in the
hands of colonialists. He argued that the recent successes of Asian decolonization –
in particular, he praised China as a model for Africans – had led “the French, English,
Belgian, Portuguese, and Spanish imperialists” to increase their rate of exploitation, cit-
ing the massacres committed by the British in Kenya and the French in Madagascar.130
Racial discrimination was widespread “in wages, in career opportunities, in public
and private life, in ‘social’ legislation”.131 He emphasized the important role of the
trade union movement in combatting these injustices, and noted that trade unions
had developed rapidly across the African continent since 1945 – a trend confirmed by
scholars.132

which cover WFTU-related news in detail, were a valuable source for our study on Diallo, though they
required critical analysis.

126“Für Aktionseinheit der Werktätigen”, p. 1.
127Weltgewerkschaftsbund, 3. Weltgewerkschaftskongress, p. 1206.
128Joris Ivens, Lied der Ströme, DVD, 90 min. (Potsdam, 1954), 40:00–40:30, cited in Katharina

Föger and Eric Burton, “Kleines Land, großer Dienst. Anti/Kolonialismus, Anti/Rassismus und
Entwicklung in Zeitschriften des Österreichischen Gewerkschaftsbundes, 1953–1968”, Zeitgeschichte, 52
(2025), pp. 305–336, 308.

129Föger and Burton, “Kleines Land, großer Dienst”, p. 308.
130Cooper has characterized these as “some of the ugliest instances of colonial violence in the twentieth

century”. See Cooper, Decolonization and African Society, p. 265.
131Speech by A. Diallo (Sudan) in Weltgewerkschaftsbund, 3. Weltgewerkschaftskongress, p. 850.
132Geiss, Gewerkschaften in Afrika; Bellucci, “African Trade Unions in Historical Perspective”, pp. 13–32.
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Diallo praised the second WFTU world congress, which (as explained above)
had taken place in Milan in 1949 following the withdrawal of the Western liberal-
reformist trade union federations, as a turning point. With “genuine representatives
of the workers of the colonial and semi-colonial countries in its leadership”, the WFTU
had, in his view, made its anti-colonialist position even clearer and documented its
firm determination to support the organizations representing working people in colo-
nial countries in their struggle for freedom against oppression and exploitation.133
According to Diallo, it was a great sign of trust by European WFTU leaders: “Although
they [leaders from Africa, Asia, and Latin America] had little experience in the inter-
national trade union movement, they were at least firmly determined to work for the
development of their organizations in order to put an end to the rule of injustice.”134

Diallo’s words emphasize the WFTU’s attempts towards more inclusivity and
broader geographical representation, as discussed by Reinalda (quoted above).
However, while the WFTU was important in reaffirming these goals, it was Africans
themselves whowere responsible for defining and following the exactmeans to achieve
freedom and prosperity, since “as the saying goes, no-one knows better than the sick
person himself where he hurts and how much he hurts”.135

Diallo played a central role at the Vienna congress. In Lied der Ströme, he is intro-
duced to viewers as “the representative of African workers”.136 As vice-president and a
member of the WFTU executive bureau, Diallo sat on the raised platform above the
hundreds of delegates in the hall, with the WFTU’s general secretary, Saillant, on his
right and the president of the ACCTU, Nikolai Schvernik, on his left. Representing the
WFTU leadership, Diallo was honoured to receive a large banner from the Central
Labour Organization of the Republic of Indonesia (SOBRI) to celebrate the affilia-
tion of another Indonesian national federation to the WFTU.137 The election at the
end of the congress confirmed Diallo (representing French West Africa) as one of the
vice-presidents in the WFTU executive bureau.138

In spring 1954, at the height of his fame within the WFTU, French colonial offi-
cials were convinced that Diallo was the “most dangerous trade union agitator in
French Black Africa”.139 As general secretary of the Sudanese CGT unions and edi-
tor of the union magazine Barakela (Figure 3), Diallo had also mobilized opinion in
other territories of French West Africa against low prices for farmers. In his speech to
the world congress in 1953, he protested that “African peasants and plantation workers

133Speech by A. Diallo (Sudan) in Weltgewerkschaftsbund, 3. Weltgewerkschaftskongress, pp. 850–851.
134Ibid.
135Ibid., p. 850.
136Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0li2YJohe9Y&ab_channel=Hosteni100,

42:42–42:47; last accessed 25 April 2025. Emphasis ours.
137Ibid., 51:05–51:16. SOBRI was founded in 1951. The older national federation, SOBSI, was founded in

1946 and joined the WFTU in 1947. See Vannessa Hearman, “From Travel to Imprisonment: Remembering
ColdWar TradeUnionism and theWorld Federation of TradeUnions (WFTU) in Adam Soepardjan’s Prison
Notebooks”, International Review of Social History (2024), pp. 1–23, 2, 6–7.

