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Editorial  
Welcome to the third issue of the relaunched Black Flag! 

Originally, we planned to be at least bi-annual but happily we have managed to exceed our hopes and produce three 

issues this year. This issue has taken on a syndicalist theme, marking as it does the anniversaries of the deaths of both 

Tom Mann and Émile Pouget. The former is inextricably linked to the Great Unrest of 1910 to 1914 and we take the 

opportunity to discuss Mannôs ideas as well as British Syndicalism. As well as an in-depth account of his syndicalist 

ideas, we include many of his pamphlets and articles along with articles from Freedom discussing industrial unionism. 

Hopefully there are lessons to be learnt from both for todayôs activists. From a leading British Syndicalist, we turn to 

Pouget who was a leading French one. We reprint all but one of his most famous pamphlets, including a new, 

complete, translation of Le Syndicat (The Union) and his 1898 article on Sabotage. Again, we hope that these will be 

of use to current activists. We start and end with some passages by Bakunin indicating his syndicalist ideas. 

This year also marks the 125th anniversary of the 1896 Congress of the Second International in London. Here we recall 

the attempt by anarchists to gain access to the new socialist International, which resulted in definitive expulsion of 

libertarians from the organisation. We also mark the 100th anniversary of the founding of the Arditi del Popolo with an 

article discussing the lessons to be gained from fighting fascism in Italy and Germany in the 1920s and 1930s. 

Finally, we mark the founding in 1936 of the Spanish anarcha-feminist group, Mujeres Libres (ñFree Womenò). This 

important organisation fought not only against the sexism of capitalist society but also that of their male comrades, 

who all too often combined a theoretical opposition to all forms of hierarchy with a distinctly patriarchal practice. 

They are an important reminder that fighting economic and political hierarchy is not enough and that all social 

hierarchies need to be destroyed in order for a free society to exist. 

If you want to contribute rather than moan at those who do, whether its writing new material or letting us know of on-

line articles, reviews or translations, then contact us: 

blackflagmag@yahoo.co.uk 

mailto:blackflagmag@yahoo.co.uk
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Protest of the Alliance  
Michael Bakunin  

July 1871 

[é] 

1) As long as the economic organisation of the current 

society lasts, that is to say as long as capital, or raw 

materials and the instruments of work, necessary for 

production, remain monopolised in the hands of this 

bourgeois oligarchy, and the proletariat forced by 

hunger and inevitably competing to escape hunger, sell 

their labour, the true, the only producer, as a commodity 

at the lowest price, always more or less determined by 

the price of what is absolutely necessary so as not to 

allow its productive force to die of starvation, the 

increase in the misery and suffering of the proletariat 

will always be a direct reason for the increase of wealth 

or what is called the development of material interests 

and the economic 

prosperity of nations. 

2) That the more this 

prosperity grows, the 

more wealth or capital 

will be monopolised by 

an ever smaller number 

of bourgeois oligarchs; 

what will have and what 

already has the 

necessary consequence 

of pushing the middle 

bourgeoisie into the 

petty [bourgeoisie] and 

the petty bourgeoisie 

into the proletariat. 

3) That this deplorable 

state of affairs, whose 

duration threatens to 

plunge the human world into a new barbarism, will only 

end when the capital, the raw materials, the instruments 

of labour necessary for production, including without 

doubt the earth, ceasing to be appropriated by 

individuals, will become collective property. 

[é] 

It [the International Workers Association] was based on 

intellectual inspiration and social science derived from 

historical study and the critique of economic facts. Is 

this science accessible to the proletariat, in the state of 

ignorance in which it now finds itself? Without doubt, 

yes, and more than any other. This science, as well as 

all other positive sciences, is based on experience, on an 

exact knowledge, and on the analysis of facts. But are 

not the facts that serve as their focus precisely the 

situation, the misery, the sufferings of the proletariat? so 

that a worker needs only to consider and explore his 

own situation, to find the effects and causes, which all 

renew themselves for him, nor can he eventually escape, 

to become a perfect economist, much more truthful and 

serious than a host of well-known bourgeois 

economists, but who study this science about the 

sufferings of others and which they have every interest 

to reduce the importance of. 

To be placed right in the middle of economic and social 

science, the worker therefore has only one thing to do: 

that is to make his own fate an object of constant 

reflection, as much in relation to the severity and 

duration of his own work, of his wages, of the price of 

things necessary for the upkeep of him as well as his 

family, than by the 

earnings and leisure that 

his work provides to the 

boss who employs him. 

Let him then compare his 

position with that of his 

comrades in the 

workshop, then with that 

of the workers of his 

trade in the same locality, 

and again with that of the 

workers of the same trade 

in foreign countries; 

finally with those of 

workers of other trades in 

all lands. Going step by 

step in this entirely 

experimental way, 

comparing the facts and 

deducing general 

implications, he will arrive by himself to the perfect 

knowledge of the principles which constitute the basis 

of social science. 

It was only in this way and not by attending courses on 

political economy, that many English workers have 

been able to acquire knowledge so right, so vast, and at 

the same time comprehensive in social economy, that 

the commissions of inquiry which the English 

Parliament usually appoint during great crises to 

ascertain the situation of an industry in distress, have 

often been astonished listening to simple workers give 

them not only the most accurate information about the 

situation, but also on the general causes which produced 

it. 

In general, we cannot sufficiently recommend to 

workers the study of economic science, which, we 

The organisation of trade 

sections, their federation in the 

International [Workersõ] 

Association and their 

representation by trade 

councilsé carry the living seeds 

of the new social order  that is to 

replace the bourgeois world. 

They create not only the ide as 

but the very facts of the future  
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repeat it again, is precisely that which is most accessible 

to them, and not to begin this study with the reading of 

economic books, whose more or less abstract 

terminology could frighten them. Not that they begin it 

in the wholly experimental manner we have just 

indicated, initially by making an exact account of their 

own situation and of their own economic and social 

relations, and then extending their investigations to the 

relations and the situation of the workers first of a single 

profession and later of all trades. 

Nothing is as favourable to this study as the 

organisation of the sections of a trade. What is their 

purpose? It is the struggle in common to obtain from the 

bosses of their trades the most favourable conditions 

from the point of view of wages and working hours. 

This is such a completely determined struggle, the 

conditions of which can only be established by the exact 

knowledge of all the economic facts which have a 

relation to developments, the prosperity or decline of 

such-and-such an industry, first of all in the locality, 

then necessarily in many other countries that compete 

with local production. While thereby discussing 

amongst themselves their own problems, their deepest 

and most cherished interests and amongst others that of 

their daily bread, workers are forced at the same time to 

discuss the most abstract principles of social science. 

What will this be then, when, following the impulse 

given to them in Belgium by a group of young socialist 

revolutionaries as intelligent as they are devoted, the 

workers of all trades, or rather the different trade 

sections, will reach agreement with each other in every 

country to establish a trades council [chambre de 

travail], or the delegates of every section or of every 

trade, bringing with them their workbooks, discuss ñall 

the issues that are dealt with in the bourgeois political 

parliaments,ò from the point of view of the workers in 

general, as well as the workers of each industry 

considered specifically! 

This completely practical, completely vital study of 

social science undertaken and constantly pursued by the 

workers themselves, both in their respective trade 

sections and in these trades councils, will necessarily 

lead and has already led to a large extent to produce in 

them this unanimous and fully considered conviction, 

demonstrable both in theory and in practice, that the 

serious, final, complete emancipation of the workers is 

possible only on one condition, and that this condition 

is the appropriation of capital, that is to say the raw 

materials and all the instruments of labour, including 

land, by the workers collectively. 

We insist on the necessity of these studies, both 

practical and theoretical, for every member of the 

International, first because they constitute, strictly and 

by themselves, the main object, the daily interest, the 

great issue of every trade section, whose immediate aim 

is to safeguard the economic interests as well as the 

freedom and dignity of its members; and secondly, 

because we have this conviction that science or 

economic knowledge, considered initially from its 

narrowest point of view as embracing only the 

collective interests of a section or of all the workers of 

the same trade in the same locality, then extending 

consecutively, not by way of abstraction, of self-

annihilation or of an impossible fusion, but by way of 

federation, first to the workers sections of the same 

trade throughout the civilised world, and then to the 

workers sections of all trades, both locally and in other 

countries, and thereby achieving, by the stringent 

analysis of all the workersô situations and the economic 

causes of which they are the effects, to embrace and 

formulate the general conditions of the emancipation for 

all the workers of the world ï because we are convinced 

that this, or this collective consciousness, must 

henceforth constitute the material basis, the sole basis of 

all aspirations, commitments and actions of workers in 

any line of thought or whatever the events. The 

economic question considered in this extent and 

embracing both all conditions of labour as well as those 

of the just distribution of the products of labour, is the 

real terrain that the worker must never abandon. As 

soon as he abandons it, he loses himself in 

metaphysical, juridical, political, theological 

abstractions, and disorientated, deprived of his two 

faithful guides, his common sense and the awareness or 

instinct of his real interests, he always finds himself 

once again, to his great surprise, the slave and exploited 

of the bourgeois. While remaining on the economic 

terrain, the worker will be all powerful. No siren voice 

from the bourgeois world can shake his real 

understanding, his common sense, and no sophism can 

prevail against this simple question: ñThe fine things 

you propose to us will change our economic condition 

to equal that of the privileged classes. Do you want to 

work as we work, and share all the enjoyments as well 

as all the duties of life, according to justice, equally 

with us? Do you want Capital to stop oppressing us and 

exploiting us, that is to say, do you want it to cease 

being a private property and become the collective 

property of the federated workers associations? If not, 

leave. We will not give up this sole question whereby 

we see clearly, to let ourselves be led astray by you, 

[give up] this terrain which is solely ours, and the 

leaving of which we become once again your dupes, 

your tools, your slaves.ò 

The organisation of trade sections, their federation in 

the International [Workersô] Association and their 

representation by trade councils [Chambres de travail] 

not only creates a great Academy where all the workers 

of the International, uniting practice with theory, can 

and must study economic science, they even carry the 

living seeds of the new social order that is to replace the 

bourgeois world. They create not only the ideas but the 

very facts of the future. 

[é] 
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Émile Pouget : 
 Proletarian Pamphleteer, Syndicalist Theorist and Organiser  

Constance Bantman 1 

Émile Pouget (1860-1931) had a 

long, highly eclectic activist 

career in anarchism and 

syndicalism, and it would be 

facile, if tempting, to start by 

describing him as the most famous 

anarchist youôve never heard of ï 

one of many striking instances of 

a óBelle Epoqueô anarchist whose 

influence at the time and legacies 

are momentous, yet have oddly 

sunk into relative oblivion. While, 

upon his death in 1931, the mass 

daily Le Petit Parisien described 

Pouget as ñone of the former stars 

of syndicalismò, his name today 

remains largely ignored beyond 

specialised academic and militant 

circles. His entry in Le Maitron 

(Franceôs labour movement 

biographical dictionary) rightly 

describes Pouget as ña major figureò of the anarchist 

movement and ñone of the founding fathersò of 

Franceôs workers and trade union movement; while 

these are indeed essential aspects, one might add that 

the French emphasis is restrictive, given Pougetôs 

impact, at a time when anarchism and syndicalism were 

profoundly internationalist in both ideology and (to a 

lesser extent) organisation. 

The making of a Belle Epoque compagnon: from 

Aveyron to anarchism 

Pouget was born on 12 October 1860, halfway through 

Napoleon IIIôs Second Empire, into an educated, 

middle-class family, which was soon to undergo 

downward social mobility. This was quite characteristic 

of Franceôs first generation of anarchists: alongside the 

familiar figure of the radical artisans, the new factory 

proletariat, lower middle-class déclassés and avant-

garde artists formed the bulk of the movementôs 

sociological make up as it emerged from the late 1870s 

onwards. The staunchly republican and deeply political 

family environment in which Pouget grew up provides a 

clue to his own politicisation: in November 1871, his 

step-father, Philippe Vergely ï himself the editor of the 

Republican paper LôAveyron Republicain after 1870 ï 

took young Émile to nearby Rodez, to attend the trial of 

 
1 The term ñproletarian pamphleteerò is borrowed from Paul Delesalleôs obituary of Pouget, originally published with the title 

óEmile Pouget Ad Memoriamô, available at https://libcom.org/history/pouget-emile-1860-1931-0 

several members of the 

Commune de Narbonne, one of 

the many communal 

insurrections of early 1871.  

It was not long before Émileôs 

own taste for activism and 

journalism manifested himself: 

1873 saw him publish his first 

paper at the Lycée de Rodez, Le 

Lycéen Republicain (the 

Republican schoolboy). 

Following his father-in-lawôs 

death in 1875, Émile now had 

to earn a living; he left Aveyron 

the following year, heading for 

Paris and finding work there as 

a shop employee. This remained 

a period of intense repression in 

the young, conservative-

dominated Third Republic set 

up after the 1870 Franco-Prussian War and Commune ï 

one in which the risk of a monarchist restoration 

remained very real, following the pattern of the 

revolutionary nineteenth century. Post-Commune 

repression of the labour movement also remained 

vigorous for most of the decade. The 1877 legislative 

elections saw a Republican victory, followed by a 

relative détente, symbolised by the amnesty of many 

Communard exiles and prisoners in 1880. This must 

have provided a more favourable period for Pouget to 

embrace a host of new pursuits. According to his 

Maitron entry, it was by reading the paper La 

Révolution sociale (1880-81) ï famously a mousetrap 

funded by the Paris police, but one written for by 

serious anarchists such as Louise Michel ï that Pouget 

was won over to anarchism, just as the movement was 

starting to gain ground in France. He attended anarchist 

gatherings as well as the wine shop of Rousseau, one of 

Parisôs many anarchist haunts, with Émile Digeon, the 

former Communard whose trial he had attended in 

Rodez a few years earlier. It was also Digeon who had 

also convinced Pouget to take part in setting up the shop 

assistantsô union in 1879. Pouget also assisted Digeon 

in penning a small antimilitarist pamphlet in 1883, A 

LôArm®e. This combination of family politics, reading 

of anarchist papers, club and meeting attendance as well 

as direct contact with earlier generations of radicals is 

 
Émile Pouget (1860-1931) 
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quite characteristic of the paths through which many of 

Pougetôs contemporaries also came to anarchism.  

1883 was also the year when Pouget ï and the young 

anarchist movement ï made a striking entrance in the 

public consciousness. This happened with the Les 

Invalidesôs unemployed demonstration in Paris, which 

had been called in response to the dire economic and 

labour conditions of the period. After the main meeting 

was quickly dispersed by the police, a small group 

headed towards the affluent boulevard Saint-Germain, 

led by Pouget and Louise Michel. A bakery was 

ransacked, an incident which encapsulated at once the 

tense social climate caused by unemployment, and how 

anarchism might just spark off revolutionary agitation 

once again. The 1881 London Social Revolutionary 

Congress, after all, had seen a majority of delegates 

endorse ópropaganda by the deedô, a doctrine which, for 

all its ambiguities and many anarchistsô reservations, 

was construed as an endorsement of political violence. 

The 1883 unemployment demonstration has gone down 

in public memory as being the first occasion when the 

anarchist black flag was waved for the first time. The 

point has been challenged, but this claim nonetheless 

captures the fact that the movement was making strides, 

and was increasingly being perceived as a public threat 

by the authorities, as attested too by the 

contemporaneous Lyon trial.  

This demonstration also led to the first in a long series 

of prison sentences for Pouget. An initial 8-year 

sentence (based on false charges) was eventually 

reduced to three years, after a campaign in Pougetôs 

favour. As summarised later by fellow anarchist and 

syndicalist Paul Delesalle, ñ[p]rison, however, had not 

cowed the militantò; Pougetôs activism would in fact go 

from strength to strength, as he fully embraced 

proletarian journalism, which soon proved a highly 

congenial mode of activism for him.  

From Le Père Peinard to Syndicalism  

The first issue of Pougetôs Le Père Peinard (Easy 

Father), a weekly inspired by the French revolutionôs 

radical Le Père Duchesne, appeared on 24 February 

1889. Carrying the sub-heading óR®flecs dôun gniaffô ï 

musings of a shoemaker ï it was illustrated with a 

drawing by the now-famous artist Maximilien Luce, a 

lifelong anarchist and syndicalist, depicting a 

shoemaking workshop, with the journalist writing away 

among the workers.  

It is hard to do justice to the quality and originality of 

this remarkably long-lived and influential paper. Its 

inimitable style and use of slang are striking; they 

created a sense of connivence with the readers, which 

was integral to the construction of anarchist 

communities. A classic example may be that of 

 
1 Readers may usefully refer to the extensive digitisation of 

the paper on-line and challenge themselves by reading 

Pougetôs repeated references to the óChambre des 

amput®sô, a no-holds-barred wordplay on the Chambre 

des députés (the French parliament) which tapped into 

the slang meaning of óamputeesô as a someone who is 

useless; these three words probably did just as much as 

many theoretical essays to convey the 

antiparliamentarian core of anarchism with an appealing 

mockery. This, in turn, was a contribution to the ethos 

of rebellion which was so central to the success and 

perceived danger of anarchism in those years. The Law 

courts were renamed óPalais dôInjusticeô ï the title of a 

recurring section of the paper chronicling the 

vicissitudes of a class-based justice system. It may not 

be the least of ironies that Pougetôs dazzling ability to 

create a new shared language to convey anarchist ideas 

remains the subject of many academic studies to this 

day; such enduring interest is nonetheless fully 

warranted.1 Another important formal characteristic of 

the paper was the role of illustrations, especially from 

May 1890. This was not specific to Le Père Peinard, at 

a time when many artists such as Luce associated with 

anarchism and supported the movement by donating 

their art to serve as another pedagogical tool in 

publications. The neo-impressionist painter Paul Signac 

was a recurring contributor; another name of interest 

was the journalist, art critic, collector and War ministry 

official Félix Fénéon. An extensive illustrated 

Almanach du Père Peinard was also published yearly 

between 1893 and 1897.  

The formal invention and humour should not hide the 

fact that the paper served a very ambitious and effective 

militant project. The Peinard was one of the most 

widely read anarchist papers in the French anarchist 

movement and internationally, and made many 

anarchists by itself. As Delesalle recollected, óthere was 

real proletarian agitation in certain workersô centres and 

I could name ten or twenty workers' districts, like 

Trélazé or Fourchambault, where the whole movement 

dwindled to nothing once the pamphlets stopped 

coming out.ô Nor was this impact strictly national: Le 

Père Peinard had a global readership and was circulated 

at the very least within transatlantic networks of French-

speaking anarchists and workers, in the US and in Latin 

America. Its role in the development of French-

speaking anarchism and a wider revolutionary 

movement in the US, for instance, has been noted by 

historians such as Ronald Creagh and Michel Cordillot.  

Lastly, the paper was an important site for the 

development of anarchist and, soon, syndicalist 

strategy. From its launch, it was resolutely proletarian in 

its orientation, with a focus on labour organisation and 

agitation which was not widely accepted in the 

movement, at a time when propaganda by the deed held 

considerably sway and strategies like the general strike 

and mass unionisation were often rejected as óreformistô 

through them, or even attempting an English translation! See: 

https://www.archivesautonomies.org/spip.php?article3872 
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compromissions. In contrast, as early as 1889, Pouget 

wrote with interest on the expropriating general strike, 

as part of a wide-ranging, scathing critique of all 

established authorities and a genuine sense of anger at 

the deprivations faced by so many.  

All of these factors combined to bring on serious legal 

troubles for Pouget and his associates. Like many 

fellow anarchist editors, he went through several 

periods of detention at St P®lagie prison, and the paperôs 

managing editors changed with a very high turnover. In 

the late 1880s, propaganda by the deed swept over the 

world, and France was hit by a series of anarchist 

inspired attacks. Pouget, not one to hold back on the 

importance of the general strike or in his campaign 

against the attempted coup of the General Boulanger, 

was terse on the highly controversial issue of anarchist 

violence. Such nuances were, however, lost on the 

authorities, especially since the set of highly repressive 

óWicked Lawsô (Lois Sc®l®rates) passed from 

December 1893, in response to the bomb thrown by 

Auguste Vaillant in the French Parliament, were 

primarily targeted at the anarchist press. January 1894 

saw many police raids in individual houses or in 

anarchist papers; unsurprisingly, both the Peinard office 

and Pougetôs own home were targeted. The August 

1894 óTrial of the Thirtyô, closely following the 

assassination of French President Sadi Carnot in June, 

at the hand of the Italian anarchist ólone wolfô Sante 

Geronimo Caserio, was the apex of the repressive 

phase. Despite the continuing blanket repression of 

anarchism, this put a rather farcical conclusion to the 

period of propaganda by the deed. Pouget was among 

the 30 anarchists indicted in this show trial, where 

committed and often well-respected anarchists such as 

Jean Grave, Sébastien Faure and indeed Pouget found 

themselves lumped together with petty criminals and 

robbers only distantly connected with the movement. 

With a few exceptions, only the most conservative and 

alarmist segments of the press and public opinion 

regarded the trial as anything else than an embarrassing 

miscarriage of justice, and it was not a surprise when a 

verdict of acquittal for most of the accused was 

returned.  

Pouget, nonetheless, had not waited up: like many 

persecuted revolutionaries before him (not least the 

Communards, just a generation earlier), he had crossed 

the Channel and found asylum in London, and was 

therefore one of a handful of comrades sentenced in 

abstentia. Never one to rest, as early as September, he 

relaunched Le Père Peinard from London, in the form 

of small, easy-to-hide-and-circulate pamphlets, with 

changing titles. The first one was called óIl nôest pas 

mortô (It is not dead); the last one, dated January 1895 

was óD®b©cle bourgeoiseô. This new series was very 

much a continuation of its Parisian predecessor, in tone 

if not format, in its extensive French and international 

networks of contributors and readers, in its biting 

critique of anti-anarchist repression in France and 

beyond and heavily satirical pieces exposing the 

powerful. One theme which gained even more 

prominence was that of labour organisation as a 

revolutionary route. It is likely that, for all his boredom 

in London, Pouget used his stay there to meet Italian 

and British anarchists and witness or take part in the 

discussions which, in those very years, were 

increasingly moving towards advocating for the 

revolutionary general strike as well as trade union 

permeation and, more broadly, anarchist organisation. 

These themes were especially important in the Italian 

movement, which also had a very active London 

outpost, and among British anarchists, where many 

militants were also trade unionists. Pouget briefly 

contributed to the international, English-language 

anarchist and then proto-syndicalist paper The Torch, 

which was a key forum for these discussions.  

