


Once more a discussicn document on the Unions. And yet everything there
is to say on the subject has already been said hasn't it? There are cogs in
the wheels of capitalist production; they reculate the supply of labour and
the needs of the labour force to adapt to changiny capitulism from day tc aay
and on a long term basis; they suvppress all aitanpts by workers to Finc a way
but at all lewvdls, from the day to day shop floor or office level to united
fronts with capitalisw in times of revolutionary upsurges etc. etc.

Nevertheless there is still more and always will be to say on the subject
of unions. Increasinoly they are losing the confidence of the rank anc Tile,
scoffed at, at each instance when using their legal power, delegated to them
by the employers in strungles anc conflicts, which they no longer control.

As ¢ result, they often refurbish themselves takiny on more "modern" forms of
with the changing face fof capitalism in its violent jolts and contradictions.
Yesterday "communist" unions versus "social democrets”, today the "self-manage-
ment” movements and all the variants of the "workers control" tendency, tomorrow
pernaps something else and so on as long as cepitalism and wage labour exist.

The fFact that those who work are escaping the strancehold of structures
like these, designec to dominate them, and are acting by themselves and for
themselves, constitute capitalism's sickness. The remedy - the unions - is
becoming ineffective, but capitalism as long as it lives secretes its own
anti-bodies. Each country has its own, some remcin ineffective, others for
the moment show promising colours. The writings which follow represent the
thoughts of cdifferent pesple in different countries on the role of the unions
today and they also entail some reflections aon what the unions really were
in the past as well,

To state and describe is one thing, but we musi go beyond this and denounce
and call upon workers not to enrol themselves in organisations, which inevitably
clwavs play the same repressive role. Some of tho texts here discuss this
proilem, which is central for some, but totally unimportant For others. The
discussion remains open.

The notes at the bottom of each paye refer, either to other texts, or io
reflections made on the subject at the Echanges Internaticnal get-together av
Strasbourg (Easter 1977).
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pamphlet by J. Zerzan "A decisif conflict, orgarised labour versus the
revolt against work"(see Telos, Solldarlty London and thanoes for pam-
phlet in Engllsh ar Frenoh)

II HAVE THE UNIONS CHANGED OR HAVE THEY ALWAYS BEEN THAT WAY ?

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

II1 WHAT TO DO ABOUT UNIONS TODAY ?

III. 1. Some remarks by.a French post-office worker

III. 2. A suggestion from J. Zefzan

III, 3, The analy51s of a Struggle by C. Brendel

II1I. 4, On the Strasbourg General Motors strike by C. Brendel
111, 5. A few reflections on "new" attitudes to work by J. Walker




I. 1. FRANCE : NUTES ON_THE FRENCH UNIONS TODAY

_(by Echanges/Paris)

) Two major unions continue to occupy the First place in the trade union
“ movement in France teday: the C.G.T, and the C.F.D.T. Their role in conflicts,
i.e. their function in French capitalism, tends to be defined in relation to
their political associations (this is clearer at the moment “in & period oi
electoral competition which will last on a national level for the next two
years). IR oLl

For the C.G.T. it is not neccessary to dwell upon the“links it has with
.the French communist party: the leaders of both are often the same men, plant
union branches are often firmly controlled by local party cells, attempts are
made to consolidate struggles for the electoral aims of the party. In a
general way, the C.G.T. already tends to function, as regards capitalism and
as regards the party, as a manager of the labout force. Political changes
could only modify the particular orientations. of .this function. The repression
of autonomous shop--floor movements by the C.G.T. is imporiant at onz anu the
same time in relation to the present and the future (in the interests of the
complete functioning of the system which the party could be called upon to
manage) . : :

The political and relipious links the C.F.D.T. has, camngt be so clearly
defined. In order to build up a "lare-organisation" io compeie with the C.G.T.
it needs to appear indepencent, combatative and for workers' autonomy. This
was necessary above all to attract the militanmts of May 1965, disappointed by
all the other undons. But behind this facade the C.F.D.T,, just like other
unions has men well planted in all the ecomomic and social workings of the
state and little by little its links with the socialisi party and even certain
American capitalist groups have appeared. - T

In fact the two union organisations, the C.G.T, and the C.F.D.T., and the
two political parties C,P. and Socialist Party have met on the common graound
of a "ainimum" political and social programme for the manayement of capitalism
christened by "Common Programme" (Programme Commun). They are all agreed on
a certain form of state capitalism in which the unions would fullfill their
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~-capitalism.

Over and above the confrontations (centralism of the C.G.T. as opposed to
"sp]lf-management” of the C.F.D,T.) there seems to be a certain division of la-
bourin the present function of these two unions. The C.G.T. insisis most on
planning, differentials, social stracification and through its tecihnocratic
approach and its conservatism finds supporé among the middle ground of wage
earners, the highly skilled workers, middle management etc. The C.F.D.T. seems
more to concern itself with rank and file conflicts and seems to favourise
expressions of shop-floor things and therefore, 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. think they are going to be able to
act and speak freely as in an organism of struggle. Because of this the C.F,D.T,



can allow itself to support strikes in certain sectors of industry where the
intensity of exploitation leads to a type of violente which doesn't Tit in
at all with the aims of the C.P. and the C.G.T.

