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This text first appeared inm "Revolution Internationale®™ No.> (01ld Series)
of December 1969. A translation into English wes published in "Internat-
jonalism" No. 1, from which wc republish it. We fecl it 1is imporsant to
publish this pamphlet in order to undcrstand the class naturc today of the
unions and to combat thc myths and.illusions perpctratcd by the “l~ft',

The unions today confront the workers - the workers do not as yet fully
uyndcrstand why they confront the unions in wildcat strikes. The purpose
of this pamphlet is To help workers understand the naturc of the situation
they find themselves 1n and why at some stagc they will be obliged to
confront and eventually decstroy the unians, |

When militant workers comce into struggle they find themselves surrounded
on all sides by adviec on how to change, "democratise", ''revolutionise®
or in somc other way make usc of The cxisting trade unions; thc wholc point
of this pamphlct is tO demonstratce the fulility of this activity. Indeed
in thc practice of the class struggle this is quitc apparcnt - WOrkcers
teday make incrcasingly lcss usc of tradc union mcthods of struggle -
this is the importancc of thec wildcat strikc and other unofficial forms
of action. This phcnomenon can be observed all over the world as capit-
alism is in its crisis. 4s thc pamphlet makes clcar this crisis mcans
two important things for the workers.

1), Impossibility of capitalism granting any permancnt mcaningful
rceforms for thc working class.

2). Increasing statc capitalist tcndencics and with this, increasing
incorporation of thc unions into thc systcm.

One of the ncccessitics of this incrcecasing statc capitalist tondency is that
workers must come to undcrstand Tho class nature of tradc unions., As rcv-
olutionarics, it is our job to spell out our undcrstanding of tradc unions
that we have absorbed both in our practical cxpcricnce and in our histor-
jcal asscssment of tradc unionism. At cvery timc that capitalism has faced
difficultics it has becn the unions that have como to thc rcscue = in Timcs
of war, imperialist or colonial: the unions havce been-on the side of their
own nation statce and havc supprcssed the class strugglec at homc, mobilising
the workcrs for thc slaughtcr. When the class strugglc rages, as for.ine'
stonce in 1926, it is of no use the militants shouting scll-out or bectrayal

for in rcality thc unions hag nothing to bctray, and mothing te sell-out.; :
Unions arc only intcrcsted in haggling over thc pricc of wage labour and % 1
can no longcr be vchiclecs for prosecuting thc class strugsle. Indeed we can v
go furthcr and yndcrstand that the unions will only give way in a rovolub-. -

jonary situati
dual proccss at work - the traditional cconomilc organisations of thc workers

on t~ +hc ianstitutions that the workcrs have crcated.There is

continuc to bc absorbed by the status quo and bccome 1loss and lcss ablc to

protect thc workers as 5 class within capitalism, - on the othcr hand the
workers themsclves in order to protect their positi.n unconsciuosly usc and

develop mecthods and forms of organisation‘whigh 20 against the unions.This
conflict is only rcsolved in a revolutionary crisis,

JIf,-we:rgcognisc the class naturc of the unions wec must nlso undcrstand

.t the“iﬁStitution of thc shop stcward.It was the unions which spawncd and gave
" birth to thc shop stewards novement and it can only be vicwed in relation ®©

the unions.Thc shop stecward at the point of production recflccts the contra-
dictions of thc conflict betwecen Capital and Labour.Howcver sincerc and

\



genuine on individunl shop steward is (and mony arc) this does not al-
ter the fact that shop stecwards arc part and parcel of the trade union
machinc with 2ll that this implics.(We¢ intend to producc a scparate
pamphlct dcaling with our vicws of thc shop stuwards movemcnt)

CUR DISAGREEMENTS

Having said all this wc could not publish this document without sciting
down our disagrecmcnts,In particular we strongly rcjcct the notion of :
rcvolutionnrics sctting up 'workers commissions''rank and file committeces
ctc.;these are the product of the class struzggle itself. (1) It is our
view that workcrs councils arc the product in a rcvolutionary situation
of the destruction of the unions.It 1is not the task of rcvolutionarics
to sct up artificial and pcrmancnt forms of organisation outsidc¢ the heat
of the strugzgle (this only leads to & kind of workcers parliamcnt,which
trics to 'spark off!' thc social struggle) It is thc duty of rcvolution-
ariecs to develop n communist pcrspective,which gocs beyond the immcdiate
cconomic,scctional infrcsts of the workers.'!'Basc groups! ' ingcer groups!
‘roform groups' ctc., only rcinforcc the divisions within thc working
class.The goenernl intcrests of the working class demand that revolution
-arics should conduct thc sharpest struggle ageinst all ‘purveyors of
illusions ond mystification.For this rcason wc rcject the proposal on
page li that militants of. uvvery political tendency should come togecther
in thesc 'base groups' The struggle for the autonomy of tThe workcrs
anlso mceans the struggle for the political content of that autonomy -
which is thc communist programme;

(i) Abolition of the wages system
(ii) Destruction of the capitalist state
(iii) Socialisation of production

Thié nccessarily means there can be no hicrarchy or power elitc bascd
on the exploitation of onc class by anothcr.
'THE EANCIPATION OF THE WORKING CLASS IS THE TASK OF THE

WORKING CLASS ITSELF

(1) This is no longcr the view of 'Revolution Internationalel -

Further gaterial is available fron,
REVULUTION INT.RNATIONALE,B.P. 219 95 827 PARIS, CEDEX 17
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unioenization,

" It is necessary to unionize the mass 0f French
workers since unionization provides employers with

a valuable intermediary that would reduce the

gravity and frequency of social conflicts,™

(R.. Schuman, State Minister for Internal Affairs, I968.)