It was the second issue of the London series of the 

Peinard, in October 1894, which clearly announced 

Pougetôs new strategic mindset, by explaining that óone 

place where thereôs jolly good work to be done for the 

comrades is the union of their corporationô. Unions 

were legal in France ï a major upside given that, in 

practice, anarchist groups no longer were ï and the 

ambitious types who were believed to populate them 

might just be ousted if anarchists entered them en 

masse. The mood of the trade union movement also 

seemed favourable: the 1894 Nantes trade union 

congress had seen an antiparliamentarian win, with the 

proclamation  of the political independence of trade 

unions and the adoption of the general strike. Pouget 

also argued that unions provided what had crucially 

failed anarchists throughout the previous decade: an 

organisational basis where they would be able to make 

contact with the workers, not just small circles of 

affiliates. This was a very early formulation of Pougetôs 

budding syndicalism.  

Syndicalism as theory and practice 

Pouget went back to France in early February 1895, 

when an amnesty potentially applying to anarchists was 

pronounced, and soon set about publishing a new paper, 

from May 1895. It was La Sociale, a relatively short-

lived publication (1895-96) to which Fernand 

Pelloutier, another important anarchist theorist of 

revolutionary syndicalism, was also associated. Pouget 

collaborated closely with Pelloutier and Bernard Lazare, 

with the aim of bringing anarchists closer to anti-

parliamentary socialists on a European scale, at a time 

when the parliamentary left was gaining ground.  

Anarchist concerns over a takeover which would evict 

antiparliamentarians from the left were proven right at 

the 1896 London Congress of the Second International, 

which he attended as the delegate of several unions. 

This watershed event saw the exclusion of the 

anarchists from the organisation, the culmination of a 
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process which had been in train since the 1893 

Zurich Congress. Within French socialism, the 

London congress accelerated the separation 

between parliamentary socialism and the 

organised trade union movement ï between 

activism in the political and the óeconomicô 

sphere. The French trade union confederation, 

CGT, set up in 1895, was to become the flag-

bearer of this independence and, soon, of the 

direct-action syndicalism associated with it.  

By 1896, Le Père Peinard was back with its 

original title. Together with La Sociale and a 

string of pamphlets penned by Pouget, these 

publications formed a very significant 

contribution to syndicalism. One interesting trait 

was the considerable inspiration which Pouget had 

drawn from British trade unions ï however 

legalistic and reformist they might be regarded as 

ï in developing his own brand of anarchist-

influenced trade unionism. The role of unions in 

securing piecemeal and tangible improvements for 

workers, often criticised by anarchists as a 

stopgap which actually deferred the revolution, 

was now lauded, and integrated into a two-tier 

conception of revolutionary action, in which 

unions were tasked with securing both concrete 

improvements and working towards the revolution 

ï a dual function famously further theorised by 

Fernand Pelloutier in his 1901 Histoire des 

Bourses du Travail. In the doctrine of 

syndicalism, unions were also the organising cells 

of future, post-revolutionary society, as 

dramatised later by Pouget and Émile Pataud in 

their 1909 political utopia How We Shall Bring 

About the Revolution: Syndicalism and the Co-

operative Commonwealth. Important tactics soon 

to be associated with the French movement and 

the CGT were directly derived from the British 

inspiration and reinterpreted from the perspective 

of direct action, such as sabotage and caôcanny; 

the former was formally adopted at the 1897 

Toulouse congress of the CGT. Its history and 

principles were presented by Pouget that same 

year, in an eponymous pamphlet. The influence of 

Pougetôs brief but impactful stay in Britain was 

also manifest in the way he continued to report on 

labour disputes in his publications, using ï 

perhaps somehow counter-intuitively ï the 

practices and gains of British unions as an 

argument and a model to be emulated in France. 

One key principle was that of trade union 

independence, which was soon to pervade the 

French syndicalist movement and its seminal 1906 

manifesto, the Amiens Charter. 

Meanwhile, anarchist permeation of trade unions 

progressed apace; this process is considered to have 

been complete by 1902, when the CGT, which grouped 

trade unions along occupational lines, merged with the 

Fédération des Bourses du Travail, a federation of local 

labour exchanges, which had been another hotbed for 

proto-syndicalist ideas. The year 1906, with the 

The Charter of Amiens  
Confédération générale du travail 

October 1906 

The Confederal Congress at Amiens confirms Article 2, 

constituting the CGT: 

The CGT groups, outside of every political school, all 

workers conscious of the struggle to be undertaken for 

the disappearance of wage-workers and bosses. 

The Congress considers this declaration as a recognition 

of the class struggle which pits on the economic field 

workers in revolt against all forms of exploitation and 

oppression, both material and moral, carried out by the 

capitalist class against the working class.  

The Congress clarifies, by the following points, this 

theoretical assertion: in day-to-day work demands, trade 

unionism pursues the coordination of workers efforts, 

the increase of workers well-being by the achievement 

of immediate improvements, such as the reduction of 

working hours, the increase of wages, etc. But this task 

is only one aspect of the work of trade unionism: on the 

one hand, it prepares for complete emancipation, which 

can only be achieved by the expropriation of the 

capitalist, and, on the other hand, it advocates a general 

strike as a means of action and considers that the union, 

today a grouping of resistance, will be, in the future, the 

production and distribution group, the basis of social 

reorganisation. 

The Congress declares that this double task, day-to-day 

and future, derives from the position of wage-earners 

which weighs on the working class and which makes it 

a duty for all workers, whatever their opinions or their 

political or philosophical tendencies, to belong to the 

essential group that is the union. 

As a consequence, as far as individuals are concerned, 

the Congress asserts the complete freedom for the union 

member to participate, outside of the trade grouping, in 

such forms of struggle that correspond to his 

philosophical or political concepts, merely asking, in 

return, not to introduce into the union the opinions that 

he professes outside it. As far as organisations are 

concerned, the Congress declares that in order for trade 

unionism to reach its maximum effect, economic action 

must be exerted directly against the bosses, Confederate 

organisations do not, as union groupings, have to be 

concerned about the parties and sects which can, outside 

and alongside, pursue social transformation with 

complete freedom. 
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proclamation of the Amiens Charter, can be regarded as 

the apex of French syndicalism and a victory for Pouget 

who, with Victor Griffuelhes, had written and put 

forward the resolution which famously proclaimed the 

CGTôs independence from all political interference, 

stating that óthe CGT brings together, outside any 

political affiliations, all the workers who are conscious 

of the work to be carried out for the disappearance of 

wage-earners and employersô. Since 1901, and until 

1909, Pouget occupied high-ranking functions within 

the CGTôs general 

committee; he was also the 

chief editor of the confederal 

paper, La Voix du Peuple. 

However, despite this 

institutional influence, it 

should be stressed that 

Pouget had not aged into a 

trade union official of the 

kind so reviled by anarchists; 

in his obituary of Pouget, 

Delesalle was at pains to 

stress that ñhe was able to 

come up with something new 

every time to hold 

spellbound a mass of workers 

occasionally overly inclined 

to self-doubt. So there is no 

exaggeration in saying that, 

wherever it was able to 

enforce its will entirely, the 

working class enjoyed the 

eight hour day and owes that, 

in no small part, to Émile 

Pouget. One need only 

review the succession of CGT congresses between 1896 

and 1907 to get the measure of the profound influence 

that he wielded over those labour gatherings. His 

reports, his speeches and above all his effective work on 

working parties are still the most reliable index of 

syndicalism's debt to him.ò 

Defeat, Retreat  

Nonetheless, for all Pougetôs dedication and talent, the 

CGTôs low membership figures, altogether tame 

everyday practice and the persistence of strong 

parliamentary and reformist currents at all levels of the 

organisations serve as important cautions against the 

golden legend of an all-powerful syndicalist CGT. 

These were obvious by 1906, when the long-planned 

May Day general strike for the eight-hour workday ï a 

cause ceaselessly championed by Pouget ï petered out, 

and the government unleashed a highly repressive 

strategy led by Home Interior Secretary Georges 

Clemenceau, which soon saw Pouget behind bars again 

for a couple of months in 1908. 

This prison stay marked a turn for Pouget who, once 

released, relinquished his editorship of La Voix du 

Peuple and gradually withdrew from the CGT 

leadership, to pursue new journalistic projects which did 

not materialise. He continued to write for other papers 

and to publish his own syndicalist pamphlets. At the 

outbreak of the First World War, the French and 

international anarchist movement was torn asunder by 

differences in their responses, between the defencist 

anarchists and, on the other hand, the majority who held 

on to their internationalist principles. Pouget leant 

towards the former; Jean Grave, the co-author of the 

1916 Manifesto of the 

Sixteen, the infamous pro-

entente text co-authored 

with Kropotkin, which 

formalised the defencist 

position, had hoped that 

Pouget would join the 

signatories, as many of his 

generation had. By then, 

however, Pouget had 

largely withdrawn from 

public life, due at least in 

part to his deteriorating 

health. After the outbreak 

of the war, he briefly 

continued his literary and 

political contributions to 

the socialist paper 

LôHumanit® and worked as 

an editor, until his death in 

July 1931.  

To conclude 

Pouget, usually described 

as a quiet, reflective 

militant, was a vociferous 

and highly talented writer, an important theorist and 

skilled organiser. It is remarkable, given his flair for 

writing in a way which eluded many contemporary 

working-class publications, that he also showed quite a 

knack as an organiser, theorist and union official. This 

relatively brief text makes no claim to exhaustivity. It 

draws heavily on the Maitron entry, which is far more 

detailed and also provides a useful bibliography for 

further research. This text was written with a view to 

providing insights into an incredibly rich and, possibly, 

uniquely important, activist career. Some equally 

important causes which Pouget championed and which 

offer further evidence of his versatile activism certainly 

warrant further exploration, for instance his human 

rights, anti-persecution activism and writing during the 

Dreyfus affair. As the paper Les Hommes du jour stated 

in a 1908 portrait, Pouget ñled good fights for the 

emancipation of workers and did revolutionaries the 

immense favour of pushing them, of grouping them on a 

battlefield from where they could expect victory with 

certainty. This is more than enough as a title of glory for 

one single manò.  

Pouget, usually 

described as a 

quiet, reflective 

militant, was a 

vociferous and 

highly talented 

writer, an important 

theorist and skilled 

organiser  
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Sabotage  

Émile Pouget 1 
Almanach du Père Peinard, 1898 

Sabotage is a splendid stratagem 

which, before long, will make the 

capitalos laugh out of the other 

side of their mouths.  

At the last Trade Congress at 

Toulouse, where a lot of good 

blokes have gathered from the four 

quarters of France, sent by the 

Unions, SABOTAGE was loudly 

acclaimed. 

The enthusiasm was staggering! 

And all the delegates swore, once 

returned to their home towns, to 

popularise the thing so that the 

workers would put it into practice 

all over. 

And I assure you, mates, this 

enthusiasm is not the result of a 

passing craze, ï a flash in the pan. 

No! 

The idea of SABOTAGE will not remain in the state of 

a wishful dream: we will use the thing! 

And the exploiters will finally understand that the job of 

boss will no longer be all rosy. 

That said, for the good guys who still do not know what 

it is, let me explain what sabotage is. 

Sabotage is the conscious shirking of duties, it is the 

botching of a job, it is the grain of sand cunningly stuck 

in the fiddly gears so that the machine stays broken, it is 

the systematic shrinking of the bossé. All this 

practiced on the sly, without making a fuss, or showing 

off. 

Sabotage is the younger cousin of the boycott. And 

fuck, in a host of cases where the strike is impossible it 

can render a hell of a service to the proles.  

When an exploiter senses that his workers are not in a 

position to strike, he does not hesitate to humiliate 

them. Caught in the gears of exploitation, the poor 

buggers, afraid of being sacked, dare not say a word. 

They are eaten up with anger and bow their heads: they 

suffer the bossesô boorishness, rage in their guts. 

But they suffer it! And the boss does not care, provided 

they do as he wishes, whether it is with or without rage. 

 
1 Pouget later expanded upon this subject, producing in 1911 the much reprinted and translated pamphlet of the same name. (Black 

Flag) 
2 Pouget uses the word bagne which can also refer to a chain gang, prison, penal colony and labour camp. (Black Flag) 

Why is that? 

Because the proles have not found a 

means to respond to the ape tit-for-

tat and, by their action, neutralise 

his nastiness. 

Yet the means exists nevertheless: 

It is sabotage! 

The English have been practicing it 

for a long time, ï and they find it a 

damned good thing. 

Suppose, for example, a big 

sweatshop2 whose boss, all of a 

sudden, has a rapacious whim, ï 

either he has a new mistress to 

maintain, or he has bad luck buying 

a mansioné or another fancy which 

necessitates an increase of profits on 

his part. The bastard does not 

hesitate: to realise the profit that he 

seeks he cuts the pay of his proles ï on the pretext that 

business is bad ï he has no fucking lack of bad reasons. 

Let us suppose that this mangy man has made his plans 

very well and his tightening of the screw coincides with 

a situation so entangled that his proles cannot attempt a 

strike. What then? 

In France, the poor exploited will grumble grimly, curse 

the vampire. Some ï  the most astute ï will raise a 

ruckus and dump the sweatshop; as for the others, they 

will suffer their bad luck. 

In England, fuck, things would be different! And that is 

thanks to sabotage. Quietly, the proles of the factory 

whisper the watchword in the ear: ñHey, friends, we 

sabotageé we must go slowly but surelyéò And, 

without further ado, production will be slowed down. 

So slowed that if the boss is not a complete simpleton, 

he will not persist in his boorishness: he will return to 

the old tariff, ï for he will realise that in this little game, 

for the five pennies he fleeces from the dayôs work of 

each prole he loses four times as much. 

This is what it is like to have a nose for such things! 

Where suckers would have been swindled, astute lads, 

full of gumption and initiative, get themselves out of the 

mess. 
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***  

The English got sabotage from the Scots ï for the Scots 

are loafers ï and they even borrowed from them the 

systemôs given name: Ca canny. 

Recently, the INTERNATIONAL UNION OF DOCK 

LABOURERS, which has its offices in London, issued 

a manifesto advocating sabotage, so that the dockers 

will have the nerve to practice it, because so far, it is 

mainly in mines and textiles that the English proles 

have used sabotage. 

Here is the manifesto in question: 

What is Ca canny? 

Itôs a short and convenient word to designate a 

new tactic utilised by workers instead of going 

on strike. 

If two Scotsmen are walking together and one 

goes too fast, the other tells him: Ca canny, 

which means, ñSlow down.ò 

If someone wants to buy a hat worth five francs, 

he has to pay five francs. But if he wants to 

only pay four, well! he will have one of lesser 

quality. The hat is a ñcommodity.ò 

If someone wants to buy six shirts at two francs 

each, he must pay twelve francs. If he only pays 

ten, he will only get five shirts. The shirt is still 

ña commodity for sale on the market.ò 

If a housewife wants to buy a piece of beef 

worth three francs, she must pay it. And if she 

only offers two francs, then they will give her 

bad meat. Beef is again ña commodity sold on 

the market.ò 

Well, the bosses declare that labour and skill are 

ñcommodities for sale in the marketò ï just like 

hats, shirts, and beef. 

 ï Perfect, we answer, we take you at your 

word. 

If they are ñcommoditiesò we will sell them just 

as the hatter sells his hats and the butcher his 

meat. For bad prices, they give bad goods. We 

will do the same. 

The bosses have no right to count on our 

charity. If they refuse even to discuss our 

demands, well, we will put in practice ca canny 

ï the tactic of ñworking slowlyò ï until we are 

listened to. 

Here, then, is sabotage nicely defined: for bad pay, bad 

work!  

Well, it will be grand when this weapon has entered into 

our way of life: a bad blow for the bragging bosses, 

when the apes are convinced ï by experience ï that, 

from now on, misfortune is always ready to fall on the 

pig. The fear of losing cash and of sliding towards 

bankruptcy will soften the arrogance of the capitalos. 

Feeling vulnerable, at the cash register ï which serves 

them as a heart! ï they will think twice before 

producing some of their usual bullshit. 

Certainly, there are some good fellows who, under the 

pretext that we must focus on the radical disappearance 

of capitalism, will find it too little to limit themselves to 

keeping the apes at bay and preventing them from 

getting their claws out. 

These lose sight of the double face of the Social 

Question: the present and the future. 

Now, the present prepares the future! If ever the proverb 

ñSo you make your bed, so must you lie on it!ò was 

appropriate, it is certainly here: 

The less we let ourselves be subjugated by the bosses, 

the less intense will be our exploitation, the stronger 

will be our revolutionary resistance, the greater will be 

the consciousness of our dignity and the more vigorous 

our desires for freedom and well-being. 

And consequently, the better able we will be to prepare 

the outbreak of the glorious society where there will be 

no more rulers or capitalos; 

And also more able, when we have achieved it, to 

develop in the new milieu. 

If, on the contrary, instead of beginning, right now, the 

apprenticeship of freedom, we ignore daily life, 

scorning the needs and passions of the present hour, we 

shall soon shrivel up in abstraction and become famous 

hair-splitters. In this way, living too much in dreams, 

our activity will wane and, as we will have lost all 

contact with the masses, the day we want to shake off 

our torpor, we will be as entangled as an elephant who 

has found an enema pump. 

There is no getting away from it: to achieve balance in 

life, to carry human activity to the highest degree, 

neither the present nor the future must be neglected. 

When one of them prevails over the other, the loss of 

balance which results produces nothing good: either, 

when we are all in the present, we get stuck in 

foolishness and pettiness; or else, if we fly off into the 

blue, we become entrapped in the ideal. 

And that is why I am drumming it into those lads who 

have some pluck: that they do not lose sight of the 

present or the future. 

In this way, they will activate the germination of 

glorious ideas and the spirit of revolt. 

 

Here, then, is sabotage nicely defined: for bad pay, bad work! 
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The Basis of Trade Unionism  
Émile Pouget 1 

1903 

DEFINITION OF TRADE UNIONISM 2 

Of late the term ñTrade Unionismò has a far more far-

reaching meaning than it used to have. The term 

continues to qualify ñmembers of a Trade Union 

organisation.ò Besides this nebulous and colourless 

definition, which, by stretching a point, might be a label 

for ñYellowò as well as for ñRedò Trade Unions, the 

term has acquired a new and very precise meaning.  

The term ñTrade Unionismò has 

become a comprehensive term: 

the impulsive power of conscious 

workers towards progress. The 

workers who invoke this epithet 

have thrown aside unsound and 

deceptive notions, and are 

convinced that improvements, be 

they partial or extreme, can only 

result from popular force and will. 

On the ruins of their former 

sheeplike hopes and superstitious 

beliefs in miracles to be expected 

from State Providence as well as 

from Divine Providence, they 

have elaborated a healthy, truly 

human doctrine whose basis is 

explained and proved by social 

phenomena.  

The Trade Unionist is evidently a 

partisan of grouping workers by 

means of Trade Unions, only he 

does not conceive a Trade Union 

as an agent for narrowing his 

vision to such a point that his 

sphere of action is restricted to 

daily debates and wrangles with 

his employers; and although at 

present he strives to get minor grievances redressed, he 

never puts aside the evils arising from the exploitation 

of the workers. Neither does he conceive the Trade 

Union to be, as some politicians do, an ñelementary 

school of Socialismò, where men are recruited and 

trained to be aggressive fighters in a cause they consider 

effective and worthwhile ï the conquest of 

governmental power.  

 
1 ñThe Basis of Trade Unionismò, Freedom, December 1907 to February 1908; The Basis of Trade Unionism (London: ñVoice of 

Labourò Pamphlet, 1908). (Black Flag) 
2 The French word ñSyndicatò has been rendered into English as its nearest equivalent. The French organisations, however, differ 

from the English in inculcating a revolutionary spirit and ignoring political action. 

For the Trade Unionist, the Trade Union is a perfect 

combination answering to all needs, to all aspirations, 

and therefore sufficient for all purposes. It is an 

association conceived by ñreformersò affording 

opportunity for daily conflict with employers, for 

improvements, and for settling minor claims.  

But it is not only this; it is a combination capable of 

bringing about the expropriation of capital and the 

reorganisation of society, which some Socialists, who 

are deceived by their confidence 

in the ñStateò, believe will be 

brought about by the seizure of 

political power.  

Therefore, for the Trade 

Unionist the Trade Union is not 

a transient association, only 

suited to the needs of the hour, 

and whose usefulness could not 

be conceived apart from its 

present surroundings. For him 

the Trade Union is an initial and 

essential combination; it should 

arise spontaneously, 

independently of all 

preconceived theories, and 

develop in any surroundings. 

In fact, what more reasonable 

than for the exploited of the 

same trade to come together, to 

agree to unite in defence of 

common advantages that are to 

be gained immediately?  

On the other hand, supposing 

society to have been annihilated 

and a Communist or any other 

society to have blossomed forth on its ruins, it is evident 

that in these circumstances, in these new surroundings, 

the need of associations, bringing men employed in 

identical or similar work and duties in contact with one 

another, will be most urgent.  

Thus the Trade Union, the corporate body, appears to be 

the organic cell of all society. At present, for the Trade 

Unionist the Trade Union is an organism of conflict and 

claim of worker against employer. In the future it will 
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be the base on which normal society will be built, when 

freed from exploitation and oppression.  

THE WORKING CLASS BATTLES OF THE 

NINETEENTH CENTURY  

The conception of the forerunners of Trade Unionism is 

not the result of a hypothetical system sprung from 

some brain and not justified by practical tests; on the 

contrary, it proceeds from the examination of historical 

events and of their clear interpretation. We may say that 

it is the result of a whole century of conflict between the 

working classes and the middle classes.  

During the whole of the nineteenth century the 

proletariat strove to separate its movement from that of 

the purely political action of middle-class parties. This 

was indeed a great effort, for the middle classes wanting 

to govern without hindrance, the assent or indifference 

of the proletariat was necessary, and politicians exerted 

themselves, not only to fight and massacre proletarians 

when they rose against their exploiters, but also to make 

them tractable by a sham education, designed to turn 

them on from the examination of economic questions, 

and to cause their energy to drift towards the deceptive 

hope of democracy.  

We cannot make it too clear that the autonomous 

working-class movement has been, and is still, 

obstructed by all the forces of obscurantism and 

reaction, and also by the democratic forces that are, but 

under new and hypocritical disguises, the continuation 

of old societies in which a handful of parasites and 

maintained in plenty by the forced labour of plebeians.  

