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Once more a discussion document on the Unions. And ye·i; everything there 

is to sayon the subject has already been said hasn1t it? There are cogs in 
the wheels of capitalist production; they regulate the supply of labour and 
the needs of the labour force to adapt to changiny capital~sm from day to day 
and on a long term basis; they svppress all attsnpts by workers ta find a way 
but at all levcils, from the day to day shop floor or office level to united 
fronts with capitalis1n intimes of revolutionary upsurges etc. etc. 

!\levertheless thG:'re is still more and always will !Je to sayon the subject 
of unions. Increasingly they are losing the confidence of the rank and file, 
scoffed at, at each instance when using their legal power, delegated to them 
IJy the employers in struggles and conf'Li ct.s, uru ch tl1ey no longer control. 
As o rasult , they often re? urtrl sn themselves taking on more "modern" forrns of 
with the changing face fof capitalism in its violent jolts and contradictions. 
Yesterday "cornnmi st " unions versus "social democret.s", tudav the "self-manage­ 
ment II movements and all the variants of the "worke:cs control II tendency, tomorrow 
parnaps somethiny else and so on as long as capi talism and wage labour exi st , 

The fact that those who work are escaping the strangehold of structures 
like these, desioned to dominate them, and are acting by themselves and for 
themselves, constitute capitalism1s sickness. The remedy - the unions - is 
becoming ineffective, but capitolism as long as it lives secretes its own 
anti-bodies. Each country has its own, some remain ineffective, others for 
the moment show promising colours. The writinus which follow represent tl1e 
thouyhts of tifferent people in different countries on the rolu of tl1e unions 
today and they also entai! some reflections on what the unions really were 
in the past as well. 

To state and descri~e is one thing, but we must go beyond this and dcnounce 
and call upon workers not to enrol themee lves in organisations, t.:.ihici 1 inevitably 
lwavs play the same repressive role. Sorne of the t~ts here discuss this 

prucl ern, which is central for sorne , but totally urnmpnrt.ant fm: others. The 
discussion remains open. 

The notes at the bottom of each pa:;,ie rt2fer, either to other texts, or to 
reflections made on the subject at the Echanqea Internat iunal ~et-togetiler at 
Strasbourg (Easter 1977). 

-.-.-.-.- 
SUMMARY OF CONTE!\ITS 

I - The situ~tion of unions today 

II 
III 

Have the unions changed or have they always been tl1at way? 

What ta do about unions todoy? 

••••••••••••• Il •••• The title of the front page 
11 In Chi le tanks, in Europe unions 11 

is aciopted frorn an Italion IJl'Elffiti (big pointing on a 

wall in a st:ceet): 11 In Ch ile 
I carti armat i 
In It.al La 
I sindicati 11 ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
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C O N T E N T S =---- = 

I THE SITUATION OF UI\IIONS TODAV 

I. 1. FfiANCE: Notes on the unions in France today (text discussed and written 
- by Echanges/Paris for the Strasbourg meeting, which is a r~sum~ of a 

longer text written by one participant in Echanges in Paris) 
I. 2. HOLLAND: Ttie unions enter into conflict to prevent Eln autonomous 
------ workers' stru9gle, by Cajo Brendel 
I. 3. GREAT-BRITAIN: The role of unions today, l.Jy a group from Liverpool 
I. 4. U.S.A.: there is .no text here, but reference to a.discussion around the 

pamphlet by J. Zerzan "A decisif conflict, organised labour versus the 
revol t against work "(see Telos, Solidari ty London and Echanges for pam­ 
phlet in English or French) 

11. HAVE THE UNIONS CHANGEO OR HAVE THEY ALWAVS BEEN THAT WAV? 

II. 1. Who killed Ned Ludd? by John and Paula Zerzan 
II. 2. The legend of the union movement, letter from Cajo Brendel 

1.!1 WHAT TO DO ABOUT UNIONS TDDAV? 

III. 1. 5::Jme remarks by a French post-office worker 
III. 2. A suggestion from J. Zerzan 
III. 3. The analysis of a struggle by C. Brendel 
III. 4. On the Strasbourg General Motors strike by C. Brendel 
III. 5. A few reflections on "new" attitudes to work by J. Walker 
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I. 1. FllANCE 
--·------------------------------ 
!\!UTES ON THE FRENCH UNIONS TObAV 

. (l.Jy Eeh'.:1~ges/P9:i;is) 
. . ~ .~·· .. 