' Spbnténeous3 uncontrollable strikes - WILDCATS -~ erupt outside
the unions or against them, They are becoming the nightmare of
international capitalism,.

:¢ In England, where the government admits that 95% of all
strikes are unoffical these strikes systematically paralyze
entire sectors of the economy. (The unions prevented the .
passage of the last Labour government's notorlous anti*strlke
law, " In place of Strife', by prom¢blng to f ght Wlebat strlkes

themselves )

:¢ In the United States, during wildcat strikes black and white

workers find themselves in commman struggles that eliminate the
racism characteristic of the unions and that transcend the

nationalistic framework of black struggles,

:¢ In Germany, wildcats brcak out even while the bourgeoisie
prepares»forﬁelections.celebrating,the triumph of the Marka

In France ‘where theére is no longer any ‘advance warning of
a strlke,'W11dcats multiply, reaching into both the nationalized
and private sectors; the CGT (the communist dominated confederation
of unions) is forced to make itself appear "leftist" while the
government is forced to repeat its appeals for unionization.



.+ But abové all it is-in Italy that wildcats: Have- reached ' the oI ::
highest pointaof théiridevelopments rstrikesiinitiatedoby,sns goxiiia
organized by,.and: discussed:by rapk and:file asseublies o oon ouidi
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Wildcat strikes no longer represent unconscious attempts to
circumvent the unidnsg-they are:on the caontrary,;sconscious actsyl ::
undertakeén by workers who; after monbhscofigtruggleyshave come:to"o"
realize that the unions are: on:therside of the capitalistss Here.oc:
are some examples. sdo e gte Hasfd  To owemsal obdeilspold!
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The strikes, the demonstrations, the meetings ~  ° -

- & -8 oy e 3 ‘z;

inside the factoriés have broken’ down thebarpiers i T =it o
betwoelh workers' and: have’ brought tosmaturdty the iic —ot sosis
autonomous organization of the working class which. =~ Yordy
now is fighting for the following objectives:

-~ always to have the intiative in the factory .
against the union; oM B adid T o osny

-- 100 liras dincrease over the base pay,
equal for all, | ' '

. etC.ooqo..ooooo

(Tract, Turin Workers Assembly, /th July, I969.)

The first thing that we workers must decide without

the union deciding for us is what the objectives of

the struggle are . . « » During the;course of the

recent struggle we have had sufficient proof that.the

unions not only don't serve our intercsts, but thatl They
are;oP@QSédft0~thggstpuggle,arﬁégeawgrking;to'transfcrm; LLd
it into something herwless or 'something useful to the ‘bosses.

(Leaflet, FIAT workers, 22nd July, (1969.)

JE ARE ALL SHOP REPRESENTATIVES

(FIAT workdfs,Shdp 69, opp0siﬁgpa;moV¢ tg‘@stabligh, * e
permanent ghop delegatesy’) ROy 407 10 2.LJBLLLIDSTAN

Thus today workers arec turning against the organization that their
comrades built by bitter struggles a hundred ycars ag0 .. Were: the: .
workers of the last,century;WrongﬁtO-fonm}unions?:@id;MarxamakaQagfw
gross error when he viewed unions as a fundamental step in the ... .
historical struzgle of the working class ? Were all the struggles: . :
then ultimately futile, indeed harmful to the future of The working
class ? Or, on the other hand have the workers oi our epoch lost the
historical thread" 2 Are wildcats only the expression of their .
inability to take up again the task of their predecessors of forming
"good unions ? |

-

Neither the one nor the other. It 1s, 1n fact, a question of two forms
of struggle that correspond to two different historical periods. Many
things have changed in the capitalist system since the end of :the
nineteenth century; during the nineteenth century capitalism was a .
progressive system -- today it is decadent, et



The Ascendent Penod
of Captalism

Capitalism destroyed feudal relations of production and const-
ructed " a world in its own image¥ During the nineteenth century
it experienced extraordinary growth without important sctoacks,
The economic laws of capitalism corresponded to an objective
historical need, The capitalists pocketed profits which they tThen
freely administered, The state acted as a policeman to assure the

submission of the working class, TFree-exchange and bourgeois
liberalism reigned.

For these reasons, the rcvoluticn was not yet objectively the order
of the day, despite what some of the revolutionaries of the period
thought, On the contrary, reformism was possible and therefore
necessary. In effect, it was possible for the capitalist system
to afford real increases in salary or to effectively reduce the
length of the working day without being ruined by it, |
Profits increases without limit, outlets seemed inexhaustable and the
cost of maintaining the system was small; the capitalists could
accept modifications in the distribution of the social product if

the workers! struggle imposed it on them.

When the proletariat had the satisfaction of winning a victory,
it was durable and therefore real, All working class struggles were
determined by this fact. Reformism and w went with it ( mass
political parties, vnioniz ation, etc.) made sense for the working
class, This no longer is the case in the period of decadent
capitalismn., |

The Period of Capitalisms Decline

The first world war marked the beginning of a new historical period
for capitalism, the period of constant inflation, saturation of :
markets, increased imperialist rivalres, tlhe need for arms economies
and massive destruction by war., The system's own economilc
contradictions began to shake 1t violently as.in the crisis of 1929.
Capitalism's golden age had ended and t@e period o? decadence had
begun, So too began the era of proletarian revolution.

