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On Mexican. T

Apart from the low wages,.the
Maquiladora -workers face the
problems of occupational health
hazards and environmental
hazards. Toxic dumping in the
area seems to be a widespread
problem.

There is also an extremely high
level of sexual harassment. This is
a general problem in Mexican
society; women put up with sexual
harassment in all aspects of the
social life on a daily basis. But it
seems particularly in the Maquila-
dora industry that foremen tend to
make demands upon women, that
if they want to keep their job, or
get a promotion, that they would
give the foremen or the super-
visors or the plant managers sexual
favours.

Child care is also a big issue..
There is a big problem that many
women want to work, [and since]
some of the older family structure
has been disrupted by their move-
ment from the country to the citi-
es, they may not be able to get
family members to help them; they
may leave their children at home
alone while they go to work, even
small children. :

WT: How do you explain the
large proportion of women
workers at the Magquiladoras
plants?

D.L.B: When the plants were
opened, many of the employers
chose to hire women workers.
[One reason] may have been an
attempt to attract a part of the
workforce which  they thought
would have less experience with
labour unions and be more docile.
These expectations turned out not
to be true. There is no evidence
that the women are less militant
than the men, and they seem to be
just as involved in labour union
activity or strikes as the men.

WT: How will the North Ameri-
can free trade agreement affect
the workers in Mexico? How do
the workers view this free trade?

D.L.B: Someone put this in a way
that I think is very good. That is,
if you are a rich businessman in
the US, you’d go: well, we’ll have
the natural resources of Canada,
the capital of the US, and the
cheap labour of Mexico, and we’ll
control all three. I think that is the
big-business perspective on the
free trade agreement. What it will
mean for the workers of all three
countries is that capital will have
tremendous mobility, and labour
will find itself - unless it becomes
organized on a more international
scale with greater collaboration
between workers and labour
unions in all three countries - at an
extreme disadvantage, as capital
moves plants, equipment and jobs
from one country to another, pit-
ting one group of workers against
another. The tendency will be to
drive wages down and to put la-
bour on the defensive in terms of
fights over other matters.

We have already seen this kind
of process in the US where
various states or cities offer tax
abatements, other incentives, or a
non-union workforce; or the
labour unions compete to offer
concessions. I think that notion of
competition to offer concessions
will now take place on an inter-
national scale between the three

countries.

Now, in a country that has a
25% unemployment rate, obvious-
ly the notion that capital might
move there and create jobs, will

-alleviate some of the social distress
- by creating jobs. However, as we

can see in terms of the Maquila-
doras, the idea is not to give these
workers decent jobs at decent
wages, but jobs at slave wages,
and in potentially dangerous con-
ditions. For the American and
Canadian workers it’ll probably
mean either the movement of
plants to Mexico, or to Canada -
to wherever the costs and resour-
ces are the best combination for
the employer - or it’ll mean that
they’ll have to bid down their
wages and conditions to a lower
level.

WT: What steps are being taken
by workers against this free
trade, and what are the different
views and tendencies on this
issue? There is this nationalist
tendency in the US that says we
have to create stronger borders,
that we shouldn’t buy Mexican
goods, or any other foreign
goods for that matter. Also tex-
tile labour unions and their em-
ployers have formed an alliance
in terms of opposing the free
trade.

D.L.B: Clearly Bush and his ad-
ministration want to push the free
trade agreement, and they want to
see this economic integration.
They are prepared to do that in the
face, both of some capitalist op-
ponents of it in certain industries
and in the face of labour opposi-
tion that comes from the AFL-
CIO; but that’s the dominant posi-
tion of the American ruling class,
I believe.

There are certain industries
which feel threatened by competi-
tion from Mexico. And their idea
is to attempt to stop this process or
at least to isolate their particular
industry from the process. But I
think they are bound to be defeat-
ed by Bush in the long run.

In the labour movement, the
AFL-CIO has taken a position of
opposing the free trade agreement,
and pointing out many of the
things that I have been discussing,
that is the low wages, the occupa-
tional health and environmental
problems. However, the AFL-CIO
finds itself in a difficult position,
because first, of course, for years
it supported the US state depart-
ment and the US foreign policy.
And if you do that in general, as a
principle, and then you want to
buck one element of it, then it

becomes an inconsistency that is
hard to live with. Secondly, the
AFL-CIO historically has attempt-
ed to maintain an alliance with the
bureaucracy of the state labour
unions in Mexico, particularly
with the CTM - Confederation of
Mexican Workers. And so they
want, on the one hand to criticize
the low wages and the bad con-
ditions of the Mexican workers,
but they don’t want to recognize
the fact that it is the CTM which
plays the role of enforcing this
system on the Mexican workers.

Recently they have taken certain
progressive steps which should be
recognized. They have joined
together with -other American
groups and with some Mexican
groups to form a committee to
deal with the Magquiladoras. I
think that is a good step. However
it is not really adequate.

Some American labour unions,
such as the United Auto Workers,
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find themselves in a real problem
because they have been advocating
co-operation with the employer
and now the employer sees every
advantage in opening plants in
Mexico. Where do you draw the
line of co-operation?