138See Weltgewerkschaftsbund, 3. Weltgewerkschaftskongress, pp. 1173–1175.
139Cooper, Decolonization and African Society, p. 604.
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Figure 3. Barakela, the trade unionmagazine published by the French Sudanese CGT under the editorship
of Abdoulaye Diallo, May 1954.
Source: L’Institut CGT d’histoire sociale de la CGT (IHS-CGT), Paris, Fonds of the Confederal Commission of the Overseas
Territories: Marcel Dufriche Papers (1930–1964), 15 B 1/71, with permission.

produce rice, millet, peanuts, cocoa, and coffee, but the representatives of the colonial
trading companies set the prices”.140

On 16 March 1954, Diallo was summoned to appear before the criminal court
in Bamako, charged with “insulting and defaming the governor and the Chamber of
Commerce”.141 French and African CGT union leaders, such as Jaques N’gom, general
secretary of the CGT unions in Cameroon, petitioned the judge of the upcoming trial
in Bamako. N’gom emphasized Diallo’s stature:

[A] labour activist known and respected not only by French Sudanese work-
ers, but also by workers throughout French West Africa, Cameroon, French
Equatorial Africa, and all of Africa, French workers, and the international work-
ing class. He is a man who, in defence of workers’ interests, did not hesitate to
sacrifice himself, his position, and his large family.142

The anti-colonial press saw Diallo’s trial as a pretext for a wider wave of repression
against the trade union movement throughout French West Africa and the trade
unionists’ struggles to implement the Labour Code passed by the French parliament in
1952.143 The WFTU leadership immediately announced that it would report the case
to the UN’s ECOSOC –where Diallo himself had spoken in 1953 about the violation of
trade union rights in the French colonies, as we saw earlier. Together with the CGT, the

140Speech by A. Diallo (Sudan) in Weltgewerkschaftsbund, 3. Weltgewerkschaftskongress, p. 850.
141“Nouvelle attaque aux droits syndicaux en Afrique noire: Abdoulaye Diallo, vice président de la FSM

traduit demain devant le tribunal de Bamako”, 15 March 1954. The name of the newspaper is not given.
Archived in L’Institut CGT d’histoire sociale (CGT-IHS), Confederal Commission of Overseas Territories,
Marcel Dufriche Papers (MDP), 15B 1/71.

142Jaques N’gom to Monsieur le Président du Tribunal de Première Instance de Bamako (Soudan), 12
March 1954, CGT-IHS, MDP, 15B 1/71.

143“Nouvelle attaque aux droits syndicaux”.
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WFTU declared 16 March a day of “struggle for the defence of trade union rights and
solidarity with the activists being prosecuted” and called upon “all workers and trade
union organizations to demonstrate, in unity, their solidarity with African workers
and one of their leaders, Abdoulaye Diallo”.144 Workers in French Sudan followed this
call and protested “en masse” for the acquittal of Diallo.145 On Labour Day on 1 May
1954, Soviet-run newspapers in Austria celebrated the acquittal of Diallo amid “mass
meetings and protest strikes”.146 The article contained a decidedly anti-colonial report
on conditions in French-ruled West Africa and the significance of the recent wave of
strikes, and heroized Diallo, who had made it straight from his acquittal to Vienna in
time for the meeting of the WFTU executive bureau at the end of March 1954.

Disaffiliation from the CGT and the WFTU? Dissenting Views among West
African Labour Leaders
The development of a type of trade unionism in West Africa that sought to emancipate
itself from the French national federations with their competing political ideologies,
culminating in the creation of the autonomous pan-West African federation UGTAN
in January 1957, has been thoroughly researched.147 This section will focus on Diallo’s
role in this process, showing his importance in keeping the trade unions in French
Africa within the CGT and, by extension, the WFTU for as long as he deemed it
possible.

Despite the French government’s repressive policy towards the CGT and the
French Communist Party, by the early 1950s, more than half of all union members
in French West Africa belonged to CGT-affiliated unions.148 However, this orienta-
tion was increasingly put on the defensive by a new group of union leaders, mostly
from Guinea. Following the African Democratic Assembly’s break with the French
Communist Party in 1951, the Guinean unionist Touré sought greater autonomy
for the African labour movement. At the CGT’s Bamako conference in 1951, Diallo
managed to persuade the majority of delegates to maintain links with the metropoli-
tan CGT and hence also with the WFTU.149 Diallo argued that continued affiliation
would bring organizational and material benefits, such as international travel, facilities
and capacity for trade union education and training, office equipment, and material
support, for example in the event of strikes.150 As we saw above, at the 1953 congress in
Vienna he urged African workers and unionists not to isolate their struggles from the
WFTU.