Our purpose here is not to explain the profound economic reasons Wthh\

1 i ~ lysis of unlons
broucht about this change, For the sake of.our analys -
it wgll suffice to take up Two characteristics of capitaiism resulilng

from decadence. These are -

(I) The inability of the ruling class to grant new reformist
concessions to the working class,

(2) The ever-increasing role of the state in societly.
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(I) THE INABILITY OF THE RULING CLASS TO GRANT NEW REFORMIST
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CONCESSIONS TO THE WORKING CLASS.
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It is obvious that during the last fifty years all struggles
for salary increases have been futile: salary increases are immed-
iately gobbled up by corresponding if not greater, increases 1in
prices., The salary increase won in June 1936, at Matignon (aver-
aging I2%) evaporated in six months (from September I936 to
January I937, prices rose an average of II%), Similariy, nothing
is left of the Grenelle increases of 1968, 2 |

The same phenomenon cn be seen with respect to the length of
the working week: while during the "ascendent" period of capitalism
the length of the working week effectivelly fell due to the pressure
of the workers! struggle (from I&50 to I900, the length of the
working week diminished from 72 to 64,5 hours in France, and
from 65 to 55,3 hours in the U.S,), under decadent capitalisn
the number of hours has remained the same when it has not actu-
ally risen ( not to mention the incrcasing emount of time spent
compnuting to work), In May =-June 1963, the French working class
was obliged to win again the victory it won in 1936 -- the forty
hour week !} The forty hour week of I9%6 was LL4,5 in I949, 45.7
183962, "55:5-1n 1967 1}
After Grenelle, thc goal "promised" by the government was
"foreseen" as 44,5 hours in 1970, (3)

One could say that now there are paid vacations, automobiles,
T.Vs, etc, It might even be concluded that the working class has
disappeared, But these "improvements" are, in fact, only ways of
adapting the daily life of the working class to the "orogress'
of capitalist exploitation. Television has become an Hopiate®,
replacing the comnsolation of religion and the indoctrination of
Sunday sermons, Considering the killing rhythmns of modcrn life
and work, paid vacations are as necessary as food or sleep.

And in an age of gigantic cities and immense industrial suburbs,
the automobile has become a working necessity, All that appears
from a distance as a luxury turans out, upon closer examination

to be nothing morc than the absolute minimun necessary for life

in the modern period. (4)

Moreover, compared to the increases 1n productivity that have taken

place, these "gains" turn out to be only insignificant crumbs,

Far from receiving a larger share of the value for each increase
in productivity. Thus rather than obtaining new advantages,

- most of the workers struggles of the last decades have taken
place to prevent new inroads into living standards, And, in the
long run, these strugglcs have always failed., Thus Pierre Chaulieu

has written:

; In the decadent period of capitalism, not only have all

new "'concessions" to the proletariat become impossible

for thc ruling class, but the ruling class has been forced
by the organic crisis of its econony to take back from the |
working class all that was won during the preceding period,

£
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Undcor decadent capitalisn, the bourgeoisie is force to extract
more and more production from the working class in order to parti-
cipate in the deadly counpetition between the different blocs of
worldwide capital, and in order to pay the increasing costs of
maintaining and insuring the survival of a system that more and
more is riddled with contradictions., The tremendous increase in
productivity and the augnentation of surplus value which has
paid for:

:: the maintenance of the burcaucratic and police aparatuses of
the capitalist state which have becoine enormnous;

:: the costs of a war ceconony (a palliative for the system's crises
and which absorbs almnost 50% of the national budgets of countries
like the USSR and the U.S.);

:: the costs of subsidizing unprofitable cowmpanies or companies
considered important for international competition;

¢+ The costs of subsidizing agriculture ( in the U.S., this even
includes payments to farmers for not producing):

:: finally, all the increasing costs of managing an econouny that
has become contradictory and absurd: wnarketing, publicity, etc.
( the dizzying development during recent years of the unpro-
ductive, so-called " third sector?),

All these new costs, characteristic of capitalism in its decline
are not luxuries: on the contrary, they are the form in which the
systen survives, This is why the ruling class is obliged to take
back what was won at & given moment in the heat of struggle as soon
as the combativity of the exploited decrcases, Experience has
demon strated clearly that undecr decadent capitalism, reformisn

has become utopian,

=

Bt

EVER INCREASING ROLE OF THE STATE IN SOCIELY
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At the same time that the system enters its decline, there
develop in socicty the forces ifor the destruction of the state,
Decadence thus dinvolves a systenatic strengthening of the state
apparatus, As with slave and feudal states, capitalism in its
period of decline,has taken on an increasingly totalitarian forn,
Since the first crises and the world wars dcnonstrated that the
system had to overcomne lmmense difficulties in order to survive,
the state has systematically developed itself as an econonic organ,
as the coordinator and controller directing all the productive forces.

Since the first great working class revolutions put socialism on
the historical agenda, the state has had toc strengthen itself as
the armed force of the ruling class, The inability of the ruling
class to grant concessions Lo the working class is thus logically
accompanied by the development of its apparatus of oppression,
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The bourgeoisie systematically takes back what it is sometimes obliged
to grant, i.e. no true reformist concessions are possible; thus the work-
ing class is reduced to taking and holding by force whatever victories
it wins,

Contrary to what happened during the nincteenth century, there is
today no longer any possibility of couproumise between the needs of the
proletariat and thosc of the capitalist economy. A struggle for real
improvements cannot be integrated into the legalistic framework of the
bourgeoisie, If the struggle is pursued to its logical conclusion, it
cannot help but run up against the repressive apparatus of the capital-
ist state ahd take on the character of a revolutionary struggle.