The middle classes, through the State, whose function, 

independently of its form, consists in protecting 

capitalist privileges, have applied themselves to stifling 

and deviating working class aspirations. Thus, during 

attempts at emancipation proletarians have been 

compelled to realise that the Governments they were 

subjected to were all alike, no matter by what name they 

were labelled. They passed from one rule to another 

without deriving any result from change of scenery, 

mentioned by history as of great importance. All 

governments treated them with animosity and ill-will. 

When they obtained from their rulers a mitigation of 

their wretched fate, they owed it, not to feelings of 

justice of pity, but to the wholesome fear they were able 

to inspire. To government initiative they are indebted 

for Draconian legislation, arbitrary measures, and 

savage reprisals.  

Antagonisms between the State and the working classes 

dominates the whole of the nineteenth century. we see it 

most plainly when we observe that governments, by 

way of throwing their enemies a bone to gnaw, have 

readily conceded political rights to the people, while 

they have shown themselves intractable as far as regards 

 
1 La loi Chapelier, passed on June 17, 1791. 

economic liberties. In the latter case they have only 

given way to popular pressure.  

The difference in behaviour on the part of the rulers is 

easily explained. Recognition of political rights to the 

people does the governments no harm, as these baubles 

do not imperil the principle of authority and do not 

undermine the class basis of society.  

It is another story when economic liberties are in 

question. These are of real advantage to the people, and 

can only be acquired at the expense of the privileged. It 

is therefore evident that the State, the upholder of 

capitalism, refuses to the last to grant a particle of 

economic improvement.  

The demonstration of this permanent conflict of the 

working class with the State would lead us into writing 

a martyrology of the proletariat. To prove the truth and 

constancy of this antagonism a few historical landmarks 

will suffice.  

Less than two years after the taking of the Bastille (June 

1791), the bourgeoisie, by its mouthpiece, the 

Constituent Assembly, despoiled the working classes of 

their right to form associations,1 a right they had just 

obtained by revolutionary means.  

The workers believed the Revolution to be the dawn of 

economic freedom. They thought the burning gates of 

Paris where town dues were collected (June 12, 1789) 

would destroy all barriers. Let us add that two days after 

the burning of the gates of Paris, the Bastille was taken 

by assault, not because it was a political prison, but 

because it was a danger to rebellious Paris, as was the 

Mont Valérien in 1871.  

Workers taken in by the enthusiastic strains of 

pamphleteers thought themselves freed from the 

trammels of the ancient régime, and began to come to 

an understanding with one another and to group 

themselves in order to resist exploitation. They 

formulated precise claims. The bourgeoisie soon proved 

to them that the Revolution was only political and not 

economic. It elaborated repressive laws, and as the 

workers lacked knowledge and experience, as their 

agitation was confused and still incoherent, it was not 

hard for the government to check this movement.  

We should be mistaken in supposing that the Chapelier 

law was expedient, and that those who voted for it 

ignored its effect on social life. To make us swallow 

this fanciful interpretation, we are told that 

Revolutionists of that period raised no protest against it. 

Their silence only shows us that they ignored the social 

aspect of the Revolution they took part in, and that they 

were only pure Democrats. Moreover, there is nothing 

astonishing in their great want of foresight, and even 

today we see men pretending to be Socialists who are 

also merely simple Democrats.  
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As a proof that the parliamentarians of 1791 know what 

they were about, some months later, in September 1791, 

the Constituent Assembly strengthened the Chapelier 

law prohibiting combinations among industrial workers, 

by enacting another law that made associations of 

agricultural labourers illegal.  

The Constituent was not the only Assembly that 

manifested its hatred of 

the working masses. All 

Assemblies that followed 

strove to tighten the 

bounds enslaving the 

worker to his employer. 

More than this, seeing that 

passing laws trying to 

make it impossible for 

workmen to discuss and 

defend their interests was 

insufficient, bourgeois 

Assemblies contrived to 

aggravate the wretched 

position of proletarians by 

putting them under 

absolute police control.  

The Convention did not 

prove more sympathetic to 

the working classes. In the 

month of Niv·se of the year II, it legislated ñagainst 

coalition of workmen, employed in different trades, 

who, by writing or by emissaries, incite to the cessation 

of work.ò This behaviour of the Convention, the 

revolutionarism of which meets with so much praise, 

clearly proves that political opinions have nothing to do 

with economic interests. A still better proof is that, in 

spite of the changes in governmental forms, starting 

from the Democracy of the Convention, the Autocracy 

of Napoleon 1, the Monarchy of Charles X, to the 

Constitutionalism of Louis-Phillipe, never were the 

severity of the laws against workmen mitigated.  

Under the consulate, in the year XI (1803), a new link 

to the slavesô chain was forged ï the Certificate Book, 

which made the working men a class of specifically 

registered individuals. Then, with their vile and crafty 

legal procedure, and their lawyers who drafted the Code 

we still suffer from, rulers tied down and gagged the 

proletariat so well that Louis XVIII and Charles X, heirs 

to this baggage, did not need to increase it.  

Nevertheless, in spite of severe legislative prohibitions, 

the workers came to an understanding, grouped 

themselves under mild forms such as ñmutualitiesò, and 

constituted embryo Trade Unions for organising 

resistance. The combinations grew to such an extent 

that strikes multiplied, and the Liberal government of 

Louis-Phillipe inflicted greater penalties against 

associations (1834). But the impetus had been given! 

This recrudescence of legal severity did not stop the 

movement of the workers. In spite of the law, the 

Sociétés de Résistance multiplied, and were followed by 

a period of growing agitation and numerous strikes.  

The Revolution of 1848 was the result of this 

movement. A proof of the economic scope of this 

Revolution is that economic questions took precedence 

over all others. Unfortunately, the corporate groups 

lacked experience. The urban workers ignored the 

peasants, and vice versa. 

Thus in 1848 the 

peasants did not stir, not 

understanding the 

working class 

movement; likewise in 

1852 the town workers 

understood nothing of 

the peasantsô attempt at 

insurrection. In spite of 

these failures ï and there 

were many others ï all 

improvements were due 

to working class energy. 

It was the will of the 

workers that was 

expressed in the 

Luxembourg 

Commission and was 

legally registered by the 

Provisional Government.  

In the first hours of the Revolution the frightened 

middle classes showed themselves conciliatory, and to 

save capitalism were disposed to sacrifice a few trifling 

privileges. They were, however, soon reassured, by the 

inoculation of the people with a political virus ï 

universal suffrage ï as much as by inconsistency on the 

part of the corporative organisations, and their ferocity 

became as great as had been their fear. The massacres of 

June 1848, were for the middle classes the first 

instalment of satisfaction. Soon after, in 1849, the 

representatives of the people, proving themselves 

simply the representatives of the middle classes, 

legislated against associations. They were prohibited, 

and their members subjected to penalties decreed in the 

law of 1810.  

As the reaction of Louis-Phillipe failed to check the 

working class movement, so did the Republican and 

Napoleonic governments fail. Without troubling 

themselves about the form of government, or with the 

prohibition to combine, the corporate groups continued 

to develop in number and in strength, so much so that 

by their pressure on public authorities they wrung from 

the government legal sanction for the ameliorations and 

liberties they had forcibly acquired, thanks to their 

revolutionary vigour.  

It was by what we now call direct action that the right 

of combination was wrung from Caesarism in 1864. 

The workers of all associations grouped themselves, 

combined and went on strike without taking the least 

The Trade Unionist is 

evidently a partisan of 

grouping workers by means 

of Trade Unions, only he does 

not conceive a Trade Uni on 

as an agent for narrowing his 

vision to such a point that his 

sphere of action is restricted 

to daily debates and 

wrangles with his employers  
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heed of the law. Beyond all others, the printers 

distinguished themselves by their revolutionary 

character, and in Paris (1862) one of their strikes was 

the determining event that brought about the recognition 

of the right to combine. The government, blind like all 

others, thought to kill the movement by striking a great 

blow. Wholesale arrests took place. All the members of 

the strike committee were imprisoned, as well as the 

most active amongst the strikers.  

This arbitrary abuse of power, far from terrorising, 

excited public opinion, and such a current of 

indignation resulted from it that the government was 

obliged to capitulate, and to recognise the workersô 

right to combination. This was due only to pressure 

from without. It would be difficult to attribute this 

success to Socialist deputies, for the excellent reason 

that there were none in Parliament.  

The conquest of the right to combine so stimulated 

Trade Union organisation, it grew so rapidly irresistible, 

that the State was compelled to put a good face on a bad 

matter. In 1863 Trade Union liberty was recognised by 

an Imperial circular, which said, ñAs to the organisation 

of working class association, the Administration must 

leave to those interested in them full liberty.ò  

Meanwhile, the International Workersô Association, 

definitively constituted in 1864, after several earlier 

fruitless attempts, shed its rays on Western Europe and 

opened up new horizons to the working class, horizons 

that were to be obscured by the great crisis of 1871.  

Let us now stop, so as not to be lured on too far by this 

retrospective summary, and let us draw logical 

conclusions from it.  

From the landmarks of history that we have mentioned, 

it follows that at the dawn of the present régime, in 

1791, the government, as defender of the privileges of 

the middle classes, denied and refused all economic 

rights to working men, and ground them down until 

they were like particles of dust, having no cohesion with 

one another, so that they were at the mercy of 

exploitation.  

Later on the workers emerged from chaos, on which the 

middle classes would like to keep them. They grouped 

themselves on economic ground apart from any politics. 

The Government, whatever name it is labelled with, 

tries to arrest the proletarian movement, and not 

succeeding, makes up its mind to sanction the 

improvements or liberties obtained by the workers. The 

most salient point in all these agitations and these social 

shocks is that exploited and exploiters, governors and 

governed, have interests, not only distinct, but opposed; 

and that between them a class war in the truest sense of 

the term.  

In the short summary given we see the drift of the Trade 

Union movement, untrammelled by Parliamentary 

contamination, and the wisdom of working menôs 

associations on solid economic ground, which is the 

base of all true progress.  

AGREEMENT IN ORDER TO LIVE  

BASIS OF SOCIAL HARMONY  

Having demonstrated that, from a historical point of 

view, the Trade Union movement of the 20th century is 

the normal consequence of the working class efforts of 

the 19th century, we must now examine the value of 

this movement from a philosophical and social point of 

view. To begin with, let us set down the premises in a 

few lines. Man is a sociable animal. He cannot, and has 

never been able to, live isolated in the world. It is 

impossible to conceive the life of men who do not form 

a social group. However rudimentary were primitive 

human agglomerations, men always gathered together 

in associations. It is not true, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 

theorist of democratic servitude, taught ï that before 

they formed societies men lived in a ñstate of natureò, 

and were only able to emerge from it when they 

relinquished some of their natural rights by means of a 

ñsocial contract.ò  

This idle nonsense, now out of date, was much in vogue 

at the end of the 18th century. It inspired the 

revolutionary middle class in 1789-93, and it continues 

to be the basis of law and of institutions that hamper us.  

However erroneous Jean-Jacques Rousseauôs sophisms 

may be, they have the advantage of giving a 

philosophical varnish to the principle of authority, and 

of being the theoretical expression of middle-class 

interests. For this reason the middle class made them its 

own. It drew them up in the ñDeclaration of the Rights 

of Man,ò as well as in articles of the ñCodeò of laws, so 

as to set up for itself a complete compendium of 

exploitation and domination.  

Neither is it true, as proclaimed by Darwinists, that 

society is but a battlefield where the struggle for 

existence alone regulates the action of human beings. 

This theory, as monstrous as it is erroneous, gives a 

false hypocritical and scientific varnish to the worst 

forms of exploitation. By these means the middle 

classes construe that the exploiter is the strong being 

produced by natural selection, whereas the exploited is 

a weak being, the victim of an invincible necessity (also 

natural); and that the weak are compelled to vegetate or 

disappear as the strong derives profit from one or 

another of these solutions.  

Such a theory could only take root by an arbitrary and 

erroneous interpretation of Darwinôs ideas. If it were 

true, it could only apply to different species anyway. 

War among one species is an accidental monstrosity, 

among different species, living in association, it is also 

unnatural, for harmony is an unquestionable necessity.  

The human animal needs harmony. If in far distant ages 

he had not been in solidarity with his fellowmen, he 

would never have emerged from the animal stage. Good 
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fellowship among men is not only essential to progress 

but to life. 

The agreement in order to live, far from causing a 

diminution of individuality in man, is a means of 

accruing and multiplying his power of well-being. The 

examination of the real conditions of life that prevail in 

human species ends in the negation of theories 

circulated by the dominant classes, theories that only 

aim at facilitating and justifying exploitation of the 

masses.  

Indeed, although both 

doctrines ï the 

democratism of JJ 

Rousseau of the 18th 

century and the middle-

class Darwinism of the 

19th ï have theoretical 

distinctions, they come 

to the same conclusions: 

they proclaim the spirit 

of renunciation, and 

teach that ñthe liberty of 

each is limited by the 

liberty of othersò. By 

means of these 

doctrines, the spirit of 

sacrifice that went out of 

fashion and was 

discredited in its 

religious aspect has 

again risen and become 

a social principle. These 

doctrines teach that as 

soon as man agrees to 

live in society, he of 

necessity agrees to 

renounce some of his natural rights. This renunciation 

he makes on the altar of Authority and Property, and in 

exchange he acquires the hope of enjoying the rights 

that have survived his sacrifice.  

Modern nations led away by metaphysics, now wearing 

a scientific, now a democratic mask, have bent their 

backs and sacrificed their rights; for these doctrines 

have been so drilled into them that today even citizens 

who pride themselves on being so intellectually 

emancipated accept as an unquestionable axiom that the 

liberty of each is limited by the liberty of others.  

This lying formula will not bear examination; it means 

nothing more and nothing less than a constant and 

perpetual antagonism between human beings. If it had 

any truth in it, progress would have been impossible, for 

life would have been a continual struggle of enraged 

wild beasts. As the human animal could have only 

satisfied his wants by injuring his fellow human beings, 

it would have meant never-ending struggles, wars and 

unlimited ferocity.  

But in spite of all criminal theories that represent 

society as a battlefield, and men as beings only able to 

exist if they injure one another, tear one another to 

pieces and devour one another, we have progressed, and 

the idea of solidarity has flourished because the instinct 

of social harmony is more powerful than the theories of 

the struggle for existence.  

This deduction may be objected to by some, who say 

that the State has been an agent of progress, and that its 

intervention has been moralising and pacifying. This 

allegation completes the 

sophisms quoted above. 

The ñorderò created by 

the State has consisted 

only of repressing and 

oppressing the masses in 

order that a privileged 

minority might profit, 

the masses being made 

malleable by the belief 

they have been 

impregnated with, 

consisting in the 

admission that the 

renunciation of part of 

their ñnatural rightsò is 

necessary when they 

agree to a ñsocial 

contract.ò  

We must oppose the 

middle-class definition 

of liberty that sanctions 

slavery and misery with 

a contrary formula, that 

which is the real 

expression of social 

truth, arising from the fundamental principle of 

ñharmony in order to struggleò ï that is, the liberty of 

each grows when in touch with the liberty of others.  

The unquestionable evidence of this definition explains 

the progressive development of human societies. The 

power of harmony in order to live has a dynamic force 

superior to the forces of division, repression and 

suppression exercised by parasitical minorities. That is 

why societies have progressed. That is why they have 

not consisted solely of butchery, ruins and mourning.  

It is to our advantage to become impregnated with this 

notion of liberty, in order to be proofed against the 

inculcation of middle-class sophisms, so as to be able to 

understand what the word ñsocietyò means. It means 

that the chief propelling power is humanity is harmony, 

association. 

Let us also understand that SOCIETY is the 

agglomeration of those individuals that constitute it, and 

that it has no individual life of its own apart from them; 

consequently there can be no question of aiming at 

The most salient point 

in all these agitations 

an d these social shocks 

is that exploited and 

exploiters, governors 

and governed, have 

interests, not only 

distinct , but opposed; 

and that between them 

a class war  in the truest 

sense of the term.  
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happiness other than that of the individual happiness of 

the human beings composing society.  

UNION FOR PRODUCTION  

THE EMBR YO OF SOCIETY  

Civic and Democratic Derivatives 

Harmony and concord in the battle of life being 

recognised as the social pivot, it follows that societyôs 

method of aggregation will consist of groups; and in 

order that individual growth may not be stunted and that 

it should ever continue developing, it is necessary for 

the group to be in complete accord with economic 

functions.  

For human beings these functions have two irreducible 

actions ï (1) Consumption; (2) Production. We are born 

consumers, and we become producers. Such is the 

normal process.  

THE CONSUMER 

As a consumer, a human being should follow his own 

inclination, and in fulfilling this role only think if his 

needs, the satisfaction of which will perforce be limited 

by possibilities. Consumption is the measure of social 

development: the greater it is for each, the higher is the 

level of well-being. Present society works in no way 

along these lines. Far from being free, the individual is 

subject to prohibitions and obstacles that can only be 

removed by means of money. Now, as the money is 

seized by the governing class, this class, thanks to the 

privileges it enjoys, consumes according to its will and 

pleasure. On the other hand, the workers, who have 

made natural products consumable, and who besides 

this have benefited the capitalist from whom they 

receive wages, are placed in a position in which it is 

impossible for them to consume according to their 

needs.  

Such an inequity is intolerable. It is monstrous that 

individuals, save children, invalids and old people, 

should be able to consume without producing. It is also 

monstrous that the real producers should be deprived of 

the possibility of consuming.  

Consumption takes precedence over production, for we 

consume long before we are capable of producing. Yet 

in social organisation it is necessary to invert these 

terms and make production the starting point.  

THE PRODUCER 

The producer is the basis of everything. She or he fulfils 

the essential organic function that preserves society 

from extinction. They are also the first cell of economic 

life. It is their union and good understanding with other 

producers who work with the same purpose in mind ï 

that is to say, at the same industry, the same trade, with 

similar efforts ï that creates the bonds of solidarity 

which, like a net, stretches over the human collectivity.  

This enforced and logical harmony causes UNION FOR 

PRODUCTION, which is the foundation of society. No 

other form of association is so necessary. All others are 

of a secondary nature. It alone is the social nucleus, the 

centre of economic activity. But for the productive 

group to perform its function normally, it must raise the 

individual, and it must never tend to diminish their 

autonomy under any pretext whatsoever.  

Most assuredly, the awareness of the fundamental part 

played by the producer in society, and the group of 

which they have the right to be an integral part, is 

relatively new. The identity of interests and communion 

of aspirations amongst producers, coordinated 

according to their needs, their professional activities and 

their tendencies, have not always been as tangible as 

now. The understanding of social phenomena was 

impeded by ignorance, even without taking into account 

the fact that economic development had not then 

acquired the acuteness of our times. Another cause 

impeding comprehension sprung from the survival of 

the dominant part formerly played by family groups. At 

a given moment, when humanity was mostly composed 

of hunting and pastoral tribes, the family fulfilled the 

function of social nucleus, a phenomenon explained by 

the fact that in those far-off ages production, both 

industrial and agricultural, hardly went beyond the 

family circle, so that this form of association being 

enough for basic needs, barter had not begun to modify 

existing conditions.  

Today these conditions have been subjected to such a 

transformation that it is impossible to consider the 

family as an organic nucleus. It would indeed be 

equivalent to legitimising all forms of slavery, for all 

slavery follows as a consequence of an authority that 

the head of the family appropriates, by virtue of his 

supposed strength and ancestry.  

Besides, nobody dreams of such regression. In quite 

another direction did the middle class at the dawn of its 

revolution in 1789 try to guide the tendencies of the 

people towards sociability. The middle class, needing 

men who would work, who would be flexible, malleable 

and deprived of all power of resistance, destroyed the 

bonds of true solidarity, the class ï under pretext of 

uprooting trade privileges formerly looked upon with 

favour by the old regime. Then, to fill the empty space 

left in the popular consciousness, and to hinder the idea 

of association with an economic basis, the reappearance 

of which it dreaded, the middle class manoeuvred to 

substitute in the place of true bonds of solidarity 

resulting from identical interests fictitious and deceptive 

bonds of citizenship and democracy.  

Religion, which until then had served the powerful of 

the earth to check and restrain the tendency towards 

improvement of their lot that impelled the people, was 

relegated to the background. Not that the middle class 

distained the brutalising power of this ñcurb,ò but it 

considered religion out of date and as having done its 
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work. The middle class professed Voltairianism, and 

although it attacked priests, it suggested to the working 

classes superstitions just as debasing as those of 

Christianity. SOVEREIGNTY OF THE PEOPLE! 

HOME AND COUNTRY! These became the 

fashionable idols.  

THE PATRIOTIC CURB  

In a civic direction the middle class glorified patriotic 

sentimentality. The ideological lines that unite men born 

by chance between variable frontiers surrounding a 

certain territory were glorified as sacred. They earnestly 

taught that the most glorious day in the life of a patriot 

is the one in which they have the pleasure of being 

butchered for their country.  

They deceived the people with such nonsense and 

hindered them from reflecting on the philosophical 

value of the moral virus they were being infected with. 

Thanks to the sound of trumpet and drum, warlike songs 

and jingoistic bluster, they were trained to defend what 

they had not got: their inheritance. Patriotism can only 

be explained by the fact that all patriots without 

distinction own a part of social property, and nothing is 

more absurd than a patriot without patrimony. 

Notwithstanding the absurdity, proletarians have 

reached the point at which they do not possess a clod of 

the national soil; it follows that there is absolutely no 

reason for their patriotism, which is just a disease.  

Under the old system the military career was a 

profession like any other, only more barbarous; and the 

army, in which the patriotic big drum was not beaten, 

was a medley of mercenaries ñmarchingò for pay. After 

the Revolution the middle classes devised a blood tax, 

Conscription for the people, a natural deduction from 

the hypothesis that in future the Fatherland was to be 

ñeverybodyôs propertyò; but it has continued to be ñthe 

property of a few,ò and these few have, thanks to the 

new system, solved the problem of causing their 

privileges to be protected by others, by those despoiled 

of their inheritance.  

Here, indeed, appears a formidable contradiction. The 

bonds of nationality, of which militarism is a tangible 

form, and which we are told tends to the defence of 

common interests, has a diametrically opposite result ï 

it checks working-class aspirations.  

It is not the ideological frontier that separates nations 

into English, French, Germans, etc., that the army 

watches over, but principally the frontier of riches in 

order to keep the poor chained up in poverty.  

THE DEMOCRATIC CURB  

The middle class has itself as crafty in a democratic 

direction. Having conquered political power and 

secured for itself economic domination, it took care not 

to destroy the mechanism that had been of use to the 

aristocracy. It confined itself to replastering the State 

frontage enough to change its appearance, and to get it 

accepted as a new power by the people.  