I think some of the best efforts
have been ‘organized through a
number of groups which have been
promoting direct cooperation bet-
ween Canadian, Mexican and
American ‘workers. This is very
small, but it seems to me that’s the
important direction one would
want to go. The problem is that at
present, the official labour unions
are lacking in any programme and
don’t want to mobilize the rank
and file, and the rank and file has
not yet developed views or organi-
sation on most of these matters. I
should say that the Canadian
workers are much more advanced,
and their labour unions, including
the Canadian Auto Workers, have
taken a much more progressive
position.

WT: What has been the impact
of the privatizations on Mexican
workers, and how have they
reacted to them?

D.L.B: Salinas has been attempt-
ing to sell off the state-owned
companies, and in order to make
them attractive, his programme in
part has been to remove the
unions. For example in 1989 the
government. provoked a dispute
with the technicians’ union and the
workers’ union at Aeromexico.
And in the course of this broke the
union, fired several thousand
workers, and destroyed it.

There have been other ways that
this has been done. A few years
ago, there was a national fish
industry which the government
entirely re-organized to remove the
union - the Tepepan fish workers’
union - which was a rather inde-
pendent, democratic-minded union
even if it existed within the CTM.
The number of workers was gra-
dually reduced and eliminated.

Similarly and much more impor-
tant, Mexico had a nationalized
nuclear industry, and has a nation-
al uranium company called the
Uramex. The government re-or-
ganized the nuclear industry and
thus got rid of one of the most
militant and independent-minded
of the CTM unions called Sutin -
the nuclear workers’ union.

In the private sector, Salinas has
attempted also to support the CTM
unions as they have fought against
meovements for independence by
workers. There were several ex-
ceedingly large, very public and
sometimes violent strikes - the
violence coming from the official
union bureaucracy and the govern-
ment. They were the strikes at the
Tornel rubber company, the
Modelo brewery and the Ford
motor company. And in all these
strikes the workers were .organiz-
ing for higher wages and for union
democracy. The government, the
Secretary of Labour, and the fede-
ral Boards of Conciliation and
Arbitration were used to dis-
courage them; union goons were
used to beat them up, the police
were used to arrest them, and after
really months of very admirable
struggle on the part of the these
workers their union movements
were defeated. So in both the
public and the private sector the
state supports its official unions
and the employers - whether they
are Mexican or US - in order to
beat the Mexican labour movement
down. =
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Capitalism has turnede ¢ ¢

have failed in France. The French
working class itself has defeated
them. There are, on the other
hand, a small number of people
who say that in order to retain our
independence, we shouldn’t talk
politics. But this caricature notion
of politics is threadbare today.

WT: In recent years a portion,
albeit small portion, of strikes in
France have taken place outside
the traditional structure of
trade-unionism. It’s been called
the "coordination movement"; a
movement which is, on the one
hand, based on extensive democ-
racy, i.e. based upon decisions
made at the floor level and the
central role of the general as-
sembly, and, on the other hand,
still often trapped within nar-
row-minded craft unionism,
What do you think?

A.H: The so called "coordination
movement” (CM), which has
found its largest field of action
among nurses and social workers,
brought together, in the transport
workers strike of 86, a small
minority of workers, and had
much less significance compared
to the nurses’ CM. Of course, CM
has also succeeded here and there,
in certain strikes in some factories,
to provide the framework of the
struggle. I think CM catches on
where the trade union hasn’t done
a good job. If CM is to remain
effective in defending the workers’
rights in the long run, it’ll in the
end transform into a union. It
doesn’t matter what name we give
it; in Hungary, for example, they

call it "workers’ council", because
there union has been discredited,
but otherwise it’s a trade union
with all its related functions.

What is most disappointing
about these "coordinations" is their
craftism that you mentioned. One
just can’t protect a certain group
of workers, in a certain trade for
instance, and at the same time
remain indifferent towards others.
Workers cannot base their victory
upon the sufferings of their com-
rades; it’s crystal clear. Craftism
is incompatible with the logic of
the class struggle. Thus, if these
"coordinations” really want to rid
themselves of craftism, they must
some day transform themselves
into a trade-union organisation,
and assume the form of a con-
federation.

I personally advocate elected
strike committees, which in
periods of upheaval and revolution
will assume other, more radical
forms. These committees, or coun-
cils, whatever you call them, will
take control of affairs at the time
when the social crisis reaches a
critical point (without the unions
becoming totally useless even
under such circumstances). But, as
soon as this period is over, they
resume their primary, permanent
organisational form. I’ve seen
[how it was] in the great strike

movements of 36, 53, 55, 68.

Even if we refer to these same
“"coordinations”, we’ll see that
they too enjoyed the support of the
unions, which protected them to
whatever degree and in whatever
form they did. i
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Worker Today: Would you
describe the general condition of
the Mexican workers, their
living “standard, working con-
ditions, wage levels, their rights,
etc.

Dan La Botz: Mexico is a large
country, it has a population of
around 90 million people, the size
of the workforce is about 24
million. Of these, about 4 million
are in labour unions. However
those are by and large state-
controlled labour unions, and don’t
necessarily best represent the
workers. About half of Mexican
women work for wages, but only

WORKER TODAY

On Mexican labour movement

Intervie:w'.wyi_th Dan La Botz

Dan La Botz is a writer about labour unions, and has been a
union organizer and activist. He is the author of a number of
books on labour issues, including The Crisis of Mexican
Labor. He was in Mexico between December 90 and February
91 doing a study of labour union rights there, as a researcher
and investigator for the International Labor Rights, Education
and Research Fund of Washington DC. Ali Javadi, Worker
Today co-worker in the US, talked to Dan La Botz about a
number of issues of the Mexican labour movement. Excerpts:

about a little more than half of | b

those are in the formal economy;
there are many working in the
underground economy.