The poriod in which the proletariat could iaposc permanent legal
settlements in its struggles for reforn came to an end during the first
yecars of this century. Since then, cither the proletariat has been
willing to accept the usual raises while watching its living conditions
become increasingly inhuman, or sceking some sort of real inprovenent,
it has been nccessary for it to attack the power of the ruling class
and its armed might, the state, Thus the distinction betwecn a mininal
progran (political and economic reformism) and a naxinun progran (rev=-
olution) which was wvaluable during the "ascendent" phase of capitalisn,
makes no senseduring the decadent phase of capitalisn, |

The working class did not organize itself into unions in order to
take up the question of capitalism, but in order to defecnd 1ts immed-
iate interests within the capitalist system., The goal of a unlon is
to obtain the best possible price for labour power and improvements
in working condibtions; under "ascendant! capitalisp, these tasks did
not involve questioning the system itself, Morcover, the unions weren't
revolutionary organizations., Their cxistence was linked to the existence
of capitalism., This was entirely natural and corresponded to the prol-
ectariat's necds while refornism was possible within bourgcois soclety.
But since shortly beforc the beginning of World War I, the struggle for
reforn has tended to end up immediately in & struggle with the system
itself, This has led to new forms of struggle including direct mass
action, illegal strikes, factory occupations, etc., And these struggles
have run up against the opposition of the unions and their parliamentary

parties.

Here, for example, is an eXcerp?t from a resolution acdopted by a
conference held in 1906 by the largest workers party of the period,
the German Social Democracy (a program that might be adopted today by
the French Comnunist Party or the CGT):



Believing that socialism will develop more readily
through legal rather than illegal means, this
conference renounces the tactical prinéipal &f
'direct mass action' and proclaims its adherence

T T

to the principle of parliamentary reformist action,
that is To say hopes that the party will in the
future as previously struggle to realize its goals
little by little by way of legislation and organic

evolution,

For this rceason, the conference recognizes as an
inalienable right, the right of the working class
to refuse to work when all other means have failed
in order to repel attacks against its legal rights
as well as to win new rights, but since mass
political strikes cannot be won by the working class
unless they are kept strictly within the bounds of
legality and offer no excuse for armed intervention,
the conference consider the growth of Social
Democratic organizations =-- the political party

the unions, the co=-operatives -~ the only correct
preparation for this type of struggle. (6)

The unions® returm to legality and their opposition to radical
movements in the working class could only develop to the extent that
capitalism had become decadent,

oince the beginnings of unionism, one factor, directly linked to the
form of union corganization, has played an essential role in this
process of integration: the inevitable growth of union bureaucracy.
In order for an organization to be truly democratic -- that is to say
for it to function with the Iree and equal collaboration of all its
members -- it is above all necessary that the members be deeply
involved in its activities, If most of the members become apathetic,
true collaboration becomes impossible and there can be no democracy.
Those members who continue to be active cannot help but assume the
role of bureaucratic leaders leading an organization whose members
have become apathetic and dulled by routine, |

By definition, unions are permanent mass organizations, existing in
periods of social calm as well as in periods of struggle. When a
union is born in the heat of struggle, it is .:rganized by freely
associated workers as a means for defending their common interests,
But when the struggle ends, the members inevitably become apathetic
and thus create the basis for the growth of a union bureaucracy.

When the struggle breaks out anew, the workers find themselves faced
with a hierarchical organization that tends to meke them into passive

followers of leadership.

The inevitable growth of union bureaucracy leads to the appearance
of a whole stratum of "specialists," whether or no they are "profess-
ionals," who soon find themselves isolated from the rank and file;
they rapidly learn to deceive (consciously or unconsciously) the rank
and file which finally they come to regard only as pawns and shock
troops. Preoccupied with building up "their" organization and with




negotiating for reforms with management and government, these
bureaucrats become more and more attached to bouwgeois legalily and
the capitalist state itself since the rank and file of the union no
longer has any power over them, Furthermore, when a workers! struggle
becomes violent, it collides with the union leaders and the organiz-
ation they control .+ df the struggle goes beyond the bounds of
legality, if it takes on the character of a revolutionary struggle,
the unions then become openly counter-revolutionary organizations,
Thus, for example, in I906, the opposition of the German social dem-
ocratic unions to "direct mass action" (as seen above) logically led
to the Social Democrats! open participation in the bloody suppression
of the German proletarian revolution of IOT9.

As we have seen, 1in the decadent phase nf capitalism the struggle for
reforms, if it is consistent, must lead inevitably to & questioning
of the capitalist system itelf, '

The unions of our epoch, far from remeaining weapons in the class
struggle, have become permanent obstacles if not actually sSuUpple
mentary forces of repression. This exXplains why the working class in
the principal industrial countries, 1in particular England, Germany
and the United States, has, since the beginning of the century
attempted to mount struggles outside the unions, Thus there have
appeared wildcat strikes, organized and unleashed without any advice
from the unions and very often against themn, (Movements like "Rank
and File" in England, or the KAPD and the"Workers Union% in Germany
exemplify this surrent.) It night be objected that this wouldn't
happen if the unions set revolutionary goals for themselves, or if
they were led by good leaders,

Revolutionary  Unionism:

gince the I890's, the idea of revolutionary unionism has developed
in response to the political degencration of unions and socialist
parties. A union's principal task, however, 1s to organize the
workers to defend their immediate interests, To be a member of 2
union, a worker has only toc be ready 1o fight for -the defence oi
his interests. To the extent that a union requires its members to
subscribe to religious or political beliefs, it is prevented from
carrying out its task of organizing workers, Instead, the union takes
on the character of a political organization Or party, &nd 1% 18
capable only of organizing minorities. Consequently it is unable tO
carry out its principal task,

Revolutionary unionism "presupposes that the worker has a revolution=-
ary consciousness which, in fact, can only result from years of pol-
itical practice. Thus revolutionary unions turn into small groups of
workers with revolutionary sentiments; however, their enthusliasn
cannot meke up for the weakness of their organization. Attemplting to
carry out some function other than its own, the union ends up unable
to carry out its own task of improving working conditions, It 1is
unable to do what it is supposed to. do == organize the masses -=and
what it 'ettempts to do -- revolutionary education -- it does wrong."

