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Preface

My interest in the history of the organized labor movements in
Latin America was first aroused when I took a course in Latin
American history at Columbia University with Dr. Frank Tan-
nenbaum in the late 1930s and wrote an extensive term paper for
Dr. Tannenbaum on the history of the labor movement in Argen-
tina. During my first trip to Latin America in 1946-1947 1 paid
special attention to the organized labor movements in the coun-
tries I visited, a practice that I followed during most of my other
visits to the region in the succeeding half century.

In the 1950s and early 1960s, I was fortunate to work from
time to time—during summer vacations and on some other occa-
sions—for Jay Lovestone, then the virtual “foreign minister” of the
American Federation of Labor and then of the AFL-CIO (Congress
of Industrial Organizations). I reported to Lovestone about the
state of the labor movements and about general political and eco-
nomic conditions in the countries I visited, and excerpts from a
few of these reports, as well as notes on interviews that I had with
labor leaders and others, are to be found in the pages that follow.

I have generally sought to bring the story of trade unionism in
Uruguay and Paraguay through the year 1990. Only in a few in-
stances, when the data required it, have I dealt with events
subsequent to that date.

For the last several years I have been working on a study
on the history of organized labor in Latin America and the Eng-
lish-speaking West Indies. It finally reached such proportions as
to preclude its publication as a single work. So I decided to un-
dertake to have it appear as a series of separate volumes.
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The present book is the fifth of those volumes. It deals with
Uruguay and Paraguay, two South American countries about
whose labor movements relatively little has hitherto been pub-
lished in English.

As has always been true of my published books, I owe many
debts to people who have helped to bring this volume to its read-
ers. Certainty, one of my greatest debts is to those numerous labor
leaders and other people who allowed me to interview them, many
of whom also provided me with valuable original documents. In
that connection, I am particularly indebted to my onetime student
and longtime friend, Marcos Perera, who not only undertook to
interview on my behalf one of the principal post-Stroessner Para-
guayan labor leaders, but was also kind enough to obtain for me
a number of pamphlets on the history of Paraguayan organized
labor that were published in Asuncién after the fall of Stroessner.

Of course, it was Frank Tannenbaum who first aroused my
interest in Latin America, and at the same time encouraged my
earliest researches into the labor movements of the region—for
this I remain much obliged. Subsequently, two men greatly
broadened my firsthand knowledge of Latin American organized
labor. Serafino Romualdi, for many years the AFL’s and AFL-
CIO’s “ambassador” to Latin American labor, provided me with
much valuable firsthand documentary material, and also offered
his extensive insights. And, of course, over a considerable period,
I would in all probability not have been able to travel to Latin
America as often as I did, and with the specific purpose of finding
out as much as possible about organized labor there as I could,
had it not been for the help of Jay Lovestone. To all three of these
people I remain much obliged.

In the case of this book, as with most of my more recent pub-
lications, I owe much to two people. These are Dr. James Sabin of
the Greenwood Publishing Group, who has authorized the publi-
cation of this work, and my former student Eldon Parker, who
has both prepared the camera-ready manuscript and been a con-
scientious and exigent copyeditor for me.

As always, I have been immensely fortunate for more than half a
century in having the help and sympathy of my late wife, Joan, who
herself came to know many of the labor and political leaders whom I
encountered in my researches, and bore with me frequently when
she undoubtedly felt that my time might better have been spent on
things domestic, rather than on the study of organized labor in Uru-
guay, Paraguay, and other Latin American countries.

Rutgers University
New Brunswick, NJ



Introduction

The trajectory of organized labor in Uruguay and Paraguay to a
large degree reflected the striking contrast in the history of those
two republics since the first appearance of workers’ organizations
in the closing decades of the nineteenth century and their devel-
opment through the length of the twentieth. There is not any
such historical disparity anywhere else in Latin America between
neighboring countries as that between Uruguay and Paraguay.

Uruguay during most of this period, except for the short dicta-
torship of President Terra in the 1930s and the military tyranny
of the 1970s and early 1980s, was one of the most democratic
and politically stable countries in Latin America. During most of
this period, too, it was one of the most prosperous. It was a pio-
neer in socioeconomic reform, launched by José Batlle y Ordofiez
in the first decades of the twentieth century. Organized labor was
a factor of considerable significance in the economy, society, and
politics of the republic during most of the twentieth century.

In contrast, Paraguay, after emerging from the total disaster it
suffered in the so-called War of the Triple Alliance, which it waged
against Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay between 1865-1870, was
a country in more or less constant turmoil, governed throughout
most of the time by dictatorships of one kind or another, culmi-
nating in the regime of General Stroessner between 1954 and
1989. Its economy remained one of the most underdeveloped in
South America. Organized labor suffered from all of these handi-
caps, seldom functioning in a sociopolitical climate that was
favorable to its development. It remained small and never became
a really significant player in either the economy or political life of
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the nation—except as a butt of persecution by one or another dic-
tatorship more or less fearful of its possible “subversive”
potential. During the Chaco War with Bolivia from 1932 to 1935,
the labor movement was virtually driven out of existence.

However, in spite of these contrasts, there are certain similari-
ties in the history of the labor movements of the two republics.
For one thing, in both cases, the earliest organizations to be
founded by the workers were mutual benefit societies, rather than
trade unions. These were groups formed to provide mutual aid
through primitive insurance to cover such things as the illness or
death of their members through providing small libraries and
schools for them and their children. To a greater or lesser degree,
they also found occasion from time to time to publicize the work-
ers’ need for legislation and other government action.

In both countries, sindicatos or trade unions soon began to
appear, which sought to protect their members against employ-
ers. By the early years of the twentieth century in both Uruguay
and Paraguay, these unions began to demand that employers ne-
gotiate with them, and there were an increasing number of strikes,
attempting to make these demands effective.

In both Uruguay and Paraguay, also, there were soon efforts
to bring together the various sindicatos into broader labor organi-
zations. These efforts often began on the local level, the unions of
a particular town or city forming some sort of federation, but they
soon became efforts to establish national organizations to speak
for the whole movement.

Similar too was the early appearance of different political cur-
rents within the budding trade union movement. In both Uruguay
and Paraguay, the first political tendency—often originating with
European immigrants with experience with trade unionism in
their native countries—was anarchosyndicalism. In both coun-
tries, too, there was influence from the early anarchosyndicalist
movement in Argentina. The anarchosyndicalists stressed the
“autonomy” of individual unions, or “resistance societies” as they
called them, favored “direct action” over collective bargaining, and
rejected any role for the state in relations between the workers
and their employers.

In both Uruguay and Paraguay, anarchosyndicalism in the
labor movement was met by a challenge from Socialists, who
unlike the anarchists, believed that the workers should organize
their own party and become involved in the political process. In
the 1920s a Communist tendency appeared in both countries,
largely as an offshoot of the Socialists, which quickly gained a
major role within the trade union movement.
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After World War II, the nature of labor participating in the po-
litical process markedly diverged in the two countries. In Uruguay,
the Socialists and Communists continued to be the principal po-
litical groups working within and leading the trade union
movement, while efforts of factions of the two major parties—
Partido Colorado and the Partido Nacionalista (or Blanco)—to
penetrate the labor movement bore very little fruit.

In contrast, in Paraguay, the Partido Colorado, one of the
country’s two major parties, had some early success in penetrat-
ing the labor movement. When in the late 1940s it became the
country’s dominant party, it used its control of the regime to seize
control of the labor movement. Particularly during the Stroessner
dictatorship it completely dominated the only legal central labor
organization, the Confederacién Paraguaya de Trabajadores (CPT),
and a major split in that organization, the confederation, was a
direct result of a split in the party. Although the Communists and
the Partido Febrerista had some marginal influence in individual
unions, they were unable to mobilize a really serious challenge to
the Colorado domination of the CPT.

In one other way, also, there was a sharp contrast between
the political influences within the labor movements of Uruguay
and Paraguay during the second half of the twentieth century. In
Uruguay, the Catholic Church took very little interest in seeking
to penetrate the labor movement and Catholic-oriented groups
were marginal in the country’s organized labor movement. How-
ever, in Paraguay during the Stroessner years, the Church
became a major element in the opposition to the dictatorship and
made a determined effort to establish its influence within the la-
bor movement. For a while, it achieved considerable success, and
the segment of organized labor under its aegis was only sup-
pressed by the regime by great brutality. In the post-Stroessner
period, a Catholic-oriented organization became one of the three
central labor groups to emerge.

Collective bargaining, the principal “economic” activity of the
labor movement, had a sharply contrasting history in the two re-
publics. In Uruguay, as organized labor came to include a
substantial part of the wage- and salary-earning working class,
regular negotiation between the unions and their members’ em-
ployers and the signing of collective agreements became an
accepted procedure. Until the growing economic and political cri-
sis of the 1950s and 1960s, the government intervened relatively
little in this process.

In contrast, in Paraguay, the negotiation of collective con-
tracts remained the exception rather than the rule during most of
the period under review. Resistance to collective bargaining by
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employers remained very strong, and successive governments did
little to encourage collective bargaining.

The legitimacy of the right to strike, the ultimate weapon of
unions in dealing with their members’ employers, was very differ-
ent in the two republics. At least until the troubled period of the
1950s and 1960s, the Uruguayan government largely limited its
role to one of mediation, although in those two decades resort was
had on several occasions to a virtual “state of siege” to deal with
workers’ walkouts, and under the military dictatorship of 1973 to
1985, strikes were regarded by the government as “subversive.”
After the end of the dictatorial regime, the right to strike was
again legitimized, although the unions tended to be relatively cau-
tious in its use, so as not to endanger the restoration of a
democratic regime.

In Paraguay, it is fair to say that few governments recognized
that the workers had the right to withhold their services in order
to get the employers to negotiate, or once negotiating, to concede
to some or all of the workers’ demands. Under Stroessner, legisla-
tion was enacted that required the unions to get from the
government the “right” to strike, and once a legal walkout had
started, the union had to prove to the Ministry of Labor that the
strike was “just,” that is, that the demands being made by the
union were within the financial capacity of the employer to meet
them. In only one instance in the Stroessner period did a union
have its strike officially declared both “legal” and “just.”

In both countries, organized labor regarded itself as part of a
broader movement of the workers. Virtually from their inception,
the union groups of Uruguay and Paraguay affiliated with inter-
national labor organizations, both worldwide and those that were
hemispheric in scope. Which international groups they joined de-
pended on the political orientation of the respective Uruguayan
and Paraguayan trade union organizations.

At least one trade union leader of each of our countries be-
came a principal figure in an international labor organization.
Enrique Pastorino, one of the most important Communist trade
unionists of Uruguay in the post-World War II period, served for
some years as president of the World Federation of Trade Unions.
Julio Etcheverry, a leader of the Paraguayan Confederation of
Workers in Exile, was for some years the general secretary of the
Organizacién Regional Interamericana de Trabajadores (ORIT),
the American regional grouping of the International Confederation
of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU).

From the 1960s through the 1980s, the U.S. labor movement
was active in connection with organized labor in both republics.
Its principal instrument in this period was the American Institute
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for Free Labor Development (AIFLD), an organization controlled
by the American Federation of Labor—Congress of Industrial Or-
ganizations and largely financed by the U.S. government’s foreign
aid program.

The AIFLD had two types of programs in the Latin American
and Caribbean countries. The first was labor education, providing
training in a wide range of subjects relevant to trade unionism,
from parliamentary procedure, public speaking, and elementary
accounting, to collective bargaining procedures, a particular coun-
try’s labor legislation, trade union history, and the philosophy of
democratic unionism. Much of the AIFLD labor education pro-
gram was carried on in the country involved, but in addition it
had some regional training centers and a “graduate course,” so to
speak, in the vicinity of Washington, DC. On one level, or other,
several hundred Uruguayan and Paraguayan trade union leaders
participated in the courses offered by the AIFLD.

The Institute also had a “social projects” program. This in-
volved financial encouragement to efforts of trade unions to
establish cooperatives, housing projects, and other institutions
designed to help the unions raise their members’ standard of liv-
ing. These were not as extensive in Uruguay and Paraguay as in
some other Latin American and Caribbean countries.

In either labor education or social projects, the AIFLD worked
in collaboration with particular union groups in Uruguay and
Paraguay. Given the turbulent conditions in both of these repub-
lics from the 1950s to the 1970s, the Institute on several occasions
found itself having association with unfortunate national part-
ners, and found it necessary to end such association.

By 1990, the labor movements of both Uruguay and Paraguay,
after long years of struggle with the dictatorships of their respective
countries, were experiencing a rebirth and were in better condi-
tion than they had been for decades. However, in both cases they
were faced, as were the organized workers of all the Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean nations (and the worldwide labor movement,
for that matter) with the onslaught of so-called economic liberal-
ism. This philosophy, put into practice to a greater or lesser degree
by all of the governments of the region, stressed free trade, bal-
anced government budgets, “privatization” of many state-owned
economic enterprises, and international and domestic competition
based to a large degree on lower labor costs.

Economic liberalism seemed to have little place for strong and
effective labor movements in the countries in which it was ap-
plied. Also, its policies threatened many of the industries and
government institutions in which trade unionism had been able
to prosper to a greater or lesser degree. It would remain the prin-
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cipal challenge to the labor movements of both Uruguay and
Paraguay during the remainder of the twentieth century and be-
yond.



1
The First Half Century of Uruguayan
Organized Labor

For much of the twentieth century Uruguay was the model of
Latin America. Its political democracy, its advanced social laws,
its cleanliness and sprightliness all combined to gain the little
country the reputation for being the “Switzerland of South Amer-
ica.”

There are only about 72,000 square miles in Uruguay, which
hugs the northern side of the Rio de la Plata estuary. There is a
ribbon of agricultural land along the coast and for perhaps fifty
miles inland, but the great majority of the nation has long been
given over to grazing. Meatpacking and wool production are the
country’s “basic industries.” A quarter or more of the 3 million
people of the country lives in the modern city of Montevideo.

As long ago as 1906 a foreign observer remarked, “If Uruguay
would abandon her revolutionary habits and settle down to peace
and industry her progress and development would doubtless be
little short of marvelous.”' In subsequent years, the country
“abandoned her revolutionary habits,” and Uruguay had probably
the stablest government in South America. It was one of the few
countries in Latin America in which the military did not play a
large role in politics.

In the mid-1920s, ex-President Balthasar Brum wrote about
the military:

No, Uruguay has no compulsory military service, not even for a school of
citizenship; we have practically no army at all. We believe that the only
defense of a nation against encroachment is the attainment of the high-
est type of civilization it knows. We have tried and are still working to
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make our country the most civilized in South America and in the world.
Then it will be impossible to destroy us by war.’

The church—state controversy, which caused deep schisms in
other Latin countries, was kept at a minimum in Uruguay. An
English Salvation Army official noted in the early 1920s that the
Uruguayans generally left the “duty of going to church largely up
to the women,” and that “too many Uruguayans are atheists or
free thinkers and are much more interested 1n socialistic experi-
ments in government, than in church-going.” 3 This comparative
religious skepticism of the Uruguayans no doubt helped to pre-
vent the very deep cleavage on religious issues that plagued some
of the other nations of Latin America.

Uruguay has had a substantial middle class. Early in the
twentieth century, P. B. Pilsinger wrote, “Uruguayan business
men have a reputation for solidity, honesty and fair dealing which
might well be env1ed by the commercial interests of other and lar-
ger countries.” This aggressive business element early on built
up small-scale industry, particularly in Montevideo, which
brought with it a working class that soon began to organize. Uru-
guayan manufacturing industry expanded substantially during
and immediately after World War IL

Unfortunately, the thriving economy and political stability
that had marked Uruguay for two generations largely disappeared
in the decades following World II. This was due both to a lingering
crisis in the economy and a lack of adequate political leadership.
It led finally to a military seizure of power in 1973, for the first
time in the twentieth century. Only twelve years later was an
elected and constitutional civilian government restored with the
inauguration of President Julio Sanguinetti in 1985.

The organized labor movement developed within the context of
the democratic and progressive regime of the early decades of the
twentieth century, survived a short-lived dictatorship in the
1930s, and expanded substantially in the renewed democracy of
the 1938-1973 period. It was influenced by the growing economic
and social crisis of the 1950s and 1960s and was almost wiped
out by the military regime of 1972-1985. But the labor movement
revived substantially in the process of the struggle against the
dictatorship in its last years, and after the reestablishment of a
democratic regime.

Throughout its history, the labor movement of Uruguay was
the scene of almost continuous conflict among contending political
groups. Anarchists, anarchosyndicalists, Socialists, Communists,
and Trotskyists were the most significant of these political ten-
dencies. The two major parties, the Colorados and Blancos
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(Nationalists), which were not generally well organized in the un-
ion field, played a minor role in these struggles. Political contention
was principally responsible for the frequent splits and regroup-
ings within the labor movement.

Uruguay is distinctive in Latin American organized labor in
never having had a Labor Code. This means that the government
has not determined the jurisdiction of particular unions and has
not exercised supervision over union elections and finances. For
many years, following the establishment of Wage Councils in
1943, the only direct government participation in collective bar-
gaining was its representation in the tripartite Wage Councils.
One effect of not having a Labor Code was that there often was
more than one union in a given field or even in a particular enter-
prise.

ORIGINS OF URUGUAYAN LABOR MOVEMENT

Utopian Socialist ideas reached Uruguay in the middle dec-
ades of the nineteenth century. Dogma Socialista, the book
published by Esteban Echeverria in Buenos Aires in the late
1830s, setting forth the theories of St. Simon and Leroux, was
widely circulated in Uruguay. So, too, was the periodical of
Eugéne Tandonnet, Le Messager Frangaise, expounding the 1deas
of Charles Fourier, and published in Montevideo in the 1840s.

The beginnings of the Uruguayan labor movement go back to
the 1860s. The first labor organization of which we have record is
the Sociedad Tipogréfica, organized in 1865 in Montevideo. It was
a mutual benefit group rather than a trade union. In the years
that followed, several other groups of workers also established
mutualist organizations.® In 1875, 800 workers formed an Asocia-
ciéon Internacional de Trabajadores (International Workingmen’s
Association), led by French and Spanlsh exiles who had been ac-
tive in the First International in Europe.’

The first labor group that had pretensions to being national in
scope was the Federacién Obrera Regional de la Repiiblica Orien-
tal del Uruguay, which was formed in Montevideo in 1878 and
proclaimed the intention of extending its activities to the more
important cities of the interior. It published a thirty-page pam-
phlet containing the Federacidon’s declaration of principles and
statutes, which were based on the resolutions of the First Inter-
national.

By the mid-1880s many craft groups in Montevideo were or-
ganized, as were many of those in the interior cities. From 1884
to 1885 several strikes occurred, perhaps the most important be-
ing that of the trolley car workers of Montevideo. The first general
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strike in an industry took place among the spaghetti makers of
the capital in August 1884. The success of this strike was partly
due to the generous support it received from other organized la-
bor groups in the city. In November 1884 there was a series of
strikes among printing trade workers, and during 1885 there was
much unrest among government employees in Montevideo.’

GROWTH OF ORGANIZED LABOR IN 1890s

By 1895 the Uruguayan labor movement began to play a sig-
nificant part in the history of the country. Francisco R. Pintos
attributed this increasing importance of the labor movement to
three factors. In the first place, there had been significant growth
in the number of manufacturing establishments, and in moderni-
zation of the city of Montevideo and the nation as a whole.
Between 1876 and 1890 there had been 577 new industrial work-
shops set up, and transportation facilities, particularly the railroads,
had also expanded considerably.

In the second place, an economic crisis began in 1890-1891
that continued throughout the early part of the decade and
reached a climax in 1895-1896, leading to considerable working-
class discontent. Finally, the growth of the labor movement of
Buenos Aires, across the Rio de la Plata, and the presence there
and in Montevideo of a number of veterans of the early European
socialist and labor movements, was an important reason for the
expansion of the Uruguayan labor movement.'

By the middle of 1895 there were organizations among the
bricklayers, carpenters, blacksmiths, mechanics, painters, marble
cutters, shoemakers, printing trades workers, port employees,
tobacco workers, sailors, seamstresses, vehicle builders, and
watchmakers. These organizations launched into battle on a wide
front during 1895. In that year the construction workers and the
trolleycar workers waged the most important walkouts, although
in the next year the center of interest was the walkout of the
maritime, river, and port workers of the capital."

This young labor movement received a friendly pat on the
back from the more progressive politicians of the time. The daily
El Dia, published by José Battle y Ordofiez, wrote on July 24,
1895, concerning a speech made the day before by a labor leader:

We watch with sympathy the labor movement that is beginning among
us. This speech is one of the first notices of the labor movement in our
country and of its results, of the triumph of its ideals, which raise on
high the banner of human welfare without ranks, without privileges. All
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of the peoples of free America must participate in its triumph and it must
have repercussions on our flourishing institutions."?

However, more conservative groups did not look so kindly on
the birth of a labor movement. During the trolleycar workers
walkout, meetings of the strike committee were broken up, lead-
ers of the strike were arrested, the work stoppage was declared a
“political movement,” and the union was outlawed.'

A small group of young men who were active in the unions
organized a Socialist society in 1895. They launched a periodical,
El Defensor del Obrero (The Workers Defender), the first number of
which appeared on August 25, 1895. This paper, which carried
the subtitle “The first scientific socialist periodical in Montevideo,”
bore a device at its masthead consisting of a triangle, the three
legs of which were labeled “Eight hours of labor,” “Eight hours of
rest,” and “Eight hours of recreation.”