Now in society there is nothing real, except for 

economic functions, which are completely sufficient for 

individuals and useful to groups. Consequently, all 

exterior crystallisation and all political superfluity are 

parasitic and oppressive excrescences, and therefore 

noxious.  

But of this the people had no consciousness, and so it 

was easy to fool them.  

The middle class, with the intention of impeding the 

blossoming of economic sovereignty which was 

germinating in the freedom of association they had just 

stifled, taught the people to turn to the mirage of 

political sovereignty, the powerless manifestations of 

which would not disturb capitalist exploitation. The 

fraud succeeded so well that the belief in political 

equality ï that great hoax ï has done a good service in 

keeping the masses down during the last century.  

Only a small amount of wisdom is required to 

understand that the capitalist and the worker, the 

landowner and the dispossessed, are not equals. 

Equality is not a fact because both rich and poor are in 

the possession of a voting ticket.  

And yet the fraud goes on. It goes on to such an extent 

that even today there are, amongst well-meaning 

people, those who still have confidence in these idle 

fancies.  

They are victims of a superficial logic; they sum up the 

influence of the popular masses and compare it to the 

numerical weakness of the governing minority, and 

suppose that the education of the masses is enough to 

ensure that they will triumph by means of the normal 

action of majorities. 

They do not see that the democratic grouping, with 

universal suffrage as a basis, in not a homogenous or 

lasting association, and that it is impossible to regulate 

it with a view to persistent action.  

This group brings together temporary citizens whose 

interests are not identical, such as employers and 

employed, and when it unites them, it only confers on 

them the right to decide about abstractions or illusions.  

The want of coherence in Parliaments, their ignorance 

of popular aspirations and also their powerlessness, are 

facts that have been sifted through so carefully that it is 

useless to dwell on them. The result is no better when 

we examine the consequences of universal suffrage in 

municipal districts. A few examples briefly-described 

will demonstrate this.  

During the last quarter of a century rural municipalities 

have been, for the most part, in the hands of peasants. 

Wealthy landowners were not opposed to this conquest, 

knowing that, owing to the invincible necessities of 

present society and the obstacles put in the way by a 
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central authority, nothing effectual could be attempted 

against them.  

By Socialist push, the same conquest of municipalities 

has been realised in working-class districts; the benefit 

to the workers has been small. The municipalities 

annihilated by the government have not been able to 

realise their programme, and disillusions have been the 

consequence. Yet another danger. Workers have turned 

from their union to political efforts, all their energy has 

gone in this direction and they have neglected economic 

organisation, so that bad employers, whose exploiting 

ferocity has no limits, have benefited by not finding an 

active and vigorous Trade Union group to oppose them.  

In the north of France ï Roubaix, Armentières, etc. ï 

where municipalities are or have been Socialistic, wages 

are frightfully low. In the Ardennes the same goes. 

There numerous Trade Unions had been formed, but the 

members having allowed themselves to be completely 

absorbed by politics, the Unions have lost the power of 

opposing their employers.  

To all these defects Democracy adds, if possible, yet a 

greater mistake. Progress, as demonstrated by the whole 

of our historic past, is the consequence of the 

revolutionary efforts of conscious minorities. Now 

Democracy organises the stifling of minorities to the 

profit of sheepish and conservative majorities [or to 

their mutual fleecing? - transcribersô note].  

* * *  

The work of deviating the economic movement 

attempted by the middle class could only be 

momentary. The corporative group is not the result of 

artificial growth. It springs up and develops 

spontaneously and inevitably in all surroundings. It is to 

be found in ancient times, in the Middle Ages, and 

today, and we can show that at all times its development 

has been obstructed by the possessor of privileges, who, 

fearing the expansive power of this method of 

organisation, took up the cudgels against it ï without, 

however, succeeding in destroying it.  

It is not astonishing that corporative groups have such 

an intense vitality. Their absolute annihilation is 

impossible to realise. In order to succeed it would be 

necessary to destroy society itself. Indeed, the corporate 

group has its roots in the existing form of production, 

and normally proceeds from it. Now, as association for 

production is an inevitable necessity, how could it be 

possible for workers gathered together for this purpose 

to limit their cooperation to matters only useful to their 

employers, who benefit by exploitation in common? In 

order to satisfy capitalist interests, producers were 

brought together in economic groups, and they would 

have had the intelligence of molluscs had they not 

enough judgement to overstep the boundaries imposed 

on them by their exploiters.  

Workmen possessing a bit of common sense were 

inevitably brought to see the flagrant antagonism that 

makes them, the producers, the irreconcilable enemies 

of their employers; they are the robbed, their employers 

are the robbers.  

Therefore, for them the discord is so radical that only 

politicians or employersô menials can spout about 

ñharmony between capital and labour.ò  

Besides, it would not take long for wage-earners to 

recognise that the employersô rapacity is the more 

exacting, the weaker is working class resistance. Now it 

is easy to prove that the isolation of the wage-earner 

constitutes their maximum of weakness. Consequently, 

cooperation for production having already taught the 

exploited to appreciate the benefits of association, they 

only needed will and initiative to create a group for 

workersô self-defence.  

They soon learned its value. The middle classes, who 

had no fear of the ñPeople as electorsò. were compelled 

by the people as a ñTrade Unionò to recognise the right 

of combination and Trade Union liberty.  

In consideration of these first results, repeated attempts 

have been made to divert the working class from the 

Trade Union. In spite of such manoeuvres, the part 

played by the Trade Union has grown clearer and more 

precise, so much so that in future it can be thus defined:  

In the present, the permanent mission of the Trade 

Union is to defend itself against any reduction of 

vitality ï that is to say, against any reduction of wages 

and increase in working hours. Besides resisting attack, 

it must play a pro-active part and strive to increase the 

well-being of the union, which can only be realised by 

trespassing on capitalist privileges, and constitutes a 

sort of partial expropriation.  

Besides this talk of incessant skirmishes, the Union is 

engaged in the work of integral emancipation, of which 

it will effectively be the agent. It will consist of taking 

possession of social wealth, now in the hands of the 

middle class, and in reorganising society on a 

Communist basis, so that the maximum amount of 

social well-being will be achieved with a minimum of 

productive effort.  

THE RIGHT OF TRADE UNIONISM  

We will now examine how Trade Unionism is 

constituted. Forming part of a certain corporation, an 

infinitesimal minority of bold individuals, possessing 

enough character, create a group in order to resist and to 

fight capitalists.  

What will the attitude taken by this handful of militants 

be? Will they wait to state their claims till they have 

won over, if not the whole, at least the majority of their 

fellow workers belonging to corporation?  
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They would act in this way if into the economic struggle 

they introduced the political prejudices held by the 

majority.  

But as the everyday practical demands of the struggle 

are more urgent than democratic sophisms, the logic of 

life impels them into action, towards new ideas opposed 

to the political formulas with which they have been 

saturated. To obtain this result, it is not necessary for 

the combatants to possess a great quantity of judgement, 

but only if they not be paralysed by formulas and 

abstractions.  

We have even witnessed, in a very important 

circumstance, the politician Basly respect Trade Union 

principles and demand that hey be put into practise. It is 

almost superfluous to add that this manoeuvre on his 

part was unadulterated cunning, in order to discredit 

revolutionary tendencies. It was at the Minersô 

Conference held at Lens in 1901 when the question of a 

general strike was being discussed, that Basly 

endeavoured to impede the movement by proposing a 

referendum; and, contrary to democratic theories, he 

caused the Congress to decide that the number of non-

voters should be added to the total of the majority.  

This politician, who thought himself so cunning, would 

have been very astonished if it had been pointed out to 

him that, instead of having tricked the congress, he had 

acted as a revolutionary and had been inspired by Trade 

Union principles. Indeed, in this particular instance, 

Basly paid no attention to the opinion of men without 

judgement; he looked down on them as human zeros, 

only fit to be added to thinking units, as inert beings 

whose latent powers could only be put into motion by 

contact with energetic and bold men. This way of 

looking at things is the negation of democratic theories 

that proclaim equality of rights for all men, and teach 

that the sovereign will of the people is fully carried out 

by means of universal suffrage. Basly was not clear on 

this point, and for a while, forgetting his political 

theories, he was easily influenced by the economic 

doctrines of his surroundings.  

Let us also remark that democracy has never been in 

vogue amongst corporate groups. Face to face with 

social needs, combatants in the ranks of Trade 

Unionism solved problems as their common sense 

taught them. Their deeds, therefore, preceded the 

declaration of Trade Union principles. 

Trade Unionists have never believed that they must 

consult the entire working class according to rule; and 

suit their action to please the majority. As many as were 

of one mind formed a group, and presented their claims 

without taking heed of non-thinkers.  

Could anything be more natural! Let us distinguish 

between the theoretical and abstract right that 

democracy dangles before our eyes, and the true and 

tangible right that represents the whole of our interests, 

and the starting point of which is an act of conscious 

individuality.  

The right of every individual to rise against oppression 

and exploitation cannot be denied. The right of a man 

who stands alone to protest and rebel against all remains 

inalienable. Should it please the masses to bend their 

backs beneath the yoke and lick the boots of the 

masters, what matters it to him? The man who abhors 

cringing, and, unwilling to submit, rises and rebels, such 

as man has right on his side against all. His right is clear 

and unquestionable. The right of downtrodden masses, 

as long as it is restricted to the Right of Slavery, is 

unworthy of notice and cannot be compared to it. The 

right of these masses will only take shape and be worthy 

of respect when men, tired of obedience and working 

for others, dream of rebellion.  

Therefore, when a group is formed within which men of 

judgement come into contact with one another, they 

need not take the apathy of the masses into account. It is 

enough for Trade Unionists to regret that non-thinkers 

lay aside their rights; they cannot allow them the 

strange privilege of impeding the proclamation and 

realisation of the right of a thinking minority.  

Without any theory having been elaborated beforehand, 

Trade Unionists were inspired and guided by these ideas 

when they formed groups. They acted, and still act, in 

harmony with them.  

From this we gather that Trade Union right has nothing 

in common with democratic right. 

The one is the expression of unthinking majorities who 

form a compact mass that would stifle thinking 

minorities. By virtue of the dogma ñSovereignty of the 

peopleò, which teaches that all men are brothers and 

equals, this democratic right ends by sanctioning 

economic slavery and oppressing men of initiative, 

progress, science and liberty.  

The right of these 

masses will only  take 

shape and be worthy of 

respect when men, 

tired of obedience and 

working for others, 

dream of rebellion.  
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Trade Union right is the exact opposite. Starting from 

individual sovereignty and the autonomy of human 

beings, it ends in agreement in order to live: in 

solidarity, so that its logical, unquestionable 

consequence is the realisation of social liberty and 

equality. 

Thus we can understand that 

by virtue of their individual 

sovereignty Trade Unionists 

have grown strong by coming 

into contact with other 

identical sovereignties; they 

do not wait until the nation 

agrees to manifest their will; 

they think and they act in the 

name of all, as if their group 

were really composed of the 

masses as a whole. Logic 

leads them to think and act as 

if they were those whole of 

the working class ï in fact, 

the entire nation.  

Besides, what proves to us 

that militant Trade Unionists 

are justified in considering 

themselves exponents of the 

aspirations and the will of all 

is that when circumstances 

require it ï for example, in a 

case of strife with their 

employers ï non-Unionists follow the Trade Union lead 

and spontaneously group themselves, fighting side by 

side with their comrades who have organised the 

movement with patience and energy.  

The non-Unionists, the unthinking, need therefore not 

be offended by this sort of moral guardianship assumed 

by those with judgement. Militant Trade Unionists 

refuse none who come with goodwill, and those who are 

hurt at being treated as unworthy of notice need only 

withdraw from their inferior position, shake off their 

inertia, and enter a Trade Union.  

More than this, laggards have no right to complain, as 

they profit by results gained by their comrades who 

think and fight, and benefit without having had to suffer 

in the struggle.  

Thus the benefits gained by a few are extended to all, 

which proves the superiority of the Trade Union over 

democratic right. How far Trade Union principles are 

removed from middle class platitudes, which teach that 

every worker is the master of their own destiny! In the 

working class, every worker has the conviction that 

when fighting for themselves they are fighting for all, 

and it never enters their heads to find in this a motive 

for recrimination or inaction.  

The workers despise the narrowness and pettiness of 

middle-class egoism, that under the cloak of individual 

expansion, breeds poverty and disease, and dries up the 

springs of life. Convinced that mutual aid in order to 

live is the precondition of all social progress, Trade 

Unionists identify their interests with the common 

interest. That is why when they do act, it is not in their 

own name, but in the name of the people whose destiny 

they shape. By further 

logic they do not limit 

their activity to their 

Association, but, stating 

general claims, they 

extend it to the whole of 

the working class. This, 

when they have wrung 

an improvement from 

capitalism, they expect 

all to benefit by it ï all! 

Non-Unionists! The 

unthinking, even 

blacklegs!  

This feeling of 

broadminded fraternity, 

this profoundly human 

understanding of social 

harmony, raises Trade 

Unionism to a plane of 

excellence. Its 

superiority to democratic 

principles, which only 

breed shabby tricks, 

fratricidal struggles and social conflict, is 

unquestionable. Therefore, Trade Union right is the 

expression of the new, profoundly human right that 

rouses the conscience and opposes ancient dogmas by 

preparing social regeneration; a society in which the 

oppressive system of law will be replaced by a system 

of free contracts consented to by all parties concerned, 

improvable or revocable at will, in which capitalist 

production will give way to economic federation, 

brought about the cohesion of producing groups, whose 

members will assure to human beings the maximum of 

well-being and liberty.  

CONCLUSION  

It would be more to the point to say, ñIntroduction,ò In 

these articles I have endeavoured to define the ideas that 

guide Trade Unions. The most important is still to 

follow. It is to show the harmony of Trade Union action 

with Trade Union theories, and by an accumulation of 

facts and examples prove that, even sometimes 

unconsciously, Trade Unions are inspired by these 

ideas.  

They demonstrate that the application of these guiding 

ideas greatly influences present society, and that face to 

face with ancient organisms overtaken by old age, there 

are being developed germs of a new society in which 

human beings will evolve without hindrance in the 

midst of autonomous groups. 

capitalist production 

will give way to 

economic federation, 

brought about the 

cohesion of producing 

groups, whose 

members will assure 

to human beings the 

maximum of well -

being and liberty.  
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The Union  
Émile Pouget 1 

1904 

The Hell of Wage-Labour  

What position does the worker ï the employee ï occupy 

in todayôs society? 

This is what we do not teach in state schools. 

It is therefore up to those concerned to improve their 

education for themselves on this subject, deliberately 

neglected by bourgeois teachers. Besides, this does not 

require great knowledge or enormous brain power. You 

just need common sense. 

Social questions are not difficult, 

abstruse and abstract matters. You 

do not need to be a genius to 

convince yourself that all human 

beings must have a secure 

existence and not be obliged to 

lead, from cradle to grave, the life 

of a slave.  

Now, a little insight and reflection 

leads the worker to realise that this 

is far from being the case! His fate 

is at the mercy of the MASTER. 

Tomorrowôs bread is never secure. 

Today, if he finds a boss (for 

whose enrichment he works) who 

agrees to employ hm, he struggles 

to survive; but, if this boss, for 

whatever reason, sacks him, here is 

this worker facing miseryé All the 

worries of unemployment grip 

him! 

The Law (codified expression of 

the ñgreatò principles of 1789) 

proclaimed ï as a joke? ï  the Poor 

the equal of the Rich. And here is 

this Poor Man, in his capacity as a 

Free Man, hauling around his 

carcass in search of an exploiter who wants him as a 

voluntary slave. If he rebels, refusing to prostitute his 

muscles and his brain for the benefit of the Bourgeoisie, 

he only escapes wage-labour to doom himself to 

Penury. 

Is such a fate exceptional? 

Alas, no! It is the lot of all workers ï this is the fate of 

the people of the 20th century! 

 
1 New, complete translation. A section was included by Daniel Guérin in No Gods, No Masters: An Anthology of Anarchism (AK 

Press, 2005) as ñWhat is the Union?ò and translated by Paul Sharkey. 

Also, we are led to conclude that there is no essential 

difference between the precarious existence of the 

modern wage-worker and that of the Serfs of the Middle 

Ages. 

Certainly, the modern wage-worker benefits (in a small 

proportion) from the scientific and industrial advances 

that change social living: he eats on plates that would 

have seemed luxurious to the ancient slave; he is 

illuminated by oil, candle, gas or electricity, all methods 

of lighting that are far removed from the smoky lamps 

or resin torches of the Middle Ages. 

But these wonders of the 

human genius ï and so many 

others that it is superfluous to 

list them ï if they can be the 

condiments of well-being and 

happiness, do not constitute the 

essential elements. To be 

happy, it is not enough to 

enjoy the sight of ï or even to 

have, as far as you can afford it 

ïautomobiles, railways, 

telegraphs, telephones, etc.,  

Happiness ï which is the 

sublimation of well-being ï 

results from a normal balance 

between productive effort and 

the possibility of consuming ï 

a balance that allows you to 

enjoy life without stresses or 

worries. Happiness consists in 

the serenity of mind resulting 

from the certainty of assured 

existence, in the present and 

the future; it consists in not 

being under the subordination 

of anyone ï no more a boss 

than a leader ï and knowing yourself, morally and 

materially, an autonomous being, freed from all the 

shackles and all the servitudes arising from human 

wills. 

Science, however wonderful the progress it makes, does 

not alter the social relations which place the Worker 

under the control of the Capitalist. These relations are 

always those of Master and Slave. Obviously, over the 
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ages, under the pressure of the spirit of revolt, they have 

lessened ï at least in form. 

Nominally, the Wage-worker is a Free Man, whereas 

the ancient Slave was a living commodity, which was 

trafficked, and the Serf of the Middle Ages was an 

impersonal thing, attached to the soil and suffering the 

vagaries of the domain upon which he vegetated. 

However, this liberation, completely notional and 

formal [toute fictive et légale], has not released the 

Wage-worker from his economic subjugation. In fact, 

he is at the complete mercy of the Capitalist. Nay, in 

some ways, his fate is more uncertain than that of the 

Ancient Slave; the latterôs monetary value made him 

appreciated by the owner who had an interest in keeping 

his ñmerchandiseò in good condition, to avoid 

depreciation. 

Today, the Capitalist no longer owns the Worker ï he 

limits himself to renting him; in this way the exploiterôs 

liability is reduced to a minimum; he only has to answer 

for ñrental risksò and again, in this case ï that is to say, 

in the event of accidents, a sudden breach of contract, 

etc., ï the hirer of workers finds in the law the means to 

avoid his responsibility. 

Then when the productive 

vigour of the wage-worker 

declines, the boss suffers 

no loss: he dismisses this 

worthless worker, despite 

the fact that this 

unfortunate man had for a 

long time helped build his 

fortune. 

Thus, in todayôs society, 

the Proletarian never has 

tomorrowôs loaf assured 

and his exhausting toil 

does not secure him from 

the miseries that he can 

see in his future: 

unemployment, illness, old 

ageé And he has no 

illusions! He has no hope that with instruction, thrift, 

resignation ï and other soothing ñvirtuesò with which 

his educators have stuffed him ï he will be able to avoid 

the back luck which, resulting from a defective Social 

Organisation, strikes indiscriminately and blindly. 

Indeed, his wage is so insufficient that he consumes it 

as he goes along, to make ends meet; on the other hand, 

his situation is always unstable, because he is at the 

absolute mercy of his boss who, without shame, can 

throw him into the street today or tomorrow. 

How Capital is created 

Contrasting with the fate ï uncertain, precarious and 

joyless ï that is the existence of the Worker, that of the 

Capitalist is crammed with leisure and excess. 

However, the happy life of this privileged person is only 

in appearance the result either of his individual effort or 

of his personal merit: in reality, it derives from his 

cunning or his villainy in the monopolisation of Capital 

ï unless the fortune came to him whilst he was sleeping, 

by chance of birth and by way of inheritance. 

Individual effort, no more than personal merit, is not 

sufficient to explain the establishment of a sizeable 

fortune: the man who would limit himself to simply 

accumulating the direct product of his person labour, 

who would not increase the meagre wealth thus 

acquired by making it grow ï that is to say, by 

employing it to exploit his fellows either by trade or by 

industry ï such a person could save a small nest egg, 

but not become a Capitalist. 

To become a Capitalist, it is absolutely necessary to 

amass the labour of others.  

What then is Capital? 

Accumulated Labour, crystallised Wealth. 

But in order for the product of labour ï wealth ï to 

acquire the 

characteristic of 

Capital it is 

essential that its 

accumulation be 

carried out by 

others than its 

creators, a 

formidable 

iniquity. 

The Workers, by 

undertaking and 

transforming the 

products of Nature 

according to the 

needs and desires 

of humans create 

Wealth. 

If this Wealth 

remained unowned [impersonnelle] ï social ï it would 

constitute a common asset and, multiplied and enhanced 

indefinitely thanks to the efforts of all, it would be the 

source of general well-being. 

Unfortunately, this is not yet the case! 

Wealth ï CREATED BY LABOUR ï is, at its root, 

channelled, individualised and monopolised by the 

exploiters. It is thus transmuted by them, for their 

selfish benefit, into Capital.  

Consequently, from its origin, Capital emerges as the 

product of Theft. 

Here is the process: parasites ï either because they are 

scoundrels or because they have a little ñwealthò which 

they have saved from their personal production ï 

Property! Authority! ... are 

merely the manifestation 

and divergent expression 

of one and the same 

òprincipleó which results 

in the realis ation and 

consecration of human 

servitude.  
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accumulate ñLabourò which they swindle from its real 

producers and, by this fraudulent transaction, Capital is 

formed. They carry out this ñdeductionò very simply; if 

they are industrialists, and supposing that they employ 

workers producing each and every day a value of fifteen 

francs, they will keep ten francs under the pretext of 

general expenses, the return on Capital, etc., and they 

will distribute the remaining hundred sous as wages to 

the worker; if they are traders they will sell for eight 

francs that which is worth threeé 

There are no nuances or distinctions to be drawn in the 

abusive and criminal deductions made by the parasitic 

minority, to the detriment of the productive mass. The 

social swindle is perpetrated with the same intensity in 

all branches of human activity: the landowner exploits 

the peasant who cultivates the soil, just as the factory 

boss exploits the worker and the myriad of merchants, 

traders, intermediaries, etc. are exploiters in the same 

way. 

Equivalence of Authority and Property 

Thus from a scrupulous examination of economic 

conditions, it follows that society is divided into two 

classes as distinct as they are hostile: 

On one side, the ROBBERS: the Masters ï Capitalists 

and Landowners; 

On the others, the ROBBED: the enslaved ï factory and 

workshop workers, employees, miners, peasants. 