‘In fact, "during such struggles, the C.F.0.T., in ancther form, carries
out its same union function and the same conflicts between the rank and .
file and the nead of the organisation break out.during ir efter sirugoles,
as occurs with the C.G.T. SR ;

The activity of the unions and their membership (unionisation is still
weak in France) should not blind us tc the reality. Many facts show that if
" they remain in the unions, those who entered the C.F.D.T. or C.G.T. are not
‘ready to follow the orders and slogars of these unions even when they are ap-

proached jointly.

In 1973 one nationsl 24 hour strike "day of action® alone .represented
560,397 days of work lost; in 1975, four such separate dayhour strikes re-
presented only 198,690 days lost. During this same period unionisation in=-
creased and the level of conflicts remained the same., It is possible that
we are moving towards an "English" situation with greater formal participa-
tion in the union and a more irrepressible autonomy at shop floor level.

nStreet demonstrations"-in the large cities have always been one of the
mast used methods in France to channel struggles into political abjectives.
The leftist groups pay particular attemtion to them, Having essentially the
same particular way of looking at things they try to mobilise their "troops"
to try and take over the demos. But these demos can alsoc seem for rank and
file sections or those engaged in struggle as a way of expressing their real
will to participate in a massif way (temporarily) in expressing these "comba-
tative" slogans and in carrying banners npposed to "internal' directives.
This rift between the rank and file (whether unionised or not) has ampeared
in the course of many struggles, in very varied forms during the- last few
years., S

It is difficult to say exactly.what the unions mean today for workers,
- especially young people, Many of these arrive at the factory or office with

" an experience of struggle (high-school, secondary schoaol, technical schoow,

college, university, unemployment battles, conflicts over military service
etc.) in non-sectoral forms (as in the firm or profession, the workshap or
office) bacly controled by organisations and leaving a large pert of initiative
to the rank and file (individual or collective) for horizantal contacts to

' the rank add file which escapes control by skeleton organisations, which

‘are guickly rejected because they. are too political.

" 'In the face of such tendencies - and their results in autonomy of
struggle - the C.G.T. continues its same repressive methods changing only
its vocabulary, which has become more"leftist® and its methods of struggle
only when it is sure it has total control of the organisation (e,g. during
the conflict in the newspaper industry around the paper Le Parisien Lib&ré
or in the many symbolic occupations of Tactories facing closure); the C.G.T.
has not had any very new pooblems, only a much greater frequence, almust
daily now, of open conflicts and brushes with the rank and file, The C.G.T.
he® been able to repress with the same violence, the "intruders" in its



demonstrations and in "joint" demos with other organisations and the
Uintruders" in the factories and ih struggles in general.

A strike (wildcat) by miners in twec pits in the Pas de Calais, (Norih-
ern France) was transformed by the C.G.T., as is their custom, into a gene-
ral strike of miners for 4b& hours - followed by 90% of the workers - but
when the 48 hours were over, the two pits remained isclated with no perspec-
tive but to finish their struggle without cbtaining a result. Une miner
there said: "With the C.G.T., it's never the moment to continue a strike,
Today they .say, the holidays are too near. In september it will be because
it's the return to work ard 'we'll need money for the return to school to
equip our children. In december they'll say it's because Christias is coming
and next spring we won't be in a position to engage a conflict because the
municipal elections take place then etc. etc. (in "liberation", the French
daily, of 10-6-76). o '

After six weeks of strike in the largest sugar refinery in France -
Beghin (Pas de Calais), the C.G.T. decides to go’and negociate in Paris:
one of. the workers at the refinery commented: "If it does not work im Paris
they'll go and negociate in Switzerland. That way they'll be on even more
"meutral® ground" (Liberation, 16~4=76), In March 1975 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 "so as not to inconvenience users". But on the railuwyas the
strike didn't end on command as usual and "as planned". For several days
afterwards wildcat movements led to total confusion; the unions"finished"
the strike by launching another general 4§ hours strike.

.In June 1977 at Reims a strike was declared by the only union, the
C.G.T., at the "Werreries mécanigues Champenoises" (mechanical bottle factory
for champagne). The strike pickets were attacked by the fascist union C.F.T.
During this attack a worker was killed. After -negociation the C.G.T. abtained
certain advantages Trom the employers and called upon tie workers to go.back
to work and continue the corflict in the factory in the Torm of go-slows and
short limited lightening strikes. The arguments of the unions were repeated
a thousand times. ATter an animated discussion, in a show of hands, the
cortinuation of the strike was voted. The workers didn't want to yo back to
work before the fumeral of their work-mate. In front of all the workers the
C.G.T. had to back down., The company ewploys 800 people,; 40O are unionised..

- _ e ' . R o
.In the public sector, the C.G.T. and C.F.D.T. adopt the sume attitude: -
they are both firmly implanted and have a functign to assume. Repression is-
either joint, or left to the C.G.T. without intervention from the C.F.D.T.
It doesn't seem to be the same in sectors where only the C.G.T. is implan-
ted and where it alone has a union function. Because the C.F.D.T, doesn't
exist sometimes local branches are set up in which, for a time, the most
militant are free to make decisions at least during the time necessary for
a C.F.D.T: organisation to cive itself a structure whichrallows it to set
itself uf. in opposition to the C.G.T. and the employers as a"valid negociator"
for: that sector. . : -

/ The repeated and hard fought strikes at the Usinor works (steel) at
Dunkerque during 1976 correspond exactly to the pattern described above.
Lightening wildcat strikes were supported by the local C.F.D.T. branch, but
the C,G.T. isolated these strikes by limited categories of workers and the
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