Two major unions continue to occupy the first place in the trade union 
.:· movemant ln France today: the C.G.T. and the C.F.D.T. Thed.r role in conflicts, 

Le. their function in French capâ tal.Lsm, tencis to be .defined in relation to 
their political associations ( this is cl.earer at the rromerrt ··1.n· a· period o·, 
electoral competition which will last on a national level for the next two 
years) • 1 : . • : • . ....... 

For the C.G.T. i t is not neccessary to · è!well upon the·· links i t has wi th 
,the French communist party: the leaders of bath are often the same men, plant 
union branches are often firmly controllec! by local party cells, attempts are 
made to consolidate struggles for the electoral aims of the party. In a 
general wuy, the C.G.T. already tends to function, as regarcts capitalism and 
as regards the party, as a manager of the labo ut force. Poli tic al chanqas 
could only mod:i.fy th_e particular orier:rJ;.!:rtions. of .. tl::iis- funct-ion. The· repression 
of autrmcmous shop--·floor movemènts by the C.G.T. is important at one and the 
same time in relation to the present and the future (in the intërests of the 
complete functioning of tlie syster.i which the party could be called· upon ta 
manage). 

The poli tical and religious links the C.F .D .. T. hé:1~,. _cann.ot be sa clearly 
defined. In order to build up a "Lare- organisation" to cornpete wi th the c. G. T. 
it needs to appeE!r independent, combatative and for workers' autonomy. This 
was necessary above all ta attrâct tl1e militants of May 1960, d_isappointed by 
all the other uniÏJons. But behind this facade the C.F.D"T., just like otfler 
unions has men well planted in all the ecomomic and. social workings of the 
state and little by little its·links with the socialist pc::rty ard r.:ven certain 
American capitalist groups have appeared. · 

In fact the two union organisations, the C.G.T, and ~,e C.F.D.T., and the 
two poiitical parties C.P. and Socialist Party have met on the common ground 
of a 11rninimum" political and social programme for the manaÇ,Jcrnent of capitalism 
christened by "Common Programme" (Programme Commun). They are all aoreed on 
a certain forr,1 of state capi tal rsm in which the unions would fullfill tl1eir 
traditional functions. The differences, especially between the C.G.T. and the 
C.F.D.T. express rather disagreement on the form and political orientation 
rather than the content of this neo-capitalisrn. 

Over and above the confrontations (centralism of the C.G.T. as opposed ta 
"self-management" of the C.F.D.T.) there s8ems to be a certain division of la­ 
bourin the présent function of thesa two unions. The C.G.T. insiste most on 
planning, differentials, social stratification and through i ts tecimocratic 
approach and its conservatisrn finds support among tlle middle ground of wage 
earners, the highly skilled workers, middle management etc. The C.F.D.T. seems 
more to concern itself with rEJnk and file conflicts and seems to favourise 
expressions of shop-floor things and tl1erefore, because its structures are 
less rigid than those of the C.G.T., they can better absorb social explosions. 
Many people before joining the C.F.D.T. t,link they are going to be able te 
set and speak freely as in an organism of struggle. Because of this the C.F.D.T. 
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can allow itself ta support strikes in certain sectars of industry where the 
intensity of exploitation leads ta a type of violente whicl1 doesn•t fit in 
at all with tne aims of the c.P. and the C.G.T. 

In fact, ··during such struggl8s, the C.F .o. T.; in ancthar f'orm, carries 
out i ts same union functian and the same canflicts between tl,e rank and 
file and the head of the organisation break aut.during j.r c:fter struggles, 
as accurs with the C.G.T. · •' · 

The· activity of tne unions and their rnembership (unianisotion is still 
1,1Jeak in France) should not blinà us to the reality. Many facts show tt:1at if 

: they rernain in the unions, thoee wl10 entared the C.F .o. T. or C.G.T. are not 
· r~ady to follow the arders and slogara of these unions cven wh~n they are ap- 
prnached jointly. · 

In 1973 one national 24 hour strike 11day df a~tion11 al.one .represerrted 
560,397 days of work last; in·1975, four such separate dayhaur stri-kes re­ 
presented only 198,690 days lost. During tl1is sarne period unionisation in­ 
creased and the level of canflicts remained the same. It is passible that 
we are maving tawards an "English" situation with greater formal participa­ 
tion in the union and a ~are irrepressible autonomy at shop flaar level. 

11Street demonstrations11·in the large cities have always been Of"1e of the 
mast used mèthods in France to:channel struggles into political objectives. 
The leftist groups pay particularatteritiori to them. Having essentially the 
same particular way of lookinç,r at things tt1ey try ta mobilise th.eir 11troaps" 
to try and taks over the dernos. But these demos can also seem far rank and 
file sections orthose engaged·in struggle as a way of expressing their real 
will ta participate in a massif way (temporarily) in expressing these "comba­ 
tati\.e II slogans and in carrying banners nppoaed ta 11internal II directives. 
This rift between the rank and file (whe·cher unionised or not) has ai:peared 
in the course of many struggles, in very·varied forms during the· last few . . .. . 
vear~. 