Mexican workers® wages are

about one tenth or less, of those of E

American workers. They generally
work for something between 3 and
4 dollars a day.

In Mexico there is little regard

for health and safety, little
knowledge about issues of oc-
-cupational health, there are serious
_problems. with environmental
issues which affect the workers
both as worker in the factory and
also in the community. There is
little control exerted over toxic
chemicals and the disposition of
toxic wastes.

Many Mexican cities over the
last, say, 25 or 30 years, as
Mexico has undergone industrial-
ization, have grown extremely
rapidly. Suddenly millions of
workers have been drawn to these
areas. Their housing conditions are
very inadequate: large families live
in small houses; many of them just
shanty towns, made of whatever
materials are at hand. Many of
these neighbourhoods do not have
adequate, or any, sewage, running
water and electricity.

One of the greatest problems of
Mexico is unemployment where
estimates by some experts is that
the unemployment rate in general
is 25%; -but it is also 25% in
manufacturing. This is the same
rate the US had during the Great
Depression.

WT: Could you describe the
health and safety conditions - the
job-related accidents, and so on?

D.L.B: The problem is that in
Mexico the whole issue of occupa-
tional health has not entered into
the consciousness of either the
labour movement or of the society
in general, though the employers -
particularly since many of the
employers are transnationals - are
well aware of the issue. Most
accidents that are dealt with are
after the fact, and not in terms of
prevention of the illness, in terms
of the whole workplace situation.
The trouble is that the two or-
ganisations responsible - the Mexi-
can Institute of Social Security and
the Secretary of Labour - do not
enforce the health and safety laws
that exist. But even more impor-
tant, they don’t have adequate
standards, adequate inspectors or
equipment. The general attitude of
the two organisations responsible
is one of the collaboration with the
employer rather than an attempt to
protect the health of the worker.
This is well-documented, particu-
larly in a couple of books which
have been written by Mexico’s
outstanding expert on occupational

health matters,. Asa Cristiana-

Laurel,

WT: What is the Mexican work-

ers’ social role? Where do they

stand as a class in the social
changes?

D.L.B: Many people may still
have in their mind the image of
Mexico as a society primarily of
peasants, because this is how for
so long people thought of Mexico
- as a backward and under-
developed country. But about 1970
or so, Mexico became predomi-
nantly an urban society. It is now
a predominantly urban and indus-
trializing society, where hundreds
of thousands and millions of work-
ers are crowded in big urban in-
dustrial areas.

In terms of its objective numer-
ical situation, the Mexican work-
ing class is a very large and im-
portant class in society. In terms
of the actual role it plays, historic-
ally since the Revolution of 1910,
the Mexican working class has
found it difficult to exert its or-
ganisational or ideological inde-
pendence. The Mexican govern-
ment has attempted to portray
itself as a revolutionary govern-
ment, which represents the various
social classes in Mexico, par-
ticularly the working class and the
peasantry, and what are called the
"popular classes”. So because of
the organisational and ideological
subordination of the working class,
it doesn’t tend to play an indepen-
dent role in society; it tends to
exert its influence through organis-
ations which are controlled by the
state.

WT: Could you talk about the
labour organisations.

D.L.B: I think it may be impor-
tant to do this historically. Briefly,
in about 1915, a faction of the
Mexican revolution made an al-
liance with the .anarchist labour
movement at that time. This meant
that the government said it would
take up workers’ demands and
recognize the unions. However it
established a system of state ar-
bitration as well. So the state had
the last word on whether or not a
union was going to be recognized
or strikes were going to be legiti-
mate. This relationship was renew-
ed in the 1930s when an alliance
[was formed] with a group of
labour unions which came to form
the Confederation of Mexican
Workers - CTM. This is the lar-
gest labour federation today with
1.5 million workers of the 4 mil-

lion organized. It joins several
other, also official government,
federations in what is known as
the Congress of Labour, CT,
which altogether represents most
of these 4 million workers. So
Mexico has labour unions which
are directly affiliated with the
ruling Institutional Revolutionary
Party (PRI), and the PRI is fused
to the state, so that Mexico’s
unions are by and large state
unions.

In addition to these, there also
exists in the state of Nuevo Leon,
what are called White Unions
(Sindicatos Blancos). These are
really what we in the US would
call company unions, unions pro-
moted by the company.

There exists also a third kind of
unions which are the independent
labour union federations. The
largest of these are the university
unions which were formed at the
end of the 60s and the early 70s in
a period of social radicalization,
and represent both academic per-
sonnel, as well as the many thou-
sands of non-academic workers.

Then there are some smaller
federations and unions which were
inspired at one time, either per-
haps by Christian Democracy, or
by some socialist or communist
party. They are radical but they
tend to be non-sectarian, i.e. they
are no longer affiliated with either
a religious group or a political
party. I think they are the only
legitimate unions in Mexico in the
sense that most people would
recognize [in them] the right of
workers to choose, through free
association, to join labour unions.