(7)

Some revolutionary unions believe that the union is the

organizational form necessary for the working class's seizure of
power. Experience has shown, however, that only workers councils
allow the working class an effective and democratic way to exercise

| e
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its power., Thus French revolutionary unions, which were especially
strong before World War I, rapidly sunk to the level of pious hypo-
crisy: the principal revolutionary unions (the CGT of the period)
@egenerated like the others, and like the others they participated
in the imperialist war on the side of the bourgeoisie while the
tendencies within the unions that oppecsed the war remained insign-
ificant minorities and soon were forgotten. As for the Spanish
CNT: during the Spanish Civil War, it was led into playing the role
of a mass political party. Because it believed in carrying out
political activity on all levels, it Jjoined in thefPopular Front"
with the Stalinists and the bourgeois republicans, and even part-
icipated in the republican government.

- To attempt to breathe revolutionary life into a form of organi-

. zation that no longer corresponds to the needs of the struggle

only can lead to a situation in which the organization will be

obliged to carry out tasks for which it was not conceived; and
act as 2 brake on their successful execution, and at the sanme

time 1mpede the creation of forms that correspond to the realily

of the struggle, |

Chanqe the Leaders

Tt often is said that the unions have gone over to the side of the
ruling class because they have bad leaders. Consequently, changing
the character of the unions simply becomes a question of struggling
to replace the bureaucrats with 'good revolutionary leaders,'

This is an idea dear to the Trotskyists and Leninists who love to
talk about "reconguering the unions.' However, experience has repeat-
edly shown that it is impossible to take over the leadership of
burecaucratic unions for the simple reason that they are bureaucratic:
such organizations are preoccupied with perpctuating their power and
staving off any attack on it,

The union question is not a question of good or bad leaders, More
than fifty years of working class eXxperience has shown that it is
not simply by accident that unions always have had bad leadershipe.
It is not because of bad leaders that unions do not take part in
real struggles of the working class; it is, on the contrary, because
the unions are incapable as organizations of serving the class
struggle that leaders inevitably turn cut to be bad. As Pannekoek

observed: , _,.+ Marx and Lenin reiterated about the state ~= % ¥
that despite the existence of formal democracy
it does not allow itself to be used as an instru-
ment of proletarian revolutions == applics also
to unions. Their counter-revolutionary tendencies
can be neither negated nor tamed by a change gy
leaders, by replacing reactionary leaders with
tleftists! or 'revolutionaries.' It is the form
of organization itself that reduces the masses
to powerlessness and prevents them from using it
os an instrument of their own will, ™
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In thg present epoch, when the proletariat engages in struggles, it
is n§1ther a qgestion of changing the union leadership, nor one of
forming new unions: it is, on the contrary, a question of new forms

of organization that correspond to new forms of struggle outside the
unions.,

The Unions  Double Function'

It ofen was said, especially in May of I968 when the unions "betrayed"
the movement, that unions have a '"double functlion" 1in the prescnt
epoch: in periods of social '"calm," when there are no. important
struggles, the unions defend the working class against the bosses;

in periods of social unrest, they defend the bosses against the
working class, This is the position held by a group called

"pPouvoir Ouvrier" (Workers! Power)., (3)

In its political platform, "Pouvolr Ouvrier" maintains that "in the
present period, in most capitalist countries, the unions play a

double role: ‘

(I) They defend the immediate interests of the working class,

(2)'They defend the longterm interests of capitalist soclety,
which they accept in principle, against any working class
movement that might make trouble for capitalism,." (9)

Phis idea is no more profound than the idea that the police defend a
worker'!s interests when they rescue him from an auto wreck but no
longer defend his interests when during & strike they club hin,

‘thereby serving the boss,

First of all, nothing is more absurd than to pretend that in a society
composed of antagonistic classes whose interests are constantly in
opposition, an organization as embroiled in the class struggle as the
anions could alternate between serving one class and then another
without the slightest change in structure or leadershipe.

Secondly, it is impossible to determine the class nature of an organi-
zation by its attitude during periods of social "calm," when the
proletariat passively submits to the power of the bourgeoisie, econ-
omically and ideologically. Lf one wants to determine the class

nature of an organization, it can be done only at the movement of

open class warfares then the masks begin to fall and the class contrad

~ictions becone clearly apparent,

I1f one wants to have a true idea of the social role of the police

in the class struggle, one does not predicate judgment on their
behavior during an auto accident, but on the way they act when the
class struggle breaks out. Similarly, the unions' social function
emerges clearly when one observes them at times like May-June I968
when they attempted to prevent workers 1n different factories from
contacting one another, or contacting students; when they falsified
the workers'! demands, used lies and slander To get the workers to go
back to work =-- in short, when they played the role of a repressive
force directed against the workers'! struggles.