But Society does not appear with this schematic 

simplicity: here the Robber, the Robbed. 

Compared to the mass of the Robbed, the Robbers are 

small in number. Thus, if they had relied for the 

perpetuation of their privileges only on physical 

strength or even individual prestige, their reign would 

not last long. So, to remedy their numerical inferiority, 

they utilised a ruse: in order to protect themselves 

against hints of revolt by their victims, the Robbers 

have secured their plunder with Principles: they 

proclaimed Property, Authorityé Property, which is 

just Authority over things; Authority, which is just 

Property in human beingsé 

Brigands thus became the privileged and, thanks to the 

peopleôs lack of consciousness and ignorance, sanctified 

their crimes against Humanity. 

Appropriately, the revelation of the PRINCIPLES 

involved intermediaries, a  social layer of parasites ï the 

Pimps ï whose mission consisted in the proclamation, 

the justification, the defence of the Privileged. 

The Pimps ï privileged themselves ï have, thanks to an 

imbroglio of poisonous institutions, collaborated in 

keeping the Robbed under the yoke. 

Only in times of crass ignorance, when the Peopleôs 

spirit of enquiry was not to be feared, was the imbroglio 

of parasitic institutions was uncomplicated; it has 

developed in parallel with the rise in the level of 

popular consciousness ï and this is why, today, the 

number of social pimps is greater than ever before. 

Moreover, in order to gain better acceptance, these 

parasites ï priests, judges, military officers, etc. ï have 

known how to give the institutions in whose heart they 

ensconced themselves an appearance of usefulness; this, 

in order to encourage the naïve to believe that social life 

in closely linked to the functioning of these superfluous 

and repressive cogs. In this way human servitude has 

been justified and legitimised: Property, Authority have 

become the Palladium of servitude. 

But it would be pointless to claim to have established 

which appeared first amongst the two forms of human 

constraint symbolised by these two ñprinciplesò. One is 

not prior to the other; neither follows from the other: 

they are the same. In early times, they merged into each 

other and if, in the course of time, there has been a split, 

it was under the influence of the phenomena which led 

to the division of labour in Humanity. Just as the 

division of labour was expressed in the useful 

functioning of society, so it was undertaken in the 

institutions of servitude. This is why our negation of 

Property cannot be reconciled with the affirmation of 

Authority or, visa versa, the affirmation of Property 

with the negation of Authority.  

Property! Authority!... are merely the manifestation and 

divergent expression of one and the same ñprincipleò 

which results in the realisation and consecration of 

human servitude. There is therefore only a difference in 

how they are viewed: seen from one angle, slavery 

appears as a Crime of Property, while, from another 

angle, it is seen as a Crime of Authority. 

In Life, these ñprinciplesò ï muzzles for Peoples ï have 

been expressed in oppressive institutions whose facade 

alone has changed over the ages. At present, in spite of 

all the transformations carried out in the regime of 

Property and the modifications made in the exercise of 

Authority ï all superficial transformations and 

modifications ï submission, constraint, forced labour, 

hunger, etc. are the lot of the working classes. 

This is why the Hell of Wage-Labour is a dismal hell: 

the vast majority of human beings languish there, bereft 

of Well-Being and Liberty. And in this hell, despite the 

democratic trappings which cover it, misery and sorrow 

flourish in abundance. 

How to break free? 

Inevitably, a day comes when the above reflections 

vaguely preoccupy the Worker who, until then, 

emasculated by prejudices, led stray by bourgeois 

education, remained voluntarily harnessed to the 

capitalist yoke, with the indifferent apathy of a plough 

ox. 

From that day onwards, the instinct of revolt ï which is 

only the instinct for progress, made explosive by the 
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oppression which hinders its logical progression ï 

transforms the Worker: he acquires the sense of his 

weakness; he notes that it is the result of the isolation 

and selfishness advocated by the Bourgeoisie. From 

then on, the desire arises within him to enter into 

contact with his fellows in order to remedy his 

individual powerlessness, because he releases that his 

Weakness with become Strength through the action of 

the group and thanks to the practice of solidarity. 

Moreover, the form of exploitation which he suffers 

encourages him to organise as a group. Industry has 

agglomerated him with his fellows in workshops, 

factories, mills. What could be more natural than to 

unite with oneôs comrades? And this unconscious 

accord led to revolts, also unconscious, but whose 

relative success gave rise to the trade group. 

Therefore, the Worker whose consciousness awakes, 

sees the need to group together and, quite naturally, he 

takes the path of the Union. 

The Essential Grouping 

The trade grouping is, in fact, the sole body which, in its 

constitution, satisfies the aspirations which drive the 

Wage-worker: it is the only agglomeration of human 

beings produced by the absolute identity of interests, 

since it has its reason for existing in the form of 

production, upon which it models itself and of which it 

is merely an extension. 

What in fact is the union? An association of workers 

united by trade ties.  

Depending on the situation, this trade combination can 

be expressed at times by the narrower link of craft or, in 

the massive industrialisation of the 20th century, 

embrace proletarians from several trades but whose 

efforts contribute towards a common task. 

However, whatever the form preferred by its members 

or imposed by circumstances, whether the union 

agglomeration is limited to the ñtradeò or encompasses 

the ñindustry,ò the same objective always emerges. 

Which is: 

1. To constantly stand up to the exploiter: force him to 

abide by the improvements won; stop any attempt to 

backslide; then, also, to strive to lessen exploitation by 

demanding partial improvements such as: reduction of 

working hours, increased pay, better conditions, etc. ï 

changes which, although they relate only to details, are 

nonetheless effective attacks on capitalist privileges as 

well as an attenuation of them. 

2. The Union aims to cultivate increasing coordination 

of relations of solidarity, so as to make possible, sooner 

rather than later, the expropriation of the capitalist, the 

only basis that can serve as a starting point for a 

complete transformation of society. It is only after this 

legitimate social restitution that any possibility of 

parasitism can be destroyed. Only then ï when no one is 

obliged to work for someone else, Wage-labour being 

abolished ï  will production become social in its 

outcome as it is onset: at that time, economic life being 

a genuine fusion of reciprocal efforts, all exploitation 

will not only be abolished but become impossible. 

Thus, thanks to the Union, the Social Question 

expresses itself with such clarity and acuteness that its 

obviousness imposes itself upon the least perceptive; 

the trade grouping unambiguously draws the line 

between Wage-workers and Masters. Thanks to it, 

Society is exposed as it is: on one side, the Workers ï 

the ROBBED; on the other, the Exploiters, the 

ROBBERS. 

For this reason, because it is the only group which 

illuminates fully and constantly the antagonism of 

interests and shows Society divided into two distinct 

and irreconcilable classes, the Union reveals itself as 

being the essential grouping ï the association par 

excellence. Therefore it must take precedence over all 

types of human agglomerates; all must be subordinate to 

it, for if there are very useful ones, it alone is 

indispensable.  

To remain aloof of the Union, to be willing to ignore it, 

to steer clear of it, is tantamount for the Worker being 

disinterested in his own fate. It is therefore logical that 

all those who do not calmly accept human exploitation 

and who do not resign themselves to misery should join 

the trade association. Only there can they meet and 

work together, sure of not wasting effort. In the Union, 

in fact, there is no possibility of misunderstanding: 

given that there is a grouping based on the identity of 

interests, usefulness is complete. 

This characteristic of absolute usefulness is not found in 

the other various forms of grouping; all of them can 

have useful aspects, whilst still permitting flaws and 

thanks to the 

Union... Society is 

exposed as it is: on 

one side, the 

Workers ð the 

ROBBED; on the 

other, the Exploiters, 

the ROBBERS.  
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defects to develop which deprive them of the 

characteristic of necessity.  

The Affinity Group 

In this category of useful groupings, although 

inevitability it does not apply to all, can be placed the 

AFFINITY GROUPS that, for a long time, the various 

social and revolutionary schools have advocated as the 

basis for organising and which some have not hesitated 

to even proclaim superior to the Union. 

The AFFINITY GROUP is a grouping of ñideasò, 

ñopinionsò and not ñinterestsò; it is the Social Circle, 

the Study Group, the Popular University, etc. 

There is, in these groupings, intellectual cohesion, 

moral communion, identity of aspirations, 

commonalities of hopes and visions of the future, etc., 

but they lack the material basis which can give these 

groupings lasting vitality; being only the result of 

intellectual postulations ï and not of tangible interests ï 

they risk breaking up when the aspirations they 

synthesise cease to be in complete harmony or when 

lack of success dampens enthusiasm.  

It is to these symptoms of disintegration that the 

stagnation of affinity groupings must be attributed. 

They can, in periods of heightened social agitation, 

experience a considerable growth, but this is an 

artificial phenomenon because their recruiting being 

subordinated to the acceptance by the new supporters of 

the theories advocated, it follows that such recruitment 

is problematic. Then, by the very fact that in these 

groupings all material interest is lacking, there is a 

tendency to be selective, to satisfy oneself with 

abstractions and also to isolate oneself from the mass of 

the people. 

To attend an affinity group, to continue to participate in 

it, it is necessary to have already undergone an 

intellectual evolution, to have understood all the 

horrendousness of current society and want its 

transformation. The unconscious worker who 

mistakenly visits runs the risk of feeling estranged by 

the discussions which take place there and which, 

furthermore, he does not understand the significance; 

there is therefore a chance that, lacking the impetus of a 

tangible benefit, he loses interest and does not return to 

this circle. 

The evidence is there, showing the truth of the matter: 

the affinity groups which have proliferated for a quarter 

of a century have not grown steadily, in spite of the 

intense propaganda they have conducted; their 

development and vitality have been dependent on 

individual activities to the point that, when these have 

faltered or failed, the affinity group has vegetated. 

Despite this, it cannot be denied that the work of these 

groupings was fruitful; in the past they have, in many 

areas, awakened popular consciousness and, by that 

very fact, facilitated the emergence of various kinds of 

groupings ï starting with the Unions. 

Therefore, this critique of affinity groups is a simple 

indication that their activity, however eminently good it 

may be, is not paramount; it cannot dispense with 

participating in union action which, because it has its 

roots in the economic terrain, is the only one qualified 

to change working conditions and prepare and carry out 

social transformation. 

Union Autonomy 

However superior the Union may be to every other form 

of grouping, it does not follow that it has an innate and 

independent existence from that imparted to it by its 

member. This is why, in order to act as conscious union 

members, they must participate in the work of the 

Union. And it would be, on their part, to have no 

conception of what constitutes the strength of this 

grouping were they to suppose that they have affirmed 

themselves perfect union members by doing their duty 

by the Union financially. 

Of course, it is a good thing to pay dues regularly, but 

that is only the smallest part of what a convinced 

member owes to himself ï and therefore to the Union: 

he must, in fact, be aware that the Unionôs value is less 

a matter of its monetary contributions than the 

multiplication of its membersô coherent energy. 

The Individual is the constituent cell of the Union. 

Except the union member is spared the depressing 

phenomenon which manifests itself in democratic 

circles where Universal Suffrage is venerated, the 

tendency to crush and diminish the human personality. 

In a democratic setting, the voter can use his will only 

for an act of abdication: he is called upon to ñgiveò his 

ñsayò to the candidate whom he wishes to have as a 

ñrepresentative.ò 

Membership of the Union has no such implications and 

even the greatest nit-picker could not discover the 

slightest infringement on the human personality in it: 

after as before, the union member is what he used to be 

ï afterwards, as before, autonomous he was and 

autonomous he remains. 

In joining the union, the Worker merely enters into a 

contract, always revokable, with comrades who are his 

equals, in Will and Power, and at no time will the 

opinions he may be prompted to utter, the actions in 

which he may happen to participate, have the 

suspension or abdication of the personality which 

distinguish and characterise the ballot. 

In the Union, for example, it is a question of appointing 

a Union Council to take charge of administrative 

matters. This ñselectionò is not to be compared with 

ñelectionò; the method of voting usually employed in 

such circumstances is merely a procedure whereby 

labour can be divided and is not accompanied by any 

delegation of authority. The strictly defined functions of 
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the Union Council are only administrative. The Council 

performs the task entrusted to it, without ever 

overriding the members, 

without substituting itself 

for them or acting in 

their place. 

The same can be said of 

all decisions taken in the 

Union; all are restricted 

to a definite and specific 

act, whereas in the 

democratic domain, 

election implies that the 

elected candidate has 

received a blank cheque 

from his electors which 

allows him to decide and 

do as he pleases, on 

everything and for 

everythingé , without 

even the hindrance of the possibly contrary wishes of 

his constituents whose opposition in such a case ï 

however strong it may be ï is of no consequence until 

such time as the elected representativeôs mandate has 

run its course. 

So there is no possible parallel ï and even less 

confusion ï between Union Action and participation in 

the disappointing chores of Politics. 

In a well-functioning Union, the personality of the 

Union Member radiates without barriers. In addition to 

safeguarding his autonomy, it is only in this 

environment that he can reach his maximum potential. 

Of course, it may be that in some current groupings this 

fullness of life is not attained. But this lack of 

development should never be for workers ï whatever 

their mentality ï a sufficient reason to stand outside the 

Union. On the contrary! It is incumbent on these who 

are aware of this deficiency in the trade body, of which 

they are a part, to contribute to its organisational 

evolution. If the Union were an institution with rigid 

structures, into which the working masses must perforce 

be fitted, a certain reluctance could be understandable. 

Except this is not the case, the Union is a living body; it 

is the constantly modifiable extension of the 

individualities that compose it and it is shaped by the 

mentality of its members. It is therefore incumbent on 

them not to allow it to stagnate, nor to become 

paralysed under the influence of democratic narcotism. 

It would be a big mistake to trace the responsibility for 

the defects that may exist in certain groupings to the 

very principle of the Union. The opposite is true; if 

defects are noted in trade groupings, it is because the 

mass of union members, still imbued with 

Democratism, have implanted into union circles the 

political errors which it has been saturated for too long. 

Consequently, it is incumbent on astute members who 

see these defects not to use them as a pretext to become 

disinterested in the Union and to leave it, but to 

redouble their efforts to 

point out the danger in 

an amicable manner and 

to strive to destroy it. 

Moreover, union 

activity remedies these 

defects, which are 

regressive tendencies, 

by an impetus which is 

specific to it: the 

elimination of the 

residues of democratism 

takes place 

spontaneously, by 

normal development. 

It is inevitable that this 

is so, for these is no 

possibility of agreement between the two doctrines: 

Trade Unionism and Democratism are two opposite 

poles which exclude and neutralise each other. 

Examples abound, which everyone can recall: in all the 

economic groupings were Politics has infiltrated, 

disintegration and decline has been noted. 

This is because Democratism is a social superfluity, a 

parasitic and foreign excrescence, while Trade 

Unionism is the logical expression of an expansion of 

Life; it is a rational cohesion of human beings and that 

is why, instead of restricting their individuality, it 

extends and develops it. 

The Union, School for the Will 

Socratesôs dictum ñKnow thyself!ò is, in the Union, 

complemented by the maxim: ñAct for yourself!ò 

Thus, the Union establishes itself as a school for the 

will: its prime function reflects the Will of its members 

and, if it is the highest form of association, it is because 

it is the concentration of the workersô Strength, made 

effective by their DIRECT ACTION, an inspiring form 

of the conscious activity of the will of the proletarian 

class. 

The Bourgeoisie has contrived to preach resignation and 

patience to the People by giving it hope that progress 

would be accomplished by a miracle, without effort on 

its part, thanks to the Stateôs intervention from without. 

This is nothing more than the continuation, in less inane 

form, of millenarian and religious beliefs. Now, while 

the leaders were trying to substitute this disappointing 

illusion for the no less disappointing religious mirage, 

the Workers created in the shadows, with an 

indomitable and unfailing tenacity the organism of 

liberation that is the Union. 

This organism, a veritable School for the Will, was 

formed and developed during the 19th  century. It is 

thanks to it, thanks to its economic character that 

the Union establishes itself as 

a school for the will: its prime 

function reflects the W ill of its 

members and, if it is the 

highest form of association, it 

is because it is the 

concentration of the workersõ 

Strength, made effective by 

their DIRECT ACTION  
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Workers were able to resist inoculation by the virus of 

politics and defy every attempt to divide them. 

It was in the first half of the 19th century that trade 

groupings were established, in spite of the interdicts 

aimed at them. The persecution of those who had the 

audacity to unionise was ruthless, so it took ingenuity to 

evade repression. So, in order to group together without 

too much risk, Workers disguised their resistance 

associations behind innocuous appearances ï such as 

mutual societies. 

The Bourgeoisie has never taken umbrage with 

charitable bodies, knowing very well that, being mere 

palliatives, they cannot in any way serve as a remedy 

for the evil of poverty. Hope in charity is a soporific 

poultice good only for preventing the exploited from 

reflecting upon their dismal lot and searching for a 

solution to it. This is why mutual associations have 

always been tolerated, if not encouraged by rulers. 

Workers were able to take advantage of the tolerance 

granted to these groups: under the pretext of helping 

each another in the event of illness, of setting up 

retirement funds, etc., they got together, but in pursuit 

of a more virile objective: they were preoccupied with 

improving their living conditions and aimed to resist the 

employersô demands. Their tactics were not always 

successful in deceiving the authorities which, alerted by 

the employersô denunciations, often persecuted these 

suspect mutual help societies. 

Later when the Workers, by dint of experience, of 

acting for themselves, felt strong enough to defy the 

law, they discarded the mutualist disguise and boldly 

called their groupings RESISTANCE SOCIETIES. 

A splendid name! Expressive and clear. It is a 

programme of action in itself. It proves how much the 

Workers ï even though trade groups were still 

embryonic ï sensed the necessity not to follow 

politicians and also not merge their interests with those 

of the Bourgeoisie, but, on the contrary, to stand against 

and in opposition to it. 

Instinctively, it was the beginning of the CLASS 

STRUGGLE, which the International Workers 

óAssociation was to provide the clear and definitive 

formulation, by proclaiming that ñTHE 

EMANCIPATION OF THE WORKERS MUST BE 

CARRIED OUT BY THE WORKERS 

THEMSELVES.ò 

This formula, a brilliant affirmation of Workersô 

Strength, purged of all dross of democratism, was to 

serve as a guiding idea for the entire proletarian 

movement. It was, moreover, merely the open and 

categorical affirmation of tendencies germinating 

amongst the People. This is abundantly demonstrated by 

the theoretical and tactical agreement between the 

hitherto underground and imprecise ñtrade unionistò 

movement and the Internationalôs initial Declaration. 

After having posited as a principle that the Workers 

have to rely only upon their own forces, the 

Internationalôs Declaration complemented the 

proclamation of the necessity of the Proletariatôs 

autonomy by indicating that it is only by DIRECT 

ACTION that it can achieve tangible results; it added: 

Considering, 

That the economic subjection of the worker to 

the owners of the means of labour, which is to 

say, the sources of life, is the primary cause of 

his political, moral and material  servitude;  

That the economical emancipation of the 

workers is consequently the great end to which 

every political movement must be subordinate 

as a means; 

Thus, the International did not confine itself to clearly 

proclaiming workersô autonomy; it complemented its 

Declaration by affirming that political agitations, 

modifications to the governmental form, should not 

impress workers to the point of making them forget 

economic realities. 

The current trade union movement is only the logical 

continuation of that of the International; the 

concordance is absolute and it is on the same footing 

that we continue the work of our predecessors. 

However, when the International laid down its 

premises, the workersô Will was still insufficiently 

clear-sighted, the proletariatôs class consciousness 

insufficiently developed for the economic approach to 

prevail without the possibility of deviation. 

The working class had to endure the diverting influence 

of squalid politicians who, seeing the People merely as 

a stepping-stone, flatter it, hypnotise it and betray it. It 

also let itself be carried away by loyal, disinterested 

men who, imbued with democratism, placed too much 

importance to an excessive statism. 

It is thanks to the double influence of these elements 

that, in the current period (which began with the 

slaughter of 1871) the trade union movement vegetated 

for a long time, pulled in various directions. On the one 

hand, sordid politicians strove to domesticate the unions 

and make them support the government: on the other, 

Socialists of various schools endeavoured to ensure that 

their faction would prevail. So both intended to 

transform the Unions from ñinterest groupsò to ñaffinity 

groups.ò 

The trade union movement has too vigorous roots, it is 

too inevitable a necessity for these divergent efforts to 

be able to hinder its development. Today, it continues 

the work of the International, that of the pioneers of the 

ñresistance societiesò and of the initial groupings. Of 

course, tendencies have become clearer, theories are 

clarified, but there is an absolute concordance between 

the 19th century trade union movement and that of the 
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20th century: one flows from the other! There is a 

logical development, an ascent towards an ever more 

conscious Will and expression of the increasingly 

coordinated Strength of the Proletariat, which blossoms 

into a growing unity of aspiration and action. 

Union Work  

Union work has a twofold purpose: it must pursue, with 

relentless tenacity, improvements in the current 

conditions of the working class. But, without letting 

themselves become obsessed with this transient work, 

workers must be concerned with making possible ï and 

imminent ï  the essential act of complete emancipation: 

EXPROPRIATION OF THE CAPITALIST. 

The superiority of the Union over other methods of 

uniting individuals lies in the fact that the work for 

partial improvements and that more decisive social 

transformation are carried out simultaneously and in 

parallel. And it is precisely because the Union reflects 

this twofold tendency and faces it without destroying 

any initiative, without stifling any aspiration, without 

sacrificing the present to the future any more than the 

future to the presenté it is for all this that the Union 

establishes itself as the grouping par excellence. 

Current Work 

At present, Union Action aims at the conquest of 

partial, gradual improvements which, far from being a 

goal, can only be considered as a means to demand 

more and wresting new improvements from Capitalism. 

The bosses find in the Union a domain of resistance 

which is in geometric proportion to the resistance of its 

members: it curbs the appetites of the exploiter; it 

makes him maintain less draconian working conditions 

than those resulting from the individual contract 

inflicted upon the isolated wage-worker. For the one-

sided contract between the boss armoured with Capital 

and the proletarian with nothing, it substitutes the 

collective contract. 

Now, facing the employer stands the Union which 

mitigates the despicable ñlabour marketò, the supply of 

hands, by stemming, to a certain extent, the dire 

consequences of a pool of unemployed workers: which 

imposes on capitalist respect for workers and also, in 

proportion to its strength, demands that he stop using 

perks as incentives [bribes de privilèges]. 

This question of partial improvements served as the 

pretext to try to sow discord in trade organisations. 