Number five of El Defensor del Obrero noted the formation of a
Centro Socialista, “based on the principles of the International
Socialist party,” and organized to fight through political and trade
union means for the achievement of the eight-hour workday.

Among the editors of El Defensor del Obrero were José Ca-
paldn, Spanish-born president of the Marble Workers Union, and
Muvo Luzzoni, an Italian of forceful character and Bohemian hab-
its and appearance. He was said to have been the son of the
Count of Carrera and an ex-student of law at the University of
Pisa. In his native city, Luzzoni had led a revolutionary strike and
was condemned to thirty years in prison, but escaped to the New
World.

El Defensor del Obrero failed to appear after February 2, 1896,
but the Centro Socialista, which had its headquarters in the same
building as a number of unions, soon began to publish another
paper, El Grito del Pueblo (The Cry of the People), which lasted
from August 9 until September 15, 1896. It carried accounts of
meetings of socialist and labor groups in Montevideo and in Pay-
sandd, where several strikes occurred. It also noted the
enthusiastic and sustained activity of a number of women in the
affairs of both the unions and the socialist groups.

Another labor publication was the biweekly La Voz del Obrero
(The Worker’s Voice), launched on September 1, 1896, by the
Bricklayers’ Union, the Sociedad Cosmopolita de Albaniles y
Anexos. This union had been organized in April 1895 by Pedro
Denis, a socialist. La Voz del Obrero, which continued to be the
spokesman for the bricklayers until nearly the end of 1899, car-
ried at its masthead Marx’s slogan, “The emancipation of the
working class must be the work of the workers themselves.” It
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announced in its first number that although it was the official
organ of the bricklayers, it would be the defender of the interests
of the whole working class, and urged the unity of all workers,
regardless of political or religious belief.

This periodical carried a number of interesting items. There
was a long and reasoned article by José Capeldn in favor of the
reduction of the working day. There was a notice of the opening of
a new headquarters of the Centro Obrero Socialista, with a
speech by José Puig y Roig. There was an article by José Domingo
Serpa, a Socialist professor, attacking the traditional parties; and
number 39 of the paper was a May Day issue, which noted two
meetlngs that were held in Montevideo to celebrate the workers’
holiday."

Juan Antonio Acuila noted the appearance of several other
labor periodicals in the last fifteen years of the nineteenth cen-
tury. These included El Internaczonal La Revolucion Social, El
Tipogrdfico, and La Lucha Obrera."

THE FIRST PARTIDO SOCIALISTA

Meanwhile, in 1895 a Partido Socialista had been organized.'®
Its most important unit was the Centro Obrero Socialista of Mon-
tevideo. The executive committee of this group in 1897 urged the
president of the republic to establish a labor exchange to be ad-
ministered by representatives of the workers. It proposed that this
exchange keep a record of how many unemployed there were and
how many jobs were open, and urged that employers come to the
exchange to get their workers. It also suggested formation of a
retirement fund for workers, that eight hours be established as
the regular workday, and that women workers be paid equal
wages for equal work with men. It proposed the end of child labor
and the establishment of a factory inspection system. Finally, it
suggested that the government do something to improve workers’
housing conditions.

La Voz del Obrero ceased publication for a while in 1899 and
then was revived in December 1900 as an avowedly socialist or-
gan, although it continued also to be the official spokesman of the
Sociedad de Albaniles.

On May Day 1901, the Centro Obrero Socialista and the So-
ciedad de Albaniles jointly sponsored a demonstration that laid
particular stress on trying to achieve the eight-hour day. Some-
time later, a meeting sponsored by the Centro was addressed by
Alfredo Palacms who came over especially from Buenos Aires for
the occasion."’
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The chief opposition to the Socialists in the labor movement
came from the anarchists. For some time, the principal organiza-
tion of the latter was the Centro Internacional de Estudios
Sociales, which included both manual workers and intellectuals.
It was founded in the late 1890s and continued to be important
throughout the next decade. Even in the 1890s there was a size-
able number of unions under anarchist influence, which generally
took the name “sociedad de resistencia” (“resistance society”).
Typical was the Sociedad de Conductores de Carruajes (Car Driv-
ers Society), which was established in 1897, conducted a strike,
ran a cooperative, then dlsappeared in the political upheavals be-
fore the civil war of the early 1900s.'

With the end of the country’s last civil conflict in 1904, the
anarchists became increasingly important in the labor movement.
The newspaper El Dia reported on September 28, 1904, soon after
the end of the war, that “the effects of peace have begun to be felt
in the Centro Internacional. During the last two days the secre-
tariat of the Centro has received five requests from unions for
permission to hold meetings there. As one can see, the working
class is preparing to fight for its own interests.”

ANARCHIST DOMINATION OF THE LABOR MOVEMENT

In the decade before World War I, the anarchists were the
dominant element in the labor movement of Uruguay. They or-
ganized the Federaciéon Obrera Regional Uruguaya (FORU) i
1905 on the pattern of the Federacion Obrera Regional Argentina
(FORA) Most of the important unions were affiliated with the
FORU.*

Among the leading labor organizations in Montevideo at this
time were the electrical workers’ union, which won a wage in-
crease and two Sundays a month off, without a strike, in August
1907;*' the Sociedad Obreros Foguistas, consisting of some 400
or more maritime firemen; and the Sociedad de Resistencia de
Obreros Carboneros organlzed in May 1908 among the coal han-
dlers of the capital.”* There were also the Sociedad de Resistencia
Obreros Sastres among the tailors, the Sociedad Conductores de
Carruajes among the car drivers, the Sociedad de Res1stenc:1a Ar-
tes Graficos,”® and the railway men’s Unién Ferrocarrilera.”* All of
these groups were under anarchist leadership, except the electri-
cal workers’ union.

In 1907 the FORU sent two members, Ferreyr and Vilaboa, on
an organizing tour of the interior.””> Among the unions that they
found in the provinces were the Unién de Picapadreros y
Graniteros of La Paz in the department of Canelones, which re-
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ported that it had correspondence with “all the centers of Argen-
tina, Brazil and Europe.””® There were unions under
anarchosyndicalist leadership in Florida, about fifty miles north
of Montev1deo and in Colonia, across the Rio de Plata from Bue-
nos Aires.”’ A few years later there was a Federacion Obrera del
Durazno in that provincial town.”® One of the labor periodicals
remarked in January 1911, “There are very few branches of pro-
duction whose workers have not formed their resistance
societies.”

In addition to the anarchist unions there were a number of
anarchist political and propaganda centers. One was the Agru-
paciéon Nuevo Idea, which began in 1907 and published the
periodical La Accion Obrera (Labor Action), which carried much
labor news.” Another group was known as Agrupacién Libertaria
“Luz y Vida.”*' The old Centro Internacional was reorganized in
May 1908 to end its “exclusiveness” and bring it back into the
mainstream of the anarchist labor movement.*

Among the important leaders of the anarchists at this time
were Antonio Laredo, editor of La Accion Obrera, Alberto R. Mac-
cio, Virginia Belton, Adridn Troitifio, Angel Falco, Fernando
Balmelli, and Frailén Vazquez hijo. All of these people spoke at
the May Day demonstration in 1908.* The young son of Adridn
Troitifio, Liber, while still a boy in his teens, gave a speech, “La-
bor Organization and Anarchist Propaganda,” to the Sociedad de
Conductores de Carros.**

The anarchists of Uruguay, like their confréres in other coun-
tries, were very interested in cultural activities and bringing up
the education level of the workers among whom they were labor-
ing. Their cultural institutions included a symphony group known
as the Orfeén Libertaria (Libertarian Choral Society) and an Es-
cuela Moderna (Modern School) patterned after that of Francisco
Ferrer in Barcelona, Spain, directed by Antonio Laredo.

The anarchists also organized the Anti-Militarist League,’®
and in 1907 they held an antimilitarist and antiparliamentary
conference.’’ They considered it a great triumph for their antipar-
liamentary campaign when only 3,000 people voted in Montev1deo
in the 1907 elections, out of a total population of 300,000.**

It was sometimes hard going for the anarchist leaders Anto—
nio Laredo was in jail during the 1908 railroad strike.”” Jodo
Castelli, who later became secretary of the FORU, was jailed for
two years at the instance of El Dia and other newspapers on the
charge of killing a man in connection with a labor dispute at the
dailies. There was considerable celebration when he came out of
prison.*’
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DISSENSION AMONG THE ANARCHISTS

Unity did not always prevail among the anarchists. There was
a controversy concerning the foundation of the FORU in 1905.
The paper El Libertario was not invited to send a representative to
the preparatory meeting for organizing the federacion. However,
such an invitation went to El Obrero as “the only periodical that
defends the economic struggle.”*' As a result, El Libertario, the
organ of the Centro International, which apparently represented
the more sectarian anarchists, found much to criticize in the
FORU once it was established and carried on polemics with some
of the federacién’s unions, particularly the Sociedad de Resisten-
cia Sastres and the shoemakers. The latter union decided to
make use of a favorite anarchist weapon and to boycott El Liber-
tario.”

Some of the polemics among the anarchists concerned trade
union questions. There was a running discussion in La Accién
Obrera concerning the advisability of having paid secretaries in
the unions. Adridn Troitifio took the affirmative, saying that in
cases where the membership was large enough to need a full-time
person, or in cases where it was necessary that the union head-
quarters remaln open all the time, there should be paid
secretaries.”’ Marcos Filoment took the opposition point of view,
saying, “The paid secretary does not work as an anarchist. This I
affirm. The anarchist is normally impelled to propagate the Truth.
And the Truth is not propagated by writing receipts and receiving
dues, by arranging meetings or organizing headquarters.”

An Argentine reader entered the controversy, pointing out that
in Italy it was the anarchist-paid secretaries of the resistance so-
cieties who in 1883 had convinced a convention of those societies
of the inutility of parliamentary action, thus showing themselves
to be good anarchists.*> Filoment’s position was apparently domi-
nant, however, because the Second Congress of the FORU denied
paid secretaries in the unions affiliated to it the right to speak
and vote in organizations for which they worked.*°

In another instance, the Uruguayan anarchists centered
around La Accion Obrera clashed with the anarchist daily paper
La Protesta of Buenos Aires over matters of doctrine and alleged
personal insults.*

There was an extensive labor press during these years. The
FORU published La Emancipacion. The Sociedad de Resistencia
Obreros Sastres published El Despertar (The Awakening), while
the Sociedad Conductores de Carraujes was responsible for El
Aurija (The Coachman). La Lucha was a daily issued by the anar-
chist leader Angel Falcén during part of this period, and La Picota
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(The Pillory) was a humorist magazine with a labor slant. Revista
Grdfica was published by the Sociedad de Resistencia Artes Grafi-
cos and La Linterna was an independent but prolabor weekly.*®

STRIKES DURING THE ANARCHIST PERIOD

Strikes were frequent and reached a crescendo in 1905-1906.
In January 1905 there was a walkout of workers of the Central
Railroad of Uruguay, which for a time closed the road down en-
tirely. Five months later, 11,000 maritime and port workers
struck, while in June there were walkouts of woodworkers and
construction workers. The next month there was a second rail-
road strike.*’

A British businessman observer commented thus upon the
situation in 1905:

A few weeks ago it was the bakers, the millers and the affiliated trades
which were affected and today it is the whole of the vast shipping indus-
try which is crippled by a general strike which commenced two days ago,
and threatens to continue for at least two or three weeks more. In this
strike every rank of maritime workers is engaged—the stokers, steve-
dores, port laborers etc. Not a single ship arriving at Montevideo can
deposit either passengers, mails or cargo, for everything is laid up and no
vessel can enter the port without the assistance of a tug. Thus the whole
republic is practically affected, since Montevideo is the only port of any
consequence and it is here that nearly all the cargo for the country is
received and distributed. . . . A large employer of the tug labor informs
me that he would infinitely sooner close down his business—established
over a quarter of a century—and sell off every boat he possesses than
concede another point to the men. ... I mention this circumstance
merely as an instance of the prevailing condition of the labor market in
this republic.”

Emilio Frugoni’s El Socialista noted a strike of street cleaners
in Montevideo early in 1906, which was victorious in spite of the
fact that the army took over the union headquarters.’’ In 1907,
the streetcar workers had a long walkout that was lost and re-
sulted in the destruction of the union.>

A major railroad strike occurred in 1908 on the Central Rail-
road, instigated by La Accion Obrera, durlng which Antonio
Laredo, the editor of that paper, was jailed.” The headquarters of
the Unién Ferrocarrilera were seized by the police and all meet-
ings of the railroad workers’ union were forbidden.”* The strike
was lost after more than two months of resistance.’ For the time
being, the railroad workers’ union was destroyed.’®
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The Federacién Obrera Regional Uruguaya and the labor
movement in general declined after the federacién’s second con-
gress in 1907, due in large part to the conservative and
unsympathetic government of President Claudio Williman. It was
not until 1911 that the Third Congress was held. This meeting
showed the influence of the development in Argentina of the Con-
federaciéon Obrera Regional Argentina (CORA), which was a
syndicalist, as opposed to anarchist, federation, and was fighting
with the simon-pure anarchists. This influence on the FORU was
indicated in some modifications of the statutes that had first been
drawn up in 1905. The ruling bodies of the FORU were henceforth
to be a nine-man executive named by each Congress to be the
administrative organ and a council of delegates from each union
in the FORU to be the deliberative body. This council of delegates
was to name the editorial board of the official FORU publication.
The federacion reiterated its apolitical attitude by declaring, “Our
organization is distinct from and opposed to all political parties
because while they are organized to get control of the state, we
are organized to destroy all bourgeois and political institutions,
and bring about the establishment of a free federation of free pro-
ducers.”

The revival of the labor movement, symbolized by the reor-
ganization of the FORU at its Third Congress, was marked by a
greatly increased militancy upon the part of the trade unions and
an increasing number of strikes. During the last month of 1910
there were walkouts in Montevideo among the bakers, stonecut-
ters, and shoe machinists.’® Early in 1911 the teamsters union
had a four-month strlke for the eight-hour day and union recog-
nition, which was won.” In 1913, at the end of this spurt of
unionization, there was another streetcar workers strike, which
was unsuccessful and again resulted in the virtual destruction of
the union.®

Even in the interior some unions were very active in the pre-
World War I period The tailors of Duranzo sought a wage in-
crease, although it is not clear whether they had a union at the
time.®' The Federacién Obrera of the same city asked for a reduc-
tion of work hours for public-works laborers.®” Walkouts were
also reported in Salto, Paysandid, San José, and Mercedes.®

At this time a small Catholic labor movement also appeared.
El Amigo del Obrero (The Friend of the Worker) was the organ of
the Circulos Cat6licos de Obreros del Uruguay. It carried a great
deal on Catholicism and the Catholic party, Unién Civica, but had
relatively little on the labor movement in its columns. It noted the
existence of Catholic workers’ circles in Montevideo and a number
of interior cities.®*
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THE UNION GENERAL DE TRABAJADORES
AND THE SOCIALISTS

The Socialists were still active in the labor movement. They
launched a central labor federation of their own in 1905, the
Union General de Trabajadores.®” The adoption of this name by
the Uruguayan Socialists for their labor groups, as well as the
adoption of the FORU as the designation for the anarchist labor
group, indicated the great influence that developments in Argen-
tina were having on the Uruguayan labor movement. Both the
Uruguayan Socialists and their anarchist rivals got inspiration,
ideas, and even direct aid from their counterparts across the Rio
de la Plata.

The short-lived Unién General de Trabajadores was organized
by a young man, Emilio Frugoni, who had recently entered the
Socialist movement.®® Frugoni was the son of a well-to-do and
distinguished family and had originally entered politics in 1900 at
the age of twenty when he joined the Partido Colorado, the more
liberal of the two old parties. However, during the Civil War of
1904 and its immediate aftermath he became convinced that the
old parties were not going to carry out the program he wanted, so
he switched to the Partido Socialista.’

Soon after joining the Socialist Party, Frugoni became its
dominant figure. In 1905 the party consisted of four branches in
Montevideo, a branch in Paysandd, and another in Salto. The po-
litical position of the party is shown by its principal demands,
which were stated in the April 1905 number of La Voz del Obrero
to be “reduction of the workday, more healthy conditions in facto-
ries and workshops, compensation for accidents on the jobs,
pensions progressive income tax, abolition of taxes on consump-
tion.” The philosophy of the group was expressed thus: “It is this
disorder of production that is properly called capitalism. Organi-
zation and instruction of the workers and the carrying out of
successive reforms tending to improve their economic condition is
weakening the bourgeois system and is gradually transforming
the system into a higher form of civilization that we can call so-
cialism.”®® The party had a Socialist library around which many of
its activities were centered, and employed as its chief organ of
propaganda the periodical La Voz del Obrero. Frugoni contributed
to the May 1905 issue of the paper for the first time.

In November 1905, Frugoni, in conjunction with some of his
friends, organized a new Socialist branch, the Centro Carlos
Marx, which was the real basis upon which the later Socialist
Party was built. Its first executive committee consisted of Luis
Bernard, secretary general; Ulises M. Riestra, recording secretary;
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Orestes Baroffio, treasurer; Bartolome Bassio; Ramén Gesto; F.
Cosas; and Emilio Frugoni. Bernard and Bossio were members of
the Argentine Socialist Party who were in exile during a pohtlcal
upheaval in their country. They soon returned to Argentina.®

The new group was active in the trade unions. It launched
what was supposed to be a biweekly paper, El Socialista, in Janu—
ary 1906, but which apparently never got beyond its first issue.’
Another paper with the title El Socialista appeared in 1917, edited
by Jose Rios Silva, honorary secretary of the electric light work-
ers’ union.”' The Frugoni group immediately announced that it
had not authorized the appearance of that El Socialista, to which
Rios Silva rephed that he did not need the authorization of Centro
Carlos Marx.”” The Rios Silva group was strongly antianarchist
and announced that it had the twin aims of fighting the bourgeoi-
sie and fighting the anarchists.”® It attacked the Frugoni group
for acting as the Vanguard of the anarchists” and for working
with them in the unions.

Frugoni was the Socialist Party’s nominee for the Chamber of
Deputies in 1910. In the election of that year one of the two major
parties, the Nationalists, boycotted the polls due to the failure of
an attempted coup d’état on their part, and so the minor parties
had a chance to elect some of their nominees. In preparation to
take advantage of this opportunity, the Centro Carlos Marx called
a conference of the then-existing Socialist groups. The party had
been relatively inactive for some time, but this conference elected
a new executive committee and formally reorganized the Socialist
Party. Frugoni was nominated for deputy and agreement was
reached with the Liberals for the nomination of a joint slate.

The Socialist-Liberal coalition nosed out the other principal
minor party contender, Unién Civica, the Catholic party, which
also was entering the election arena for the first time. Frugoni
and one Liberal were elected to the Chamber.’

As a deputy, Emilio Frugoni was very energetic on behalf of
labor. He presented a project for a minimum wage for customs
house workers and a proposal to reduce taxes on consumer
goods. He interpellated the ministers on the government’s atti-
tudes toward a strike of nurses in the middle of 1912. He also
interpellated the minister of interior on acts of the police against a
popular demonstration early in 1913, and he quizzed the same
minister “concerning the employees of the Ferrocarril Central del
Uruguay,” who desired “to exercise their rights as citizens” and go
on strike.”®

Among the various pieces of proposed legislation introduced
by Emilio Frugoni was a bill to establish tripartite “wage councils”
composed of union, management, and government representa-
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tives, as vehicles for reaching collective agreements. This bill,
which the Socialists continued to urge in and out of parliament,
was finally enacted in 1943.”

The Socialists lost their representation in parliament when
the Nationalists returned to electoral participation. However,
Frugoni was elected to the Constitutional Assembly, which met in
1916-1917, and another Socialist, Celestino Mibelli, was chosen
as his alternate.”®

JOSE BATLLE Y ORDONEZ AND ORGANIZED LABOR

Organized labor in Uruguay undoubtedly benefited substan-
tially from the two administrations of President José Batlle y
Ordéiiez, in 1903-1907 and 1911-1915. Batlle carried out a
broad series of social and economic reforms and generally was
very favorably disposed toward the labor movement.

Under the inspiration of Batlle, Uruguay became the first
Latin American country to adopt such labor legislation as a stan-
dard eight-hour workday and forty-eight-hour week, prohibition
of night work in bakeries, old-age pensions, a retirement system
for employees of public service corporations, and a minimum
wage law for rural workers.’

Batlle also used the state to encourage the country’s economic
development, as well as to control important segments of the na-
tional economy. He established a state meatpacking firm,
government-owned bus transportation, and public utilities enter-
prises. He also set up a government-owned oil and alcohol refining
business, established a government monopoly on social insur-
ance, and nationalized part of the banking system. These state
firms were organized as autonomous corporations and were al-
lowed to pretty completely manage their own affairs. There were
othergomixed industries with part government capital, part pri-
vate.

Batlle took a very favorable position toward labor, although he
never enacted the kind of labor code that became popular in other
Latin American countries in the 1920s and thereafter. Although
those codes gave legal standing to the labor movement, they also
exerted a more or less wide degree of control over the unions.

Carlos Rama has cited editorials in El Dia during Battle’s first
presidency indicating support of organized labor and the right to
strike. He noted that although those editorials were written by
Domingo Arena, they “coincide almost literally with texts of Batlle
and conform to the legal and regulatory dispositions of the first
presidency.” El Dia defended the anarchist-led unions, the “resis-
tance societies,” saying, “The propaganda against the resistance
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associations lacks all basis. Those who are interested in the slow
improvement of the working class (as reactionary journalists
claim to be) must, on the contrary, foment the creation of those
centers, fight for them to be well led and have sufficient re-
sources.” El Dia also defended the right to strike. It said, “Strikers
are, simply, the result of how badly the labor of the workers is
paid and their efforts to see that they are paid better price for
their sweat and their efforts.”8!