144Ibid.
145“En Afrique noire: Les travailleurs protestent en masse pour l’acquittement d’Abdoulaye DIALLO”, 16

March 1954. The name of the newspaper is not given. Archived in CGT-IHS, MDP, 15B 1/71.
146“Erster Mai, wie noch nie”, Österreichische Zeitung, 30 April 1954, p. 5.
147Tony Chafer, The End of Empire in French West Africa: France’s Successful Decolonization? (Oxford,

2002); Geiss, Gewerkschaften in Afrika; November, L’évolution du mouvement syndical.
148Cooper, Decolonization and African Society, pp. 287–288, 408–424; Philippe Dewitte, “La CGT et les

syndicats d’Afrique occidentale française (1945–1957)”, Le Mouvement social, 117 (1981), pp. 3–32.
149Chafer, The End of Empire, p. 121.
150Fall, “Le mouvement syndical”, p. 55.
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However, as anti-colonial nationalist forces gained ground worldwide, the pressure
on Diallo’s internationalist perspective grew. In 1955, Touré put forward his concept
of an “African personality” more forcefully, arguing that African workers needed a
trade union organization that was not affiliated to any of the French trade union
federations and that put the nationalist anti-colonial struggle first, ahead of class
struggle.151 A new trade union organization, the CGT-Africaine,152 was founded in
January 1956, competing with the “orthodox” CGT for membership among workers.
While the “orthodox” or “internationalist” leaders such as Diallo, Djibo, and Alioune
Cissé managed to retain their influence, in concession to growing “autonomist” pres-
sures they did convene an “African trade union conference to create an independent
African confederation that will enable us to achieve African trade union unity”.153 At
the time, Diallo was still very much part of the WFTU leadership, so he was caught
between two stools. For example, in January 1956Diallowas part of a high-levelWFTU
delegation to the ILO, which met with the ILO’s director-general, David Morse.154
Diallo’s prestige within the WFTU and his conviction that the organized labour move-
ment in French West Africa was not “developed” enough in terms of a solid financial
base, education and training, and organizational capacity explainswhy he “did not alto-
gether reject a centrale that was specifically African, as long as it was linked to the
international proletarian movement via the WFTU”.155

By April 1956, the CGT-Africaine had 55,000 members, only 5,000 less than the
CGT.156 Touré used the labour movement as a “launching pad for his political career”,
which required an expansion of his follower base beyond the rather small segment of
salaried workers. With his emphasis on African nationalism and rejection of the class
struggle, he mobilized among the rural population against all forms of foreign influ-
ence – and Marxist–Leninist internationalism of the variety represented by Diallo, as
WFTU vice-president, was branded as “foreign”.157 Diallo did not agree with Touré’s
views, as he was convinced that the establishment of an autonomous trade union feder-
ationwas premature given FrenchWest Africa’s relatively low grade of industrialization
and small segment of salaried workers (who made up around five per cent of the work-
force).158 Because of its anti-communist strategy, the French colonial administration
was determined to support Touré’s mission to break the influence of the CGT, and by
extension the WFTU, on the labour movements in French West Africa.159

The founding congress of the new autonomous African federation was held in
Cotonou, Benin, from 16 to 20 January. The “orthodox” or “internationalist” leaders,
such as Diallo, arrived in Cotonou without having asked to be disaffiliated from the

151Chafer, The End of Empire, p. 121.
152In other scholarly accounts, it is referred to as CGT-Autonome.
153Dewitte, “La CGT”, p. 28.
154World Federation of Trade Unions, WFTU Activity Report (Leipzig, 1957), p. 105.
155Cooper, Decolonization and African Society, p. 417.
156Theautonomous unions had around 30,000members, the Christian-dominated unions 18,500, and the

CGT-Force Ouvrière 14,500. See Dewitte, “La CGT”, p. 26.
157Chafer, End of Empire, p. 122.
158Ibid., pp. 122–123.
159Ibid., p. 123.
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CGT.However, after heated debates during the conference, this groupwas forced to dis-
affiliate, andDiallo symbolically sent his resignation to theCGTandWFTU.According
to Philippe Dewitte, “with the last obstacles to the creation of the new union federation
removed, the UGTAN was born”.160