WT: Is there any significant
opposition to form the indepen-
dent labour organisations, in
view of what you explained?

D.L.B: There are two reasons that
this becomes difficult: one is, as 1
said, historically the state became
dependent upon the labour unions
as one way of legitimizing itself
and gaining social support, and the
labour unions were also even more
dependent upon the state, because
it was the state which could use its
authority and its police power, and
so on, to support the unions
against their competitors. And
their competitors in the 20s and
the 30s had been radical socialists,
or anarchist labour unions.

The 'second aspect is that
Mexico’s labour union courts, its

labour laws and its Secretary of
Labour have put great obstacles in

the path of any independent union-
organisation. Labour unions have .

to be officially registered
(Registro), and the state simply
denies registration to most inde-
pendent labour unions. If they
don’t have a registration, the law
say they may not become the hold-
er of the labour union contract
(Titularidad). If you don’t have
this, then you are not a legitimate
force. Also the labour boards,
which are known as the Boards of
Conciliation and Arbitration, have
to determine whether or not a
strike is legitimate, and if they
decide that your strike is not legiti-
mate, they declare it inexistente,
that is, non-existent in the eyes of
Mexican labour law.

WT: What sort of measures does
the government take against
strikes that are declared ’non-
existent’ and illegal?

D.L.B: If the Labour Board dec-
lares that a strike is legal that
means, among other things, that
under the Constitution, workers
will be paid some part of their
wages for the time that they are on
strike. However, if the strike is
declared illegal, then the workers
will not be paid; it also means that
they are in violation of the law.
The most obvious thing the
employer can do is to just starve
the workers out, knowing that
ultimately the state will back him
up. If this doesn’t work they can
call upon the state to intervene in
the situation and to try to break or
end the strike. But whether or not
the state does that depends on the
general political situation.
Mexico has a long history -
particularly in the more important
strikes - of intervening in a mas-
sive way. Some of these are quite
famous: in 1950 a strike of miners
against the Asarco corporation, a
US transnational. The government
brought in the military and occupi-
ed the entire mining area and the
town of Nueva Rosita and smashed
the strike. In 1959, the railroad
workers, attempting to recoup
their wages, carried out a nation-
wide series of strikes. The govern-
ment called out the army, sup-
pressed the strike, killing several
workers in the process, fired about
8,000 or 10,000 workers, and,
under the crime of being com-
munist agitators, arrested and
jailed the top seven or eight lead-
ers for terms of up to 10 or 11
years and destroyed the strike.
There was another large democ-
ratic labour  movement in the
1970s that was led by the Electri-
cal Workers Union, called Sterm.
That union drew around it an
entire group of unions and other
elements of society that were
known as the Democratic Tenden-
cy - TD. That movement, when it
threatened to strike in 1976, was
put down by the army which oc-
cupied all the electrical instal-
lations; most of the militant work-
ers lost their jobs. More recently,
in January of 1989, the army and
police were used to attack the
offices of the Petroleum Workers’
Union, supposedly to remove a
gangster leader, but actually, in
my view, to weaken the power of
the union. And in August 1989 the
army was moved in to the
Cananea mines in northern Mexico
to pre-empt any attempt of the
workers to strike because thén
Mexico was going to denationalize
the mine and sell it off. These
were all large strikes and involved

massive military repression, and
that is the exception not the rule.
The rule is to starve the workers’
out and to use smaller police for-
ces to destroy their strike. .

WT: What are the most urgent
demands of the workers in their
strikes and what are the main
issues that they are concerned
with?

D.L.B: The most important de-
mand is always a raise in wages.
The whole policy of the Mexican
government and of its official
labour unions has been to attempt
to keep wages down. And this has
acted to make Mexico more attrac-
tive to foreign investors and to
subsidize those foreign invest-
ments. Keeping down the wages in
the nationalized industries has
helped to subsidize the foreign
investors in the privately-owned
companies. Over the last ten years
Mexican wages have been reduced
by 50%. through policies of both
the devaluation of the Peso and
through the general policy of wage
restraint.

Immediately as Mexican work-
ers begin to fight, they find that
their biggest problem is they don’t
really have their own or-
ganisations. So the second demand
is almost immediately for democr-
atization of the unions. The course
of almost every Mexican strike is
the same: workers become dis-
gusted with their wages, they start
to organize, their union will not
take up their demands, they call a
special emergency meeting, they
throw out the old union leaders,
they elect a new slate, the govern-
ment refuses to recognize their
slate. In some cases the demand of
the right to elect their own leaders
even becomes a demand for in-
dependent unions, free of the state.
So the dynamic is very similar to
that we saw in Eastern Europe ...
of 1980, to that we saw in the
fight against company unions in
the US in the '20s, or against the
fascist unions in Spain in the
period of Franco.

WT: Let me ask you about the
new plants that have been
developed in the Magquiladoras,
in the US-Mexico border areas.
What are conditions of workers
there like? And what has been
the impact of these plants on the
workers in Mexico in general?

D.L.B: In about 1965 Mexico
passed a law which would allow
foreign corporations to set up
plants in Mexico. These would do
very light manufacture, but mostly
assemble or pack components.
These firms, contrary to the Mexi-
can law at the time, could be
owned by a majority by foreign
owners. They would also not have
to pay most taxes for import and
export.