President Batlle’s own statements reflected the ideas ex-
pressed in EL Dia. In instructions of Batlle to the police in 1904,
for example, he stated, “The workers have the right to declare
themselves on strike.”®?

When Argentina deported “foreign agitators” under the notori-
ous Residency Law of 1902, President Batlle welcomed many of
these people to Uruguay. On one occasion he even had the gov-
ernment pay the passage to Montevideo of an anarchist who had
been deported from Argentina to Rio de Janeiro.®’

As a result of his friendly attitude toward organized labor,
Battle won the support of many of the labor leaders, particularly
the anarchists. Carlos Rama noted:

Of all the social sectors of the beginning of the century none provided as
many elements to Batllismo as the anarchists. If one makes a list of the
liberation intellectuals of the first years of the century one will find that
10 years later almost all had passed into active politics, many as Batllis-
ta leaders. With even greater reason, the working masses influenced by
libertarian propaganda were brought to cooperate in some way with
Batlle.

With regard to those anarchists who ended up as followers of
Batlle, Rama says:

Almost all are workers or artisans, immigrants or sons of immigrants,
who are revolutionaries in their youth. Later, based on their effort and
the economic opportunities of the time they became part of the middle
class, or are in conditions to have their sons do so. The political and so-
cial climate is tolerant, lacking in tensions, and gives opportunities for
the entry of these new names. Revolutionary ideology is then replaced by
Batllista progressivism.

REVIVAL OF THE FORU

During World War I the Federacién Obrera Regional Uru-
guaya, which had become more or less dormant during the 1913-
1914 depression, was revived. In 1915, a Comité Obrero com-
posed of the Sociedad de Obreros Panadores (bakers), Unién de
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Linotipistas, Sociedad de Resistencia Obreros Sastres (tailors),
the Carboneros del Cerro (coal handlers in the packing houses),
and the Centro de Oficios Varios del Cerro (a mixed union of vari-
ous packinghouse workers), was established. It reorganized the
FORU in 1916, when the following groups were listed as belong-
ing: linotypists, tailors, bakers, graphic arts workers, wagon
drivers, coal handlers, Centro Obrero Villa del Cero, and the mo-
saic stone workers.

In the next year the Sociedad de Obreros Albaniles (bricklay-
ers), Obreros en Madera (woodworkers) Carpinteros de Rivera
(carpenters of the provincial city of Rivera), and ship scaffold
workers were organized. In 1918 several more unions were organ-
ized, but only about half of them joined the FORU and most of the
groups organized during 1919 stayed out of the federaciéon. How-
ever, in 1920 the FORU was reinforced when fifteen unions in
Montevideo, eight in the provincial city of Salto, and the Graphic
Arts of Paysandd joined.®

Carlos Loveira, who toured South America in 1916 in connec-
tion with the formation of the Pan American Federation of Labor,
reported, “In Uruguay, I found a much better labor movement
than in any of the others, but nevertheless, it would be much
stronger if it weren’t for the division of opinion among the lead-
ers. . . . The strong unions and syndicates that they have
personality, influence enough to make the master class take them
into consideration.”®

Groups that had hitherto not been organized to any degree
were brought into the unions for the first time. One of the princi-
pal of these was the packinghouse workers. These laborers, 7,500
strong, went on strike in the middle of 1917. The government
immediately informed the employers that it was “disposed to
guarantee without exception the liberty to work.” The result of
this attitude was a violent clash between strikers and the armed
forces, in which numerous workers were wounded.!” A general
strike declared by the FORU in solidarity with the meatpacking
workers was a failure and the packinghouse strike was lost. How-
ever, the Packinghouse Workers Federation in 1919 claimed to
still have 1,500 members in Montevideo. The union was vigor-
ously fought by the employers, who made it impossible for the
workers to rent a headquarters, so the federation was forced to
use that of another union.*®

Another important union organized during World War I was
the Federacion Obrera Maritima (FOM), set up in February 1918,
under the Socialists’ leadership. Its secretary was Eugenio
Goémez, leader of the Socialist Party left wing. In July more than
7,000 maritime workers struck for wage increases and to force
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the companies to obey the eight-hour-day law. Pintos says that
this strike was won, but a survey of the papers of the time leads
one to conclude that it was lost.*” The workers went back without
any union—-employer accord, and the employers fired most of the
strike leaders after the walkout.”

This strike was noteworthy for the widespread expressions of
solidarity that it inspired. The Socialist Party’s paper Justicia re-
ported that contributions to the strike fund had been received
during one twenty-four period from the unions of municipal
workers, nurses, upholsterers electric workers, mosaic workers,
coal handlers, and bankers.”' The Socialist Party issued a prog-
lamation declaring its complete solidarity with the walkout.”?
During the shutdown, the strikers sent delegates before a com-
mittee of the Chamber of Deputies that was considering the
affair.”> At one point during the walkout the police closed up the
headquarters of about forty trade unions and five branches of the
Socialist Party.”*

While the maritime walkout was still on, the trolley-car work-
ers of the capltal completely tied up transport in the city by
calling a strike.”” The FORU called another general strike in sym-
pathy with the trolley-car operators, but in spite of this that
wall§60ut was lost and the union was destroyed for the time be-
ing.

There were numerous unions in the interior of the republic.
An agricultural workers’ union, “Fraternidad,” was organized by
Eugenio Gomez in Chemiso in the department of San José; in
Paysandu there was a brlcklayers union with most of the workers
in the trade belonging.”’ In Florida, a Sociedad de Resistencia
Oficios Varios, organized in January 1919, had 230 members. It
maintained a library, the attendance at which grew rapidly. Its
members included workers of various trades—bakers, bricklayers,
carpenters, and typographical workers—since no group had
enough members to form a union by itself. This sindicato had a
so-called nationalist school in its headquarters in a working-class
section of the town of Florida.”®

Excluding the Montevideo port strike, 15,321 workers took
part in sixty-nine strikes during 1919. Forty-two of these walk-
outs were in Montevideo, while thirteen were in the province of
Salto. Thirty-three strikes were won by the workers, thirty-four
were lost, and twenty-three were compromised. Most of these
walkouts were for wage increases, while the reinstatement of
workers, union recognition, and solidarity were other important
causes.

The strikers included such varied types of workers as launder-
ers, electric company employees, bakers, packinghouse workers,
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bricklayers, sculptors, shipbuilders, glass workers, and typo-
graphical workers. The strikes during 1919 varied in length from
two hours to seventy-three days. The Montevideo port walkout
lasted sixty-nine days. Three other stoppages were between fifty
and seventy days in length. Thirty-nine walkouts were of less
than ten days’ duration.’

POLITICAL RIVALRY IN THE UNIONS

Political rivalry was intense in the unions. The anarchists
were still dominant. A syndicalist group that veered away from
the pure anarchists of the FORU was aided by trade unionists in
the Socialist Party. This group split away from the FORU in 1920
at the t1me of an ill-advised general strike called by the anar-
chists.'® The dissidents formed a rival to the anarchist FORU
(Cuareim 1321) and the FORU (Rio Negro 1180), with their ad-
dresses dlfferentlatlng one from the other. The first cla1med
30,000 members in December 1921—probably an exaggeration.'’
The second, which was syndicalist, joined with some autonomous
unions early in 1922 to form the Comité Pro Unidad Obrera. This
comité had a number of affiliates in the city of Montevideo, in-
cluding the Federacién Obrera Tranviaria (trolley-car workers),
and after sending a delegation into the interior to recruit unions
there had twenty affiliates in the other cities and towns of the re-
public.

After World War I there were four political groups in the Uru-
guayan labor movement. First, there were the simon-pure anti-
Bolshevik anarchists who dominated the old-line FORU. Soon
there was a group of anarchists more sympathetic to the Soviet
cause, who took the lead in forming the Comité Pro Unidad
Obrera. Then, within the Socialist Party, there were pro-Communist
and anti-Communist factions.

The Socialist Party had grown considerably during the latter
part of the war and in the immediate postwar period. In 1919, the
party launched its first daily paper, Justicia, under the editorship
of Emilio Frugoni. The paper was excellent. It regularly carried a
full page of union news, had many feature articles on events in
foreign countries, and also ran nearly a page of ‘“telegraphic
notes” on day-to-day foreign news. It offered a page of sports news
and its makeup was such as to be attractive to the average
reader.

Some idea of the attitudes of the party can be gained from the
type of items carried in Justicia in its early days. It published a
series entitled “In the Republic of the Soviets.”'”* It ran Eugene V.
Debs’s address to the American workers when he was sentenced
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to jail for opposition to U.S. participation in World War L'* It car-
ried a series of articles on “El Latifundismo,” urging agrarian
reform. It had a article on Montevideo’s bad housing condi-
tions,'®” another against the extension of grazing land at the
expense of farminig and farmers,'”® and a series on the Socialist
regime in Austria. "’

Justicia naturally had very good coverage of Socialist Party
news. It carried the party’s election platform for 1919, which in-
cluded demands for action against the high cost of living,
particularly through abolition of taxes on consumer goods; limita-
tion of rents; prohibition of speculation in articles of prime necessity;
and abolition of patents. It also demanded abolition of the army
and municipalization of the police; extension of the legal eight-
hour day to agricultural workers; labor inspection to be done by
the unions; minimum wages for workers of both sexes; the pro-
gressive income tax; family allowances for children under
fourteen; and regulation of the work of women and children. It
urged the establishment of workers’ councils to participate in the
management of public and private enterprises.!®

The election of 1919 brought some success to the Socialist
Party, and it elected Frugoni and Celestino Mibelli to the Cham-
ber of Deputies and gained numerous municipal posts.'® This
was the high point of the Socialist movement in electoral terms
for some time to come.

THE INFLUENCE OF THE BOLSHEVIK REVOLUTION

The Bolshevik Revolution in Russia and the establishment of
the Communist International had deep repercussions in Uruguay
as elsewhere in Latin America. The stronghold of the pro-Soviet
faction of the Socialist Party was the Federacién Obrera Maritima,
of which Eugenio Gémez was secretary general. Gémez became
the leader of the left-wing faction within the party, although he
had not been a leftist at the time he had been chosen for the sec-
retary generalship of the FOM by Emilio Frugoni and other
Socialist leaders.!!?

The Uruguayan Socialist Party tentatively agreed at its con-
gress in Se?tember 1920 to affiliate with the Communist
International.''' However, soon thereafter the Comintern issued
the Twenty-one Demands, which had to be met by parties desir-
ing affiliation, and there were many within the Uruguayan party
who, led by Emilio Frugoni, balked at these conditions.'!

A convention of the party was held in April 1921, with dele-
gates present from twenty-five party branches. Two motions were
discussed, one sponsored by Gémez stating, “The Congress rati-
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fies its adhesion to the Communist International,” and another
backed by Frugoni accepted affiliation to the Comintern with res-
ervations. The former was adopted by 1,007 votes to 110 and the
congress went on to change the name of the group to Partido
Comunista.'"

Frugoni and his friends withdrew, or were ‘“expelled” as the
Communists claimed, and reorganized a Partido Socialista. Only
about 10 percent of the 2,000 members of the party at the time
followed Frugoni.''* He resigned his post as deputy and was suc-
ceeded by Dr. José M. Bazzurro. Then in the elections of 1922
and 1925 the Socialists failed to get any members of parliament.
It was not until 1928 that Frugoni was again elected to the
Chamber.'" During this period the Communists claimed that “
Uruguay, where social democracy has never been strong, we have
succeeded in destroying it”.

The Communists were active in the trade union movement.
They concentrated their efforts on the Comité Pro Unidad Obrera
(CPUO). However, the CPUO did not welcome their attentions and
in an apparent attempt to prevent Communist infiltration passed
a motion closing its doors to all organizations founded after De-
cember 9, 1922, on the grounds that they were not as class
conscious as the older ones.'!’

The Communists for their part denounced the “degeneration
of anarchosyndicalism” and complained because the anarchist-
led labor organizations of Uruguay were unworried by and paid
no attention to the “menace of a new war” in Europe. The Com-
munists pushed the proposal for affiliation of the Comité Pro
Unidad Obrera to the Red Internatlonal of Labor Unions (RILU)
but were soundly defeated.’

The Red International of Labor Unions, over the signature of
Heinrich Brandler, issued a special appeal to the unions of Uru-
guay on the occasion of the CPUO Congress of April 1923,
denouncing the other internationals and saying that Brandler
was sure that Uruguayan workers, firmly united in this congress,
would decide to affiliate with the RILU.!"” However, the CPUO ig-
nored Brandler’s appeal.

The Comité Pro Unidad Obrera turned itself into the Unién
Sindical Uruguaya (USU) in 1923. This name indicated the syndi-
calist orientation of the USU, copied as it was from the Uni6n
Sindical Argentina, the syndicalist central labor organization
across the Rio de la Plata.

The Communists, in their publication El Sindicato Rojo, de-
nounced the “new anarchist control” of the USU, and said that
the Unién executive had lost many opportunities to give militant
leadership to the workers and to bring the autonomous unions
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into its ranks.'** Eugenio Gémez noted that in spite of the con-
stant rebuffs that they received within the USU, the Communists
contlnued to function within that group throughout most of the
1920s.

The Federacién Obrera Regional Uruguaya, meanwhile, con-
tinued in existence. It sent a delegate to the 1922 congress of the
Red International of Labor Unions, but his credentials were not
accepted.'” By 1930, the FORU was credited with only twelve af-
filiated organizations.'?

The Socialists, with their reduced strength, tried to work in
the unions also. They did not definitely join either the FORU or
the USU, offenng the facilities of their paper, EI Sol, to both sides
impartially.'** The Socialists’ strength in the unions was at a low
ebb during the 1920s.

SIZE OF UNIONS IN THE 1930S

During the early 1920s the number of union members tended
to decline. Eugenio Goémez, leader of the Communist Party,
claimed that there were 10,270 workers in the Uruguayan unions
in 1922, 7,110 in 1923, 6,690 in 1924, and 7,010 in 1925. In
1926 there were 6,500 organized workers in “an infinite number
of small unions.” The transport workers and construction workers
consistently had the largest number of local unions, and were
among the largest in membership. Other relatively sizable groups
were, to be found in the food industries and the leather indus-
try.'* Juan Acuiia estimated that in 1928 the FORU had fourteen
affiliates with 2,240 members and the USU had twenty-three un-
ions with 3,960 members."'*

Francisco Pintos noted that during the four years before the
onslaught of the world depression there was only one important
strike—that of the packinghouse workers of the Anglo Company
in the city of Fray Bentos.!?” By then, the trade union movement
was split into four different groups, and there were about 8,000
workers in the organized labor movement.'*®

The FORU declined more or less steadily, but by 1930 was
still an important factor in the labor movement. In fact, the
Communists claimed in 1929 that “the anarchists are lords and
masters of the labor movement.”'*’

The Unién Sindical Uruguaya continued being loyal to its
syndicalist principles. The Communists had by this time more or
less abandoned the USU and were trying to organize “independ-
ent” unions. There was a representative of these unions,
Francisco Castrillejo, present at the tenth anniversary celebration
of the Bolshevik Revolution in Moscow in November 1927. Cas-
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trillejo signed a manifesto, which was the first step toward
launching the Latin Amerlcan organization of the Red Interna-
tional of Labor Unions."'*

The Communists organized a “Bloc of Workers Unity” in No-
vember 1927, with the avowed purpose of fighting the anarchists
and syndicalists in the unions. By November 1928 it claimed
4,000 members, “most of them organized proletarians.” The Bloc
held a May Day demonstration in 1928, which was attended, ac-
cording to the Communists, by 15,000 people. The majority of the
executive committee of the Bloc were Communists, although it
was claimed that some were not members of the party.'”'

Two new central labor organizations were formed in the last
part of the 1920s and early 1930s. The Communists inaugurated
a Confederacion General del Trabajo del Uruguay (CGTU) in 1929,
which, according to a report in Izvestia of Moscow on May 2,
1929, had 14,500 dues-paying members.'** This number seems
unlikely. The CGTU joined the Red International of Labor Unions
and was the host organlzatlon to the conference of Latin Ameri-
can affiliates of the RILU in 1929."

Unions belonging to the CGTU, or in alliance with it, launched
a number of strikes. These included walkouts of maritime work-
ers, bricklayers, and packinghouse workers in Montev1deo and
Fray Bentos. Virtually all of these strikes were lost."

The Socialists called a conference of unions friendly to them,
which met on October 11, 1930. Delegates were present from the
printers, marine engineers, and various unions of industrial
workers and clerks. The conference launched the Unién General
de Trabajadores del Uruguay “on moderate trade union lines,”
and voted to “keep 1n close touch” with the International Federa-
tion of Trade Unions."*’

There were some strikes in Uruguay in 1929,"*® and all of the
existing labor groups, in addition to the Socialist and Communist
parties, participated in a protest against the forty-hour business
tie-up sponsored by employers in 1930 as a demonstration
against minimum wage and pension legislation."’

THE TERRA DICTATORSHIP

With the deepening of the economic crisis, the political situa-
tion in Uruguay deteriorated. President Gabriel Terra tended more
and more to split away from his own party, the Partido Colorado
Batllista, and to rely on the official opposition, the reactionary
Partido Nacionalista, under the leadership of Luis Alberto
Herrera. The government became increasingly more repressive,
and in February 1932 it closed the Communist Party’s paper,
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Justicia, and is said to have jailed and treated rather badly 500
workers and students it classed as “dangerous.”'*®

Finally, on March 31, 1933, President Gabriel Terra sus-
pended the constitution and declared himself dictator. Working
closely with him was Dr. Herrera, and for the next period these
two were the dominant figures in the political life of the country.
The dictatorship lasted in a more or less attenuated form until
1938, when Terra was succeeded as president by General Alfredo
Baldomir.

The Terra dictatorship was comparatively moderate. Almost a
year after his coup, Terra permitted Congressional elections.
Frugoni and Liber Troitifio, Socialists who had been elected in
1931, were reelected to the Chamber in 1934,'* while Eugenio
Gémez was elected by the Communists.'* Throughout the re-
mainder of the Terra dictatorship, Frugoni and Troitifio made
things uncomfortable for the dictator.

All of the dictatorship’s troubles were not in the Chamber of
Deputies, however. There were some significant labor struggles
during this period. One of the most important was the walkout of
printing trades workers, backed by the newspaper vendors’ un-
ion. The latter organization was established in 1920 by Adridn
Troitifio. It had a number of strikes, the first in the year of its
foundation when it attempted to gain recognition from El Dia and
José Batlle y Ordéiiez, somewhat uncharacteristically, took the
lead in the struggle against the union. The second strike had
been in 1923 over the issue of giving new vendors one day of rest
a week. The third had been for increased pay.

The union’s most long, drawn-out walkout was that of 1934.
The printing trades workers had struck for a wage increase, and
the newsboys’ union (Sindicato de Vendedores de Diarios y Revis-
tas) struck in sympathy. Together the two unions prevented any
of the capital’s papers from appearing on the streets. The news-
boys imported Buenos Aires newspapers in large numbers and
sold them in place of the local ones. Terra, in an attempt to break
the strike, prohibited the importation of any more papers from
Argentina each day than had come in before the strike. The news
dealers countered this move by getting the Buenos Aires papers
to agree not to send any copies to Montevideo, by mail or other-
wise. For a while there were no papers at all in the Uruguayan
capital.

The printer—news dealers strike was finally lost because of an
all-out attack by the government. The leaders of the news dealers’
union decided to end the strike before their union was completely
destroyed, and agreed to a provision forced on them by the gov-
ernment that they would not engage in any sympathy strike for
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five years. One explanation for this agreement may have been the
fact that the government at this time took steps to try to deport
certain of the foreign-born leaders of the walkout, including Span-
ish-born Adridn Troitifio. Emilio Frugoni defended Troitifio and
was successful in defeating the government’s move.'"!

The FORU and the USU continued to exist throughout the
dictatorship. However, the latter was sald to have had only 1,250
members in 1938 and 1,000 in 1939.'** The Unién General de
Trabajadores and the Confederacion General del Trabajo appear
not to have been active during the Terra dictatorship.

With the election of General Alfredo Baldomir as president of
the republic in 1938, democracy and the labor movement revived
in Uruguay. In 1939 a Comité de Unidad y Organizacién de la
Clase Obrera (Committee of Unity and Organization of the Work-
ing Class) was formed. At the time it was organized it had about
fifty unions and some 22,000 members in its ranks. By 1941
however, the number of unions had declined to thirty—seven.'®

REVIVAL OF THE LABOR MOVEMENT

During the administration of Baldomir there was a general
revival of the labor movement and a number of new organizations
were launched. The Umon Obrera Textil was established in 1940,
with 500 members.'** The Sindicato Unico de la Industria de la
Construccién was founded in 1939 as a result of the unlflcatlon
of about ten different building trades workers’ groups. 15 A res-
taurant and pastry cooks’ union was set up in 1940."*° The
Organizacién Obrera del Omnibus brought together the bus driv-
ers and conductors of the capital in the same year.'*’ Similarly,
the metal trades workers came together to form the Sindicato
Unico de la Industria Metaldrgica.™ Only two years later, the
trolley-car workers were organized once more, this time in the
Unién Obrera Tranviaria, which for the first time succeeded in
establishing a union capable of resisting intense employer pres-
sure.'* The railroaders, after being thirty-four years without a
union, were able to establish Unién Ferroviaria, which immedi-
ately became one of the country’s most powerful unions.'*

Perhaps the most significant union of all those that were es-
tablished during the early part of World War Il was the meat
workers’ Federacion de la Industria de la Carne, formed in Janu-
ary 1941. During the previous year, the Asociacién de Obreros y
Empleados del Frigorifico Nacional had been formed in the gov-
ernment-owned packinghouse and was quickly able to spread the
message of unionism among the packinghouse workers. All the
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important groups of packinghouse workers were brought into this
federacién except the stevedores.'’