'\': 

. . . 

It is di fficul t ta say exactly .. what the unions mean toc:lay far uo rkera, 
· especially young people. Many of these arrive at the factory or office witli 
:an experience of struggle (high-school, secondary school, technic::al schooJ., 
èollege, uni versi ty, unèmployment battles, conflicts over m.i,li tary service 
etc.) in non.;.sectaral forms (as in the firm or profession,; the_w~rkshop or 
office) bacily controleci by organisations and leaving a large part of initiëtive 
ta the rank and file· (individual or collective) for horizonJi;al contacts to 
the rarik add file which escapes contra! by skeleton organisations, wlüch 
are quickl y rejected because tl1ey. ara tao poli tical. 

· Ili the face of such tendencies - and tl,eir resul ts in autonomç of 
struggle - the C.G.T. continues its same :repressive methods et,anging only 
its vocabulary, whicl] has become more11leftist11 and its methods of struggle 
only when it is sure it has total contra! of the organisation (e.g. during 
the conflict in the newspaper industry around tlle paper Lé Parisien Lib~r~ 
or in the many symbalic occupations of factories facing closure); the C.G.T. 
has not had am; very neLJJ pooblems, onl y a much greater frequence, almost 
daily now, of open canflicts and brushes with the rsnk and file. The C.G.T. 
heJ'i been able ta repress with the same violence, the 11intruders" in its 
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demonstrations and in "joint" demos with other organisations and the 
11intruders11 in the factories and in struggles in general. 

A strike (wildcat) by mihers in twc pits in the Pas de Calais, (North­ 
ern France) was transformed by the C.G.T., as is their custorn, into a gene­ 
ral strike of miners for 48 hours - followed by 90% of the workers - but 
when the 48 hou:rs were over, the two pits remained iso:lated with no perspec­ 
tive but to finish their struggle without obtaining a result. üne miner 
there said: 11With the C.G.T., it1s never the moment· ta continue a strike. 
Today they ,s~y,, the holidays are tao near. In septeinber it will be becausc 
it1s the return to wo:rk arid'we111 need moriey for the return to school ta 
equip our children. In december they111 say it1s because Christmas is corning 
and next spring we won I t be in a posi tian ta engage a conf lict bec auie the 
municipal elections take place then etc. etc. (in 11liberation", the French 
daily, of· 10-6-?6). · 

Aftersix weeks of strike in the largest sugar refinery in France - 
Beghin (Pas de Calais), tne C.G.T. decides to goiand negociate in Paris: 
one of. the workers at the ref :inery corrmentedi "If i t · does not uork in Paris 
they111 go and negociate in Switzerland. Tl1st way they111 be on even more 
"neutral" ground11 (Liberation, 16-4-?G). In March 19?6 the days of action and 
protest organised by the C.G. T ./C.F.D.T. had to finish on the eve of the 
Easter holidays "sa as not ta inconvenience users". But on the railwyas the 
stFike didn1t end on commandas usual and 11EJS planned11• For several days 
afterwards wildcat movements led to total confusion; tile unions"finished11 

the strike by launching another general 4D hours strike / 
. . 

.In June 19?7 at Reims a strike was declared by the only union, the 
C.G.T., at the "Verreries rn~caniques Champenois2s11 (mechanical bottle factory 
for champagne). The strike pickets were attilcked by the fascist union C.F.T. 
During this attack a worker was killed. After-negociation the C.G.T. obtained 
certain advantages from the employers and called upon ti1e workers to go ', back 
ta ucrk and continue the corflict in the f actory in . tl1e f orm of go-slows and 
short limited lightening strikes. The arguments of the unions wE?re repeated 
a thousand tirnes. After an.animated discussion, in a show of hands, the 
continuation of the strike was voted. The workers didn1t want to yo back to 
wo11k bef or s the f une;ral of their woi·k-mate. In front of all trie uorkeea the 
c.G11-T. had ta back doum, The company eh,ploys 800 people, 400 are urünruaed.. 

,·. . ·• ., . : ··' 1 . 