Politicians, who can only make a living out of the 

confusion of ideas and who are irritated by the unionsô 

growing revulsion for their personalities and their 

dangerous interference, have tried to carry into 

economic circles the semantic squabbling with which 

they deceive the voters. They strove to create divisions 

and to split the Unions into two camps, categorising 

workers as REFORMISTS and as 

REVOLUTIONARIES. To better discredit the latter, 

they have dubbed them ñthe advocates of all or nothingò 

and they have falsely claimed them opponents of 

improvements possible right now. 

This nonsense has no superior than its stupidity. There 

is no worker, whatever his mentality or his aspirations, 

who, on principle or by tactics, would insist upon 

working ten hours for a boss instead of eight, while 

earning six francs instead of seven.  

Yet it is by peddling this idiotic drivel that politicians 

hope to alienate the working class from economic 

organisation and dissuade it from acting for itself and 

from working itself to secure ever greater well-being 

and freedom. They are counting upon the poison of 

these calumnies to break up the Unions by reviving 

inside them the pointless and divisive squabbles which 

have disappeared since politics was banished from 

them. 

What appears to afford some pretext to such chicanery 

is that the Unions, cured thanks to the cruel lessons of 

experience of hopes in government intervention, are 

justifiably mistrustful of it. They know that the State, 

whose function is to act as the gendarme of Capital, is 

by its nature inclined to tip the scales in favour of the 

bossesô side. So, when a reform is brought about by 

legal means, they do not fall upon it with the relish of a 

frog devouring the red rag that hides the hook; they 

accept it with the caution it warrants ï  especially as this 

reform is made effective only if the workers are 

sufficiently organised to enforce its implementation. 

The Unions are even more wary of gifts from the 

government because they have often been poisoned 

chalices. Thus, they have a very poor opinion of ñgiftsò 

such as the Superior Labour Council and Work 

Councils, institutions invented only to counterbalance 

and curb the work of the trade groupings. Similarly, 

they have no reason to be enthusiastic about mandatory 

arbitration and regulation of strikes, the clearest 

consequence of which would be to vex the workersô 

capacity for resistance. Likewise the legal and 

commercial status granted to the workersô organisations 

have nothing worthwhile to offer them, for they see in 

these the desire to make them abandon the terrain of 

social struggle, to lure them onto the capitalist terrain 

where the antagonism of the class struggle would give 

way to squabbling over money. 

But, because that the Unions strongly distrust the 

governmentôs benevolence towards them, it does not 

follow they are reluctant to conquer partial 

improvements. Only they want them to be genuine. This 

is why, instead of waiting for Power is bestow them, 

they extract them by hard-fought struggle ï by their 

DIRECT ACTION. 

If, as happens, the improvement they seek is subject to 

the Law, the Unions strive to obtain it by external 

pressure upon the Public Powers and not by trying to 

return specially mandated deputies to Parliament ï a 
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puerile little game that could drag on for centuries 

before a majority appeared in favour of the dreamt-for 

reform. 

When the desired improvement is to be wrested directly 

from the capitalist, it is again by vigorous pressure that 

the trade groupings express their will. Their methods 

vary ï although always based on the principle of 

DIRECT ACTION: depending on the circumstances, 

they use the strike, sabotage, the boycott, the union 

label. 

But, whatever the 

improvement conquered, 

it must always constitute a 

reduction in capitalist 

privileges ï be a partial 

expropriation.  

So, whenever you are not 

satisfied with the political 

bombast, whenever you 

analyse the methods and 

the value of Union Action, 

the subtle distinction 

between ñreformistò and 

ñrevolutionaryò 

disappears and you are led 

to the conclusion that the 

only really reformist 

workers are the 

Revolutionary Trade 

Unionists. 

Building the Future 

Alongside the day-to-day 

defence work, the Unions 

have the task of preparing for the future. 

The producer group must be the cell of the New 

Society. It is impossible to conceive of a real social 

transformation on any other basis. Therefore, it is 

essential that the producers prepare for the task of 

taking possession and of reorganisation which must lie 

with them and which they ALONE are able to carry out.  

It is a social revolution and not a political revolution 

that we want to make. They are two distinct phenomena 

and the tactics that lead to one divert from the other. 

For the goal we are pursuing, any straying onto the 

political terrain is a piece of propaganda diverted from 

its useful purpose. Indeed, supposing that, thanks to 

parliamentary agitation, an electoral majority was 

achieved and that this resulted in the creation of a 

socialist government, what would happen? Could this 

government, by means of decrees and laws, carry out 

social transformation? That is extremely unlikely. What 

we saw during the Commune of 1871 would happen: 

when the Revolutionary Assembly had decreed that 

workers could take possession of the workshops 

abandoned by the bosses ï as the economic education of 

the workers was unfortunately not done ï this decree 

remained more or less a dead letter. 

It may be objected that the hypothesis of the inability of 

a socialist government with regard to social 

transformation is very pessimistic. It is, however, only 

the logical deduction of the necessities of political 

agitation: on that terrain, the aim is not so much to get 

the voters to think as to train them to vote ñwellò. The 

proof of this lies in the fact that constituencies won by 

Socialists later give a 

majority to the 

bourgeoisie. Whatever 

the grubby means 

employed by the 

reactionaries to obtain 

this result, it must be 

recognised that it 

denotes amongst the 

votes, who have thereby 

changed, an 

underdeveloped socialist 

consciousness. 

It is therefore absolutely 

necessary to familiarise 

yourself with the work 

of economic 

transformation. This can 

only be done in the 

Union. It is only there 

that you can examine 

under what conditions 

the workers of a trade 

will have proceed in 

order to: 1. remove the 

capitalists; 2. to 

reorganise production and ensure the distribution of 

products on a communist basis. 

As long as their work of preliminary education is not 

sufficiently advanced so that it permeates an active and 

powerful enough minority to defeat the forces of the 

Bourgeoisie, all hope of complete emancipation will be 

not able to take shape. 

As long as the workers have not familiarised themselves 

enough with the General Strike which, in the present 

circumstances, is the only means to overthrow the 

capitalist and governmental order, they will have to 

resign themselves to languishing in Wage-labour. 

It is therefore important to understand the scope of this 

movement for the EXPROPRIATING GENERAL 

STRIKE; it must be realised it will mean changing the 

direction of Society, its outward organisation but also 

altering its foundations completely. 

The great cogs of governmental excess, which today 

seem indispensable ï the ministries, the administrations 

ï will be discarded; life will withdraw from them, 

because new organism will have taken over those few 

Alongsi de the day -to -

day defence work, the 

Unions have the task of 

preparing for the future.  

The producer group 

must be the cell of the 

New Society. It is 

impossible to conceive 

of a real social 

transformation on any 

other basis.  
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[valid] functions of social co-ordination which created 

the illusion of their usefulness. The main organisms will 

be the large trade Federations, which will henceforth be 

responsible for regulating production and satisfying 

consumption demands. 

In addition, in the centres of workersô activity, the 

trades council [Bourse du Travail] will replace the 

municipality, and become a communist nexus which 

will get rid of the municipal centre, the Town Hall.  

The dominant aspect of this new social aggregation will 

therefore be an economic decentralisation which will 

flourish upon the ruins of capitalism and of statist and 

municipal centralisation. 

It is with the utmost urgency that the Union must study 

these problems of social reorganisation. For each one 

we must pose the question: ñWhat would do in the event 

of a General Strike?ò For each, depending upon the 

trade or industry, the answer may vary with regard to 

the methods of actioné but for all will be affirmed the 

identity of the goal: to educate yourself and to prepare 

yourself so that the anticipated Revolution is fruitful. 

And it would be wrong to abandon this work of 

gymnastics, which is both educational and speculative; 

it is necessary to pursue it with as much tenacity as the 

more down-to-earth task of transient improvements. 

It is, in fact, from the perfect balance between these two 

aspects of Union work that the value of the trade 

grouping derives. 

***  

The Union, as we have just explored, is therefore not a 

grouping of stagnation but a grouping of transformation. 

If it were limited to works of mutualism, if had no other 

objective than to heal the injuries of lifeôs wounded ï 

which is possible without undermining the capitalist 

order ï its social impact would be null. 

It is not that! Above all, and primarily, it is a grouping 

of struggle; its constant preoccupation is to seek the 

causes of social evil, to study them, to fight them, to 

destroy them. 

This combative task implies inescapable necessities; as 

with the Union as with individuals; it cannot confine 

itself to an arrogant isolation and, to increase its 

Strength, it must come into contact with its fellows ï 

establish relations with other Unions. 

Moreover, the economic organisation of Society obliges 

the Union to  this expansion of activity. A trade is not a 

walled town wherein it is possible to enclose yourself 

and ignore the rest of the world; it is open to all and if, 

out of narrow-mindedness, a privileged trade only cared 

about itself, the swift influx from outside would quickly 

remind it that Solidarity is an essential condition of 

Life. 

This vital agreement between Unions is carried out in 

the Trades Councils [Bourses du Travail] and by the 

conduit of the Trade Federations. The condition and 

results of this coordination of efforts will be the subject 

of the next pamphlet: the PARTY OF LABOUR. 

APPENDIX: Union Functioning 

To the above theoretical notions, it is useful to add a 

few brief practical, necessarily concise, details: 

How do you create a Union? 

Nothing could be simpler. The comrades with initiative 

who meet for this purpose write statutes, as concise as 

possible, and register them at the town hall. In addition 

to this, a formality if required: file at the town hall the 

names of the administrators who must be of French 

nationality (one can reduce, if one wishes, the 

Administration to the bare minimum: a secretary and a 

treasurer; but, most of the time, these are complemented 

by a Union Council which can have as many members 

as you want). 

The Union can also be created outside the [legal] Code, 

without worrying about the 1884 law on Unions. You 

only have to group and work together while neglecting 

to deposit the articles of association and the names of 

the administrators. Until the last few years, many 

Unions were averse to the law and, if their number has 

decreased, it is because the Unions feel strong enough 

not to be in any way hindered by the law. 

THE METHOD OF ORGANISING ï Depending on the 

situation, the Union is formed by a craft or by a specific 

industry. Usually, it groups the workers of a craft and 

those similar to it. Under the pretext that the law did not 

clearly stipulate that State or Municipal workers can 

unionise, obstacles have been placed on the organising 

of these comrades. Let these not be upset; let them 

ignore the law, let them unionise, let them be strong! 

And the authorities will respect their organisations. 

In large companies, such as Le Creusot, or in a huge 

operation like the railways, the Union must unite all 

categories of workers; the method of organising is, here, 

indicated by the form of the employer. Indeed, it is 

obvious that the exploited of these large companies 

would have hardly any strength for resistance and 

demands if they established Unions fragmented by craft. 

One question interests militants: that or organising by 

craft or by industry. The first of these two modes of 

organisation can be criticised for perpetuating a narrow 

perspective [esprit de corps]; but, whatever individual 

preferences, what must be avoided is that the Union 

slips into being a grouping of opinion. Unions in which 

ñpoliticsò dominate are of this kind as are those 

classified as ñfor general labourò [« d'irréguliers de 

travail »] and wherein converge workers of various 

trades. These groups, despite being called a union, are 

only social groups, where affinity prevails over interest. 

For too long, ñpoliticsò has been the stumbling block for 
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Unions; members have to ensure that the mistakes of 

the past are not repeated. 

Regarding general Unions [Syndicats d'irréguliers], 

they group comrades according to their opinion and 

they open the door to all the dangers of the past; if all 

workers did the same, there would be no more Unions: 

there would only be social groups. Moreover, day-to-

day action eludes them too much and, what is more, 

they can only speculate on the work of expropriation in 

a very abstract manner and not from a trade point of 

view. 

DUES ï For the Union to make propaganda, it needs 

menéand also money! A contribution is therefore 

necessary. Of how much? The least, 50 centimes; the 

best, 1 franc per monthé It is a small expense, and one 

which is easy to cover by not having a few glasses at the 

bar. 

You should not, however, be so deluded as to believe 

that a large union fund can get the better of capitalist ill-

will. That is the exception! In most cases, partial strikes 

only succeed thanks to the support given by all the 

[other] Unions. So the best union fund is to practice 

solidarity, to help comrades in struggleé and those 

who give, will receive when needed. Consequently, the 

union fund must be constituted primarily for: 1. for 

propaganda; 2. for solidarity. 

GENERAL ASSEMBLIES ï The Union Council 

executes the decision of the general assembly of the 

Union which, for its part, is always sovereign. All union 

members must come to the assemblies; if they neglect 

to attend, they must acquiesce to the decisions made. It 

cannot be otherwise, without falling back into the 

dangers of democratism where those lacking in 

consciousness and the weak hider the energetic. The 

decisions of the general assembly must be final, 

regardless of the number present. The assembly may 

find it useful, on an important question, to consult by 

referendum all members, but that decision must be its. 

If it were the Union Council which, in order not to carry 

out the decisions made, organised a referendum on its 

own accord, then it would be nothing less than a small 

union Coup dô£tat; it would introduce into the union 

organism the political system which stifles conscious 

initiatives under the mass of majorities as compact as 

they are sheepish. 

MUTUALISM ï Tendencies from when necessities 

formerly led Unions to mask their economic action 

under mutualist appearances have persisted. There are 

Unions which provide mutual insurance, bestow 

sickness relief, have retirement funds, etc. There is a 

danger in this which comrades must be aware of; not 

that mutuality is bad in itself, but because it could 

distract the Unions from their work. The Union is an 

organism of struggle and it would be hoped all works of 

a mutualist character should not be welded to it and that 

they should be contributed to by specific payments. The 

same can be said of Consumer and especially 

Productive Cooperation. If you want to do it, then let it 

be alongside the Union. To do otherwise would be to 

risk narrowing the trade organisation, to make it deviate 

from its course and would diminish the character of an 

organism of the social struggle which is its reason for 

existing. 
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The Party of Labour  

Émile Pouget 1 

Its Definition  

The Party of Labour is what it says it is, the banding 

together of the workers into one homogeneous bloc; the 

autonomous organisation of the Working Class into an 

aggregate operating on the terrain of the economy; by 

virtue of its origins, its essence, it shuns all compromise 

with bourgeois elements. 

The grassroots cell of the Party 

of Labour is the Trade Union and 

it is by the Trade Unions coming 

into contact with one another, 

through their shows of solidarity 

that the Party of Labour reveals 

itself, shows itself and acts. 

On the one hand, the Trade 

Union is affiliated to the national 

federation of its trade; on the 

other, to its Departmental Union. 

The federal agencies of these two 

in turn federate with each other 

and out of their union comes the 

agency that marshals the workers 

energies and interests: the 

General Confederation of 

Labour. 

This federalism of overlapping 

concentric circles is a marvellous 

amplifier of workers; strength; its 

component parts reinforce one 

another and the particular 

strength of each is magnified by 

the support of all the rest. On its 

own, the Trade Union has no resources or energies other 

than its own and could operate in a restricted way only; 

whereas, through its affiliation to the Party of Labour, it 

can draw upon the considerable powers afforded it, in a 

ripple effect, by organised solidarity. 

This enormous strength ï which defies measurement in 

that it is forever growing  ï is the result of association 

on economic terrain. That is the only basis upon which 

such a thriving organism with nothing to fear from the 

intrusion of any disorganising factor can be constructed. 

In fact, since the construction of this coming-together is 

in the class interests of the proletariat, any attenuation 

of its demands and revolutionary power is pointless and 

every attempted deviation doomed in advance to 

futility.  

The Party of Labour is a party of interests. It takes no 

account of the opinions of its component members: it 

 
1 English translation by the Kate Sharpley Library (1999). 

acknowledges and co-ordinates only the interests  ï be 

they material or moral or intellectual  ï of the working 

class. Its ranks are open to all of the exploited 

regardless of their political or religious views. 

Yes, the Party of Labour ignores opinions, no matter 

what they may be! On the other hand, it goes after the 

exploitation of human beings in 

whatever form this may assume. 

A worker with baroque 

philosophical or political views  

ï who may be a believer in some 

God or in the State  ï will have 

his place alongside his comrades 

within the ranks of this party. 

But what comes in for criticism 

within this party is the 

exploitation of theological, 

political or philosophical creeds; 

what is reproached is the 

intrusion of priest or politician, 

both of whom make a livelihood 

out of speculating with peoples 

beliefs. 

Within the party, there is a place 

for all of the exploited, even if 

many of them (in todays society 

where there is nothing but 

absurdity and crime) are obliged 

to buckle down to pointless or 

indeed harmful undertakings. 

The worker in the arms plant, the 

builder of warships, etc., are 

engaged in noxious tasks: they are doubly the victims of 

bad social organisation since they are not only exploited 

but must also do their bit towards malfeasant activity. 

However, their place is still inside the Party of Labour. 

By contrast, anyone who is, by virtue of his personal 

function, a bringer of harm  ï the informer, say  ï is to 

be shunned. Such a person is a parasite of the most 

revolting type: sprung from the working class, he has 

debased himself with the vilest of undertakings: as a 

result, only in the bourgeoisiesô ranks is there any place 

for him. 

Thus the Party of Labour stands apart from all other 

parties by virtue of this essential fact: that in banding 

together those who work against those who live from 

exploitation of human beings, it marshals interests and 

not opinions. Thus, of necessity, there is a unity of 

outlook in its ranks. Among the personnel making up 
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the more or less moderate, more or less 

revolutionary schools of thought, such a 

unity of outlook is feasible (and exists!); 

but such differences on the detail neither 

invalidate nor breach the trade unionist 

unity that arises from identity of interests. 

This power to absorb individual differences, 

under the umbrella of the agreement that 

necessarily springs from a community of 

interest, gives the Party of Labour an edge 

in terms of vitality and action and affords it 

an immunity from the blights afflicting the 

political parties. 

Inside every party  ï the Party of Labour 

excepted  ï the over-riding objective is 

ñpolicyò, and on the basis of a similarity of 

opinions, men of divergent interests  ï 

exploiters and exploited (and one must be 

either one or the other!), are thrown into 

one anotherôs company. This is a 

characteristic of all democratic parties. 

They are, all of them, a motley collection of men whose 

interests run counter to one another. 

Not that this anomaly is peculiar to the bourgeois 

democratic parties. It also disfigures socialist parties 

which, once having set foot upon the slippery slopes of 

parliamentarism, come to jettison the specific 

characteristics of socialism and become nothing more 

than democratic parties, albeit of a more accentuated 

variety. 

More and more capitalists, bosses, etc. are being won 

over to socialism and these reconcile their parasitical 

existence as best they can with the acting out of their 

beliefs. One of the things that attracts recruits from the 

enemy camp is the deviation in the direction of 

parliamentarism. Whereas they have not quite 

completely been eliminated, then at least the fact that 

the theory of taking government power has relegated 

revolutionary concerns to the background, has whetted 

some appetites. And these defectors from the 

bourgeoisie have calculated the benefits of turning 

socialist and cherish the hope of gaining the upper hand 

in that way. So much so that there are those who 

become socialists the way that others become lawyers 

or publicans. It is regarded as a career move  ï an 

excellent way of getting ahead? 

The Party of Labour need have no fear of such dangers. 

By virtue of the very fact that it is constructed upon the 

class interests of the proletariat and that its action takes 

place in the sphere on economics, there is no way that 

individuals can rely upon it or invoke it in the 

satisfaction of their selfish interests. The contradiction 

there is formal and insurmountable. Indeed, since the 

gratification of personal ambition is feasible only in the 

realm of ñPoliticsò, any who attempt any such chicanery 

and pursue a selfish private interest within the Party of 

Labour can accomplish but one thing: their own self-

exclusion from the labour camp. 

The same phenomenon can be seen when a working 

man becomes an employer: even though the parvenu 

may still be motivated by good intentions and cling to 

his revolutionary aspirations, as a rule he is excluded 

from collective groupings  ï his Class interests having 

changed. 

The same thing goes for the ñparvenuò in politics: he 

quickly drops out of trade union activism and, in most 

cases, once he has achieved his purposes, and risen to 

the desired elevation, he willingly steps aside and 

refrains from all activity within the economic 

organisation. 

Now, if individual deviations are incompatible with the 

organisational make-up of the Party of Labour, it is all 

the more firmly to be excluded as a possibility that that 

body as a whole should succumb to a deviation that 

would be nothing short of its very negation. By virtue of 

the very fact that it is constituted upon the class interests 

of the Proletariat, it cannot at any time or in any fashion 

be a breeding ground for the ambitious. It cannot turn 

into a party of ñpoliticiansò. Apart from the fact that 

that would be lapsing back into past errors which 

exhausted the working class in futile struggles and in 

efforts that brought it no benefit (albeit that they were 

not futile and without benefit for those keen to speed 

their progress up the ladder!), such a comprehensive 

deviation would be tantamount to an affirmation that the 

proletariat, deserting the prey for its shadow, would 

disdain to win economic and social improvements and 

be wholly consumed instead by the pursuit of political 

illusions. 

So just as it is unthinkable that the Working Class 

should lay aside its interests, it is also unthinkable that 

the Party of Labour should turn into a democratic party. 

The grassroots cell of the 

Party of Labour is the Trade 

Union and it is by the Trade 

Unions coming into contact 

with one another, through 

their shows of solidarity that 

the Party of Labour reveals 

itself, shows itself and acts.  
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I ts necessity 

The Party of Labour is a direct by-product of Capitalist 

Society: it is the concert of proletariat forces, for which 

the Working Class logically strives from the moment it 

wakes up to its interests. 

The current Society is made up of two classes whose 

interests run counter to each other: the Working Class 

and the Bourgeois class: consequently, it is only natural 

that each of these should rally around its own social 

pole  ï the workers around one, the exploiters around 

the opposite social pole. 

The coming-together of the Working Class makes up 

the Party of Labour: it, therefore, is the aggregation 

suited to the form of exploitation, which is why it 

emerges spontaneously with no preconceived notion 

governing its co-ordination. 

It would be a waste of time for us to dwell upon 

demonstrating the existence within Society of two 

antagonistic social classes which, far from 

amalgamating into one homogeneous unit, merely 

accentuate their differences. That is a fact so patently 

obvious that we need not labour the point. 

This irreconcilable antagonism is the result of the 

seizure by the ruling class of all of the assets of Society  

ï its instruments of labour, 

property and resources of all 

sorts. From which it follows 

that the lower class is 

obliged, in order to survive, 

to submit to the conditions 

foisted upon it by these 

grasping types. 