In spite of the upsurge of organizational activity, there was a
serious split in the union ranks during the first months of World
War II. The Communists had organized a Comité Pro Unién Gen-
eral de Trabajadores, also known as the Comité de Unidad y
Organizacién, to replace the CGT. Some Socialist-controlled un-
ions were part of this group.

However, when the comité adopted the international Commu-
nist line between September 1939 and June 1941 that World War
I was an “imperialist struggle” of no concern to the workers (in
fact a position of neutrality in favor of Nazi Germany), the Social-
ist unions withdrew from it. Eugenio Gdémez, the Communist
secretary general, claimed, “The Socialist chiefs play a divisionist
role. To prove this there is the case of Damonte. He worked in the
Comité de Unidad; but once the war began he defended Anglo-
Yankee imperialism unconditionally. His first step to favor the
enemies of the working class has been to fight—and he did it with
success!—in the Directive Commission of the FUECI to disaffiliate
it from the Comité de Unidad y Organizacién.”"*

However, with the invasion of the Soviet Union by the Nazis,
Communist policy did an abrupt about-face. They became the
strongest supporters of the Allied cause. They pictured them-
selves as devout patriots and even went so far as to campaign for
military conscription.

The switch in attitude by the Communists laid the ground-
work for a new attempt to unify a large part of the labor
movement in a single organization. This was the Unién General
de Trabajadores (UGT), established on March 22, 1942. Enrique
Rodriguez, leader of the Leather Workers Union and a Commu-
nist, was named secretary of the UGT. The executive committee
consisted of six Communists, two Socialists, and one member of
the Partido Colorado Batllista. The declaration of principles of the
new group pledged that it would be free of interference by any po-
litical party."

SPLITS IN THE UGT

The UGT at first included labor elements under both Socialist
and Communist leadership but with the Communist element in
the ascendant. The political conflict between the two groups
reached a climax during a strike in the packinghouses in January
1943. This walkout began in the Frigorifico Nacional to obtain the
reinstatement of ten workers fired for union activity.
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The Communist UGT leaders, then following a policy of un-
conditional support of the government and the Allies, attacked
the leaders of this strike as Nazis. They particularly attacked
Humberto Gémez, the principal leader of the walkout, and went
so far as to have some Communist-controlled unions demand
that Gomez be expelled from the country. A bomb went off in one
of the strikebound refrigerated ships and the UGT blamed that on
Gomez, who was leader of the stevedores at the packinghouse
docks. In view of this attitude on the part of the UGT, the pack-
inghouse workers turned against that organization. Under the
leadership of Gémez and the workers of the Frigorifico Nacional,
dissident unions were organized in the Swift, Artigas, Anglo, and
Armour plants, and joined with unions of stevedores, truck driv-
ers, and other allied groups to form the Federacién Autonoma de
la Carne, independent of the UGT."™

The Unién General de Trabajadores claimed that the autono-
mous federation was founded for political reasons. The UGT
stated that it opposed the strike of 1943 because the war was at
the lowest ebb, the Germans were at Stalingrad, the strike was
part of an attempt at a coup d’état against the government, and
there were Nazi agents mixed up in it.!3® The packinghouse work-
ers, however, maintained that the Communists’ primary loyalty to
Russia turned them into a strikebreaking group at the time of the
1943 walkout.

The Communists continued to denounce the packinghouse
strike. Thus, in a pamphlet published in 1943, Communist Secre-
tary General Eugenio Goémez referred to it as a “provocation”
organized by pro-fascist Luis Alberto Herrera, the Blanco Party
leader who was “attempting to involve the whole country.”"”’ He
also claimed, “In the packinghouses the provocation was very
deep. The 5th column has force inside the packinghouses. And
the activity of the 5th column is directed against democracy. . . .
Proletarian solidarity, the intervention of all the working class
must be directed to routing definitively the 5th columnists and
vigorously and vigorously raising up the Federacion de la
Carne.”!38

In April 1943 another strike was denounced and sabotaged by
the Communist-controlled UGT. This was a walkout of sand
quarry workers in a department of the interior, who had been vir-
tual prisoners in their company town, not being able to leave or
enter without the company’s permission, not being able to own
their own homes, and otherwise being completely dominated by
their employer. The strike of these workers lasted three months,
and finally brought the national government to declare the com-
pany town a legal municipality, putting an end to the complete
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and arbitrary rule by the employing company. The UGT de-
nounced this strike and refused to support a one-day general
sympathy strike organized by a number of unions.

As a result of the Communists’ handling of these strikes, the
Socialist elements in the UGT withdrew. Juan Acufa of the Fed-
eracion Gastronémica, leader of the Socialists in the UGT,
resigned from his post in the Unién General de Trabajadores and
was followed by other Socialist officials of the UGT.'®® Some un-
ions also pulled out of the Unién. The principal one to leave was
the Federacién Uruguaya de Empleados de Comercio e Industria
(FUECI), the strong organization of white-collar workers. It was
originally founded in 1930 and at the time it withdrew from the
UGT it had over 10,000 members. The FUECI was a stronghold of
the Socialists and was under the leadership of José D’Elia and
Gualberto Damonte.'®’ Other important unions that withdrew
included the Unién Ferroviaria and the news dealers’ union.
These unions formed the Comité de Relaciones Industriales.'®?

The First Ordinary Congress of the Unidén General de Traba-
jadores was held in April 1944. The UGT went on record
denouncing the autonomous packinghouse unions, claiming that
the autonomous federation was “an organization created to divide
and impede the anti-Nazi fight of the meat workers, directed by
the misleading methods typical of the Nazi-Herreristas, and which
have been able to prosper not due to their own power, but thanks
to the support—inconceivable from the point of view of the inter-
ests of democracy—which has been given by certain elements of
the democratic press, as well as by El Debate,” the Nationalist
Party paper.]63

Secretary General Enrique Rodriguez, in his address to the
UGT Congress, urged the industrialization of the country and
spoke in favor of ‘“national unity.” Rodriguez greeted Vicente
Lombardo Toledano, the pro-Communist head of the Confedera-
tion of Workers of Latin America (CTAL), as “our continental
leader.” The Congress went on record in favor of compulsory mili-
tary training, agrarian reform, the writing of a Labor Code, and
establishment of compulsory arbitration in labor disputes. It
stressed the UGT’s support of the United Nations in the war, and
adopted the slogan “national union” as its own.'®

The last elements that were not under Communist control left
the UGT in late 1945 when the Independent Nationalist and Batl-
lista union leaders left the organization. The complete Communist
domination of the UGT thereafter was demonstrated by the reso-
lution on the international situation of its Second Ordinary
Congress in July 1946. It said that until 1945 the chief enemy of
democracy in the world had been Hitler and the Nazis, but that
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the United States had now taken the place of the Nazis, and the
workers must fight the United States now as they had fought the
Nazis before.'®

The official report of this congress did not reflect the crisis
facing the UGT. It claimed that the organization had grown sig-
nificantly during the previous two years. It reported that there
were 133 unions affiliated in July 1946, as opposed to only 69 in
the earlier congress; ten departmental federations in place of two;
and four national industrial federations in place of the one that
had belonged to the UGT in 1944. The organization was also al-
leged to have “dozens of good trade union headquarters and a
general improvement of the apparatus of trade union organiza-
tion.”

DECLINE OF THE COMMUNISTS

However, the UGT in fact declined as the fortunes of the
Communist Party fell. The Communists’ difficulties were indicated
by the 1950 electlons which saw them lose most of their mem-
bers of Congress.'®” As they declined, the Communists’ grip
loosened on the trade unions. By the latter part of 1949 only two
centers of strength were reported to be left to the Communists:
the textile workers and the transportation workers of Montevideo.
However, an autonomous textile union had been organlzed and
was threatening the Communist hold in that field.'

The extent of the decline of Communist influence was demon-
strated on April 6, 1951, when the UGT called a general strike to
protest the Inter-American Foreign Ministers Conference opening
that day in Washington. Arturo Jduregui, South American organ-
izer for the ORIT described that event:

The strike was a complete failure for the Communists, since the great
majority of the Uruguayan unions refused to participate, including some
of those which the Communists thought they controlled. The walkout
put an end to the “Communist era” in the Uruguayan trade union move-
ment. All the means of transport functioned with absolute regularity,
with the exception of perhaps a hundred disciplined Stalinists who
stayed away from their jobs. The great majority of industrial enterprises
operated normally. All public services continued their customary tasks.
Part of the construction industry, where there are two rival unions,
joined the walkout, as did some metallurgical workers unions with a few
members. White collar workers in commerce and industry, in the banks
and insurance companies, as well as the strongly organized newsboys,
continued at their jobs. So did most printing trade workers, barbers,
movie operators and other workers. About the only evidence that the
UGT called a strike was the plethora of posters, handbills and throw-
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aways with which they had attempted to thaw out the coolness of the
workers. Never since the Communists had acquired some force among
the Uruguayan workers had the Stalinists suffered such a defeat.'®

The decline in the Communists’ strength in the labor move-
ment occurred in spite of the fact that the late 1940s and early
1950s were marked by a good deal of labor militancy. This period
of intensified trade union activity began in 1948 with the on-
slaught of a recession in economic activity. During the next two
years there occurred important strikes in the packinghouses,
bakeries, wool industry, metal trades, and among the taxi drivers
of Montevideo.'”

One of the most important walkouts occurred on the rail-
roads, late in 1948. The Unién Ferrovlaria strike was met by such
an antiunion attitude on the part of the newly nationalized roads
that the other autonomous, non-Communist unions threatened to
call a general strike unless a settlement was reached. This threat
was sufficient to get the government to intervene, and the strike
was won by the workers.!”!
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URUGUAYAN ORGANIZED LABOR
AFTER WORLD 11

With the decline of the influence of the Communist Party in the
Uruguayan labor movement during and just after World War 1I,
several other trade union centers developed in the late 1940s and
early 1950s. These were of varying political and ideological orien-
tation.

COMPETING LABOR FACTIONS

One of the most significant labor groups in the post—World
War II period was the Comité de Enlace de Sindicatos Autonomos
and its successors. This was an organization that was dominated
by the group of anarchosyndicalists whose headquarters was the
Casa Libertaria, and some Trotskyists. In the beginning, it was
composed of several unions, which, although not very large, were
very well organized. One of the key unions of the group was the
Sindicato Obreros de Ragusci y Voulminot, at a ship repair com-
pany, led by a Trotskyite, Esteban Kikich. It had a very tight
organization, covering all of the company’s 350 workers. They had
a union shop and a worker had to join the union after being em-
ployed for a month or lose his job. Several other affiliates of the
Comité de Enlace were also very strong in their limited spheres.'

However, in 1947, the Ragusci y Voulminot union had a
strike, which it lost when the firm was able to bring in strike-
breakers and organized them into a “yellow” union. The port
workers then declared a boycott of any ship that had been re-
paired in the Ragusci y Voulminot yards. For some time, only the
government oil and alcohol refining company ANCAP used those
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yards, and a 1951 strike of ANCAP workers was not effective in
trying to bring this to an end. The Ragusci y Voulminot strike was
still officially in existence as late as 1953, although in fact virtu-
ally all of the “strikers” had attained work in other yards.

The rest of the ship workers were organized in the Federacion
Obrera de Construcciones y Reparaciones Navales Auténomos
(also referred to as the Federacion Naval), which had seven un-
ions and almost 1,800 workers in its ranks. It had a union hiring
hall and employers came there to find workers.

The Federaciéon Naval belonged to the Gremios Solidarios, the
successors to the Comité de Enlace, and established in 1951 to
support the ANCAP strike. By 1953, this had been converted into
the Mesa Obrera-Estudiantil, which consisted of nine unions, in-
cluding several of bus drivers, metalworkers, barbers, bakers
and the ANCAP union, as well as the Students Federation.”

In 1952, the Gremios Solidarios included the Meat Packers
Federation, with 15,000 members, the ANCAP (oil and alcohol re-
fining industry) with 4,500 workers, as well as the Federacion
Naval, the gas plant workers, and a few other small unions.

By 1953, the Mesa Obrero-Estudiantil was working more or
less closely with the Confederaciéon Sindical del Uruguay, and
leaders of the latter hoped that the two groups would merge.
However, such an amalgamation did not take place.

Another central labor organization that existed for a short
while in the 1950s was the Confederacion General del Trabajo
(CGT), which was a Peronista-oriented group, established under
sponsorship of the labor attaché of the Argentine embassy.* The
CGT was founded in December 1950. A year and a half later it
claimed to have fifteen unions, with about 15,000 members. It
was headed by Omar Diaz, the leader of the “union” formed by
strikebreakers at the time of the Ragusci y Voulminot strike in
1947. It also claimed as members one metalworkers’ union in
Montevideo, as well as one of three restaurant workers’ unions in
the capital and several unions in the interior.

Although Omar Diaz, the secretary general of the CGT, denied
to me that it was Peronista, he talked proudly of a meeting the
group had organized in Colonia, across the river from Buenos Ai-
res, which had been addressed by José Espejo, secretary general
of the Argentine CGT. He also professed to be proud of the fact
that the Uruguayan CGT had been represented at the founding
conference of the Comité de Unidad Sindical Latino Americana,
the Peronlsta hemispheric labor group established by the Argen-
tine CGT.>

Among the leaders of the CGT was José Garcia Ricaud, an
inspector in the Post Office Department and member of the Ex-



Uruguayan Organized Labor after World War II 43

ecutive Committee of the Luis Alberto Herrera faction of the Par-
tido Nacionalista. Opponents of the CGT charged that he was the
one who received funds from Argentina to finance the CGT.°

Another was Oscar Benitez, who, as a Communist, had been
the longstanding leader of the Trolleycar Workers Union of Mon-
tevideo.” By 1954, Omar Diaz and most other leaders of the CGT
were in jail on charges of libel in articles in a magazine, Escoba,
which they published, containing lurid stories about the private
lives of cabinet ministers and other public figures.®

Still another element in the labor movement in the early
1950s was the Grupo de Sindicatos Democréticos Independi-
entes, which consisted of elements in which the influence of the
Colorado Batllista Party was dominant. Its secretary was Luis
Eduardo Pérez of the Telegraph Workers Federation. Included in
this group were a rubber workers’ union, a union of bus drivers, a
union of moving van drivers, and a bakers’ union. The group was
organized in 1947 as an outgrowth of Accién Gremial Batllista.’

Accion Gremial Batllista had been organized, under the lead-
ership of Hugo Ferndndez Artucio, as a means of lining up the
workers for the Colorado Batllista Party during the 1946 presiden-
tial election campaign and as a means of combating Communist
influence in the labor movement. Ferndndez Artucio had at one
time been the secretary general of the Socialist Party, but had left
it some years before and joined the Batllistas. He did an efficient
job in that position, and the First Congress of the Accién Gremial
Batllista was held in October 1946.!1° The second step was the
launching of the Grupo de Sindicatos Democraticos Independi-
entes, although the Accion Gremlal Batllista, a purely party
organization, was not abandoned.’

The Blanco Independiente Party, a more liberal offshoot of the
right-wing Blanco Party, also had some activity in the organized
labor movement in this period. In 1946, the handful of unions
under their control left the UGT, and in 1951 those joined in the
formation of the Confederaciéon Sindical del Uruguay and one of
their leaders, Luis Alberto Colotuzzo, was the second secretary
general of the CSU."

Another group of minor importance was the Catholic element
in the labor movement. The principal organization in this category
was the Sindicato Cristiano de Choéferes, which was more of a co-
operative than a trade union. Some of its members also belonged
to the UGT union in this field."” There were a few other organiza-
tions under Catholic influence gathered under the aegis of the
Unién Econdémica del Uruguay, which included small banks and
some farmers’ cooperative societies.
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There was also the Federaciéon Obrera Regional Uruguay, the
old FORU, the country’s first central labor organization. By the
end of 1946 there were only three unions left in it: the Sindicato
de Panaderos y Repartadores de Pan, the Sindicato Unico de
Automovﬂ and the Sindicato de Calefaccionistas (heating fixture
workers)."”

The Unién Sindical Uruguay still formally existed, but it did
not function any longer as a central labor organization. One of its
chief units, the Sindicato de la Aguja (needle workers) belonged to
the Comité Pro-CNT. Another affiliate, the Sociedad de Resisten-
cia Artes Gréficos, was independent but friendly toward the
socialist group. These unions were important because they owned
one of the best union headquarters in Montevideo, with two meet-
ing halls, a library, and offices for the Sindicato Unico de la
Aguja, the Artes Grafico, and the Sociedad de Empleados de Pelu-
querias (barber shop employees). There were also medical and
dental clinics in the building.!'®

THE GROWING ECONOMIC, SOCIAL,
AND POLITICAL CRISIS

By the early 1950s, Uruguay had begun to undergo a multi-
faceted, long-term economic, social, and political crisis. One
aspect of this was the decline in the country’s grazing industry,
which had long provided—in wool and meat—the nation’s princi-
pal exports. In part this was because substantial areas that had
formerly been used for grazing were converted to wheat produc-
tion in response to heavy government subsidization of wheat
growing. This policy was provoked by the Argentine government,
seeking to “punish” Uruguay for giving refuge to those fleeing the
Perén dictatorship, by depriving Uruguay of its normal wheat im-
ports from across the Rio de la Plata. Even after the fall of the
Perén regime in 1955 and renewed availability of wheat from Ar-
gentina, the Uruguayan government found it difficult to end the
wheat subsidies.

Another cause of the grazing crisis was difficulties in market-
ing the country’s wool and meat. Customary European markets
became more restricted for both products. Even the growth of
sales to the USSR and Eastern Europe in the 1960s only partly
ameliorated this problem. As one result, most of the foreign-
owned packinghouses went out of business—two of which were
converted into worker-owned cooperatives. By the 1970s, the
large packinghouse in Montevideo’s Cerro district had disap-
peared, to be only partly replaced by a smaller slaughterhouse in
the interior of the country.
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Uruguayan grazing also lagged behind technologically. New
kinds of grass, which were coming into use in competing coun-
tries, were not used in Uruguay, and in other ways the country
did not keep up with technological changes being made else-
where.

Uruguayan manufacturing also faced a crisis. During the
Great Depression and in World War II, when imports of manufac-
tured goods were difficult if not impossible to obtain, manufacturing
firms had sprouted up in considerable numbers in Uruguay to
serve the home market. The government encouraged this devel-
opment. Many of these firms were “uneconomic” and found it
difficult to face foreign competition when goods from abroad be-
came more readily available in the post—-World War II period. This
was particularly the case with the metallurgical industry, which
had to import all of its raw materials; as a consequence, the rela-
tively large metal enterprises that had sprung up in the 1930s
and 1940s had largely disappeared a quarter of a century later,
and to some degree at least had been replaced by small work-
shops.

Another facet of the economic problem was the excessive
number of people employed by the government. Half of the work-
ers of Montevideo worked for the government by the mid-1950s.
This was because the country had never developed a civil service
system, and since the days of José Batlle granting government
jobs on the basis of political patronage had been used as a means
of maintaining social peace and stable government. Although the
Nationalist Party had been a junior partner with the Colorados in
distributing patronage, the situation got worse when in 1958 the
Blancos won control of the Executive for the first time in nearly
ninety years and felt compelled to greatly augment the number of
loyal Blancos on the government payroll.

The upshot of that situation was that many of the government
posts were “no-show” jobs and a very large number of them were
part-time jobs. Government employees, unable to earn enough to
maintain their desired level of living with their government em-
ployment, worked there in the morning and somewhere else in
the afternoon. There were many people who in fact worked at
three different jobs—presumably not being as productive at any of
them as might have been hoped.

Finally, the very liberal social security system, which had
been established in the Batlle period and expanded subsequently,
presented serious economic problems. There was an increasingly
large number of social security beneficiaries, and it became com-
mon for people to ‘“retire” under the very liberal terms of the
system and continue working.
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The funds taken in by the social security system were by gov-
ernment edict used to buy government bonds. However, by the
mid-1950s the banks would no longer allow the social security
system to sell those bonds to them at par value, and in 1956 the
government bonds were selling at only 79 percent of their face
value. As a result, the social security institutions were finding it
increasingly difficult to pay their beneficiaries their pensions.!”

The collegiate executive adopted at the beginning of the 1950s
made it almost certain that no government would try seriously to
come to grips with the country’s economic and social problems.
This substituted a nine-man governing board, with six members
from the largest parry and three from the second largest, for the
president. With the equivalent of nine simultaneous presidents
deeply divided along party lines, no single person could be re-
sponsible or could give the leadership needed to try to deal with
the country’s growing economic crisis. By the time the single
presidency was reestablished in 1968, it was too late.

With a national pie that was expanding little if at all, the
struggles for the division of that pie became increasingly intense.
The organized labor movement, through strikes and other demon-
strations, did its utmost to try to assure that the workers would
have sufficient income to maintain the relatively high level of liv-
ing to which they had become accustomed.