. In the public sector, the C.G.T. and G.F .D·:T. adopt the sëme attitude: 
they are bath firmly implBnted and have a functiqn ta assume.· Repressfon is ·. 
either joint, or left.to _the C.G.T. without intdrvention from the C.F.D.T. 
It doesn1t seem to be tl1~ same in sectors where only the C.G.T. is implan­ 
ted and wl1ere it alone has a union function. Becaùse the C.F.D.T. doesn•t 
exist sometirnes local branches are set up.in which, for a time, the most 
militant 

I 
are free to make decisions at Leaat duririu tl1e time necessary for 

a C~F.D.T. organisation to cive itself a structure which·allows it to set 
itse).f up,in opposition to the C.G.T. and the empioyers as a"valid negociator11 

for-'· that sector. 

, The repea ted and hard fouyht strikes at the Usinor uorks (steel) at 
Dunkerque ,during 1976 correspond exactly to the pattern described above. 
Lightening wildcat strikes IJ.!e.re suppor tec by the local C.F.D.T. branch, but 
the c. G. T. isolated these st'rikes b~: limi ted categories of uorkers and tne 
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emplouers just let them c.Jrag on, from time to time·with police intervention, 
when the unions hadn' t the power to keep the sti·ikers wi tllin 'their le gal 
limits. Many examples of this type exist e.g. in the steel industry in Lorraine 
(Northeast France) and the present moment. · 

The type of conflict shoul.dn! t houevar blind us to the rneaning invested 
in joining the C.F.D.T. There is no "union renaissance" in Frar:ice. In a pam­ 
phlet on a strike in the Gener:al Motors parts f'actorv in Strasbourg, · the 
authors show perfectly well how the workers saw in the Local C.F.D.T. branch 
merely an instrument to attain· tl,eil· own goals, an instrumnnt wllich the workers 
manipulated in their own interests. The story of the Griffet factory (occupa­ 
tion plus "open house" against the si,utting down of the factory, which lasted' 
over a year) is a goocl example! of what we have just said: few people were · 
unionised before the conflict. Eyeryonl;! joined a union as soon as the firm 
closed down - i C.G.T. and { C~F.D.T. The C_.G.T."withdrew" from the struggle 
because the actions of those involved were too sutonomaus. The actions conti­ 
nued and the members of the C.G.T. stàyed members of that union. 

If the C.G.T. with its strict_hierarchy and.strong controls can quickly 
distance i tself from real. strugg).es arid "condemn autonomous action",· the 
leadership of the C.F .D. r. untH rei::ent.~ in adopting a "laissez faire" atti­ 
tude gave the illusion that they supported such actions. It is interesting 
to compare the reactions of both union execitives against the atfompts to. 
create horizontal links batueen f'actcrf.es on strike centred around 11LIP1' ,. 

during 1976. These attempts expressed a response ta a defficiency in the 
unions felt most stron!Jly by thcse warkiny fm.· firms in liqui~ation. Hawever; 
at the sarne time they expressed, through certain shup-f'Lonr delegates, the 
aims of certain leftist' political formations, who saw the occasion as a chan..;. 
ce to make a tactical manoevre within the union framework. The union bureau­ 
crats quiCkly exploded the contradictions of this position: the union leader­ 
ships cannot allow a union coordination outside of their virtual organisations, 
because it1s their funètion in the capitalist syster.i to centralise what. hap­ 
pens at the level of different firms for a ylooal solution negociated at the 
level of El prtofession or at.state level. An entire branch of the C.G.T. print 
workers section which contained all the uorkers of. the IMRO-printworks at 
Rouen, who had occupied the works for a year, were expelled en bloc from tl1e 
union, because they participated in this horizonta~ link scheme ( they were to 
be11expelled1111from the factory shortly afterwards by the-police). The C.F.D.J. 
is more subtle: they haven't11excomrnunicEJtèd11 union branches wl1:ich particioated 
in this plan; but ttiey have openly condemned it and publicly declared that; 
those participating do soin an entirely ihdividual capacity. However, wheh ; 
necessary, they tao expell and 11dissolve" branches when rani< and file groups 
publicly positions which are toci critical of the union or when they get in~ 
volved in act-ivity of whi.ch ·the executive di.aapprovea (because tliis gets in 
the way of their own poli tic al invol vement). E. g. the local branch for the 
8th and 9th arrondissements of.Paris w13re11dissolved11 because they put up 
posters criticisin~ the Socialist,Party (and by implication the ~.F.D~T. 
links with ith. The depar-temaritak .urüon (EJdministrative unit at county level) 
for the Gironde (Southwcst FrarÏce) was also "eliminated" because it suppàrted 
the soldiers' comrni ttees (whicli themselves u:ere neverthal.ees reformist enough 

for a11union11 for national servicemen). 

Tllis repression of the leadership of rank and file initiations unmakss, 
throuqh particular cases, a situation wliicli îS far _more general than would 