However, everyone knows that the unions are officially the Yrepro=
sentative organization of the working class," and that it 1is they
who are charged with the task of defending the interests of the
working class through the union braunch &nd through the government's
econonic organizations., Everyone aliso Knows that during periods of
caln the unions organize "days of action," that when the rank and
file grows reckless, they organize sirikes (although the strikes
last only 24 hours( in France and Italy) ), and that they even
formulate demands., Moreover, it is true that in certain countries,
and in certain French factories, it is bhetter to belong to the
union to guarantee onefs employment or 1o obtain certain
advantages,

But is it necessary to conclude from all this that the unions
are in the service of the working class ? No, The second
weynetion " is in fact only a part of the first,

If at times, such as May-June 1963, the unions acted as they did
without immediately proveoking a general workers revolt against
them, it is because they have, during periods of "caln" care-
fully built uvp the myth of The Union as the only legitimate
representative of the workers; and they have done this with ¢~
government help, The little stirikes, the demands for clean
locker roomns and for boauses, the Ydays of action,™ etc, are the
ways in which the unicns develiop their Yanthority," so that
they can order the workers back to work on the day when a real

struggle breaks out,

Just as the police justify their existence by directing traffic
and, during periods of social unrest, carry out repression

in the "interest" of socisty as a whole, s0 The unions make
wsmall claims! on behalf of the workers in order to guarantee
that during periods of struggle they will be able te fulfill
their function of containment and repression "in the name of the
working class." Consequently the vnions! activities cannot be
divided into two separate Ifunctions: they are, in reality, two
aspects of the same functicn,

Furthermore, the little tasks carried out by unions during
periods of social ™ caln' actually correspond precisely to the
needs of decadent capitaliesm, Let us conslder, for example, the
case of countries where unions are formally integrated into the
state apparatus; this is the case in fascist countries (Spain
and Portugal, for exaiaple ) and the state capitalist countries
(USSR, . China, the Eastern buropean states, etc.) If in these
countries -~ where even strikes &are forbidden -~- unions exist
they exist because they correspond to a real need of the state.
In effect, they carry out & function that has become absolutely
necessary for decadent capitalism: the containment of the
working classe |

Tt is necessary for the state to effectively contain the working
class (I) in order to be able to dispose of labour according to
the needs of the rational capital ( the plan, ete,): (2) in ordery
to allow the free play of capitalist economic forces in the
lavour market and to avoid special abuses by private capitalists
or by local directors whose actions might incite the working
class or lead to harmful shifis in the national econouny;
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(3) @nd finally, to contain and to break up any serious attempt at
rebellion by the working clae~, (I0)

No one would say that the fascist unions in Spain are working class
organizations, or that Russian unions defend¢ the workers against
their boss, the state; these unions are nothing but instruments of
the state, . |

In the West, unions participate in the economic scections of the gov-
ernment (in France, the Planning Council, the Econonic and Social
Council, etec,); they teke part in company management; they represent
the workers in collective bargaining, playing the role of the
"yaluable intermediary" needed by the state; they protest extrene
abuses connitted by bosses or managers, and they systematically
attenpt to defuse strikes, In all these cases, the unions periorn
the same functions as those performed by unions in Russia and Spain,
These functions don!t serve the interests of the working class,

On the contrary, they correspond to the needs of capital, For this
reason, in totalitarian as well as in liberal states, the govern-
ments subsidize or create unions to "represent the werking class,™

The one thing that differentiates unions in liberal states from those
in other countries is the fact that their integration into the state
apparatus occurs through political parties, This fact leads to a
certain number of consecquences that often mask the unions! true role,
For example, when the polifical party that dominates a union opposes
the party in power in the government, then the workers! struggles that
the union supports take on a '"tough" charactnr that serves the need
of the political party, A union can even provoke large-scale nove-
ments for reasons of political expedience, as happened in I947 when
the CGT led strikes after the Communist Party was expelled from the
government, and as happened in 1955 when the CGT and the CP organized
denmonstrations during General Ridgewayt!s vist to Paris,

Often the political tendencies that dominate the unions are partisans
of bureaucratic, state-capitalist regimes, and advocate the nation-
alization of industry, This explains the fact that certain large
private corporations fear unionization,

The unions' connections with opposition political parties give then
an appearance of combativity; but it is enough to know what happens
when the opposition party wins power (as was the case of the French
Comnmunist Party after World War II, or the Iabour Party from I96L
to I970), or to witness the political manipulations that go on in
the factories during membership drives, in order to understand that
the unions! party commitment is not a question of defending lhe
interests of the workers but the interests of the political
organization, The union delegate, however devoted he naybe, 1is
quickly drawn into the whirlpool of party politics, Consciously

or unconsciously, he becomes not the representative of the workers?
interests but the representative of the interests of the political

party. (II) 

Consequently unions don't have a "double function," one capitalist,
the .other working class, Their "double function" is, in reality, two
aspects nf the pame capitalist function: the cortainacny of the
working class for the interests..of the capitalist systen.
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What should be done Today

In the present period, +the uvnions have been integrated, directly
or indirectly, into the capitalist state, Thus the ¢lass struggle
cam only develop outside of and against the unions,

But what organizational form will the workers employ £0 carry out
these struggles ? How to overcome the inertia that keeps the workers

in the union prison ¢ What is the role of revolutionaries in this
process ? :

The form of crgani zation

The largest working class struggles that have taken place outside
the unions have denmonstrated that the form of organization best
suited to the struzggle is that of the Factory Conmittee or

Strike Committee meke up of elected, instantly recallable

el IRy

delegates:

:+ all decisions concerning the direction of the struggle are made
by workers assenblies;

.+ the task of coordinating the struggle is carried out by a strike
committee (or factory committee) made up of delegates elected by
the workers assenblies and at all times responsible to the
assenblies,

This especially sinmple form of organization 1is the only form that
pernits true participation hy all the workers in the struggle.,
The struggle is thus the concern of the workers and no longer the
concern of centralized unions. It allows for the sort of unity and
coherence that the unions systematically hinder.