As social unrest grew, successive governments became in-
creasingly harsh in dealing with it. States of emergency, partial
suspensions of civil liberties, and violent clashes of the workers
with the police and military became more frequent. All of this, of
course, tended increasingly to disrupt the economy and intensify
the country’s problems.

ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CONFEDERACION
SINDICAL DEL PARAGUAY

For most of the post—World War II period the labor movement
continued to be severely divided politically. The organization that
became the most serious challenge to the Communists and the
UGT in the 1950s was the Confederacion Sindical del Uruguay
(CSU). This had its origins in a group of autonomous unions,
more or less under Socialist Party influence, which were first
brought together in a loose group known as the Comité de Rela-
ciones Sindicales, established after the withdrawal of several
unions from the UGT in the wake of the 1943 packinghouse
workers strike.'®

The membership of this Comité, which subsequently used the
name Comité Pro-CNT, varied from time to time, but within its
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general orbit were the white-collar workers’ union FUECI, the
Federaciéon Auténoma de Obreros Metaltrgicos, the Slndlcato
Auténomo de la Construccién, and the Unién Ferroviaria." This
last union had had a very strong Communist minority until early
in 1947, but as a result of the successful railroad workers’ strike
of that year the pro-Socialist administration of the union was
strongly reinforced.

Other unions affiliated with the Comité Pro-CNT were the Sin-
dicato de los Peones y Ayudantes de la Cocina (kitchen helpers),
and the Sindicato de los Cocineros y Pasterleros (restaurant and
pastry cooks).?! Other unions, such as the Sindicato de Vende-
doros de Diarios y Revistas, which was presided over by a Socialist,
Secretary General Delio Troitifio (son of Adridn and brother of
Liber), were allied to, but did not actually belong to, the Comité.*

At one point the Comité Pro-CNT issued a statement ad-
dressed “To the Working Class and Public Opinion of the
Country” explaining the need to establish a new central labor
group. In explaining “Why we cannot unite with the UGT” it cited
the betrayal of the packinghouses workers’ strike and several
other walkouts because of the “petty interest of the policy of the
UGT which is that imposed on it by the Communist Party.” It also
accused the UGT under Communist leadership of having sup-
ported during World War II both the establishment of U.S.
military bases in Uruguay and the enactment of the military draft.
The document claimed that in the new CNT “these things will not
occur, because it is created by the workers union to defend the
interests of the class that gives it life.”””

Allied with the Comité but not affiliated with it was the Fed-
eracion Obrera de la Carne y Anexos (Auténoma) del Uruguay.
From its establishment in 1942 this union was the largest labor
organization in the country. Early in 1951 it was reported to have
the great majority of the 22,000 workers of Uruguay’s basic in-
dustry in its ranks. It had its own headquarters valued at almost
$50,000, and it had contracts with the country’s major meat pro-
ducers. 2

From its establishment, the Federacién was the scene of a se-
vere struggle among various political factions. Its moving spirit
during the period of organization was Humberto Gémez, who be-
came a Socialist. However, there was also some anarchist and
Trotskyist influence, as well as a fair number of workers of Na-
tionalist (Blanco) sympathies in its ranks. In 1946 the Federacion
withdrew from the Comité Pro CNT on the grounds that it was
controlled by the Socialists.”” In 1951 complaints were heard that
the federation was too apolitical.*®
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Although the unions of the Comité worked together for almost
a decade, it proved difficult to get them formally to establish a
new central labor body. According to Delio Troitifio, the secretary
general of the Sindicato de Vendedores de Diarios and subse-
quently international secretary and then president of the
Confederacion Sindical del Uruguay, the difficulty lay in the disil-
lusionment of many trade unions with the political control of the
UGT and its manipulation by the Communists. As a result, there
was fear that any new central labor group might also be manipu-
lated by a political party.”

Another CSU leader, Arecio Gonzilez of the municipal work-
ers, concurred with this opinion.”® Still another union leader
attributed the slowness of the establishment of a new confedera-
tion to the “prima donna” qualities of many of the trade union
leaders. He added that it was finally decided to go ahead with set-
ting up such an organization with the unions that were ready to
participate.

It was not until January 1951 that the founding congress of
the Confederacién Sindical del Uruguay was held. To a consider-
able degree the formation of the CSU was due to the efforts of
Arturo Jauregui, the Peruvian who was for several years the rep-
resentative of the Confederacion Inter Americana de Trabajadores
(CIT) and its successor, the Organizacién Regional Interamericana
de Trabajadores in Uruguay, Paraguay, and Brazil. He worked
very diligently with the Uruguayan autonomous trade unions that
were outside of the UGT to try to bring them together in a new
central labor body, which he hoped (correctly) would join the
ORIT and its parent organization the International Confederation
of Free Trade Unions. CSU leaders gave him considerable credit
for br%nging the Confederacion Sindical del Uruguay into exis-
tence.’

A year and a half after the foundation of the CSU, the Boletin
Informativo of the Asociacién Nacional de Funcionarios Publicos,
a CSU affiliate, wrote, “Those were wise who made Jauregui their
representative, in view of the work that he did in Uruguay, col-
laborating efficaciously and effectively in the organization of the
Confederacién Sindical.”

Seventeen federations and union groups were finally repre-
sented at the founding convention of the Confederacién Sindical
del Uruguay, held in the Newsboys Union headquarters in Monte-
video. These included the Railroad Workers Union, Sindicato de la
Aguja, the Bank Workers Union, the Interdepartmental Bus Em-
ployees Union, the Autonomous Construction Workers Union, the
Glass Workers Federation, the Steel Workers Union, the Graphic
Arts Union, and the Brick Makers Union.>
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Despite the fact that the Federaciéon Uruguay de Empleados
de Comercio e Industria had taken an active part in the predeces-
sor groups of the CSU, it did not join the new central labor group.
Although one leader of the FUECI said that it did not do so be-
cause it feared that it would be the only affiliate to pay its dues to
the CSU, the real reason was a split in its top leadership. Its two
principal figures were Gualberto Damonte and José D’Elia, both
Socialists. However, D’Elia was thrown out of the Socialist Party
because of criticisms of what he thought was its lack of interest in
trade union affairs. Out of the Socialist Party, he developed
friendly relations with the Communists, although he apparently
never joined the CP. The FUECI was to remain “autonomous” un-
til it joined a new Communist-sponsored central labor group in
the 1960s.

The failure to join the CSU was a serious blow to the new
group. In the early 1950s the FUECI was probably the largest un-
ion, numerically, in the country. It had about 6,000 members in
Montevideo among the 30,000 it considered eligible for member-
ship, and had “allied” organizations throughout the country.*

Another important union that did not join the CSU, although
it had worked more or less closely with the organizations out of
which the confederation grew, was the Autonomous Packinghouse
Workers Federation. At various times in the early years of the
CSU there were hopes that the union would join, but it did not do
so. Its leadership changed several times, and with the growing
crisis in the meatpacking industry, the federation underwent a
decline. When, in the late 1950s, the leadership was captured by
the Communists, several of its most important affiliates withdrew
from the federation and joined the CSU.*

The founding congress of the CSU elected Juan A. Pereyra, a
Socialist, its first secretary general. It also adopted a resolution
giving labor organizations, which were not represented at the
congress, ninety days to join if they wished to be considered char-
ter members. It was decided to establish as many industrial
union federations as possible, and provision was made for a fur-
ther convention to be held later in 1951.*° The new group, like its
predecessor comité, was associated with the International Con-
federation of Free Trade Unions. The comité had been represented
at the Mexico City Conference that established the American re-
gional organization (ORIT) of the ICFTU, which the CSU also
joined.*®

The CSU founding congress adopted a resolution denying the
right of the government to interfere with the right to strike. It also
adopted a statement proclaiming its adherence to the following
principles: “1. Affiliation of only ‘truly democratic’ unions. 2.
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Complete freedom for member unions to ‘battle’ any despotism or
totalitarianism found in the labor movement; the CSU will resist
pressure on workers’ freedom by any political group and imperial-
ism of any type. 3. Promotion of favorable labor legislation and
protection of workers’ rights. 4. No racial, political or religious
discrimination within the CSU.™’

The CSU held its second convention in January 1952, at
which it adopted a resolution, “Against Dictatorships, Totalitari-
anisms and Imperialisms,” and ratified its decision to belong to
the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions and its
American regional organization, the ORIT. The fraternal delegates
to this congress included Arturo Jduregui, representing the ORIT,
and Rafael Gonzilez Vera of the Confederation of Workers of
Cuba. A message was recelved and read from J. H. Oldenbroek,
the head of the ICFTU.*®

EARLY STRUGGLES OF THE CSU

In the years following the establishment of the CSU its mem-
ber unions engaged in a considerable number of strikes. The most
serious of these took place in September 1952, when the trolley-
car workers of Montevideo walked out after a year of fruitless ne-
gotiations with their employers, as did the public health
employees and oil refinery workers. The Meatpackers Federation
declared a sympathy strike. These walkouts won wide support,
financial and otherwise, particularly from unions of the CSU and
those that were autonomous.

The government met this situation by declaring ‘“Provisional
Measures of Security” (Prontas Medidas de Seguridad), which
Juan Acufia described as “‘virtually a state of siege, with limita-
tion of citizens’ rights of freedom of assembly and expression.”*
During the duration of the Prontas Medidas de Seguridad, no citi-
zen arrested under them had recourse to the courts, and as one
union leader said, the citizen was completely at the mercy of the
Ministry of Interior. According to the constitution, such steps
were only supposed to be taken in the case of a foreign invasion
or an insurrection, neither of which was present in this in-
stance.*’

Although the CSU did not declare a general strike in this
situation, its member unions, as well as the autonomous unions,
gave strong f1nanc1al and other support to the organizations that
had walked out.*' The Newspaper Distributors Union did declare
a sympathy strike. It had a monthly day of rest coming up and
decided to extend this to three days, and when it was backed by
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the Printing Trades Union, this resulted in no papers being
printed or circulated for three days.**

One factor that undermined the strikes was the substantial
unemployment in Montevideo. Thus, when the bus companies
sought to replace strikers, their offices were swamped with appli-
cants for those jobs.*?

Juan Acuiia sketched the result of the September 1952 strike
situation. He wrote, “The persecution and jailing of leaders was
followed by the dismissal of the workers on strike, who, thanks to
the efforts of the free trade union movement, subsequently were
all returned to their jobs.”*

One of the unions that suffered most from this showdown
with the government was that of the workers of the Adminis-
traciéon Nacional de Combustibles, Alcohol, y Portland (ANCAP),
the government petroleum and alcohol refining firm. Before the
strike it had about 3,500 of the 6,000 workers of the firm in its
ranks. At the end of the walkout most were fired and most others
dropped out of the union, which by June 1953 had only about
100 members. However, by early 1956, as a result at least in part
of pressure from the CSU and the International Petroleum Work-
ers Federation, all of the unionists, including their leaders, had
been returned to their jobs.*’

The historical importance of these events was that it was the
first time that the government had used a virtual state of siege to
deal with a labor situation. In the following decade, such action
was to become commonplace, reflecting the crisis of Uruguayan
democracy.

Another important strike of a CSU union in this period was
that of rice workers in the interior departments of Treinta y Tres
and Rocha. These workers labored and lived under horrendous
conditions, knee deep in water during many working days and
having miserable housing and virtually no medical facilities. The
pueblos in which they worked generally did not have the official
status of municipalities, which meant that the workers were com-
pletely subordinate to the will of the owners of the land on which
they worked.

Orosmin Luguizamén, a leader of the Federacién Obrera
Metalirgica, undertook to try to organize these workers on behalf
of the CSU. He met considerable initial resistance from the work-
ers because of unfortunate experiences they had had previously
with unions. However, their discontent was so great that Lugui-
zamo6n was finally able to organize most of the rice workers in
Treinta y Tres and about half of those in Rocha.

Once organized, the union presented its demands to the em-
ployers for a minimum of eight pesos a day and other benefits.
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When the employers turned down these demands, the workers
struck. The departmental government of Treinta y Tres then set
up a conciliation committee, which proposed a six-peso minimum
wage. The union finally decided to accept that because although
the strike was solid in Treinta y Tres it had less support in Rocha.
Efforts by UGT representatives from Montevideo to convince the
workers not to accept the settlement failed.

This strike got considerable financial help from the CSU affili-
ates. Of considerable importance, too, was an interview of the
CSU Executive Committee with the minister of interior, to protest
against police hostility toward the strikers; after this interview,
the police attitude was reported to have changed to one of neu-
trality toward the walkout.*®

PROGRESS OF THE CSU

The Confederacién Sindical del Uruguay continued to be the
country’s largest central organization throughout the 1950s and
into the following decade. Its member unions varied from time to
time, as did its worker membership.

About a year and a half after the foundation of the CSU, I re-
ported to Jay Lovestone, head of the Free Trade Union Committee
and de facto “foreign minister” of the American Federation of La-
bor:

The CSU is probably the largest trade union organization in Uruguay,
although not necessarily the strongest. Its weakness lies in the fact that,
aside from the Railroad Workers Union, it does not have within its ranks
any of the basic industry workers of the country. It has such groups as
the bank clerks, the newsboys, the Government Employees Association,
the Municipal Employees Association, and small groups of industrial
workers such as the glass workers and sugar workers. It has also some
construction workers—most of them in fact. One estimate of relative
strength of the CSU and UGT which I received and which is worthy of
some belief is that the UGT used to have fifty to sixty thousand members,
and is now reduced to 20,000; the CSU has now between thirty-five and
forty thousand. This is perhaps as near as one can get to an exact esti-
mate.

By the middle of 1952 the CSU included the railroad workers,
with some 7,000 dues-paying members, the bank workers with
6,000, the municipal employees with 6,000, the public employees
with perhaps 10,000 dues payers, the public health workers, and
private hospital employees, each with about 1,000 members.
There were also the Federacién de Pan (bakers), with 3,000 dues
payers, the Federacion Cerdmica, which had 2,500 dues-paying
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members. An estimated 40 percent of the construction workers
belonged to the confederacion. The affiliates also included the
sugar workers’ union, which included the people in the sugar
mills and refineries.*®

In May 1956, Juan Acuiia, the secretary general of the CSU,
noted that since the confederacién’s last congress, in November
1955, five new unions had joined the organization. These were the
White Collar Workers Union of Ferrosmalt, a metallurgical com-
pany; the Federacién de Obreros de Fibro Cemento y Portland
(cement workers); the Union of Salesmen and Advertising Work-
ers; the Federation of Shoeshiners; and the Sindicato de Obreros
de Ragusci y Voulminot.*

The last of these, in the Ragusci y Voulminot ship repair firm,
was a new union, organized under the leadership of Alberto
Nieves to challenge the company union that had been set up by
the firm in 1947 after the loss of the strike of the earlier union
that had an anarchist and Trotskyist leadership. The new union
succeeded in getting a collective bargaining agreement with the
firm, including extensive health benefits, paid vacations, and
other things. The CSU at first hesitated to accept this union in its
ranks, since the anarchists continue to maintain that the 1947
strike was still on in spite of the fact that all of the “strikers” had
long since gotten jobs either in other Uruguay firms or in Buenos
Aires, but the CSU leaders finally decided to do s0.3°

In 1956 the CSU joined with a number of unions, which were
then autonomous, including the Graphic Arts Workers and the
Glass Workers Federation, to form a “unity committee, looking to
the possible affiliation of those unions with the confederacién.”"
However, few of them in factjoined the CSU.

As late as 1962, leaders of the CSU were claiming that it was
as strong as a new central labor group that had been launched by
the Communists. It claimed to have some eighty unions affiliated
with it, which included the unions of the packinghouse workers
in the Frigorifico Nacional and the Frigorifico Artigas, which had
withdrawn from the Packinghouse Workers Federation after it
came under Communist control and then had joined the CSU.52

During the 1950s one of the most important affiliates of the
CSU was the Asociacién de Bancarios del Uruguay, the bank
workers’ union. It had been established in 1943, included em-
ployees of both government-owned and private banks, and by
1954 had 7,000 of the country’s 8,000 bank workers in its ranks.

This union was one of the best financed in the country. By
1956 it was collecting two pesos a month from 7,000 bank work-
ers. Since the union refused to have paid officials, much of its
money was spent on aid to other unions in cases of emergency.
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The bank union had two strikes in this period. One was in
1952, when employers reneged on an agreement they had made
in the Wages Council, but it was short-lived because it occurred
only a few weeks after the Prontas Medidad de Seguridad incident
and the workers were afraid that the government might destroy
their organization. The second strike was in 1954, when employ-
ers again refused to abide by the Wages Council decision, but on
that occasion they did agree to negotiate directly with the union,
resulting in a collective agreement that the workers thought was
quite satisfactory. It provided, among other things, for a mini-
mum wage, to be altered once a year to keep up with cost of living
increases, a job classification system, and automatic salary in-
creases tied to seniority.”> The Bank Workers Assomatlon
withdrew from the Confederacién Sindical del Uruguay in 1959.%*

The CSU from time to time undertook activities to provide
leadership training, as well as publicity for its member unions.
The secretary of culture of the organization went to France in
1952 for a six-month program to study the leadership training
activities of the French CGT-Force Ouvriere.”” The CSU also sup-

ported for a while a radio program of labor news, paid for largely
by the ORIT, which, however, did not work out very well, since the
Italian journalist employed by the ORIT to run the program con-
sulted virtually not at all w1th the Uruguayan trade unionists,
including the CSU leaders.’

Although this experience of “cooperation” with the ORIT was
not satisfactory from the Uruguayan unionists’ point of view and
they had other serious criticisms of the Organizacién Regional
Interamericana de Trabajadores, the CSU’s association with the
international free trade union movement did on occasion pay im-
portant dividends. Juan Acufia noted that in the success of
strikes of maritime and dockworkers in 1957 and 1958, which
were supported by the CSU, the International Transport Workers
Federation was crucial—through refusal of the European affiliates
to unload Uruguayan ships that had sailed in spite of the strike
in Montevideo—in winning “resonant victories” for the Uruguayan
unions.>’

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, CSU unions won a number
of other walkouts. These included strikes of rice plantation work-
ers in 1957, sugar plantation workers in 1961 and 1962, and
interdepartmental transport workers in 1959 and 1961, and a
thirty-four-day walkout of the Federacmn Ferroviaria (the old
Unién Ferroviaria) in May and June 1961.°

In 1956, George Meany, president of the AFL-CIO, accompa-
nied by David Dubinsky of the Interantional Ladies Garment
Workers Union and O. A. Knight of the Oil, Gas and Chemical
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Workers, visited Montevideo. They were received at a large meet-
ing organized by the Confederacién Sindical del Uruguay.>®

POLITICS IN THE CSU

Party politics played an important role in the history of the
Confederacion Sindical del Uruguay. Socialists played a leading
part in the establishment of the CSU, and internal quarrels
within the Socialist ranks were a disturbing element in the life of
the labor organization. However, from the beginning, leaders of
the Confederaciéon were also drawn from the ranks of the Colo-
rado Batllista Party, the small Independent Blanco Party, and
from people who had no particular party affiliation.

The first president of the organization was a Socialist, Jaun
Pereyra, a leader of the Sindicato Auténomo de la Construccion.
Two other Socialists were on its first Executive Committee—Delio
Troitifio, the secretary of international relations and head of the
Newspaper Vendors Union, and Maximo Machin, head of the
Unién Ferroviaria. There was one member of the Blanco Inde-
pendiente Party, Luis Colotuzzo, who was secretary general, and
was head of the Ceramics Workers Federation, and the rest of the
members of the Executive had more or less close association with
the Batllista faction of the Colorado Party.®

Early in 1953 there were some changes in leadership in the
CSU congress. Juan Pereyra was not reelected to the Executive,
and his place was taken by another Socialist, Juan Acufia, who
later was elected secretary general and was to become the most
important leader of the organization. The first vice president
elected at that meeting was a member of the fraction of the Par-
tido Colorado Batllista associated with ex-President Luis Batlle
Berres. Luis Colotuzzo, a Blanco Independiente, continued as
president, a post to which he had been elected a year earlier.°!

In the November 1955 congress there were further changes in
CSU leadership. Luis Colotuzzo was not reelected as president,
withdrawing his name from consideration when he was attacked
for not being a very active leader, and his place was taken by De-
lio Troitifio, a Socialist who, however, was not very active in party
affairs.

Although Serafino Romualdi, the Latin American representa-
tive of the AFL-CIO, interpreted events at the November 1955
convention as an assumption of power in the organization by the
Socialists, this was in fact not the case. Juan Acuna had been
expelled from the Socialist Party in 1954 because he accepted a
Point Four grant to visit the United States, and his reelection as
secretary general was opposed by the Socialist Party.%
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By the mid-1950s, internal Socialist politics intruded to a
considerable degree into trade union affairs. The party veered
sharply to the left, and subsequently, after the Cuban Revolution,
was virtually converted for a number of years into a Fidelista
party. Even before this, the Socialist Party’s Trade Union Commit-
tee endorsed the Communists’ call for “labor wunity” and
demanded that the CSU do the same. Thereupon, CSU President
Delio Troitifio, who still formally belonged to the Socialist Party,
and Secretary Juan Acufa strongly opposed this and called a
special congress of the Confederacién to pass on the matter. It
overwhelmingly re]ected the Communists’ call for merger of the
UGT and the CSU.%

DISAPPEARANCE OF THE CONFEDERACION
SINDICAL DEL URUGUAY

Political factors finally brought about the demise of the Con-
federaciéon Sindical del Uruguay. On the one hand, Communist
influence grew in some of the CSU affiliates. This was notably
true in the Bank Clerks Union, and the union’s pr1n01pal leader,
Carlos Gomez, reportedly became a Communist.®* The union
withdrew from the CSU in 1959.%°

However, a different kind of politics finally brought about the
demise of the CSU. This was a conflict between Juan Acufia and
other CSU leaders with the American Institute for Free Labor De-
velopment. This was an organization established under the aegis
of Serafino Romualdi, run by the AFL-CIO, and largely financed
by the U.S. government, which helped establish extensive trade
union leadership training facilities, as well as aiding in develop-
ment of ‘“social projects,” such as cooperatives and workers’
housing programs.