They were set up and grew very
rapidly during the 1970s in par-
ticular. Today there are' 1,909
Magquiladora companies that em-
ploy 371,780 workers, of whom
226,483 are women. In addition
the industry also employs another
54,358 technicians and 33,699
administrative employees; so that
the total labour force there is now
459,837.

The reasons that the plants were
opened in Mexico was obviously
because of the low wages. The
wages in Mexico have in fact,
particularly since 1982, gotten
much worse - from $1.38 in 1982,
expressed in US dollars, to $0.51

an hour today. e
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Capitalism has turned into fetters

for humanity

Interview with Alexander Hebert

Alexander Hebert is a former railway worker, an old
labour activist, and a well known anarcho-syndicalist in
France. He is presently member of the executive
committee of F.O. (Workers' Power), a trade-union
confederation, and secretary of the confederation in
Loire Atlantic province. Sara Aslani, Worker Today co-
worker in France, talked to him about various aspects
of the working-class movement at both national and
international levels. Excerpts:

Worker Today: In what shape is
the French labour movement
today?

Alexander Hebert: Ever since
1982 an extensive campaign has
been launched with the aim of
discrediting the workers’ organised
movement; with such themes as
"there no longer exists such a
thing as working class”, "trade
unions are of no use; they belong
to the past; they’ve become anti-
quated, etc”. This campaign has
been, and is being, carried on
band in hand with the govern-
ment’s policy of systematic wiping
out of the workers’ achievements,
and of imposing more and more
hardships on them.

From the political point of view,
the parties which claimed to be-
long to the working class, i.e. the
Communist Party and the Socialist
Party, have, for different reasons,
been separated from their bases.
Hence, in short, the French work-
ing class has no longer any politi-
cal party. Thus the propaganda
campaign against organised union-
ist work, the anti-worker policy of
the ruling government, and the
working-class being deprived of a
political party can, to some extent,
describe the present situation.

WT: What role, in your opinion
as an old, experienced anarcho-
syndicalist, has anarcho-syn-
dicalism played historically in
the French labour movement,
and where does it stand today?

A H: I seriously believe that anar-
cho-syndicalists, who are the same
as the anarchists within the class,
have played a decisive role in the
French labour movement. They
laid the foundation of a structure
which stands up to this day, name-
ly the C.G.T. - an organisation
with a two-fold structure: on the
one hand geographical, or dépar-
temental (provincial), non-craft
unions which comprise all the
workers of a region regardless of
their work branch; and, on the
other hand, national federations
which bring together all the
workers of a certain branch or
trade.

The politicisation of the French
trade-union movement is also the
result of the anarcho-syndicalists’
activity. By politicisation I don’t
mean moving towards conquering
the political power, or even taking
part in the elections, but that this
movement concerns itself with
politics, identifies itself with politi-
cal issues, and it defines its views,
positions, and solutions all by
itself; something totally different
from the Social Democratic tradi-
tion in the labour movement which
seeks to subject trade unions to
political organisations.

Anarcho-syndicalists have influ-
enced the trade-union movement to
a great extent not only in France

but in all Latin countries, e.g.
Spain and Italy. They may not
have an organised presence in the
trade-union movement today, but
their traditions have remained and
retained their weight and credibi-
lity.

WT: The notions of social revo-
lution and socialism, which for-
med the aim and the content of
a large section of the world

workers’ movement at the begin-

ning of this century, are today
viewed as. utopian ideas. What
do you think?

A.H: Although I consider myself
a revolutionary, I’ve never shared
my Trotskyist comrades’ notion of
revolution. I’ve never believed in
the sanctity of revolution. Revolu-
tion is not an abstract concept, it’s
not empty talk. What / see happen
in the human society is constant
change - in different, and some-
times in quite opposite, directions.
Look at the Soviet Union and the
East, and you’ll see what I mean.

However, socialism, in it’s
general sense, means the victory
of humanity over its contradictions
by means of class struggle. And in
this sense I consider myself a
socialist. This is definitely no
short, royal road. The capitalist
property system has turned into
fetters for humanity. This system,
having brought about astonishing
improvements, has long since
started their destruction. What on
earth is natural about three million
people being deprived of jobs in a
country like France?! This system
is fossilized, and humanity must
finally overcome this its contradic-
tion.

I believe that he who controls
the production is its owner, and in
this sense I have always believed
in common property, that is, in
society taking charge of production
and consumption. But I have no
idea as to how it can be organised
and coordinated on the global
scale. In the analytical sense I
believe it is right, but I’ve also
come to the conclusion that putting
it in place isn’t so easy as we
thought at the start of the century.

For me, there’s only one prin-
ciple: T belong to the working
class. This, by itself, means belie-
ving in certain principles and
values, such as the struggle of
classes is the motive force of his-

tory; and I entirely accept Marx’s

analysis in this respect.

WT: What do you think of the
collapse of the Eastern bloc, the
incorporation of its constituent
states into the Western capitalist
system, and the upsurge of
nationalist, as well as ethnic,
movements within them?