Such deference to the 

capitalist by the proletarian 

who, in return for his labour, 

receives a wage considerably 

less than the value of the 

labour forthcoming from 

him, the wage-slave, is, the 

Bourgeoisie contends, a 

natural phenomenon. They 

even venture to argue that 

the wage is not subject to 

change  ï and are none too 

bothered in their contentions 

by the successive disappearances of slavery and 

serfdom, which ought to caution them against the 

absurdity of arguing that Property (as held by them) 

alone is the exception to the laws of Life which are 

movement and change. However, even as they contend 

that the waged  ï as a Class  ï are doomed to eternal 

exploitation, they see fit to blind them with the chimera 

of individual emancipation, dazzling their victims with 

the possibility of escaping Wage Slavery and taking 

their place in the ranks of the capitalist class. 

Aside from the fact that as far as the Bourgeoisie is 

concerned such hopes have the merit of inducing the 

exploited to bear their misfortune with patience, they 

neutralise or at any rate slow down the growth of class 

consciousness among the Proletariat. 

The education and training bestowed upon younger 

generations have no other purpose: those generations 

are subjected to a method of intellectual castration 

based upon rehearsal of prejudices, peppered with 

preaching about resignation, as well as incitements to 

unrestrained self-seeking. 

The argument is that in the present society, everyone 

has the bed he has made for himself and the place he 

deserves: that, if one is to make it one has to be an 

honest, sober, intelligent worker and so on. What is not 

said, although it is implied, is that to these qualities, one 

more must be added: one must be devoid of scruples 

and elbow oneôs way ahead without regard to ones 

fellows. 

In the bourgeois view, life is an ongoing struggle of 

human against human; society is an arena where each is 

the enemy of all. 

Distracted by such sophistry, the Proletarian at first 

dreams of individually breaking free of Wage Slavery. 

Since work underpins everything and since wealth is 

there for the taking for 

those who display order 

and perseverance, he will 

make his fortune! 

Moreover, in his view, 

Wealth is only the 

achievement of 

independence and freedom 

and the assurance of well-

being. But alas! He must 

discard his dreams. Reality 

requires it and he has to 

admit that it is materially 

impossible for the workers 

to attain the yearned for 

relief. Before he could 

achieve individual 

emancipation, he would 

have to own his 

instruments of labour and 

the wherewithal to set them 

in motion. Now, modern production, being formidably 

industrialised, requires such considerable capital outlay 

that a worker would have to be mad to imagine that he 

might set aside, out of his wages, the capital he requires 

to acquire a factory. 

To be sure, some proletarians do step out from their 

class: thanks to exceptionally favourable circumstances, 

some powerful personalities without scruples as to the 

choice of method do manage to inch their way into the 

bourgeoisie. There are even some cases of men who 

For as long as social 

relations remain as 

they are ð the relation 

of employer to wage 

slave, of ruler to ruled  

ð the problem will 

remain and class 

struggle will be an 

inevitable phenomenon.  
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started out as workers (Carnegie, Rockefeller, etc,) 

turning into the kings of wealth. 

The bourgeoisie has taken these upstarts to its bosom. It 

is all the more pleased to welcome them aboard 

because, by introducing an injection of new blood, they 

consolidate its privileges: moreover, it parades them by 

way of unanswerable arguments to show that it is easy 

for parsimonious working men to become bourgeois. 

It would be naive of the workers to let themselves be 

tempted by this bait and to content themselves with 

hopes of just such an eventuality. That would be 

tantamount to letting themselves be lulled by the same 

song as the shepherdesses of legend who dreamed of a 

Prince Charming showing up to ask for their hand in 

marriage. 

And then what? Even if it were true that the most gifted 

members of the proletariat can make their fortune, the 

situation of the mass of them would not have altered: 

the workers would carry on slaving for their exploiters, 

grazing materially and spiritually, with no prospect to 

look forward to but the repose of the grave. 

Thus the individuals escape from wage slavery, which 

anyway means that those who make it are obliged to 

exploit their class brothers, offers no remedy to the 

social ills afflicting the proletariat. Such escapes can 

only occur on a small scale and all that they imply is a 

few adjustments to a few individual situations, having 

no impact upon the fate of the workers as a whole, who 

carry on slaving for the benefit of the masters and 

rulers. 

Furthermore, even were the numbers achieving 

comparative ease, indeed wealth, larger, that would do 

nothing to erase the antagonism that pits the producer 

class against the parasite class. For as long as social 

relations remain as they are  ï the relation of employer 

to wage slave, of ruler to ruled  ï the problem will 

remain and class struggle will be an inevitable 

phenomenon. 

Even if we were to suppose that the moans of the 

masses crushed and broken on the social battlefield 

were to trouble the peace of mind of the smug and those 

who, out of a spirit of charity or guile, may deign to 

cater for the material lives of the exploited, 

amalgamation of the classes would not be the outcome 

of such intervention and society would not be pacified 

by that remedy. 

It has often been said: ñMan does not live by bread 

alone!ò Which is why the social question is not just a 

material problem. For us to be happy and content, it is 

not enough that we should be assured of our ñcrustò: we 

also want to be free of all impediment and all 

domination: we want to be free, to be beholden to none 

and to have no relations with our neighbours other than 

those founded on equality, regardless of the differences 

in our abilities, expertise and functions. 

The point therefore is to work a change in the structure 

of society so that henceforth there is only one category, 

one class possible: that of the producers. Such essential 

change can only be wrought on the basis of communism  

ï communism alone being able to guarantee that every 

individual enjoys complete autonomy and unfettered 

scope for development. 

Once upon a time, before big industry drove the artisan 

from his tiny workshop  ï and stripped him off the 

instrument of his labours  ï the working man had some 

prospect of carving out a rough, but independent 

existence for himself. Today, in industry, such a dream 

is feasible only in exceptional cases. 

Even now in the countryside the peasant can hope to 

carve out a comparatively free existence upon a tract of 

land. However, such liberation is tending to become 

more and more fraught with difficulties (and in most 

cases very precarious) because of the confiscation of the 

land by the rich, because of the escalating taxes and the 

rapaciousness of the middlemen. And anyway, the 

peasants liberation is accompanied by such worries! He 

lives in constant terror of the tax collector, the 

moneylender and leads a joyless, crushingly bleak 

existence slaving like an ox. 

Such autonomy of peasant and artisan, gained at huge 

effort, is a particularly illusory emancipation in that 

both are beholden to capitalism and their earnings are 

modest, in comparison with the amount of toil required 

of them. They are societyôs hybrids who do not quite fit 

the description bourgeois, nor are they wage-slaves: 

they are a hang-over from the artisanate and the 

peasantry: although not readily classifiable, their 

interests and those of the working class are the very 

same. At present, though, they can be taken to task for 

preferring their own fate to that of the wage slave: 

except that they ought to be saying to themselves that 

their living conditions are a hang-over from the past and 

that it is in their interest to lend a hand in the coming 

social change: indeed, they have much to gain from 

offering no resistance to the Revolution, and instead 

playing a part in its success and adapting to the new 

modes of production and distribution. 

So we can see how illusory is the bait of individual 

emancipation held out by the bourgeoisie: of the several 

methods of personal escape from Wage Slavery 

hypothetically on offer, none is liable to be widely taken 

up and thus cannot be embraced by the workers at large 

as a remedy to their sad lot, for none is likely to provide 

for a free and comfortable existence for all. 

So, if this dream of individual escape from wage slavery 

has been peddled by the bourgeoisie, it is because the 

bourgeoisie has seen it as a siding that can stop the 

working class from attaining class consciousness. By 

stimulating appetites and over-stimulating selfish 

ambitions, it has counted upon keeping the Proletariat 

divided against itself indefinitely so that with each 
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individualôs head filled with thoughts of nothing but the 

scramble to get ahead, his only concern will be with 

climbing on his comrades backs, which will act as a 

brake upon the spirit of revolt and nullify innate 

tendencies towards solidarity. 

But the human being could not resign himself 

fatalistically to perpetual slavery: the seeds of discord 

and hatred which the bourgeoisie look forward to seeing 

sprout from the Peopleôs hearts so that its own security 

can be assured are a weed, the spread of which cannot 

forever strangle the growth of instincts of sociability, 

for life through agreement is every bit as crucial to the 

survival of human society as the ferocious struggle to 

survive is dear to the exploiters. 

Consequently, in spite of the sophistry and the 

falsehoods with which its head is filled, it was 

inevitable that the proletariat should attain 

consciousness of its class interests, especially as the 

merest flickering glimmer of reason had to open its eyes 

to the fact that societyôs afflictions are not inescapable. 

Why these striking, revolting inequalities? How come 

there are wretches who want for their daily bread when 

there are some who cannot think up ways of 

squandering their surplus? How come men are paid only 

inadequate wages for hellish toil when there are 

parasites wallowing in comfort and luxury? 

What is the reason for it all? Is agricultural and 

industrial output not up to meeting everyoneôs needs? 

No! In the course of his active life, any man devoting 

himself to useful toil produces more than he needs to 

match what he consumes (in food, clothing, 

accommodation, etc.), and then some; over that time he 

produces as well enough to reimburse the community 

for the advances it has made to him to rear him to 

manhood and he also produces enough to ensure that he 

has the wherewithal to live when, overtaken by old age, 

he will not be able to work any longer. 

Now, if the existence of every single person is not 

guaranteed, for the present as well as for the future, out 

of this fund of intense personal productivity, the reason 

is that this wealth is not being used to guarantee the 

upkeep of those with a natural entitlement but is 

diverted by the capitalist class away from its social 

destination and mainly turned to its own benefit. 

That the level of agricultural and industrial productivity 

is high enough for everyoneôs needs to be met is now 

incontrovertible. 

In industrial terms, production potential is, thanks to the 

tremendous improvement in tools, well-nigh unlimited: 

so true is this that in spite of the prudence of 

industrialists who each try to tailor their workers output 

to the commercial demands of the market, there often is 

a glut in the shape of over-production. Those hardest hit 

in such circumstances are the workers: it is they who 

suffer the painful consequences of such crises, because, 

in order to restore the balance, the exploiters cannot 

think of any better solution than to slow down 

production, which leads to unemployment and leads to 

even greater wretchedness for the working class. 

On the agricultural scene, the picture is equally sombre: 

the object of farming is not to reap mammoth harvests 

and thereby create food in great abundance: the object 

of farming is to sell at a profit. Now since sale prices 

slump in years when the harvest has been good, whereas 

man-power tends to become more expensive, farmers 

would rather a passable than an abundant harvest, the 

former being more easily and more profitably disposed 

of. 

So here we have the general position: abundance of 

produce of all sorts is dreaded rather than desired and 

there is a tendency to keep the supply low so that it can 

be sold dear. The needs of the mass of humanity never 

figure among the preoccupations of the capitalists who 

preside over production: we have the monstrous 

spectacle of entire peoples bereft of the means of 

survival  ï and all too often literally perishing of hunger  

ï when there is an adequate supply of food, clothing 

and accommodation available. 

Such a glaring iniquity is condemnation enough, 

without further arguments being required, of the social 

organisation that engenders it. It is utterly necessary that 

this monstrous system of distribution that vests almost 

everything in an exploitative, parasitical ruling 

minority, most of whom have little or no hand in wealth 

creation, should be overthrown. Now, given the extent 

of industrial and scientific development, such a solution 

seems practicable only thanks to a fundamental 

transformation: the system of exploitation that marshals 

human resources in order to set them to producing for 

the benefit of the confiscator of natural resources and 

instruments of labour must be replaced by a system of 

solidarity taking natural resources and the instruments 

of labour into common ownership and setting them to 

work for the benefit of all. 

This change is an ineluctable necessity and its advent is 

hastened as the working class acquires a better 

understanding of its class interests. But this task of 

reorganising society can only be carried out and brought 

off in a context purged of all bourgeois contamination. 

This function of acting as midwife to the new society 

thus falls legitimately upon the shoulders of the Party of 

Labour, the sole agency which, by virtue of its very 

make-up, excludes all of the dross of society from its 

ranks. 

Consequently, the marshalling of the working class into 

a bloc separate from all the parties  ï and with 

appropriate tactics and methodologies of its very own  ï 

is no flash in the pan; it is an inherent requirement of 

the present context, for only in such a party  ï which 

implies perfect homogeneity and utter identity of 

interests  ï can it feel utterly at home. 
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Anywhere else, any other grouping is 

open to infiltration by elements of the 

propertied class and the ambitions of 

individuals can have noxious implications. 

Which is why none of them can boast the 

unity of outlook, action and aim that are 

automatically attributes of the party of the 

proletariat class: which is why none is so 

plainly qualified to prosecute and 

accomplish the task of social revolution, 

expropriation and reorganisation. 

Its Aim  

The Party of Labour is the party of the 

future. In the harmonious society whose 

day is coming, there will be no place for 

anyone but Labour: parasites of every sort 

will of necessity be eliminated from it. So 

it is only natural that the Party of Labour, 

the crucible in which the social 

combinations of yearned for tomorrows 

are made, stands outside of all the existing 

parties. This is especially unremarkable 

since it stands apart from them by virtue 

not only of its form of cohesion, but also 

in terms of the aim it pursues and the 

methodologies it advocates and practises. 

Whilst other parties have as their objective the retention 

or removal of the government line-up  ï according as 

they reckon that it is, or ought to be favourable to their 

own appetites, their ambitions or quite simply to their 

cronies  ï the Party of Labour ignores this outward and 

quite superficial business and sets its cap at working an 

internal and external change in the elements of society; 

it labours to change mind-sets, forms of association and 

economic relationships. 

The goal it pursues is thoroughgoing emancipation of 

the workers. Espousing as its own the watchword of the 

International Working Menôs Association, of which it is 

the logical heir, it takes it as inevitable that that 

emancipation will be the working classôs own doing, 

without meddling by outside or heterogeneous 

elements. It is obvious that, if it is not to be a mirage, 

that emancipation will have to imply the elimination of 

the bourgeois class and the utter demolition of its 

privileges. 

Which is to say that the Party of Labour aims at a 

radical transformation of the social system. 

Examination of economic phenomena demonstrates that 

that transformation must be achieved through 

neutralisation of private property and the burgeoning of 

a communist arrangement, so that the current relations 

between individuals  ï the relations of wage-slave to 

capitalist, of led to leader  ï may be turned into relations 

of equality and liberty. 

In fact, there will be no thoroughgoing emancipation 

unless exploiters and leaders disappear from the scene 

and tabula rasa made of all capitalist and state 

institutions. Such an undertaking cannot be effected 

peaceably, much less lawfully! History teaches that the 

privileged have never surrendered their privileges 

without having been compelled so to do and forced into 

it by their rebellious victims. It is unlikely that the 

bourgeoisie is blessed with an exceptional greatness of 

soul and will abdicate voluntarily...Recourse to force, 

which, as Karl Marx has said, is ñthe mid-wife to 

societiesò, will be required. 

So the Party of Labour is a party of Revolution. 

Except that it does not regard the Revolution as a future 

cataclysm for which we must wait patiently to see 

emerging from the inevitable working-out of events. 

Such pious awaiting of the final catastrophe would be 

nothing more than transposition to and continuation 

upon materialist ground, of the old millenarian dreams. 

The Revolution is an undertaking for all times, for today 

as well as tomorrow: it is continual action, a daily 

battling without let-up or respite, against the forces of 

oppression and exploitation. A rebel embarked upon a 

revolutionary act is one who, repudiating the legitimacy 

of present society, works to undermine it. 

It is to this unrelenting task of Revolution that the 

workers in their Trade Unions are committed. They 

regard themselves as being in ongoing insurrection 

against capitalist society and, within its bosom, they are 

hatching and developing the embryo of the society 

wherein Labour will be All. 

Examination of economic 

phenomena demonstrates that tha t 

transformation must be achieved 

through neutralisation of private 

property and the burgeoning of a 

communist arrangement, so that 

the current relations between 

individuals  ð the relations of wage -

slave to capitalist, of led to leader  

ð may be turned in to relations of 

equality and liberty.  
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However, in spite of this consistently subversive stance, 

they are prey to the requirements of bourgeois rule: but, 

whilst deferring to the needs of the present, they do not 

conform to the forms of legality and do not bless it with 

their acquiescence, even when it decks itself out with 

reforming colours. Their revolutionary efforts are 

designed to wrest partial improvements from the 

bourgeoisie, improvements that they never mistake for 

definitive. Thus, whatever the improvement they gain, 

and however significant it may seem, they always 

declare it to be inadequate and, as soon as they have the 

measure of their strength, they waste no time before 

demanding more. 

There is another advantage to these struggles which are 

forever being relaunched in ongoing harrying of the 

exploiters, quite apart from the fact that they undermine 

and dismantle capitalist institutions, and that they blood 

and strengthen the working class. 

It is this posture of ongoing insurrection against 

definitive conformity with existing conditions that 

marks the revolutionary character of the Party of 

Labour. 

It is a mistake to imagine that violence is always 

characteristic of a 

revolutionary act: such an 

act can also assume a 

very moderate shape 

displaying nothing of the 

destructive brutality 

which our adversaries 

point to as the essential 

feature of revolutionism. 

Indeed, it should not be 

forgotten that in most 

circumstances the act in 

itself has no definite 

character: it acquires one 

only as the motives that 

prompted it are subjected 

to analysis. Which is why 

the same acts can, 

according to the case in 

point, be declared good 

or bad, just of unjust, revolutionary or reformist. For 

instance: killing a man on the corner of the boulevard is 

a crime: killing him using a guillotine is, from the 

bourgeois point of view, an act of justice: killing a 

despot is an act glorified by some and despised by 

others. And yet these various acts are in fact the same: a 

human life is ended! 

It follows therefore that the revolutionism of the 

working class can manifest itself in very anodyne 

actions just as its reformist mentality might be 

underlined by unduly violent acts. This, moreover, is 

what we can see in the United States: strikes there are 

often marked by acts of violence (renegades executed, 

dynamite outrages, etc.) which are not indicative of a 

revolutionary frame of mind, in that the object the 

strikers have in mind is restricted to improvements that 

pose no challenge to the principle of exploitation: the 

current society looks bearable to them and doing away 

with wage slavery does not enter their minds. 

As a result, the index of the Party of Labours 

revolutionary character is that, without ever neglecting 

to fight for minor improvements, it aims at the 

transformation of capitalist society into a harmonious 

society. 

Improvements, secured on a day to day basis, are thus 

merely stages along the road to human emancipation: 

the immediate material advantages they bring are 

matched by a considerable moral benefit: they bolster 

the working classôs ardour, stimulate its desire for 

betterment and prompt it to press for more significant 

change. 

The only thing is that it would be the most dangerous of 

illusions to confine Trade Union action to the securing 

of partial improvements: that would be to slide into a 

morbid reformism. Important though such 

improvements may be, they are not enough: they are 

merely a partial claw-back 

of the bourgeoisiesô 

privileges: as a result, they 

do not tinker with the 

relations between Labour 

and Capital. No matter how 

splendid these 

improvements might be 

imagined to be, they leave 

the worker still under the 

rule of wage-slavery: he is 

just as dependent upon his 

Master as ever! Now what 

the working-class needs is 

complete liberation: which 

means wholesale 

expropriation of the 

bourgeoisie. 

That decisive act, the 

culmination of preceding 

struggles, implies utter ruination for privilege, and, 

whereas the preceding struggles may have been pursued 

peacefully, it is unimaginable that the ultimate clash 

will come to pass without some revolutionary 

conflagration. 

Historical Summary 

The Party of Labour finds organisational expression in 

the General Confederation of Labour (CGT) which was 

launched in Limoges at the Trade Union congress held 

there in 1895. But if we wish to investigate its gestation 

and lineage, we must look a lot further back in time: 

there is a direct line showing the Party of Labour to be 

an emanation of the INTERNATIONAL WORKING 

there is a direct line 

showing the Party of 

Labour to be an 

emanation of the 

INTERNATIONAL 

WORKING MENõS 

ASSOCIATION, of which 

it is the historical 

continuation  
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MENôS ASSOCIATION, of which it is the historical 

continuation. 

Throughout the 19th century, the workers fought with 

indefatigable tenacity to break through the impediments 

imposed by the bourgeoisie upon their wishes to band 

together: instinctively, they set up class groupings 

(embryonic, naturally), under cover of mutual 

associations or in the shape of resistance societies. 

When at last the International Working Menôs 

Association was established, a tremor of hope ran 

through the proletariat: its aspirations, hitherto ill-

defined, acquired substance and the future struck it as a 

less bleak prospect. 

In fact, in its ñgivensò, the International framed the 

programme of the Party of Labour: it declared: 

That the emancipation of the workers must be 

the workers own doingé 

That the subjection of the worker to capital is 

the source of all servitude: political, moral and 

material 

That, on that basis, economic emancipation is 

the great goal to which all political movement 

must be SUBORDINATE. 

That all efforts to date have failed, for want of 

solidarity between the workers of various trades 

within each country and of a fraternal union 

between the workers of various countries. 

There is a formal linkage of theory and tactics: the only 

differentiation made is in the mode of association, 

which is henceforth to be the interest group  ï the Trade 

Union  ï whilst within the International, general 

agreement was established through the affinity group  ï 

the branch  ï into which motley elements poured. It has 

to be pointed out, though, that this difference in the 

mode of association was something of a consequence of 

the conditions in which the social struggle was 

conducted under the Second Empire: so it would be 

incorrect to see it as a derogation from the principle of 

class struggle, especially as the ñgivensò cited above are 

indicative of the importance that the internationalists 

gave to trade association. 

But it was not long before two camps emerged within 

the ranks of the International: on one side, the 

centralists, the authoritarians, including Karl Marx who, 

in accordance with the formula devised by his disciple 

Eccarius, called for ñthe conquest of political power in 

order to pass laws for the benefit of the workersò: and, 

on the other, the federalists or autonomists loyal to the 

spirit of the International who fought against this 

tendency ñin the name of the social revolution we 

 
1 This quotation, like the next one, is lifted from the Circular 

issued by the Jura Federation congress held in Sonvilier 

(Switzerland) on 12 November 1871. The signatories 

included one Jules Guesde who subsequently ... 

espouse, whose programme is: Emancipation of the 

workers by the workers themselves, outside of any 

directing authority, even should said authority be 

elected and agreed by the workers.ò1 

And the autonomists went on to add:  

The society of the future should be nothing 

more than the Internationalôs universalisation. 

So we ought to take care to match that 

organisation as closely as possible to our ideals. 

How could one expect an egalitarian, free 

society to emerge from an authoritarian 

organisation? That would be an impossibility. It 

behoves the International, as the embryo of the 

human society of the future, to be, from this 

moment forth, the faithful reflection of our 

principles of freedom and federation and to cast 

out any principle leaning towards authority and 

dictatorship. 

The Party of Labour espouses these principles of 

autonomy and federalism as its own. 