The AIFLD began operations in Uruguay in 1961. However,
according to Juan Acuiia, from the start it made little effort to co-
operate with the leaders of the CSU. Open conflict developed in
1962, when the AIFLD demanded, as the price for helping finance
a housing cooperative that Juan Acufia as secretary general of
the CSU had organized and that had some 4,000 members, that
control of the project be turned over to the American Institute.
This Acufia refused, and overt hostility developed between the
AIFLD and the CSU leadership, particularly Acufia.®®

As a result of this situation, several unions withdrew from the
CSU Among those that did was the Railroad Workers Federa-
tion.®” Finally, in March 1965, Juan Acuifia resigned from the
leadership of the Confederaciéon Sindical del Uruguay.
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Meanwhile, the Communist efforts to unify the Uruguayan
trade union movement under their leadership had made very
considerable progress. Their call for “unity” found extensive sup-
port, even among the unions belonging to the CSU. As a result,
the Confederacion Slndlcal del Uruguay officially went out of exis-
tence on June 16, 1966.%

Juan Acuifia attributed the decline and final demise of the
CSU to the interference of the AIFLD. On the other hand, some
other people, including Arturo Jadregui, whose efforts as ORIT
representative in Uruguay had been to a large degree responsible
for bringing the CSU into existence, claimed that it was largely
due to Acuifia’s own efforts to dominate the organization.

The AIFLD continued to be active in Uruguay. After the de-
mise of the CSU, it sought to bring into existence a new central
labor organization, bringing together those unions that were op-
posed to Communist domination of the labor movement. For
some time it worked principally with the Unién Sindical de Traba-
jadores de la Industria Alimenticia (USTIA), a group that one of its
leaders estimated had 8,000 to 10,000 members in 1968. The
USTIA had within its ranks the Sugar Workers Federation, a un-
ion of restaurant workers, workers in one packinghouse, tobacco
workers and oil workers, as well as the Fruit and Vegetable Work-
ers Union of the city of Salto. The USTIA was affiliated with the
Food Workers International Trade Secretariat.

Early in 1968 the USTIA took the lead in forming the Mesa
Representativa Sindical (Representative Trade Union Board). This
included the USTIA, the Federacién Naval, a construction work-
ers’ federation, the Federation of Technical White Collar Workers,
and 4 group of unions in Paysandd, the country’s second largest
city.

In 1969, a new central labor group, the Confederacién Uru-
guaya de Trabajadores (CUT), was finally established, which
became the Uruguayan affiliate of the ICFTU and the ORIT.
Among other organizations belonging to it were the ANCAP union,
the wool workers and textile workers’ federations, which broke
away from those dominated by the Communists, and a govern-
ment employees’ union, as well as some groups in the interior of
the country.”! By 1972 the local representatlve of the AIFLD esti-
mated that CUT had about 67,000 members.”> However, the U.S.
labor attaché estimated about the same time that the CUT had a
membership of perhaps 50,000, compared with the 250,000 he
estimated belonged to the Communist-controlled central labor
group, the Convencién Nacional de Trabajadores (CNT).” The
CUT held its second convention in 1970.”
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After the establishment of the dictatorship in 1973, the CUT
was converted into the Confederacién General de Trabajadores. It
continued to enjoy the support of the AIFLD until 1982. However,
in spite of its very strong anti-Communism, it found it impossible
to function in much of the country.”

RECOVERY OF COMMUNIST INFLUENCE
IN ORGANIZED LABOR

For some time after the establishment of the Confederacién
Sindical del Uruguay, the membership and influence of the Unién
General de Trabajadores continued to decline. This was due in
part to quarrels within the ranks of the Communist Party. In
1952, there was a struggle between Eugenio Gémez, the founder
and longtime head of the CP, and Enrique Rodriguez, the head of
the UGT. Rodriguez was forced to resign as secretary general of
the UGT and was assigned to be head of a local party branch.’

Subsequently, several other important Communist labor lead-
ers were thrown out of the party, including Hector Rodriguez of
the Textile Workers Union (and member of the Chamber of Depu-
ties), and the head of one principal bus drivers’ union in
Montevideo. In both of these cases, the expelled leaders got their
unions to withdraw from the UGT and became ‘“‘autonomous.”
However, the CSU leaders were suspicious that these withdrawals
were Communist maneuvers, to give them a foothold in the camp
of the country’s autonomous unions.

Finally, Eugenio Gdémez, an unreconstructed Stalinist, was
himself expelled from the Communist Party. This may have
helped the Communists to adopt a more flexible position in the
organized labor movement.

The Communists, meanwhile, had consistently raised the slo-
gan of “unity” in the labor movement. As early as the January
1952 congress of the CSU, the UGT sent a letter, without signa-
ture but on the letterhead of the Unién General de Trabajadores,
proposing the unification of the UGT and CSU. This proposal was
not even presented to the CSU congress.”’

The CSU congress issued its own call to labor unity. Its reso-
lution on the subject said:

It is agreed to call on all the free organizations of workers for democratic
trade union unity, respecting the characteristics and tactics of each or-

ganizations ... to maintain open doors of the Confederacién to any
suggestion, which will facilitate the entry of organizations that are not
affiliated. ... To this end, it will carry on active propaganda among the

workers, demonstrating the advantages of joint action of the proletariat
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of the cayltal and interior, of the public and private sectors without dis-
tinction.

In 1955, the UGT launched a massive public campaign for
“unity” of the labor movement. By the following year this cam-
paign had begun to preoccupy the principal leaders of the CSU,
who feared that some of the younger leaders of CSU affiliates,
who had not gone through the experiences leading to the sphnter—
ing of the UGT in the 1940s, might find this appeal attractive.’

In 1959, a U.S. Department of Labor source recorded:

Efforts to unify the trade union movement have been made from time to
time, especially by the Communist UGT. As yet, no powerful central
group has emerged, partly because the CSU leadership opposed UGT
attempts to set up united front organizations, in the belief that they
might lead to Communist control over the trade union movement. A sec-
ond reason why unification has not been achieved is that neither major
confederation has been able to secure the affiliation of the strategic Meat
Workers Federation, and other major independent unions such as the
Municipal Workers and the Federation of Employees in Commerce and

Industry (FUECI).

However, this same source noted the establishment in 1956 “a
the instigation of the UGT” of the Mesa Coordmatorla Pro Central
Unica (Coordinating Board for a Single Central).®

This same Department of Labor source reported that the UGT
“is the largest labor confederation in Uruguay, and its member-
ship is made up predominantly of laborers employed in a number
of the most strategic industries.” It estimated that the UGT had
60,000 members, compared to 23,000 in the CSU. It listed as
among its most important facilities the Sindicato Unico Nacional
de Construccién with 25,000 members, the SUMMA metalwork-
ers’ union with 12,500 members, the Leather Workers with 4,000
members, the Federation of Wool Workers with 3,800 members,
and two bus drivers’ unions with 3,500 members. It noted also,
“Among the important independent unions controlled by the UGT
are the Textile Workers Union (UOT), 11,000 members; the Fed-
eration of Food Workers (FOGU), 4,000 members; and the Single
Port Union (SUANP), 2,500 members.” However, it was noted that
as of 1959 among the 200,000 organized workers (of 900,000 to-
tal labor force) those unions “without affiliation to any central
labor organization” were “by far the largest, perhaps outnumber-
ing all the others combined.”®

Finally, this report noted that the UGT “has well-disciplined
and full-time paid leadership.”®* This fact gave the Communists a
major advantage in their fight to gain control of Uruguayan or-
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ganized labor. In contrast, the CSU during most of its existence
had only one full-time paid official, Delio Troitifio, president of the
confederaciéon during much of its existence and head of the
Newspaper Deliveries Union.*> Even Juan Acufia, who for many
years was the most influential leader of the CSU, could only work
part time for the organization, having to earn his living elsewhere.

THE CONVENCION NACIONAL DE TRABAJADORES

In 1959 the UGT officially declared itself out of existence so
that, as one leader of its successor commented, it would “pave the
way for the unions that belonged to the UGT and others that were
autonomous to come together to form a new group, which would
include virtually all of the unions in its ranks.”**

The first attempt to establish such an organization was the
Central de los Trabajadores del Uruguay (CTU), established in
April 1961. It claimed to have 120 unions in its ranks, with
300,000 members.®” This was certainly an exaggeration.

In the years that followed, the Confederacion Sindical del
Uruguay disintegrated, as we have seen. Consequently, in 1964 a
new organization was formed, the Convencién Nacional de Traba-
jadores, which came to include within its ranks the great majority
of the most significant Uruguyan unions, including those of the
CTU, many of the unions that had belonged to the CSU, and oth-
ers that had been autonomous.

The CNT was set up at first on an ad hoc basis in 1964. Un-
der the agreement establishing it, its ruling bodies would be the
Mesa Representativa Nacional and an Executive Secretariat. The
first of these was to be composed of seventeen people, represent-
ing the CTU, the electric power workers’ union, the Confederation
of Government Functionaries, the Teachers Federation, the
graphic workers, the ANCAP Federation, the FUECI, the Textile
Workers Congress, the Transport Workers Federation, the Port
Workers Union, the bank workers, the Federacién Autonoma de
la Carne, the Press Association, the Rubber Workers Union, the
Public Spectacle Workers Federation, the Sugar Workers Union of
Artigas, and the Laborers Union of Tambo. This body was to meet
ordinarily once a month.

The Executive Secretariat was to consist of representatives of
the CTU, the electric power workers, the Confederation of Gov-
ernment Functionaries, the Teachers Federation, and the graphic
workers. It was to meet once a week.*

There was also provision for subordinate organizations of the
CNT. These were to include departmental meetings of CNT affili-
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ates, as well as a Zonal Board covering different parts of Montevi-
deo and “zones of the interior.”%’

In 1965, the CNT took the lead in organizing a “Congress of
the People” to discuss the country’s economic and social crisis
and draw up programs to deal with it. In addition to the CNT it-
self there was representation in this congress of several of the
leading affiliates of the CNT, as well as the Revindicative Confed-
eration of Retired Persons, the Federation of Production Cooperatives
of Uruguay, the Federation of University Students, the Movement
for Defense and Support of Public Education, and the Movement
of Defense of Agricultural and Grazing Production.®

This Congress of the People resolved to support an extensive
program of reforms. These included, among other things, agrarian
reform, support for import substitution industrialization, nation-
alization of foreign trade and the private banking system, a large
public housing and public works program, tax reforms to make
the income tax the principal source of government revenue, and
an extension of the social security system.®*’

The CNT held its official founding congress in October 1966.
At that meeting it adopted its constitution, setting forth in great
detail the nature and functions of the various levels of direction of
the organization. One interesting detail in this document was Ar-
ticle 49, which said, ‘“The officials of the CNT cannot occupy
political positions as defined by the Constitution of the Republic
(National Councillors, Ministers, Senators, Deputies, Departmen-
tal and municipal councilmen). They can, on the other hand have
political affiliations and be candidates without using for prosely-
tizing purpose their position as leaders of the CNT. . In case of
election, they must choose between the political post and that of
official of the CNT."**

Article 49 was subsequently modified by the CNT congress of
1971. This modification removed the prohibition of CNT officials
holding public office, and merely said, “The officials of the CNT
can have political affiliation and be candidates without usm% for
proselytizing purposes their condition as officials of the CNT.”

The first regular congress of the CNT took place in May 1969.
It was attended by 603 delegates representing seventy-one affili-
ated unions, as well as “fraternal organizations,” claiming in all a
membership of “more than 300,000 workers.””*

However, the meeting noted that several important unions,
including the Packinghouse Workers, Federacién Ferroviaria, the
main teachers’ union, and the Federation of Drink Workers did
not belong as yet to the CNT. Nevertheless, it was claimed that
those unions “shared program and orientation, partlclpatlng fra-
ternally in planning action programs” with the CNT.”
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This meeting adopted a long resolution analyzing the coun-
try’s economic and social crisis and recounting strikes and other
activities undertaken by the CNT and its affiliates since 1966. The
resolution proclaimed: “The rural wage earners, and the small
and medium producers, the retired people, the University, the
students and other educational sectors, shoulder to shoulder with
the working class, close ranks in the face of reaction and imperi-
alism, offering the only program capable of lifting the country
from the prostration to which it is submitted by an oligarchy
which is as insatiable as it is anti-national.”®*

This resolution also noted with some pride the affiliation of
the CNT with the Executive Secretariat of the Permanent Con-
gress of Trade Union Unity of the Workers of Latin America, the
Communist-controlled Latin American labor organization estab-
lished in the 1960s to take the place of the Confederation of
Workers of Latin America. It noted that representatives of the CNT
had attended meetings in eight different Latin American coun-
tries.”> It also said that the CNT had mobilized workers in
Montevideo for demonstrations in which the participants shouted,
“Vietnam, si! Yankees, no!%

There were fourteen members of the Executive Committee of
the CNT elected in its 1969 convention. José D’Elia of FUECI was
its president, and other members represented the electric power
workers, bank employees, leather workers, port workers, textile
workers (Hector Rodriguez, who had led that union out of the old
UGT), metalworkers, municipal workers, bus drivers, confection-
ary workers, government employees, secondary school teachers,
public health employees, and journalists.?” The U.S. Embassy in
1970 listed thirty-four unions as belonging to the CNT at that
time, compared with ten in the CUT and nineteen that were not
affiliated with any central labor organization.”®

The second regular congress of the CNT met in June 1971. In
its report to that meeting, the Mesa Representativa Nacional
noted that eleven organizations with over 55,000 members had
applied for admission to the CNT since its last congress. These
included the Teachers Federation, the Association of Functionar-
ies of the Clinica Hospital, the Federation of Municipal Workers,
the Federation of Shoeshiners, and various others. It also noted
that the CNT had been cooperating closely with several other na-
tional organizations, including the Confederation of Retired
Persons.”®

This report also brought to the attention of the delegates that
Enrique Pastorino, one of the principal leaders of the CNT (and
also a top figure in the Communist Party, although the report did
not note that fact) had been made head of the World Federation of
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Trade Unions (WFTU), the Communist-controlled international
labor group. It likewise said that several of the CNT affiliates had
joined the “departments” of the WFTU, its equivalent of the inter-
national trade secretariats.!00

This report to the 1971 CNT congress sounded a very optimis-
tic note. This was summed up in this claim:

What shines forth in any objective assessment is the advance in the con-
sciousness and thus in the organization of the workers. This has
permitted the bringing together on the political plane of our experiences,
converted into consciousness for change, for profound transformation of
the economic, social and political structures of our country. The actions
that we were able to carry out, the triumphs that we achieved, the unity
accomplished, have been the factors which today permit the people to be
united in an anti-oligarchical and anti-imperialist expression and to con-
vert their accession to power into a concrete and maximum
alternative. 0!

However, the CNT leaders were not unaware of the possible
dangers confronting them and the nation. This report took note of
the possibility of a coup d’état by conservative and antidemocratic
elements, and said: “Our forces are enormous, and without un-
derestimating the reactionaries we are capable of impeding their
action, and if someone attempts to impede or violate the democ-
ratic will, we know that the general strike is the essential base
from which the people can prevent a coup.”102

The Mesa Representativa Nacional also noted certain weak-
ness in the CNT. It reported: “We have an immense central labor
organization, with great influence in all public opinion, but com-
rades, the internal apparatus of the CNT is not in keeping with
what we need to fulfill plans elaborated by the leadership. It is
possible that those of us who work in the CNT have not always
known how to use the human material that the unions provide
the CNT; we must study carefully this aspect and discover the
errors we may have committed.”103

The last national meeting of the CNT before the 1973 coup
d’état was the so-called Encuentro Nacional de Comités de Base
(National Encounter of Shop Committees) in April 1972. It was
reported that there were 441 such committees in existence, as
compared to 390 in June 1971.194 This meeting took place soon
after President Bordaberry had taken office. It was apparently
largely designed to rally rank-and-file support for the CNT’s oppo-
sition to the economic, social, and political policies of the new
president, which were more or less a continuation of those of his
predecessor, President Pacheco Areco. The Mesa Representativa
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Nacional of the CNT presented a report to the meeting sketching
the country’s critical crisis.

This report of the Mesa sketched the role it saw the CNT as
playing at that crucial juncture:

We are the strongest central labor organization that Uruguay has ever
had, in terms of the number of organizations belonging to it, its relation-
ship to the people in general, and fundamentally strong because it is
profoundly a class program. No problem is foreign to the CNT, from the
increase in wages to the problems of land tenancy, banking, foreign
commerce, etc., 86 unions affiliated, 30 fraternal ones that work with the
CNT, confirm our strength. Always . . . the oligarchy has sought to de-
stroy us, but without success; we are always more closely associated
with the people because we have known how to interpret what the people
want, and present their aspirations in our program.!'0

The Mesa summed up, saying: “Our basic objective is to
achieve the structural transformations which will create the con-
ditions so that exploitation of man by man will disappear, to
consider that to obtain this objective is the task of the great
masses organized and united; and that is our task.”!% The state-
ment lamented the fact that “tens of thousands of workers, for
various reasons, when it comes time to vote, vote for the same
people who exploit them, and we must never lose sight of this,
since we must mobilize everyone, get them to realize from their
own experience and see for themselves who are their enemies and
who their friends.”107

The Mesa again warned of the possibility of a coup. It said,
“The most regressive sectors of a coup d’état; the legality which
we still have, although small, molests them. . . . The workers . . .
are not indifferent to the difference between bourgeois legality and
fascist dictatorship . . . for that reason we have announced our
opposition to the “coup d’état and no one doubts that we will not
stop at mere pronouncements.”’!%8 Later in the report, which had
a whole section devoted to the possibility of a coup, it proclaimed,
“If there is a coup d’état, there is a general strike, with occupation
of the factories.”109

THE FINAL CRISIS OF URUGUAYAN DEMOCRACY

The Mesa Representativa Nacional report to the meeting of
shop committees expounded in considerable detail (naturally from
their own point of view) on the nature of the country’s economic,
social, and political crisis. It first noted a rapid accumulation of
foreign debt, amounting to $800 million (U.S.) and requiring a
quick amortization of $250 million.!°
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The Mesa claimed: “The Services of the country are on the
verge of collapse. The credits obtained recently tie us hand and
foot according to the exigencies of the international organisms
that concede them.” It noted that the government electric firm
UTE “cannot construct new dams and with the tremendous prob-
lems in the Rincon del Bonete, does not supply the country with
what is required, and contracts for power from neighboring coun-
tries, compromising still more our sovereignty.” The report
lamented that the government airline LUNA, “with only one plane
in service, linked to Iberia by a contract damaging to the country,
marks another step in the denationalization ... to which the rul-
ers submit the country.” Similarly, the government railways, “with
only 7 locomotives functioning, with services reduced to a mini-
mum, and now an increase of 55 % in tariffs, the packinghouse
industry, turned over to foreign firms and monopolies which seek
the liquidation of the Frigorifico Nacional . . . does not fulfill its
reason for existence.” Similar situations faced other government-
owned segments of the economy. The Mesa noted:

Contraband and speculation decimate our grazing stock, sacrificing the
two fundamental elements of our economy: wool and meat; this system-
atic diminution of the grazing stock and reduction of the production of
wool make us lose markets which traditionally bought from our country
and provided us with foreign exchange. This brings as a consequence the
closing of important sources of work in the textile industry and in wool
processing. It is enough to note that the wool harvest is reduced from 90
to 55 million kilos; that the wool processing plants are almost paralyzed
and that the textile industry suffers a crisis after having reduced its em-
ployment from 26 to 16 thousand workers in the last decade.'!!

The Mesa went on to note, “The reduction of wages and pensions
and the growing unemployment impoverish the workers and pen-
sioners, and have the consequence of restricting the internal
market . . . and bring ruin to small and medium producers in the
countryside. In only a year of the greatest economic chaos the
country has known, bankruptcies amount to thousands of mil-
lions of pesos and make the workers and their families victims,
increasing the enormous legion of the unemployed.”!!?

The report also noted that the cultural institutions were suf-
fering. Education budgets were not met, interrupting the normal
functioning of schools, and leading to “thousands of children and
adolescents not going to school.” It claimed that the majority of
the people were unable to complete primary school.!!3

As to public health services, the Mesa reported that they “de-
serve a vehement denunciation: long lines of sick people early in
the morning, waiting their turn in hospitals lacking the most ele-
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mentary materials.” It particularly denounced the state of the
country’s mental hospitals.!

The political situation was equally deplorable, according to the
Mesa. Since the establishment in 1968 of the Provisional Meas-
ures of Security, which were still in effect, there had been “a
repressive apparatus that tries to strangle all protest. They im-
pose the worst repression ever, with constant violation of the
most elemental human rights, with thousands of prisoners . . .
with thousands of workers militarized . . . with hundreds of peo-
ple dismissed without warning for the sole crime of having
defended individual liberties and trade union rights consecrated
in our constitution.”!!