‘A.H: 1, frankly, never thought I’d
some day see the East collapse so
easily and completely, and join the
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catastrophe named market econo-
my. And that’s not all. Not only
was no "modern man" created
[under the collapsed regime], but
the same existing men are now at
each other’s throats for "national”
reasons, in tribal-like wars. For
anyone who; by any virtue, calls
himself internationalist (as I for
one do), it’s really painful to see
workers at each other’s throats in
such a way in order to draw their
border lines. The collapse of the
East is thus complete and ir-
revocable.

Maybe the world working-class
movement didn’t know how, or in
any case couldn’t manage, to get a
large section of the class to share
in its own views and principles. It
must be hard for the workers’
socialism to see such militant
slogans as "the workers’ fatherland
is the world", "workers’ of the
world unite!”, and so on, appear
so inaccessible today. All forms of
nationalism are condemned...

Arthur Koestler says that we
live in the century of aborted revo-
lutions. Unfortunately, this seems
to be true. Nevertheless, the his-
tory of humankind is the history of
struggle for freedom and equality.
And each of us is heir to a part of
these traditions and ideals. Even
when there occur what seem to be
moments of widespread apathy and
indifference, we won’t despair,
and will carry on our cause. For
me, this cause is to fight the poli-
cies of a system that intends to
take us towards a "New World
Order".

In short, this much is clear: the
defeat of the state economies - not

only in the East, but everywhere,
from Latin America to North
America - has not been, and is
not, doomed to lead to this human
tragedy, namely the market econo-
my that condemns three quarters
of our globe to starvation.

WT: You mentioned the New
World Order. Tell us more
about your views on that and the
Gulf war.

A.H: ...They tried hard -in the
confederation committee of F.O.
to make me swallow the anti-Sad-
dam crusade. My answer to them
was this: "Saddam Hussein is, of
course, not a respectable or defen-

-sible personality. But that’s not at

all the point at issue. The point at

issue is the people who are to be
sacrificed for this New Order, that
is, not only the Iraqi people, but
anyone who, on the morrow [of
the war], wants to question this
imperialist world order. This is a
war against them". American
imperialism will, certainly, not be
able to restore its power by im-
posing a New Order in this way.
But it can create a new form of
barbarism, a social retrogression,
a new set of crimes.

Anyhow, Bush and his policy
are a shame to humanity; a shame
that burdens our conscience more

‘heavily when we see the pictures

of children starving to death in
Iraq.

WT: What do you think of the
united Europe that is under
construction?

A.H: Europe is a war machine par
excellence against the workers. I
have never been for this [united]
Europe. Whatever they do to the
working class in Europe today,
they do in the name of this Eu-
rope. I'm almost sure that it’ll
activate all those nationalistic
aspects which were so far, one
could say, latent. What’s instru-
mental to the fundamental law of
capitalist savagery, i.e. the law of
whoever is stronger shall win, is
competition. And this Europe is
being built on the basis of com-
petition. The aim of winning in the
framework of nation states may
disappear for a while, but it’s
going be very short-lived, and
we’ll witness the rise of an un-
bridled nationalism. The former
Soviet, the process of its disin-

tegration, and the upsurge of eth-
nic conflicts, should sound the
alarm for us. This Europe, being a
rival to the US and at the same
time a pillar for Bush’s new world
order, prepares itself for war.

WT: You are a member of the
executive committee of the trade-
union organisation F.Q.
(Workers’ Power). What is the
dominant line in this union?
What are its demands? What’s
its significance in the French
trade-union movement?

A.H: What unites us within F.O.
is our concern for retaining the
workers® trade-union indepen-
dence. What it means is that a

trade union should not be affiliatéd

‘to a political party or a govers-

ment. Of course, we don’t have all
one and the same:notion of what
we: should ‘be doing. I-must also
add that on many occasions F.Q.
has not acted dynamically, or
energetically, and has- lost many
opportunities. Nevertheless, since
1982, when it took on the chal-
lenge of the then government

-(particularly as regards suspension

of the collective contracts), it has,
all in all, followed a correct lin€:-
to the. point where it called for the
general strike of Oct. 24, 1991
against the government’s policies.

WT: What trends and tendencies
are there within F.O.? Are these
tendencies organised in the shape
of different fractions?

A.H: There are no organised ten-
dencies in F.O. Efforts made by
our socialist comrades to attach
F.O.’s policies to the policies of
the Socialist Party have failed. The
first secretary general of F.O.,
after splitting from it, said that in
this trade-union organisation there
were people who found themselvés
in a minority position. But there
are no minorities. I mean they’re
not organised in any particular
tendency. I’m not saying that there
are no trends, or traditions, but
that these trends have not material-
ised in any organisational form.
Although we belong to different
traditions, we don’t belong to
different tendencies systematically
opposing each other. In F.O. there
are trade-union reformists (who
don’t belong to any- political par-
ty), Social Democrats, anarcho-
syndicalists, and Trotskyists. Des-
pite very serious problems that
arise at times, and bitter memories
that burden our minds, we, on the
whole, coexist peacefully, and try
to promote our common cause,
that is, the retaining of our trade-
union independence. So far, there
haven’t been any cases of suppres-
sion or dismissal of the opposition
in F.O. Although there have arisen
problems here and there, in the
Post and Communications of Paris
for instance, I'm sure we’ll
manage to put them behind us.