Trade Union recovery 

In the wake of the events of 1870-1871, following the 

ghastly massacres that followed the crushing of the 

Commune, the bourgeoisie, drunk on the bloodshed, 

reckoned that it had purged the working class for good 

of any inclination to press its claims. It forgot that the 

spirit of revolt is a by-product of a bad social milieu and 

not the result of subversive preaching and that it would 

inevitably return as long as the context remained likely 

to favour its development. 

By the final years of the reign of Napoleon III, the 

Trade Unions had grown so much that they dared to 

organise themselves into a Federation and, although that 

rudimentary agency bound together only the Parisian 

unions, its propaganda activity and solidarity activity 

reached out into the provinces. These federated unions 

were simultaneously affiliated to the International: they 

took a hand in uprisings and, after the storm had passed, 

those which had not foundered utterly had to hold their 

tongues. 

In 1872, a forerunner of yellow unionism, Barberet2 

thought that the time had come  ï with the 

revolutionaries crushed or scattered  ï to federate what 

few unions were left and steer them along the paths of 

righteousness. Twenty five unions answered his call, 

but the moral order was in such a fright about workers 

organisations that it banned the Cercle de lôUnion 

syndicale. Whilst no direct measures were taken against 

the unions, their isolation and weakness was a comfort 

2 In return for his attempts at domesticating the workers, 

Barberet was appointed (sometime around 1880) the 

mutualist great Manitou at the Interior ministry. 
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to the government: they carried on existing on the 

fringes of the Code, merely tolerated. 

Between then and 1876 Trade Union activity showed 

itself in delegations to the Expositions in Vienne (1873) 

and Philadelphia (1876), which delegations created 

temporary liaison between the various groups, but, 

reactionary though it may have been, they could 

scarcely have caused the government a second thought. 

Growing bolder, the plan emerged for a labour 

congress: it met in Paris in 1876 and delegates from 70 

Parisian unions and from 37 towns (with mandates from 

one or more trades associations) took part in it. The 

figures give some clue as to the growing vigour of the 

Trade Union movement: one year earlier, in 1875, 

figures rather higher than the real ones placed the 

number of existing unions at 35 in Paris and provinces 

alike, manifest proof that the workers did not wait for 

the licence granted under the 1884 legislation before 

setting up their unions. The 1884 law merely registered 

a fait accompli: the bourgeoisie, unable to thwart the 

rise of the Trade Unions, put a brave face on things by 

granting them legal recognition. 

At the first congress in 1874 Barberet had pontificated: 

however, objections were voiced to his presence and 

from then on, it was made plain that authentic labour 

organisations jealous of their dignity and autonomy 

would never condescend to allow themselves to be 

tamed. 

At that time, the demarcation lines between political 

organisations and trades associations were blurred: 

social studies groups and Trade Unions engaged in joint 

propaganda, took part in workers congresses, etc. and 

did so all the more agreeably for political concerns 

being relegated to the background. The movement was 

plainly anti-parliamentary: all of the revolutionaries 

joined forces to see off the Barberettiste menace. 

That danger averted  ï it was warded off once and for 

all at the Marseille congress (1879) and the Le Havre 

congress (1880)  ï a number of schools of thought 

surfaced. For a start there was the division between the 

anti-statists, steadfast advocates of anti-parliamentarism 

(the anarchists) and those who, with the seal of 

approval, of Karl Marx after he put his ñMinimum 

Programmeò into circulation, laid claim to the 

designation of collectivists and leapt into the 

parliamentary arena, hypnotised by the hope of 

capturing power. There was a rational basis to that first 

split, in that it arose from divergent outlooks. It became 

apparent that personnel who made everything secondary 

to capturing public office and those who still staked all 

their hopes upon revolutionary action could no longer 

travel the same road. 

But if that split was explicable in terms of a difference 

of principle, the same cannot be said of the splits that 

came after: they were simply the consequences of 

regrettable but inevitable electoral competition. The 

desire quickly to capture a majority of votes cast led to 

a watering-down of the programme: the diehards, 

faithful to the ñMinimum Programmeò, were called 

Guesdists, after their leader Jules Guesde, and they 

hung the label of Possibilists on those who were more 

inclined to follow Paul Brousse and Joffrin. 

It was the Saint-Etienne congress in 1882 that their 

paths separated: the Guesdists found themselves 

outnumbered there and after some stormy proceedings 

they withdrew to hold a congress in Roanne. 

A few years on, in 1890, a further split added to the 

dispersion of worker elements: this split hit the 

Possibilist ranks at the Chatellerault congress: the 

moderates turned into followers of Brousse (Broussists) 

whereas the revolutionaries whose sympathies lay with 

Allemane were described as Allemanists. 

These internecine squabbles had a particularly 

damaging effect because the Trade Union groupings 

were an integral part of the various feuding factions 

and, quite naturally, professed to belong to this faction 

or the other, in line with the preferences if the militants 

by whom they were headed. This state of affairs led to 

an understandable weakening of the Trade Unions: the 

more or less conscious workers were too inclined to 

keep them at arms length  ï as were those who looked 

to a faction other than the one that held sway within 

their own trade association. Trades organisations, 

neutered by political jockeying, were thus reduced to 

having scarcely any more influence than the social 

studies groups with whom they rubbed shoulders when 

workers congresses were held. 

Towards autonomy 

One can only be wrong-footed for a certain length of 

time. The Trade Unions gained strength. Being the 

essential coming-together, they are too necessary a 

thing for the political jockeying acted out within their 

ranks to do any radical damage. 

The unions grew and, as they grew, becoming conscious 

of their raison dô°tre and the mission that has fallen to 

them, they dreamed of wriggling free of political 

tutelage. The first sign of this was the organisation of a 

congress that met in Lyon in 1886. Participation was 

open only to Trade Union delegates: the main issue 

posed was the creation of a Federation to liaise between 

the unions. 

The government believed that this distancing of the 

unions from irksome, discordant political concerns was 

going to serve its own plans for domesticating the 

workers and, in the hope of a resurgence of 

Barberettisme, it advanced subsidies for the congress. 

How cruelly disappointed it was! Examination of the 

1884 law on trades unions was the touchstone issue at 

the congress. This law, only recently implemented, was 

gone over with a fine-tooth comb. It was established 

that the unions had not at all waited for its promulgation 
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before expanding and that its only justification was a 

capitalist desire for self-preservation and an ulterior 

notion that the trades union movement might prove 

susceptible to be channelled through it. 

Then it was decided that a National Federation of Trade 

Unions should be launched to marshal trades bodies on 

a class struggle basis against the powerful organisation 

of the bourgeoisie, for the purposes of offence and 

defence. 

But, considerable though they were, the ravages of 

politics were not yet, in everyoneôs mind, sufficiently 

plain for any thought to be given to preventive action 

against their repetition. No prophylactic steps were 

taken and so the Trade 

Union Party which tended 

to make its stand outside 

of the various schools of 

socialism continued to 

come under fire from that 

quarter and the Trade 

Unions remained in thrall 

to those schools. However, 

in spite of the climate of 

the Federation of Trade 

Unions being still heavy 

with the miasma of 

politics, the thinking 

peculiar to trade unionism 

was hatching and 

gathering weight there. 

Thus, at its third congress, 

held in Bordeaux in 1888, 

the principle of the general 

strike was passed: another motion, also passed, 

committed ñthe workers to separate from the 

politicians.. and to organise trades councils on a firm 

footing (these) alone will make up the great army of 

social demands.ò Again the following congress (Calais, 

1890) enjoined the workers, as of 1 May 1891, to 

ñreport to the factory as normal and then to walk out, 

after eight hours on the premises, whether the boss likes 

it or not.ò 

These trends in economic action were to grow, in spite 

of the opposition mounted by the socialist (Guesdist) 

school of thought which at that time was in the majority 

in the Trade Union Federation: this can be seen plainly 

at the congress of Marseilles in 1892: in spite of the 

pressure from the Guesdists, the efficacity of the 

General Strike was again affirmed and the futility of 

seeking public position proclaimed. 

One blemish  ï a product of the pre-eminence afforded 

by the Trade Union Federation to political concerns  ï 

ruled out adaptation of that organisation to the needs of 

trade unionism which were becoming plainer and 

plainer. It was a body connecting the Trade Unions only 

singly, so that they remained isolated within the 

umbrella group (which was a federation in name only) 

and it neglected to establish between these single unions 

the links that were essential at local level as well as 

within each trade. Now, since ñthe function creates the 

agencyò, it was inevitable that a grouping suited to the 

unions needs would be launched. The Bourses du travail 

were already in existence, coordinating the Trade Union 

forces at local level: trades federations too were already 

in existence, linking the unions within the same trade 

right across France. But these agencies were, if not 

isolated from one another, then at least without regular 

contact with one another. 

In 1892 the establishment of the Federation of Bourses 

du Travail went half-way to meeting the unions 

requirements: although it grouped only the Bourses du 

Travail or Local General 

Trades Unions, it quickly 

gained considerable influence. 

This was because it addressed 

the aspirations to economic 

union and turned a blind eye 

to political opinions. These 

trends towards economic 

cohesiveness surfaced at the 

Trade Union congress 

sponsored by the Federation 

of Bourses and held in Paris in 

July 1893. The resolution 

below which was adopted 

there posed once and for all 

and with clarity the 

fundamental status of class 

agency that the General 

Confederation of Labour 

(CGT) would turn out to be: 

All labour unions must, with all possible 

urgency: 

1) Affiliate to their trade Federation or, should 

none exist, launch one: band together into a 

Local Federation or Bourse du Travail, 

whereupon these Federations and Bourses du 

Travail ought to set themselves up as National 

Federations: 

2) The National Trades Federations, once in 

place, will have to come to some 

accommodation with the Federations abroad 

and establish International Federations. 

In an effort at conciliation, the congress expressed the 

wish that the Federation of Bourses du Travail and the 

Federation of Trade Unions might amalgamate into a 

single organisation. Such an amalgamation was to be 

attempted at the Nantes congress in 1894: but instead of 

the rapprochement that was aimed at, there was a 

definitive split. It could scarcely have been otherwise: 

the outlook of the tendencies present made the falling-

out predicable. The issue of the General Strike was the 

touchstone: a wide-ranging debate proved the 
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theoretical and tactical irreconcilability between 

political-parliamentary action and economic action: the 

vote that endorsed the latter gave the victory to those 

who went on to become the Trade Unionists: 67 votes 

were cast in favour of the General Strike and 37 against. 

That spelled the end for the Trade Union Federation and 

the congress realised that, so much so that it decided 

that a National Labour Council would be launched. It 

vegetated for a year, up until the Limoges congress in 

1895. 

Economic take-off 

The falling-out at the Nantes congress went 

considerably further than merely severance from the 

political elements: it involved a final breach with the 

capitalist regime. The working class was to create its 

own autonomous agencies which, for the time being, 

would be combat organisations and, in the future, would 

garner enough revolutionary strength to stand up to the 

bourgeoisies political and administrative institutions 

and to destroy them or take them over as the need might 

be. 

At the Limoges congress the launching of the 

GENERAL CONFEDERATION OF LABOUR (CGT) 

did not proceed without some resistance. Article one of 

the confederations charter laid down the principle that 

was to breathe life into Trade Union associations: the 

personnel making up the Confederation must stand 

outside of all schools of politics. This triggered heated 

arguments. In spite of everything, it was passed by a 

huge majority: out of 150 votes cast, 124 were in favour 

and only 14 opposed. 

Those arguing for pride of place to be given to political 

actions moved that only the Confederation as such was 

obliged to keep out of politics: as for the component 

unions, it would be up to them to make their own 

decision. This argument was rejected. In practice, 

though, all too often, this was the principle that was 

adopted. The congress had laid down guidelines, but no 

one could  ï and no one tried to  ï enforce obedience 

through authority. This itself was an indication of the 

consciousness of the workers. 

The important thing was to affirm the necessity for 

organising on the economic terrain and eliminating all 

preoccupation with politics. As for the germination and 

development of this principle, that was left to the 

passage of time and to the initiative of the militants. 

Over the following five years, the CGT remained stalled 

at the embryonic stage. Its activities were virtually nil 

and most of its time was spent on underlining a 

regrettable antagonism that had developed between 

itself and the Federation of Bourses du Travail. This 

latter organisation, which was at that time autonomous, 

was a rallying point for all of the revolutionary activity 

of the Trade Unions, whilst the CGT (which by this 

point was only an umbrella for the trades Federations) 

was in a state of vegetation. 

Over this period of time, the Confederation took its lead 

and its guidance from elements which have since tended 

to be labelled as reformist. Since the politicians were 

unable to take the organisation over, they looked down 

their noses at it: some of their disciples were part of the 

majority within it, however, but, irritated by the 

congress of Limogesôs decision, they were unable to 

engage in proper politicking and, lacking any real belief 

in the value of economic action, they did not to 

encourage development of the Confederation. 

It was only following the trades congress held in Paris 

in 1900, when the Confederations own mouthpiece (La 

Voix du peuple) was launched and when revolutionary 

elements flooded into and gained the upper hand within 

the Confederation, that under this dual stimulation, that 

body graduated from its larval stage. 

From then on, it never looked back. In 1900, at the 

opening of the Paris congress, it embraced only 16 

national federations and 5 different organisations: by 

September 1904, and the opening of the Bourges 

congress, it embraced 53 trades federations or national 

unions, plus fifteen single unions. Moreover, under the 

sway of revolutionary elements, a sort of moral unity 

was created between the Federation of Bourses du 

Travail and the CGT, and this was vital for the struggle 

and was a prelude to what has since been termed 

ñlabour unityò. The Montpellier congress in 1902 

proclaimed the need for just such unity and made it a 

reality by knitting together the Federation of Bourses du 

Travail and the Federation of national trades federations 

(which is what the CGT had amounted to up until then). 

And so, nine years on, the motion passed by the Trade 

Union congress held in Paris in 1893 was fleshed out, 

organisationally. 

Since the Montpellier congress, the GENERAL 

CONFEDERATION OF LABOUR (CGT), the 

organisational structure of which seems to have settled 

.. with only a few minor adjustments, as the need arises  

ï has expanded normally: from then on it was a force 

with which bourgeois society had to reckon: it made its 

stand against capital and the State, determined not 

merely to render them less harmful but to lay the 

groundwork for and encompass their final ruination. 

***  

In the brief historical survey above, we have seen trades 

associations banding together to establish an organism 

genuinely free of all tutelage and tailored to the 

revolutionary task at which they work. Such a 

panoramic overview is more revealing about the power 

of the PARTY OF LABOUR than doctrinal 

affirmations and shows that the economic approach of 

the unions is no fleeting phase but rather the logical 

outcome of the development of worker consciousness. 
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The new partyôs programme is concise: 

article one of the Confederations statutes 

offers a summary of them: 

The CGT embraces  ï outside of all of the 

schools of politics  ï all workers cognizant 

of the struggle to be waged for the 

elimination of wage-slavery and the 

employer class. That brief statement of 

principle encapsulates the entire essence of 

trade unionist doctrine: it is the very 

definition of it. As for the other articles of 

the CGT statutes, they mirror the moment 

and are thus subject to amendment just as 

they would be in any living organism. 

They are not to be taken as a prerequisite 

framework, but rather as the labouring 

masses form of cohesion, the form best suited to the 

demands of the current struggle. The Party of Labour 

does not owe its power to its statutory framework: its 

strength arises from the individuals who are its 

component parts and from the intensity of the spirit of 

rebellion by which they are driven. 

What sets trade unionism apart from the various schools 

of socialism  ï and makes it superior  ï is its doctrinal 

sobriety. Inside the unions, there is little philosophising. 

They do better than that: they act! There, on the no 

manôs land of economic terrain, personnel who join, 

imbued with the teachings of some (philosophical, 

political, religious, etc.) school of thought or another, 

have their rough edges knocked off until they are left 

only with the principles to which they all subscribe: the 

yearning for improvement and comprehensive 

emancipation. Which is why  ï without erecting any 

doctrinal barriers, and without formulating any credo  ï 

trade unionism looms as the quintessential practice of 

the various social doctrines. 

For it is not in theory only that the PARTY OF 

LABOUR has a profile of its own: its tactics and 

methodology are peculiar to itself and, far from drawing 

inspiration from the democratic idea, they are the 

negation thereof. But tactics and methodology are so 

natural that the workers, even those most imbued with 

democratism, once they enter the trades organisations, 

are subjected to the influence of their surroundings and 

act just like all their colleagues do, as trade unionists. 

 
1 At the Paris congress in 1918, an overhaul of the statutes 

abolished the Federation of Bourses du Travail which was 

replaced by a section made up of Departmental Unions, as 

Article 2 of the CGT statutes attests: 

Article 2  ï The General Confederation of Labour (CGT) is 

made up of: 

1. National industrial Federations 

2. The Departmental Unions of the various Trade 

Unions 

The modalities of trade unionist action are not the 

expression of the consent of the majority manifesting 

itself through the empirical procedures of universal 

suffrage: they draw their inspiration from the means by 

which, in Nature, Life in its many forms and aspects 

manifests itself and develops. Just the way that Life 

appears first at one point, in one cell: just as, with the 

passage of time, there is always one cell that is the agent 

of ferment and change; so, in a trade unionist context, 

the first move comes from the conscious minorities 

who, through their example, their thrust rather than 

through authoritarian injunctions) draw the most frigid 

masses into their orbit and sweep them into action. 

This tactical approach is Direct Action in action! From 

it flow all of the modes of Trade Union action. Strikes, 

boycotts, sabotage, etc., are all merely translations of 

Direct Action. 

Appendix 

THE CONFEDERAL ORGANISM  ï The network of 

the confederal organisation that binds the unions one to 

another is as straightforward as can be, given the 

demands of propaganda and of the struggle with which 

they have to contend. 

The CGT is made up of two sections: that of the trades 

Federations and that of the Bourses du Travail.1 

Through affiliation to the Bourse du Travail (or Local 

Union of Trade Unions) the various trades unions gain a 

facility of propaganda within a city or specific region: 

this is a task that they would find difficult, if not 

impossible, to tackle if they were to slide into a 

And the make-up of the Confederal Committee was amended 

as follows: 

Article 9  ï The National Committee is made up of a coming 

together of delegates from the Federations and the 

Departmental Unions. It meets thrice each year, in March, 

July and November, and, extra-ordinarily, at the invitation of 

the Steering Commission and the Bureau. It is the executor of 

decisions made by national congresses. It takes a hand in 

every aspect of worker life and pronounces upon matters of a 

general order. 

This tactical approach is Direct 

Action  in action! From it flow 

all of the modes of Trade Union 

action. Strikes, boycotts, 

sabotage, etc., are all m erely 

translations of Direct Action . 
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pernicious isolation. That mainly educational 

undertaking consists of establishing new unions and of 

honing the consciousness of the unionised so as to draw 

the largest possible numbers of workers into the Trade 

Union orbit. To this end the Bourse sets up reading 

rooms and lays on classes, helps with anti-militarist 

propaganda by welcoming young-barracked troops 

under its wing, offering legal advice, etc. 

Affiliation to the 

national trade 

Federation addresses, 

rather, the need for 

combativeness and 

resistance. These 

Federations are an 

umbrella for the 

unions belonging to 

the same trade or 

industry and they 

encompass the whole 

of France, which 

makes them energetic 

fighting associations: 

should a dispute arise 

anywhere, the 

solidarity of the masses is mobilised to defeat the 

employers. Thus, the strength of a given union is 

magnified by moral and material backing from its 

federated unions right across France.  

The only thing was that if the Bourses du Travail 

remained isolated one from another and if the trades 

Federations did likewise, the cohesiveness of labour, 

stopping at the mid-way mark, could never attain a 

generalised strength, given that the local bodies would 

not be able to reach beyond the boundaries of their own 

regions and the national bodies would not see any 

further than the boundaries of their own trades. In order 

to attain to a greater power, these several bodies 

federated with one another, in accordance with their 

natures: the trades Federations with trades Federations 

and the Bourses du Travail with other Bourses du 

Travail. 

It was at this level of the Trade Union organism that the 

General Confederation of Labour (CGT) arose: it 

comprises both sections  ï the section made up of trades 

Federations and that made up of the Bourses du Travail. 

Each of these federal wings is topped by a Committee 

made up of delegates from each affiliated organisation: 

these delegates are subject to recall at all times: as a 

result, they remain in ongoing liaison with the 

association from which they receive their mandate, 

which is at liberty to replace them at any time. 

The Federations wing and the federated Bourses du 

Travail wing are each autonomous bodies. 

Finally, at the last level we have the National 

Confederal Council: it is made up of a coming-together 

of the delegates from both wings, and within its remit 

fall general propaganda matters of relevance to the 

working class as a whole. Thus, to cite some examples 

of the tasks that fall within its remit, we need only note 

that the campaign agitating against the placement 

bureaux and the eight hour day agitation campaign were 

taken in hand by special commissions appointed by it to 

do the needful. 

Such, in broad 

outline, is the 

confederal 

organism: it is not a 

leadership body but 

a body that co-

ordinates and 

amplifies the 

working classôs 

revolutionary 

activity: it is 

therefore the very 

opposite of the 

democratic agencies 

which, by dint of 

their centralisation 

and 

authoritarianism, stifle the vitality of their component 

parts. Inside the CGT, there is cohesion but not 

leadership: federalism prevails throughout: at every 

level, the various bodies  ï from the individual, through 

the Trade Union, the Federation or the Bourse du 

Travail, up as far as the confederal wings  ï are all 

autonomous. Herein lies the secret of the CGT powers 

of projection: the initiative comes, not from the top 

down, but from anywhere and the vibrations of it are 

passed on by means of a ripple effect through the 

masses of the Confederation. 

CONGRESSES.  ï Every two years, the CGT organises 

a national congress with the participation only of 

delegates from its affiliated Trade Unions. The 

Congress is the equivalent of what the general assembly 

would be at the level of the Trade Union: thanks to 

these meetings, Trade Union members are brought into 

contact with one another and a useful fermentation 

follows: currents of opinion emerge and guide-lines are 

defined. 

INTERNATIONAL SOLIDARITY.  ï The activity of 

the Party of Labour is not confined within artificial 

boundaries: most of the trades Federations are affiliated 

to an international Federation linking the various 

national organisations and with ramifications 

everywhere. Moreover, the Confederation is affiliated to 

the International Trade Union Federation based in 

Amsterdam, which keeps the ñconfederationsò around 

the world in contact with one another. Thus is 

established and developed a living network which 

materialises the International Workers Association more 

firmly than ever. 

 
Paris Bourse du Travail  (1906)  












































































































































































