The Mesa report added, “Censorship, limitation of informa-
tion, suspension or closing of dailies and publishing enterprises,
dissolution of firms, prevention of the entry of literature into the
country, censorship of the theater, are steps that the government
takes to leave the country without information.”!16

What the leadership of the CNT did not talk about concerning
the late 1960s and early 1970s was the rise (and fall) of the
Movimiento de Liberaciéon Nacional (MLN), popularly known as
the Tupamaros. This organization emerged from a group of vet-
eran Socialist Party people who had been active trying to organize
sugar workers in the northern part of the country. Frustrated
with the failure of the Ministry of Labor to enforce the law insofar
as the treatment of those workers was concerned, this group,
headed by Rail Sendic, came to the conclusion that even if a left-
wing party got formal control of the government, it would not have
control of power. They therefore came to the conclusion that it
was necessary to have an organization that would use force to
seize full power.

This new organization, the Tupamaros, was established in
January 1966. It began to engage in bank robberies, to seize tem-
porary control of factories, and to lecture the workers. In
December 1966, the forty or so members of the MLN went under-
ground. They began to grow in numbers and enjoyed the sympathy
of many citizens who did not participate in their activities. Per-
haps their two most spectacular operations were the seizure in
the city of Pando of the city hall, police station, banks and other
buildings; and their freeing of a number of their people who had
been jailed by digging a tunnel into the jail.

President Jorge Pacheco Areco, who had imposed the state of
seige (Prontas Medias de Seguridad) in 1968, in 1971 finally
formed the Combined Command of the Armed Forces and Police.
This command, in which the military was dominant, defeated the
Tupamaros within a year and the MLN leaders were either jailed
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or went into exile—going to various West European countries,
American countries, including Cuba, Canada, and the United
States, but none to East Europe or the USSR.!'!”

Unfortunately for Uruguayan democracy, the military, having
defeated the Tupamaros, did not go back to their barracks. In the
year after their victory over the MLN, they in effect seized power,
through the device of supporting President Bordaberry’s dissolu-
tion of Congress and establishing a dictatorship.!'!®

ACTIVITIES OF CNT AND ALLIED UNIONS
IN FACE OF GROWING CRISIS

As the economic, social, and political crisis intensified, the
CNT and independent unions that cooperated with it were in-
tensely active. This activity was reflected in strikes of particular
workers’ groups, a series of general strikes, and mass demonstra-
tions. They reflected not only the efforts of the workers’ groups to
gain wage concessions, which would permit their members to
keep abreast of the growing inflation, but also the intensification
of the political conflict between the trade union movement and
the government, as well, in some instances, the specific positions
of the Communists who dominated the leadership of the CNT.

Jorge Pacheco Areco, a leader of the Colorado Party, was
elected vice president in 1967 with the reestablishment of the
single presidency. A few months later he became president upon
the death of General Gestido, who had been elected president. In
elections in 1971 he was succeeded by another Colorado leader,
Juan Bordaberry. Both of these chief executives sought to apply
an economic “stabilization program”, supported by the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, which involved imposing heavy burdens on
the workers, both in terms of limitation of wage increases and
mounting unemployment.

However, serious labor unrest had become evident even before
the restoration of the presidential form of government. A major
crisis developed as early as September and October 1965. In Sep-
tember, workers of the Bank of the Republic had a seventy-two-
hour strike for wage increases. At the same time, the employees of
the government telephone company UTE were demanding a 48-
percent wage increase, and municipal workers engaged in two
walkouts, one of forty-eight hours, the other of seventy-two
hours, also demanding wage rises. Then, “in November 1965 a
nine-day strike brought virtually all government work to a halt. At
first the [presidential] Council attempted to meet the crisis by ar-
resting some of the strike leaders, but it was unable to obtain
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enabling legislation from the Congress to take appropriate ‘secu-
rity measures’ to deal with the Paralysis.”

In the face of a growing wave of strikes, the government finally
imposed the Provisional Measures of Security for the first time
since 1952. In response, the CNT called a seventy-two-hour gen-
eral strike. In its call, the CNT said, ‘“The workers are firmly disposed
to resist everywhere the repression imposed by these security
measures. This implies a call for struggle.”'*

Not all of the CNT’s activities in these years centered on the
workers’ economic difficulties. In April 1967, on the occasion of a
meeting of the foreign ministers of the Americas in Punta del
Este, Uruguay, the CNT organized massive demonstrations
against President Lyndon Johnson, an action more in consonance
with the political objectives of the Communist Party than with
resolving the workers’ economic problems.

In explaining this demonstration later, the Mesa Representa-
tiva Nacional of the CNT wrote:

We are obliged to note in this report an event of singular importance, we
refer to the arrival of President Johnson in April 1967. This presented
our people with a grave responsibility: to answer the presence of the chief
of the Yankee monopolies and the so-called Conference of Presidents in
Punta del Este. The assassin of Vietnam, the aggressor against Cuba, the
representative of the cruelest empire of all time, chose our country as the
site for a meeting with the chiefs of the oligarchies.'?

On October 9, 1967, the government once again imposed the
Provisional Measures of Security in the face of a new wave of
strikes. However, in the face of a new general strike called by the
CNT the igzovernment backed down and canceled this move on Oc-
tober 23.

However, an even more serious crisis developed in 1968. The
government of President Pacheco had sent to parliament a bill
providing for the establishment of a Council on Prices, Wages,
and Productivity (COPRIN), which would supposedly fix both
wages and prices and would end the system of Wage Councils
through which collective bargaining had been conducted since
1943. This aroused massive protests from the labor movement.
As a consequence, President Pacheco once again imposed the
Provisional Measures of Security, and this time the decree re-
mained in force until March 1969.'” When he imposed this
measure, President Pacheco announced that he would not negoti-
ate with the unions.'**

The COPRIN was established and its results were largely those
foreseen by the labor movement. Inflation in 1967 was 138 per-
cent, and in the first half of 1968 was already 60 percent. The
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COPRIN then decreed a wage freeze. In all, it kept wage increases
at 70 percent for 1968 and only 16 percent in 1969."

In July 1968, President Pacheco imposed the “militarization”
of bank employees, munrcrpal workers and other government
employees who were on strike.'?® Those workers were “submitted
to m111tary instruction, confined to barracks, separated from their
jobs.”

In response to this, the leaders of the CNT, who were in hid-
ing, called a new general strike for twenty-four hours, early in
August. In this walkout they had the support of students who
were protesting against government intervention in both the high
schools and the universities.'*® A month and a half later, the CNT
called another general strike of protest.'

In spite of the crisis atmosphere, some unions were able to
make gains through collective bargaining in 1968. For instance,
the Railroad Workers Federation reached an agreement with the
government railways, providing for substantial wage increases, as
well as extension of medical services by the employer to members
of the workers’ families, among other things. On the other hand,
the union of workers of General Electric had to be satisfied, after
a four-month strike, to sign an agreement that provided for the
return to work of all the strikers except the union’s leaders; some
of the pay lost during the strike was to be paid to the workers
upon their return to the job."?

The struggle between the labor movement and the Pacheco
government continued in 1969. In December 1968, Congress had
finally passed the bill establishing the COPRIN, which was “com-
posed of five government members, two labor members and two
business members, which decides upon wages and prices in the

. . . 3131
private sector and also rules on the legality of strikes.

Reporting to the First Regular Congress of the CNT in May
1969, the Mesa Representiva Nacional claimed, “Every resolution
of the COPRIN has been a resolution against the people, authoriz-
ing increases in prices, limiting increases in wages, in clear
redistribution of income in favor of the dominant classes.”'*>

Strikes continued. Late in June the workers of the govern-
ment electrical and telephone company UTE carried out a one-day
strike that shut down electrical service of Montevideo. The union
denied government charges that during the strike there had been
sabotage. The government answered this strike by once more de-
creeing the Provisional Measures of Security and mobilizing the
UTE workers under military discipline. The CNT—although public
union meetings were banned under the government’s decree—
called a new general strike of all workers except those in ANCAP,
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the state sewer employees, the General Directorate of Telecom-
munications, and the UTE.!??

The struggle of the unions to have their members’ wages keep
up with the increase in the cost of living continued. The leaders of
the CNT reported to the organization’s Second Regular Congress
in June 1971 that several key unions had succeeded in getting
wage increases that brought their members’ real income back to
1967-1968 levels. It also said that between April 1969 and De-
cember 1970, “even within the limitations of the COPRIN more
than 180 unions, with 30,000 members, recelved supplementary
increases of more than 100 million pesos.”'** It asserted that,
among others, the textile, metallurgical, and health workers “were
always a living expression of this combat without truce.” These
included also the municipal workers of several interior c1t1es in-
cluding Fray Bentos, who had conducted a ninety-six-day strike. 135

In June 1971, the CNT called yet another general strike of
protest against the economic and political policies of the Pacheco
government. According to the Associated Press, the CNT leader-
ship “involved as reasons for the strike a series of demands which
included solutions for the education crisis, and reinstatement in
their jobs of all workers dismissed because of the Provisional
Measures of Security . . . established in 1969 by Pacheco Areco.
They demand also the abolition of the ‘strongman’ policy of the
government towards the unions and student organizations, as
well as the conditions of austerity and the struggle against infla-
tion carried out in the economic area.”

This general strike was particularly effective. The Chilean
magazine Ercilla reported that “in spite of the fact that the call
could not be published in the press, the strike involved all sectors
of the country; on Thursday, June 10, Montevideo looked like a
quiet and silent city, without transport, without stores, without
newspapers and without working factories. The only things that
functioned were the services of drinking water, electricity and
telephones.”"?’

The strike wave continued after the inauguration of Juan
Bordaberry as president in 1972. In September he asked Con-
gress to extend for ninety days the suspension of constitutional
guarantees (Prontas Medidas de Seguridad).

The UPI reported on September 17, “Uruguay has been
plagued by a series of strikes in recent weeks. Public transporta-
tion has been almost paralyzed since last week, when workers
decided to strike indefinitely. The 15 unions representing city and
national bus drivers, taxi and truck drivers struck despite Gov-
ernment attempts to negotiate demands for higher salaries.
Railroad workers have been on strike for more than two weeks.
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The only type of transportation available are private vehicles
whose enterprising owners offer rides for a small fee” The UPI
report noted, The National Workers Convention (CNT) of leftist
orientation and with a half million members, is simply waiting at
present, although it backs workers’ demands, which for the most
part are confined to requests for wage increases to offset the rise
in the cost of living.”138

A month and a half later, the UPI reported, “A wave of work
stoppages and strikes has affected both private and government
activities in Uruguay, and several unions are promising new mo-
bilizations in the coming days. In the majority of instances the
workers are demanding higher salaries in the face of what they
call ‘the disproportionate rise of prices,” especially in the area of
basic necessities.” This UPI report noted that the primary school
teachers struck for 48 hours against a proposed new education
law, which “is resisted fiercely by professors, teachers, students
and school officials on the ground that it threatens the autonomy
of universities.” It also noted that “government workers have
staged several partial strikes. ... In other areas, wool workers
tied up the shipment of these products for one day. . . . Meat
workers in refrigeration plants have also called a 24-hour strike
in demand of higher wages. . . . Continuing this wave of strikes,
air line workers forced the cancellation of all flights by the gov-
ernment owned First Uruguayan Lines of Aerial Navigation
(PLUNA)."1¥

The ultimate showdown between the Uruguayan labor move-
ment and the Bordaberry regime came on June 27, 1973, when,
“in the face of the refusal of Congress to remove parliamentary
immunity from Senator Enrique Erro, and its decision to launch
an investigation of the treatment of political prisoners on an army
base in the interior, President Juan Maria Bordaberry closed
Congress, substituting for it a Council of State, composed of ten
military and ten civilians.”40

The decree dissolving Congress, signed by the president and
his ministers of interior and national defense, claimed: “In the
face of this situation, the Executive, final guardian of the unity
and continuity of the State, thinks that necessity demands that it
impose extraordinary measures to procure the full application of
the great purposes of the Constitution to revitalize the nation and
its democratic-republican institutions, in defense of national sov-
ereignty and of the highest collective interests.”!4!

As we have noted, the CNT had for long been threatening that
if there was a coup d’etat, it would call a general strike and occu-
pation of workplaces to bring the country’s economy to a halt. It
made good on its word as soon as President Bordaberry made this
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coup. The Brazilian news magazine Veja reported, ‘“‘The movement
was totally effective. Centers of work began to be occupied, while
the students took the schools. Seeking to calm the workers, the
military commanders summoned the leaders of the CNT to an
emergency meeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. It was a measure
as useless as a meeting that same day with the Minister of Inte-
rior, Colonel Nestor Bolentini. On Friday, the central labor group
reiterated its intention of continuing the strike indefinitely. Work
was only authorized for journalists.”!4?

The general strike went on for two weeks. The Times of the
Americas reported on July 25, The strike had been maintained
for two weeks following the assumption of dictatorial powers by
Bordaberry. It was indicated by labor leaders that the decision to
go back to work resulted from secret talks with government offi-
cials. Details of any agreement were not released, but it is
understood that the government promised to release some labor
prisoners for an end to the strike.” The newspaper went on: “Dur-
ing the last week of the strike labor activities had been directed
from hiding by CNT leaders. The union had offered a four-point
program, including the restoration of political liberties and union
rights, the release of all those arrested during the strike, union
representation on the council that is set up to replace Congress,
and consideration of an increase in wages.” The government had
done its utmost to crush the general strike: “Workers were threat-
ened with dismissal and orders were issued for the arrest of 52
union directors. The general strike was extremely effective for
about a week, but lost most of its force during the second
week.”143

THE 1973-1985 DICTATORSHIP

On June 27, 1973, President Bordaberry established what
became one of the worst dictatorships in Latin America. It out-
lawed all political parties and barred from participation in politics
all people who had been candidates for public office before 1973.
Uruguay came to have the highest number of political prisoners
per capita in the world. It was estimated that there were 6,000
political prisoners in a country with less than three million popu-
lation. As late as April 1984 there were still between 800 and 900
political prisoners.!'44

Political prisoners were brutally treated. One report noted,
“‘Libertad’ Prison lives up to its ‘well known reputation for bring-
ing about the physical and moral breakdown of the inmates,” the
International Committee of the Red Cross concluded after an ex-
tended visit early this year to the military-run detention center
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where some 1,200 male political prisoners are held in Uruguay.”
This Red Cross report said that the Libertad Prison was “the place
where such a system is pushed beyond the usual limits, both in
the area of security and in search of every possible means of hurt-
ing the prisoners.” This same Red Cross Report said, “For all the
prisoners, the tension and insecurity effects did not start at the
prison doors; they had started earlier, at the time of the interroga-
tion. They have all been tortured, kept in secret places of
detention, questioned, all of them without exception, between
1971 and 1979.”'%

The press was heavily censored and innumerable publications
were suppressed entirely. Some of the papers fought back to the
degree that they could. El Dia, the daily paper that had been
founded by José Battle y Ordofiez and was still in the hands of
members of his family, resorted to frequently publishing large pic-
tures of Batlle, accompanied by quotations from him. For
example, one issue in November 1976 ran under his picture his
assertion that ‘“National representation must consist of those
elected by the people, freely.”!46

The 1973-1985 regime carried out a neoliberal economic pol-
icy. The result was the closing of innumerable manufacturing and
other firms, including the country’s largest textile plant and the
rubber company FUNSA. By 1982 unemployment was officially
recognized as 30 percent of the workforce. Real wages had fallen
45 percent by 1984. Education expenditures fell from 21 percent
of the government budget to 13 percent, while those for military
and security purposes rose from 15 to 50 percent. Between 1982
and 1984, the gross domestic product shrank by 20 percent.!'4’

The country’s political and economic situation brought about
massive emigration from Uruguay. It was estimated that 20 per-
cent of the wageworkers in private employment had left the
country, including 28 percent of the industrial workers and 13
percent of those employed in construction.!48

In 1979, the military regime moved to “constitutionalize” itself.
It organized a plebiscite on a new constitution, which would have
given the military the power to veto any action of the civilian gov-
ernment with which it disagreed.'*® The negative vote was 57
perc??ot, and only 30 percent voted in favor of the new constitu-
tion.

In the face of this defeat, the military legally recognized three
parties—the Colorados, Blancos, and the Catholic party Uni6n
Civica—and began a long and tedious process of negotiation with
their leaders concerning the reestablishment of an elected consti-
tutional regime. When leadership elections were held in the three



74 A History of Organized Labor in Uruguay and Paraguay

parqgls, factions favoring strong resistance to the military won
out.

The regime finally canceled the ban from political activities of
leaders of the three recognized parties—except Wilson Ferreira
Aldunate, probably the most antimilitarist of the major political
figures and a leader of the Blanco Party. However, it maintained
the ban on leaders of all those left-wing parties that had partici-
pated in the Frente Amplia coalition in the 1971 election.'>?

The process of restoration of a democratically chosen govern-
ment culminated in elections in November 1984 and the
inauguration of Colorado Party leader Julio Maria Sanguinetti as
president in March 1985.

ORGANIZED LABOR DURING THE DICTATORSHIP

The organized labor movement was decimated by the dictator-
ship. It was widely believed that the armed forces decided to seize
power in 1973, more than a year after they had crushed the Tu-
pamaros, because of their fear of organized labor and the strength
of the Wide Front (Frente Amplia) had shown, getting 20 percent
of the vote in the 1971 election. The Front was composed of the
Communist, Socialist, and Christian Democratic parties, as well
as dissident elements of the Colorado and Blanco parties, and
some smaller groups.!33

Four months after President Bordaberry’s coup, the Associ-
ated Press reported that “the government practically interrupted
the action of the unions.”'>* A few days later it reported that “the
trade union movement was virtually broken.”!>> However, al-
though the government ordered the arrest of sixty trade union
leaders, most of whom were either captured or fled into exile, and
the CNT was outlawed and ceased to operate, as did many of its
constituent unions, many lower-level unions did continue to ex-
ist.

President Bordaberry issued Decree 622/73 that sought to
establish limits within which unions could function. All unions
had to register with the Ministry of Labor, and the decree estab-
lished procedures for ‘“‘democratic” elections in them. The
measure forbade “political” strikes. The decree also called for all
workers who wanted to belong to a union to “reaffiliate” with the
organization. Although unionists were very much against this
new law, there was a substantial movement among them to reas-
sert their loyalty to their sindicatos by “rejoining” them.!>°

However, for the rest of the 1970s organized labor was re-
duced, as one left-wing Uruguayan source later commented, to a
“small, clandestine trade union resistance movement.”’>” The
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group of trade union leaders who ten years later organized the
first public demonstration of the labor movement in a decade de-
scribed the conditions under which the unions had had to
operate. They wrote:

e The word Sindicato and the word sindicalistas were transformed into
terms that had to be spoken in a low voice.

¢ The blows against trade union expression by the workers came from
all sides.

e Union headquarters passed into the hands of the State.

e Unions of honorable and heroic influence in national life were closed.

¢ Workers were dismissed from employment for the sole reason of hav-
ing brought together a group of comrades to make minimum
demands on their firms.

¢ One can say, with testimony from those of us who lived here during
those years, but also from numerous documents of international or-
ganizations—among them the ILO itself . . . that the limitations on
the trade union activity of the workers in Uruguay in those years of
the decade of the *70s had little equal in the world.'>?

During that period, the government gave its support to the
Confederaciéon Uruguaya de Trabajadores, which, as noted earlier,
was maintained for some time by remnants of groups that had
once belonged to the Confederacion Sindical del Uruguay. Among
those who worked with the CUT was Lino Cortizo, who had been
president of the CSU. The principal usefulness of the CUT to the
dictatorship was to have an organization from which the govern-
ment could choose labor representatives for the Uruguayan
delegations to the annual meetings of the International Labor Or-
ganization.'® The American Institute for Free Labor Development
worked with the CUT until 1982, when it withdrew its backing.
The CUT had disappeared before the end of the dictatorship.

In 1979, Juan Acuiia, the former secretary general of the Con-
federacién Sindical del Uruguay, together with José D’Elia, former
president of the CNT, and other ex-labor leaders, organized the
Comision Nacional de Derechos Sindicales (National Commission
on Trade Union Rights; CNDS) to give publicity to the trade union
situation. It published a periodical, Presencia, with the financial
help of the Food Workers International Trade Secretariat. The
CNDS became inactive with the end of the dictatorship.'®°

It was 1979 before the dictatorship took any serious steps to
“normalize” the trade union movement. By that time, as the news
magazine Vision reported, “Of the old and very militant Uru-
guayan unions there only remain a few organizations, without
much activity.”16!
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In 1979 the government put forth a draft of a new law about
trade unions. It provided that each union would have to have gov-
ernment recognition, which the Ministry of Labor would grant
upon receiving a copy of the organization’s bylaws and a list of its
founding members. It set forth qualifications for those wanting to
hold office in unions, including two years’ membership in the un-
ion and a “declaration of democratic faith.” The project proposed
that plant unions, regional groupings of these, and national un-
ions in a particular branch of the economy be established, but
had no provision for a central labor body.'®> This law was finally
issued in 1981 and provided that no one who had held union
posts before 1973 could be eligible for election to any union office.

The still existing unions had to decide whether to conform to
the new labor law, and basically decided to try to beat the gov-
ernment at its own game. Union meetings were widely held, and
elections were conducted in forty unions within the first four
months, somewhat to the government’s dismay.

The regime’s efforts to “purge” union leadership had an unex-
pected result. As Marcelo Zugadi wrote:

The implacable persecution of the National Workers Convention (CNT)
and of the leaders of the Communist Party, which controlled the CNT,
had resulted not in the end of trade union activity but in the coming for-
ward of new cadres. The majority of these are political independents who
seek democratic practices that are unthinkable under the political regime
imposed on the entire society by the dictatorship. These cadres under-
stand the need to bring together all possible forces to confront the
government, and have brought a new dynamic of democracy and unity to
the trade union movement.