WT: It seems that you talk
about "independence" in abstrae-
tion from all material historical
conditions, as if it were an aim
in itself for a workers’® trade-
union organisation. Now it’s true
that F.O. is a trade-union or-
ganisation, but it presumably
has, just like any other union, at
least in Europe, a certain social
or political (and by this I don’t
mean organisational or ideologi-
cal) orientation. What is this
certain, or at least dominant,
orientation in F.0.?

A.H: In this country, "tendency”’
and "trend" are two different
things. "Tendency" is or-
ganisational and "trend" is tradi-
tional. In the French labour move-
ment too, just like anywhere else,
there have existed, and still exist,
different traditions, even if they
have weakened. The trade-union
movement has gathered together
all "these different trends. How-
ever, what distinguishes the
French - trade-union movenient
from that of many others is that it
neither ‘subordinates itself to the
state nor affiliates to any political
party.” All the attempts, especially
by Social Democrats, made in
order to imitate the Labour Party
model, or even craft unionism,

Contd. on p.13
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IN BRIEF

India

A magistrate court in Bhopal
ordered the seizure of the Indi-
an assets of Union Carbide, the
US multinational, in connection
with the gas leak tragedy in
1984 which has killed more
than 4,000 people. The order
came following reports that the
company was planning to trans-
fer assets to avoid possible
seizure.

Spain

Spanish unions called for a
half-day strike on May 28 to
protest -against the govern-
ment's economic policies. The
day before workers staged a
warning - strike in ‘northern
_Spain. In preparation for Euro-
pean integration, the govern-
ment has drastically reduced
the public service budget, in-
cluding cuts in unemployment
benefits.

China

23 workers were killed in" an
explosion in a coal mine in
southern China. Last year
alone 8,410 workers died in
similar disasters.

Russia

According to a recent report by
Russian state statistics commit-
tee, more than 50 million peo-
ple, or one third of the Russian
population, had incomes of
Rbs900 or less in the first quar-
ter, i.e. below the government-
estimated subsistence level
"which stands at Rbs1,200.

Support
Worker Today

YOU CAN subscribe to
Worker Today and urge your
union branches to take up
subscriptions.

YOU CAN support us
financially and ask your
unions to make donations to
Worker Today out of their
assistance funds. ;
YOU CAN help distribute
Worker Today in your area.
YOU CAN give us technical
assistance, e.g. computer
hardware and software to
speed up and improve our
work.

YOU CAN send books and
Jjournals to Worker Today
Book Club.

YOU CAN send us your
articles and reports.

YOU CAN introduce Worker
Today to colleagues and
comrades.

YOU CAN tell us your views
and suggestions about the

paper.

iran:

Workers occupy factory

WT News Service:
Following a series of widespread
protests in February and March,
the workers of Khalij tarmac fac-
tory in the outskirts of Tehran,
which has a workforce of 240,
have begun an occupation of the
plant, thrown out the management
and taken over the production.
The management, now stationed
outside the factory premises, has
suspended pays and benefits,
stopped the delivery of raw mate-
rials, closed the canteen, and is
suing a number of the workers on

assault charges. It accused the
factory's Islamic Council - gov-
ernment-set up organisations in
the workplaces - to have instigated
the protests instead of serving as
the management's right arm. The
Islamic Council has now been
dissolved on orders of the prov-
ince's labour ministry.

In a letter in official Kar-o-
Kargar, the managers said, "The
management is prepared to go into
the plant, provided the authorities
can assure the safety of our
lives". =

Labour activists arrested in Iraq

WT News Service:

During April the Iraqgi government
arrested a number of labour activ-
ists in Baghdad and the city of
Kurkook.

According to Payami Kerikar
(Workers' Message), a worker
paper published in Iraqi Kurdis-
tan, five of the workers - four
women and one man - were ar-
rested while at work in a tile fac-
tory in Kurkook, on the charge of

"activity among workers to strug-
gle for higher wages". The paper
reports that the jailed workers are
under abuse and torture and face
danger of execution. It calls on,
among others, labour and com-
munist organisations to protest
against the arrests in every way

‘and "demand the immediate and

unconditional release of the jailed
workers". B

Lift economic sanctions against Iraq/!

Call by Canadian and Iraqi labour activists

WT News Service:

In a recent report on the impact
of the UN sanctions against Iraq,
which _is claiming more and
more lives each day particularly
of the children, the International
Affairs Committee of the Labour
Council of Metro Toronto and
York region called on the Cana-

' dian trade unions to demand an

immediate lifting of the sanctions
and a reversal of the Canadian
government's policy on Iraq.

Also Serenji Kerikar (Worker-
Notice), a worker paper pub-
lished in Iraqi Kurdistan, in-a
communique called on labour
organisations and activists world-
wide to join Irdqi workers in op-
posing the economic blockade
which "has driven our fellow
workers in Iraq and Kurdistan
to the brink of death and disas-
ter".

Below we reprint both these
statements.

REPORT OF THE INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE
TO THE LABOUR COUNCIL OF METRO TORONTO

AND YORK REGION

ALTHOUGH Iraq, one year after
the Guif War, remains devastated
by the effects of military bom-
bardment and continuing econom-
ic sanctions, a rising drumbeat for
renewal of war can be heard com-
ing out of Washington and Lon-
don.