In January 1957, after a decade of struggle and serving as a respected ambassador of
Africa’s labour movement at international labour congresses in the WFTU’s orbit and
on the UN stage, Diallo stepped down as WFTU vice-president and was elected as one
of theUGTAN’s general secretaries.161 Diallo’s attention soon focused onFrench Sudan,
as he was appointed Sudan’s Minister of Labour byModibo Keïta in June 1957.162 Since
he was serving in this capacity and no longer had any official function within the
WFTU, Diallo was not part of the UGTAN’s observer delegation to the WFTU’s fourth
world congress in Leipzig in October 1957.163 In the years that followed, he focused
his energies on expanding the African trade union movement, working with Ghana’s
President KwameNkrumah as general secretary of theAll-African People’s Conference
and playing a key role in the preparations for the establishment of the All-African
Trade Union Federation in Casablanca in May 1961.164 While his subsequent career
as a prominent trade union leader in Guinea, diplomat in various countries, and later
as an ILO official at the organization’s headquarters in Geneva deserves attention,165
it is also worth asking what lessons we can learn from Diallo’s role as an anti-colonial
trade union official and communist ambassador of labour within the CGT and WFTU
from the late 1940s to 1957.

Conclusion
This article has traced Diallo’s union career trajectory from the WFTU’s 1947 Pan-
African Trade Union Conference in Dakar to the establishment of the UGTAN in
1957, offering a fresh perspective on the role of African unionists in shaping inter-
national labour politics. The 1947 conference revealed both the potential and the
limitations of the united WFTU. African delegates, including Diallo, used the forum
to advocate for equal pay and anti-racism, and envisioned a global audience and inter-
national associations as their publics. However, “apolitical” trade unionism, overseen
by officials from themetropole, limited the scope of action and reduced publicity, fore-
shadowing a key conflict between anti-colonial demands and Western guardianship of
procedure and key positions in the united WFTU. Decentring this moment shifts the
narrative from metropolitan initiative to African agenda-setting, clarifying why the

160Dewitte, “La CGT”, p. 29.
161Chafer, End of Empire, p. 197.
162Ruth Schachter Morgenthau, Political Parties in French-Speaking West Africa (Oxford, 1964), p. 258.
163The UGTAN delegation was led by Diallo Seydou. See Gédéon N’goran Bangali and Immanuel

R. Harisch, “L’UGTAN. Une expérience de syndicalisme révolutionnaire (1957–1961)”, Revue ivoirienne
d’histoire, 38 (2021), pp. 32–49, 41.

164Opoku Agyeman, The Failure of Grassroots Pan-Africanism: The Case of the All-African Trade Union
Federation (Lanham, MD, 2003).

165Mohamed Saliou Camara, “Trade Unions and Politics in Guinea since Independence”, in Phelan, Trade
Unions in West Africa, pp. 225–250, 238.
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colonial question became structurally unavoidable in post-war labour international-
ism. This analysis complicates the established narrative centred on Marshall aid and
anti-communism. Anti-colonial contention not only accompanied the rupture, but
also helped organize the field of positions within which unions and states realigned.

Following the split of 1949, the reconfigured leadership of the WFTU opened
up new opportunities for anti-colonial actors. Diallo’s election as vice-president sig-
nalled a shift towards greater inclusivity beyond Europe and a clearer commitment
to decolonization. Through his publications, official visits, and speeches he reframed
Africa’s workers as a key element of anti-imperial struggles against “Western monop-
olies”, insisting that inter-African cooperation should flourish within the communist
world trade union movement rather than apart from it. Diallo’s trajectory shows how
communist-led internationalism served as a vehicle for amplifying the voices of the
colonized and elevating them to agenda-setting roles.

A close reading of Diallo’s speeches at the ECOSOC meetings in 1950 (New York)
and 1953 (Geneva) demonstrates the dual role of WFTU representatives as commu-
nist labour ambassadors in the early 1950s: presenting evidence as affected witnesses
from the colonies and connecting their struggles to broader anti-imperialist themes.
The speeches criticized the Western colonial powers and the US, while unreservedly
praising the Soviet Union. The representatives of the colonial powers and the presi-
dents of the ECOSOC sessions repeatedly called for the debate to be narrowed and
made less political, but this did not stop Diallo from sharing his perspective. The sup-
posedly “apolitical” approach favoured by the colonial representatives was meant to
prevent systemic criticism: conceptualizing forced labour, capitalist exploitation, and
colonial oppression as connected and intertwinedwent beyond the limits of what could
be said. As the intervention of the French government representative shows, there
were repeated attempts to silence fierce anti-colonial, anti-capitalist criticism. Overall,
this sheds light on the potential as well as the limitations of the UN as a platform for
anti-colonial and anti-imperial projects. Consultative status providedWFTUrepresen-
tatives with visibility, while the UN Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights furnished a legal-normative vocabulary that enabled criticism of forced labour
and repression. However, these arenas were subject to specific conventions, such as a
requirement that evidence be presented in isolation from broader aspects of society
and politics. The presidents and delegates of colonial empires consistently policed the
boundary between “technical” labour issues and “political” critique. This contradicted
the more holistic approach of political economy and curtailed systemic arguments, as
illustrated by Diallo’s case.