This form of organization doesn't just result from a preoccupat -
jon with democracy. It is already, in itself, a prefiguration of
workers councils, the organizations that the working class will
create in order to hold power permanently. As we have scen, in the
period of capitalisn's decadence, the struggle against further
deterioration in living conditions immediately leads to the lorme
ation of working class organizations that call into question the
power of the ruling class,

If the bourgeoisie, driven by econonmic contradictions, is incapable
of making further concessicns, the working class will use force

in order to win its demands. The struggles over speed-up at
Pirelli in Milan at the end of I963 illustrate especially well

the situation, Here is an excerpt Ifron a leaflet published Dby

the "Rank and File Committee" :

We will no longer work at the rate set by the coupanys
We will decide for ourselves how long we will work, SO
that we will live to be sixty in good health. Since,
when we break our backs working , management thanks

us end kicks us out the door while lowering our
salarics and reducing our pensions and other fringe
benefits., |

We should all be aware of the decislion mnade by the
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workers of workshop 8661 who suddenly stopped work when
a foreman attempted to force a worker to work at the old
rate. For each inportant question or problem that cones
up in the workshops, we too should immediately stop work
and neet in assembly (there is no need to wait for a rule
that allows us to do so, we have already won the right to
it) to decide 2ll together how to settle Tthe questlion. .
Working counditions will improve when we make then lnprove
ourseclves, (I2) '

Every important struggle leads to the posing of the problem of power
within the factory. Thus it is to be expeccted that the type of organ-
jzational form that the struggle assumes contains within it the

essential characteristics of the type of organization that will sieze
total power, | '

Breakingout of  the union jail

However, the process that leads to struggles of this sort encounters
a series of obstacles that tend to kecp the movement under the cons-
trol of the union. There is, first of all, the question of "habit'.
Over the years, the working class, lulled by the myth of the unions
as "the organizations that represent the workers' interests," has left
the control and organization cf the struggle in the hands of the
centralized unions and their officials, Moreover, the idea of self-
organization without the unions often appears adventuristic and
utopian. This "habit" can only be overconec to the extent that the
struggle has reached the point where the workers have no other
alternative than to take matters into their own hands,

It is essential that these new forms of struggle becowme known

everywhere. Everyone should know about the wildcats staged by

Italian, English and American workers. The idea that there are other
forms of struggle and organization besides unions should be common
knowledge; and it should be known that these new forms havc been tested
and continue to develop throughout the world,

To some workers, opposition to union too often appears to be a fornm
of "isolation from the general workers movenent." Thus it is absolulw
ely necessary to show that on the contrary the unions more and nore
isolate themselves from the real struggle of the workers nmovenment,

Tn order to accomplish this it is necessary to work systematically in
factorics (I) denouncing the centralized unions and (2) popularizing
wildcat struggles in ordcr to foster working class autononye.

To carry out this task, groups of workers inside the factories who -
are inclined to do this sort of work appear to be nost natural

and efficient means,

"Rank and File committces', "workers commissions', "action committeces',
whatever their name, these ninority groupings arc not the represent-
atives of a political party or tendency., They regroup workers
belonging to different political tendencics, Or no clear political
tendency or group, provided they agree on the necessity for developing
autonomous forms of working class organization and struggle. These
groups which have appeared in the majority of countries where there
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have been wildcat strikes,; thus can organize especially effective
bedies for devecloping the seif-organization of the workers,

There arc, as well, certain factors that prevent some workers from .
breaking out of the framework of unionism at tines of struggle; thus
there is a need for coordination with other centers of struggle which
also are in a sinilar position of having a management that will talk
only to union delegates, Normally, the vnions arec the only existing
link between workers in different companicsy to break with the unions
crcates a fear of isolaticn. In fact, experience has shown that the
unions enploy their "power of coordination! to isolate and dividec the
struggle, The classic tactic they enploy is to announce falsely in
one factory that the workers on strike in the other factories have
gone back to work., It is therefore essential to develop as many

links as possible between rank and file connmittees and, above all, to
guarantee direct liasons between representatives chosen by the workers
when the struggle begins.

The problem posed by the fact that the company will talk only with
union can-only be resolved:by the workers! determination and combat-
ivity., Only by a test of strength can the workere inpose their own
representatives and therefore their own will,

What role should revolutionaries
olay in the strugale ?

Clearly, the fundamental task for revolutionaries is to publicize
the cxpericnce of workers in struggle and the new form of struggle
that emerge, thus accelerating the development of autogomy.from
political parties and centralized unions, Besides.publlcatlons,
slogans, etc, the fundamental rneans is the fgrmat}on of group§

(rank &nd Tile comiittces) inside the factorlies, Revolutionaries.
can contribute to their formation and thair continued existence, and
help then set up direct contacts with other rank and file comuittones,
It is not the task of revolutionary organizations to set goals for
the struggle even those that cannot be gchieveq un@er caplta}lsp.
Today, ©evVery true goal of the struggle a8 necessarily unobtainable,
The immecdiate goal of the struggle will be chosen by the workers

themselves,_

Moreover, recvolutionaries should coubat illusions of eventual legal
roforns and show that only what can be s@ezed and hold‘by fo?ce can |
be held pernmanently., This 18 not a question of4noglect1ng ?hlS or that
derand because it is not revolutionary Or because "tpe ruling class
will not concede it"; on the contrary, it is =& question of clearly