Whether this is being done to
divert attention from the pro-
longed world capitalist recession/-
depression, to further tighten the
West's stranglehold over Gulf oil,
or merely to aid U.S. President
George Bush's faltering re-elec-
tion campaign, it is urgent that
working people everywhere de-
nounce and seek to reverse this
tide of belligerence.

The human suffering that is a
daily reality in Iraq demands
world attention.” The people of
Iraq are in need of urgent medi-
cal, food and technical assistance,
not more bombardment, blockade
and embargo.

During the U.S.-led war in
‘1991, over 88,500 tons of bombs
were dropped on Iraq and Kuwait,
destroying electrical power, water
treatment, transportation and
health care infrastructures. Ram-
pant disease and malnutrition is
the ongoing result. Continuing
United Nations sanctions on Iraq,
including the freezing of its for-
eign assets so that Iraq cannot buy
food and medicines, has caused
the deaths of an estimated 80,000
Iragi children under the age of 5.

In the name of democracy, and
the fight against the dictator

Saddam Hussein, over 200,000
Iragis were directly annihilated.
However, tyranny and oppression
continue to rule the region. State-
hood for the Palestinians is not
even on the agenda in the show-
case peace talks between Israel, its
Arab neighbours, the U.S. and
Russia. Iraqi Kurds are worse off.
And Saddam Hussein remains in
power, politically fortified by the
manifest suffering imposed on his
country by "outsiders" - that is, by
the imperialist powers, under the
cloak of the United Nations.
Working people and the poor
have borne the brunt of economic
sanctions and war against Irag, not
the Iragi elite. Demands by Presi-
dent Bush and Prime Minister
Major that Iraq must scrap its
nuclear, chemical and ballistic
arms, and pay reparations to the
Kuwaiti emirate, OR ELSE, is a
transparent pretext for war. It also
demonstrates an incredible double
standard, given that no such de-
mands are made of more heavily
armed, and potentially more dan-
gerous regimes, like South Africa,

Pakistan and Israel, to name but a

few. Canada's Prime Minister,
Brian Mulroney, said on March
10, on the occasion of the visit to
Ottawa of Jordan's King Hussein,
"1 lament the sad fate of the Iraqi
people but their suffering is the
result of the intransigent attitude
of Saddam Hussein."

Mulroney knows full well that it
is the intransigence and political
opportunism of his allies which

To:
Trade unions and labour organi-
sations!

-Labour leaders and activists!

Worker papers and groups!
Labour solidarity committees in
Europe and North America!

The economic blockade [of Iraq]
is an inhuman policy of the impe-
rialists, part of the ascaunlt that
capitalism has today launched
against the world working class in
the name of the New World Or-
der. Having driven our fellow
workers in Iraq and Kurdistan to
the brink of death and disaster,
this economic boycott has provid-

ed a pretext for the old and new
rulers of the bourgeoisie - the
Iraqi government and the Kurdis-
tan Front* - through which to
pursue their interests against us
workers and working masses.

Comrades!

We believe that not only will your
militant support and solidarity
ensure that this policy is brushed
aside, to our advantage, but that
our united and organised world
rank can smash the capitalist sys-
tem and build socialism on its
ruins. We therefore call for your
solidarity and unity in struggle.

Long live the international work-

ing-class movement against the
economic boycott and world capi-
talism's anti-labour onslaught!

*The Kurdistan Front includes the
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, led
by Jalal Talebani, and the Kurdis-
tan Democratic Party of Iraq, led
by Masoud Barzani - WT

has kept Saddam and other region-
al rulers in power over the years
in a delicate, but cruelly cynical
balancing act.

As the New York Times re-
vealed in January, not only did the
Reagan administration arm both
sides in the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq
war, "American arms, technology
and intelligence helped Iraq avert
defeat by Iran and eventually
grow - with much help from the
Soviet Union later - into the re-
gional power that invaded Kuwait
in August 1990."

Today, the question is, will we
allow history to repeat itself so
soon? Will economic sanctions,
supported by military threats - and
resumption of war - be permitted
to further punish innocent people,
purely to advance a western mili-
tary/corporate New World Order?
The answer must be a resounding
NO!

The International Affairs
Committee calls on Labour Coun-
cil to

1. Demand that the Canadian
Government reverse its policy on

Iraq, denounce the threats of bom-
bardment and war coming out of
Washington, London and New
York, and urge an immediate
lifting of all United Nations' im-
posed sanctions on Iraq and the
removal of the embargo/blockade
on trade with that country.

2. Further demand the unfreez-
ing of Iraqi assets, and the provi-
sion of medical, food and techni-
cal aid to Iraq by Canada, the
U.N., and other countries to assist
Iraq in rebuilding its civilian infra-
structure, and in feeding, clothing
and housing its destitute people.
3. Urge affiliates, the OFL, and
CLC, to pursue the above de-
mands with the urgency that the
present situation in Iraq clearly
requires. This should include
letters and petitions to MPs and
government, public statements and
protest demonstrations.

Respectfully submitted by the
International Affairs Committee:

Lucille Kerr, Holly Kirkconnell,
Ken Luckhardt, Barry Weisleder,
Jay Nair @

On Mexican labour movement

Interview with Dan La Botz
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