The WFTU’s Vienna congress (1953) promoted the federation’s efforts to open itself
up to Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Although it still had a French general secre-
tary and Italian president, eleven vice-presidents were appointed from different parts
of the world. With Diallo prominent on the rostrum, nearly half of the congress’s
agenda was devoted to unions from “colonial and semi-colonial countries”, and the
WFTU explicitly framed decolonization as a trade union task. Recognizing Milan
1949 and Vienna 1953 as turning points sheds light on two historiographical issues.
Firstly, post-World War II communist-led labour internationalism did not discover
anti-colonialismbelatedly; rather, theWFTUsought to give recognition toAfrican rep-
resentatives and circulate their opinions to mass audiences via newspapers and WFTU
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publications. Secondly, this visibility led to pushback from the colonial authorities in
the French empire – the trial of Diallo in Bamako highlighted how international stature
could lead to domestic repression, even as it mobilized transnational solidarity.

Ultimately, the West African debates that culminated in the UGTAN conference
of 1957 redefined “internationalism” as a strategic choice rather than a fixed identity.
Diallo’s decision to remain within the CGT/WFTU at several key moments during the
1950s was motivated by a desire to secure resources, training, and transcontinental
leverage, whereas Touré’s autonomist approach prioritized nationalistmobilization and
an expansion of the social base beyond salaried workers. A close reading of Diallo’s
speeches and articles reveals that the positions they expressed were not necessarily
denying the importance of Pan-African regionalism, but rather competing evalua-
tions of timing, the local labour movement’s estimated capacity, and risk in a rapidly
changing context, with colonial authorities supporting Touré’s autonomous tendencies
because they wanted to reduce communist influence.

A note of caution is required. The absence of personal correspondence from this
period makes it challenging to determine the degree to which Diallo’s personal beliefs
aligned with his speeches and newspaper articles during his tenure as WFTU vice-
president. In her work on Latin American labour leaders’ relations with the AFL,
Magaly Rodríguez García has found that “a heavy dose of opportunism” was an
important motive.166 This presents a challenging question for our case study. Based
on our sources and the assessments of his contemporaries, we believe that Diallo as
a political individual remained a committed communist until the mid-1950s, only
reluctantly agreeing to sever West African unions’ ties with the CGT and WFTU. As
we have shown, the outcome in early 1957 – disaffiliation from the CGT and WFTU
and the founding of the UGTAN – did not negate Diallo’s internationalism; rather, it
marked a reorientation towards Pan-African labour regionalism after a decade within
the communist-oriented WFTU.

Overall, Diallo’s appointment as the first African WFTU vice-president challenges
our preconceived notions about the so-called “Soviet front organizations”. Trade union
leaders such as Diallo leveraged the infrastructure of international organizations such
as the WFTU, including travel, publishing outlets, conferences, and UN seats, to
advance their own agendas and gain experience within globally active organizations.

166MagalyRodríguezGarcía, “TheAFL–CIOandORIT in LatinAmerica’sAndeanRegion, from the 1950s
to the 1960s”, in Van Goethem and Waters, American Labor’s Global Ambassadors, pp. 137–164, 143.

Cite this article: Immanuel R. Harisch andGédéonN’goran Bangali, “ACommunist Ambassador of Labour:
Abdoulaye Diallo, the World Federation of Trade Unions, and Unionism in Francophone West Africa,
1947–1957”, International Review of Social History 71 (2026), pp. 76–106, S34. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0020859026101187

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859026101187 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859026101187
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859026101187
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859026101187

	A Communist Ambassador of Labour: Abdoulaye Diallo, the World Federation of Trade Unions, and Unionism in Francophone West Africa,  1947–1957*
	Introduction
	The United WFTU's 1947 Pan-African Trade Union Conference in Dakar (French West Africa)
	After the Split in 1949: A West African Union Leader as WFTU Vice-President
	Diallo as WFTU Representative at Meetings of the United Nations' Economic and Social Council
	The WFTU's Third World Congress in Vienna, 1953, and Diallo's Arrest in French West Africa
	Disaffiliation from the CGT and the WFTU? Dissenting Views among West African Labour Leaders
	Conclusion