. 3 _ Sl o g Sl
showing that these forus are the only forms of effcctive struggl

and now such struggles can only 1ead to a total revolution and the

doefinitive conquest of workers POWCI.,
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Should revolutionaries agitate
inside the unions 7

The problem of the class nature of the unions often is confused

with the problem of revolutionary action within reactionary unions,
This is especially true for those who believe that unions are only
"a form of organization" which only needs to be transformed by '"good
leaders" in order to go over to the side of the revolution, We nave
already seen why this position is ccmpletely false, e

But it is often argued (I) the fact that workers belong to the
unions means that it is necessary to agitate in the unions, where
the workers are to be found:

If you want to help "the masses™ and to win the
sympathy, confidence and support of "the masses,™
you must not fear difficulties, you must not fear .
the pin-pricks, chicanery, insults and persecution
of the "leaders" (who, being opportunists and social
chauvinist, are in most cases directly or indirectly
connected with the bourgeoisie and the police), but
must imperatively work wherever the masses are To be
found, =-- Lenin. (I3)

(2) It is not a question of calling upon the workers to create
new forms of organization "invented" by revolutionaries,

With respect to the first argument as set forth by Lenin

("work wherever the masses are to be found" ) we maintain that

(I) the working masses are not in the unions (more than 80% of

the French working class is not unionized). Besides, contrary

to what often is maintained, those who are unionized are not

always the most militant: experience shows that during periods

of struggle the non-unionized elements (or those who play no

role in union affairs) are the most militant, Furthermore, in

most cases, workers join the unions for reasans of convenience

in the same manner that they accept social services. (2) union-
ized workers are not shut off from the world; there 1S no need

to join the union in order To see them, It can be said that 4if

one is 2 union delegate one has free time and the possibility of
going around to different workshops, and thus one is in a position
to contact workers more easily. But then one is faced with a choilce:
either one remains silent and doesn’t go beyond the framework

of union ideas (in order not to be expelled); and thus not only
does this sort of work lead nowhere, but also it places the
revolutionary in a position of collaborating with an organization
he considers counter-revolutionary; or, refusing to keeDd silent he
expresses his opinions openly and soon finds himself thrown 9ut<9f
the union. Thus the union no longer serves as a basls for agitation.
In certain situations, this can be of some help as a means 9f
denouncing the unions, but it 1s no longer & question of doing what

lenin advocated:

We must be able to withstand all this, to agree
to any sacrl fice, and even =-=- 1if need be =-=- tO
resort to all sorts of strategems, aftifices,
illegal methods, to evasions and subterfuges,

L A2
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only so as to get into the trade unions, to remain in
them, and to carry on Communist work within them at
all costs. (I4)

As for Lenin's second argument (it is not a question of calling upon
workcrs to crecate new forms of srganiscation 'invented" by rcvolution-
aries) we need simply rcpcat the argumcnt given by Gorter in his
"Answer to Lenin'": the new forms of organisation (clccted factory
committces) that have sprung up in Great Britain and in Germany, were
not creatcd"from above'; on the contrary, they rcsultcd from the spon-
tancous activity of the rank and file because they eorrcsponded to a
concretc nced of the strugglce.

(I) From Informations Corrcspondence Quvricres (ICO ), Scpt., E969,

(2) Matignon, Grenclle: agrcements between the government, cmployers
and tradec unions on collcctive bargaining, wagc scales, cte,

(3) L'Expansion, Oct., 1969, p. 89.

(4) And very often, in ordcr to obtain this minimum, it is nccessary
to have two salarics instcead of one, The wifc must work to help
support the family and morecover rcceiving a salary that is very much
less than her husbands. The difference between salarices for men and
women also tends to increasc, Thus it went from 8.9% in January, 1959,

to 9.8% in January, 1964. See Revuc Francaisc du Travail, 1964, pp. 50=1.

(5) Piecrrc Chaulieu, ""Les Rapperts de Production c¢n Russie,' Socialisme
ou Barbarie, II, p.55.

(6) Citcd by Rosa Luxcmburg, "Greve de Masscs, Partis ct Syndicats,™
p.76 (Maspero cd.)
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(8) Pouvoir OQuvricr: a group With a "'statc capitalist" analysis;
dissolvecd, 1970.

(9) Pouvoir Ouvricr, No. 90, May, 1968.
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5f unions in the following order:
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set forth in the cconomic plan will bec fulfilled and surpasscd in order
to increase productivity and lower the costs of production (!)...."

5. "To see that thc laws concerning work and security arc maintained",

In China: "the exccutive committee of the Gencral Confederation of
Labor that met July 10, 1955, ordcred "all union cadres TO rcgard the
strengthening of disciplinc as their fundamcental permancnt task'. 1L
the results of this campalign proved unsatisfactory, then it would be
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necessary 'to punish in an appropriatc manncr the recaleitrant clements
that constantly interfere with discipline," From George Lecfranc,

Le Szndicalisme dans le¢ Monde, p. 102, ‘

(11) At its 1946 congress, the sommunist majority of the CGT wvotcd

for the following statement: "Lhe CGT calls upon the workers to support
the drive to attain maximum production. A higher salary can be attained
only by increasing ontput." In LefTranc, ps 100, |

(12) Cited in ICO, Feb., 1969.

(13) "Left-Wing Communism, An Infantile Disorder, New York, 1940, p. 37.
(1) Abid. . .58,
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