Forty-eight reorganized unions joined to organize the first May
Day demonstration in a decade, in 1983. This meeting was at-
tended by an estimated 150,000 people, which, as Marcelo Zugadi
commented, “brought a sudden political turn, marking a new re-
lationship of forces between the workers and the dictatorship. The
traditional parties realized the irretrievable exhaustion of the mili-
tary government and allied themselves to the PIT in order to
‘recover democracy.’”

The PIT was the Plenario Inter Sindical de Trabajadores (Inter
Union Workers Assembly), which was organized in the wake of
the May 1, 1983 demonstration.'®> In September 1983 the PIT,
which by that time claimed eighty affiliated unions, called a dem-
onstration for ‘“freedom, jobs, higher wages, amnesty.” On
September 16 it called upon workers to halt work and stand si-
lently for ten minutes at 10 AM. for workers on the first shift,
and at 4 PM. for those on the second shift. It was estimated that
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as many as 500,000 workers participated in that demonstration.
The PIT also participated in a second day of protest on September
25, when a mass demonstration mustered 100,000 people in a
march through the center of Montevideo. Sorne 10,000 PIT mem-
bers marched as a unit in this demonstration.'

There began to be strikes for the first time in a decade. This
was particularly the case in the textile industry. The unions
forced the Textile Industries Association to recognize the Textile
Workers Congress (COT) as representing workers throughout the
industry, but when some firms, including the nation’s largest tex-
tile firm, Alpargatas, refused to neﬁgotlate with their workers’
unions, those unions called strikes.

On January 18, 1984, the PIT called the country’s first gen-
eral strike in a dozen years. As a consequence, the military
government outlawed the PIT and forbade the press to publish
any information about strikes and workers’ occupation of places
of work. It also proposed a law to limit the right to strike, limiting
strikes to snuatlons 1n which they did not “affect the general in-
terest of the nation.”

THE PIT-CNT

With the reestablishment of a democratically elected govern-
ment in March 1985, the situation of the labor movement
changed markedly. Organized labor was no longer faced with a
hostile government. The Plenario Inter Sindical de Trabajadores
became the country’s single central labor organization, although
it changed its name to Plenario Inter Sindical de Traba-
jadores/Convencion Nacional de Trabajadores (PIT-CNT).

The PIT had been headed by new leaders, since the dictator-
ship had banned from such positions anyone who had held
leadership posts in the unions before 1973. As the democratic
process was in progress, there was a meeting in Buenos Aires be-
tween the PIT leaders and some of the pre-1973 union officials,
and a tentative agreement was made that the older generation of
union leaders would not try to replace the younger ones.'

Apparently this agreement was not completely adhered to. In
a number of cases the older leaders did return to posts they had
held before the dictatorship. Thus, José D’Elia, of FUECI, who
had been president of the CNT, returned to be president of the
PIT-CNT, only retiring from the postin 1991."

In part as a result of the return of old-timers to position of
importance in the PIT-CNT, the Communist Party emerged as the
single most influential political group in the reorganized trade un-
ion movement, although both the Socialist Party and the ex-
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Tupamaros, the MOV1m1ento de Liberacién Nacional, also had
considerable influence.'® However, with the splintering of the
Communist Party into an “orthodox™ and a “renovating” faction as
a result of the fall of the Communist regimes of the USSR and
Eastern Europe, there was a struggle for power within the organi-
zation that had not been resolved by 1990."

The PIT-CNT held its First Extraordinary Congress at the end
of May 1987. It was attended by 1,132 delegates. There were also
fraternal delegates from the three worldwide trade union groups,
as well as the International Labor Organization and union groups
from twelve countries on both sides of the Iron Curtain. Among
its many resolutions, that congress went on record condemning
measures the congress denounced as antllabor of the incumbent
government of President Julio Sanguinetti.'’' Then and later, the
PIT-CNT particularly opposed the program of the Sanguinetti gov-
ernment and its successor to privatize important government-
owned enterprises as part of its neoliberal economic program.

In terms of membership, the labor movement recovered sub-
stantially. By 1990 the PIT-CNT claimed 250,000 members in
forty-three federations and unions. However, economic changes
under the dictatorship had modified the importance of particular
unions. The Packinghouse Workers Federation no longer existed
because of the disappearance of most of the large packinghouses
and their replacement by small slaughterhouses. Similarly, most
of the larger metal firms were replaced by small workshops, as a
result of which the Metal Workers Federation no longer had the
membership or influence that it had in the old CNT.!73 The PIT—
CNT was said to have within its ranks 90 percent of the country’s
unions.

The predictatorship process of collective bargaining based on
tripartite Wage Councils (Consejos de Salarios) was reinstated by
the democratic regime. Given the continuing inflation, most col-
lective bargamm% negotiations centered largely on the issue of
wage increases.

Soon after the democratically elected president took office, the
PIT-CNT called for a general strike in sympathy with the trans-
port workers, whose collective bargaining efforts had not been
successful in winning what the union regarded as an acceptable
solution. However, on July 8, the day before the general strlke
was supposed to take place, it was called off by the PIT-CNT."”

This decision not to go forward with a general walkout un-
doubtedly reflected a modification in the attitudes and long-run
strategy of the leaders of Uruguayan organized labor. This
changed perspective was summed up in PIT-CNT President José
D’Elia’s comment some years later that “the reality of the trade
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union movement is no longer served by attempts to resolve prob-
lems by convoking mobilizations from above.”!7’

In 1990, it was estimated that 200,000 workers were covered
by collective agreement and 156,000 others had no such protec-
tion. Late in January 1990, the PIT-CNT protested against the
government’s decision to fix wages for the workers not covered by
collective agreements “without negotiations between the parties.”
It also warned the government against setting wage increases be-
low the inflation rate.'”®

The PIT-CNT also announced its opposition to the privatiza-
tion of state-owned enterprises, as proposed by President-elect
Luis Alberto Lacalle, the Blanco victor in the 1989 election. It an-
nounced ig%intention to launch protest strikes against any such
measures.

The leaders of the PIT-CNT were well aware that changes in
the Uruguayan economy and the world market presented the la-
bor movement with complicated new problems that went far
beyond the mere negotiation of periodic wage increases. They or-
ganized conferences and issued publications dealing with some of
these problems.

One such conference, leading to a publication, was a seminar,
“Precarious Work,” held in August 1987. It dealt with the growth
of the “informal economy,” outside of the current reach of the la-
bor law and the trade union movement. Although containing
some of the old pre-1973 rhetoric, picturing this phenomenon as
peculiarly inherent in capitalist societies and being absent in the
planned economies of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, it
presented a number of concrete proposals. These included pro-
grams for training workers for the new demands of the labor
market, trade-union participation in decisions affecting employ-
ment, and formation of neighborhood organizations, both as a
means of organizing the workers in the informal economy and as
an aid to collective bargaining.'

Another seminar sponsored by the PIT-CNT, in August 1988,
dealt with the problem of technological change. Among those at-
tending were representatives of the Italian and Brazilian labor
movements, as well as people from various Uruguayan unions.
The most substantial presentation was made by Judith Sutz of
the Center of Information and Studies of Uruguay.

This meeting was almost totally lacking the Marxist—Leninist
rhetoric of the past. Also, it is interesting to note that the Italian
trade unionist who participated was a leader of the predominantly
Christian Democratic CISL confederation, rather than of the
Communist-led CGIL.



80 A History of Organized Labor in Uruguay and Paraguay

In her presentation Ms. Sutz, noted:

We say that the redemocratization, together with an enormous quantity
of problems, is presenting the country the question of new technolo-
gies. ... We must look ahead, we must look over our shoulders, to see
what is happening in Europe and in the rest of Latin America. ... The
road lays ahead. It is going to be difficult, demand much more imagina-
tion than one feels capable of arousing, but it must be thought of as
another challenge that democracy brings us. . . . The problem is not
whether new technologies will be introduced, but rather how, when, and
the number and quality of positions affected.

Ms. Sutz suggested that one essential demand of organized labor
should be that it must participate in decision making regarding
introduction of new technology. For this to be possible, she noted,
the unions must have all the information necessary for such par-
ticipation. She suggested that the workers themselves provide
some of this information, and that the labor movement should
form alliances with the technicians whose actual job it was to in-
stall new technology. She also suggested that as much as possible
of the new technology to be introduced should be produced in
Uruguay, and that pressure should particularly be brought on the
government to bring this about. Finally, Ms. Sutz suggested that
advocacy of “modernization” should not be left to the political
right in Uruguay, but should become something the labor move-
ment itself pushed, but with proper safeguards. She was followed
on the podium by representatives of various unions, including the
drink workers’ federation, the FUNSA (rubber) workers’ union, the
port workers, the textile workers, and the bank clerks’ unlon all
of which had to face the problem of technological change.'®’

By 1990, several important unions had begun to discuss is-
sues of technological change with emzployers. These included the
textile workers and the bank clerks."®

CONCLUSION

For most of the twentieth century organized labor played a
significant role in Uruguayan life. As elsewhere in Latin America,
the labor movement was highly political in nature, with anar-
chists, anarchosyndicalists, Socialists and Communists, and even
Trotskyists influencing it at one time or another. Organized labor
was also molded to a considerable degree by the influence of José
Batlle y Ordofiez, as shown by the fact that even after a century of
existence it was not subject to the kind of government interfer-
ence in the internal affairs of the unions that was imposed (in the
law, if not always in practice) by the labor codes that existed in
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most of the Latin American countries. Batlle had opposed such
interference, even though he sponsored many other labor re-
forms, such as the eight-hour day, the legitimization of collective
bargaining, and social security.

During most of its history, Uruguayan organized labor enjoyed
the benefits of political democracy. However, on two occasions—
under the Terra dictatorship of the 1930s and the growing socio-
economic—political crisis of the 1960s and early 1970s, culminating
in the brutal dictatorship of 1973-1985—the labor movement had
had to struggle against undemocratic regimes.

With the restoration of democracy in 1985, Uruguayan organ-
ized labor evidenced a much more cautious strategy and a more
sophisticated approach to the problems it faced than was the case
before 1973.
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3
THE PARAGUAYAN ORGANIZED
WORKERS BEFORE
STROESSNER

When the Spanish Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata, based in
Buenos Aires, sought its independence from Spain, one part of
the viceroyalty broke away from the rest. The northeast segment
declared its own independence in 1811 as Paraguay, separate
from the rest, most of which ultimately became Argentina.

Under the leadership of José Gaspar Rodriguez de Francia,
himself born and brought up in what became Argentina, Para-
guay not only broke away politically from the rest of the
viceroyalty, but Dr. Francia imposed on it virtually total isolation
from the rest of the world. He also destroyed the economic base of
the old colonial elite, transferring their landed property to the new
Paraguayan state and then allowing the largely Indian (Guarani)
peasants to occupy that land in return for nominal rental pay-
ments.

Francia, who ruled with a very strong hand from 1814 to
1840, was succeeded by Carlos Antonio Loépez, whose regime
(1840-1862) was notable principally for partially opening the
country to the outside world and stressing economic develop-
ment. Paraguay became the site of the first railroad and first steel
industry in South America, and several other industries flour-
ished.

Carlos Antonio Loépez was succeeded by his son, Francisco
Solano Lépez. Although the prosperity that had marked his fa-
ther’s regime continued during the first years of the son’s
government, Francisco Solano Loépez precipitated the so-called
War of the Triple Alliance against Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay
when he declared war on Brazil in 1865 because of its interfer-
ence in the political life of Uruguay. That war lasted five years and
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was an utter disaster for Paraguay. By its end, the prewar popu-
lation of 525,000 people had been reduced to 220,000, only
30,000 of whom were males.

PARAGUAYAN ECONOMY AFTER WAR
OF THE TRIPLE ALLIANCE

The Paraguayan economy was a shambles after the 1865—
1870 war. The victorious allies totally destroyed the steel plant
built under President Carlos Lépez. The railroad had been largely
torn up during the war, and much of its rolling stock had been
seized and moved to Argentina. Many buildings had been de-
stroyed or severely damaged throughout the country. Such roads
as there were had not been maintained, and in many cases the
forces of nature were making them all but disappear.

Of course, the decimation of the population was an economic
as well as a social disaster. Efforts of the Paraguayan government
in the decades following the war to encourage mass immigration
from Europe and Argentina were a failure. However, some of the
foreign civilians who had accompanied or come in the wake of the
allied armies remained in Paraguay after the conflict, and a rela-
tively small number of other foreigners did come into the country,
some of them becoming agriculturalists, others establishing small
artisan workshops and commercial enterprises in the principal
urban centers. Many of these were Italians, some of them coming
to Paraguay after having first settled in Argentina or Uruguay.
There were smaller numbers of Spanish, German, French, and
English immigrants.

The process of reconstructing the Paraguayan economy was
slow and painful. The thirty-mile-long railroad was finally re-
opened, large numbers of cattle were brought in from Argentina,
and the exploitation of yerba mate, tannin, and the country’s for-
ests, producing goods for both the domestic market and for
export, revived or were begun in the decades following the war.
Primitive transport facilities for both passengers and freight were
established on the country’s precarious roads. By the end of the
nineteenth century, electricity and telephones had begun to ap-
pear, although both were inordinately expensive.

POLITICAL EVOLUTION OF PARAGUAY AFTER
THE WAR OF THE TRIPLE ALLIANCE

The first decade after the war with Argentina, Brazil, and Uru-
guay was marked by great instability. Men who had been active
before the war continued to dominate politics, with rival leaders
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often having groups of armed supporters. Assassination of politi-
cal leaders, including a president, was common; corruption and
nepotism were the order of the day. The new constitution, pat-
terned on that of Argentina, which presumably abolished slavery
and other kinds of servitude as well as providing for free elections
and civil liberties, was to a large extent a dead letter.!

After the war, the country’s two traditional parties emerged,
the Partido Colorado and the Partido Liberal. The former party
ruled from 1874 until 1904, when it was overthrown by the Lib-
erals, who at first showed a certain patronizing attitude toward
the organized labor movement, which was just beginning to
emerge.

Both the Colorado and Liberal governments reversed the pol-
icy of Francia and the two Loépezes and turned over much of the
cultivated land (which was almost entirely in the hands of the
government until the War of the Triple Alliance) to large private
landowners favored by successive presidents of the republic, re-
ducing much of the peasantry to the status of wage workers or
sharecroppers. Foreign firms from Argentina, Great Britain,
France, and Brazil were particularly favored by this distribution
of state land.”

Peasants who had for generations cultivated land that be-
longed to the government were suddenly faced with demands by
the new private landholders that they pay rent. For half a century
afterward there was resistance to these demands, resistance that
sometimes took violent form. Other peasants sought employment
in the yerba mate and tannin enterprises belonging mainly to for-
eign (usually Argentine) firms, while a few migrated to Asuncién
and other urban centers and hundreds of thousands left the
country entirely, going to Argentina, where in many cases they
encountered conditions worse than those at home.

The economy remained overwhelmingly rural, and tannin,
yerba mate, wood, and meat became the country’s main exports.
The living and working conditions in the firms producing tannin
and yerba mate were little short of slavery.

The Liberal period came to an end with a new armed conflict,
the Chaco War with Bolivia between 1932 and 1935. Paraguay
won that war, but at its end the last Liberal president, Eusebio
Ayala, was overthrown by a military coup led by Colonel Rafael
Franco. The labor movement had virtually disappeared during the
Chaco War.

The Franco regime, composed of military men and intellectu-
als, had within it several different ideological strains. It included
admirers of the fascist corporatism then of such importance in
Europe, but also contained more democratically oriented reform-
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ist elements. It launched a number of important reforms, includ-
ing a large land redistribution program and extensive state
intervention in the economy. The Franco regime lasted a bit more
than a year, and subsequently the reformist elements in the re-
gime established the Febrerista Party, similar to the Peruvian
Aprista Party, which became one of the country’s major parties,
with some influence in organized labor.

With the overthrow of Colonel Franco, one last Liberal, Félix
Paiva, was put in the presidency. However, in August 1939 he
was substituted by General José Félix Estigarribia, a hero of the
Chaco War. Although starting out by liberalizing the country’s
political life, he soon established a dictatorship, decreeing a
“truce in the political activities of the parties.” He also enacted a
new constitution, which included many corporativist ideas. When
Estigarribia was killed in an accident in September 1940, he was
succeeded by his minister of war, Higinio Morinigo.

Morinigo ruled for eight years. He installed the Partido Colo-
rado as the government party and exercised a ruthless and
largely pro-Axis dictatorship during World War II. However, in
1946, he relaxed the dictatorship, forming a coalition government
of Febreristas and Colorados that lasted less than a year. Then,
with many Liberal and Febrerista leaders forced into exile, they,
together with the Communists, organized an invasion. During the
ensuing civil war, in which Colonel Franco led the anti-Morinigo
forces, the president was abandoned by a large part of the army
leadership, the principal military leader supporting him being
Colonel Alfredo Stroessner. However, with some help from Argen-
tine Juan Domingo Perén, Morinigo was finally victorious in this
conflict,

Morinigo was ousted in 1948 by elements of the Partido Colo-
rado and the armed forces. He was followed by three civilian
Colorado presidents, Felipe Solas Lopez, Natalicio Gonzdlez, and
Federico Chavez, the last of whom considerably liberalized the
country’s politics, permitting the expansion of the labor move-
ment.

In May 1954, General Alfredo Stroessner, by then commander
of the army, ousted President Chavez, and in the following month
was elected president with no opposition candidate running. He
remained in power for almost thirty-five years. During that period
he reduced most of the labor movement to a tool of his dictator-
ship, rather than spokesmen for the workers.

Stroessner was finally ousted in February 1989 by the man
who had for long been the second most powerful man in the re-
gime, General Andrés Rodriguez, who proceeded largely to dismantle
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the Stroessner dictatorship. This opened a new chapter in the
history of Paraguayan organized labor.

THE BEGINNING OF THE PARAGUAYAN
LABOR MOVEMENT

The status of the workers in the period following the War of
the Triple Alliance was miserable. Faced with a shortage of labor,
which might have favored the workers, the governments of the
time passed laws designed to maintain or reestablish the servile
status that they had had before the war.

Two of these laws were of particular significance. One dealt
with workers employed in gathering and processing yerba mate,
and provided that any workers who left their jobs before repaying
their debts to their employers could be arrested, sent back to
work, and fined. This, of course, maintained the existing system
of debt slavery of these workers. Similar legislation dealing with
women (and men, although most were women) in domestic ser-
vice, enacted by the city government of Asuncién, provided for the
maintenance of a list of those so employed and that those people
could not leave their employment unless they received a state-
ment from their employer and his or her permission. This law had
no provision concerning those workers being paid a wage, only
that 3they should be provided with some place to live and with
food.”

However, by the early 1880s workers began to organize in
Asuncién and subsequently in other towns to try to better their
situation. As elsewhere in Latin America, the earliest labor or-
ganizations in Paraguay were mutual benefit societies. The first
two of these had been established by Portuguese and Italian im-
migrants in 1869 and 1871. Then, in 1880, the first mutual
benefit group made up of “young workers” who were Paraguayans,
the Sociedad Santa Cruz, was formed in Asuncién. Its membership
was limited to “workers belonging to the laboring class.” Two
years later, another mutual aid group, Los Artesanos del Para-
guay, which admitted both workers and their employers, was
established. It soon came to be dominated by the employers.*

In 1885, printing trades workers belonging to Los Artesanos
del Paraguay broke with that group to establish the Sociedad
Cosmopolita de Socorros Mutuos “Verdaderos Artesanos.” It pub-
lished the first labor periodical, El Artesano. Some thirty-one
numbers of this paper appeared between November 1885 and
May 1886. It dealt with a variety of questions. It carried on a con-
tinuing campaign against gambling and drunkenness among the
workers. Although it expressed the desire to “harmonize” the in-
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terests of the workers and their employers, it also recognized in
one issue that an “indirect war” existed between what it called
“the aristocracy” and the workers, and defended strikes as “a last
resort.” It urged the workers to participate in pohtlcs and not to
sell their votes or go the polls in an inebriated state.’

In May 1886, the Sociedad Cosmopolita was converted into
the Sociedad Tipografica, the country’s first trade union. Milda
Riverola has commented about the Sociedad Tipogréfica that it
“will have surprising continuity, modifying its statutes in an ex-
traordinary assembly in June 1888, renewing periodically its
directing commission, publishing an annual report of its proceed-
ings in the press of the capital. Its members will create at the
beginning of the twentieth century the first federation, that of the
Graphic Arts, and from its ranks came Varlous trade union and
leftist militants in the following decades.”

Other groups of workers soon formed trade unions. Among
these were the bricklayers, carpenters, tailors, postal employees,
and bakers. This last group proclaimed what was perhaps the
country’s first organized strike in October 1886, a walkout that
met “subsequent repression.”’

In 1901, the first organization of white-collar workers was es-
tablished, the Sociedad de Empleados de Comercio. It was both a
mutual benefit society and a union. However, rather than resort-
ing to strikes, the commercial workers’ group lobbied the government
to obtain closing of stores on Sundays to give the workers at least
one day of rest each week. It had considerable success in this en-
deavor. This group also was notable for having established the
first school in Paraguay for the training of accountants and other
commercial employees.® This organization participated in a Con-
tinental Congress of Commercial Workers called by the Argentine
union in that field in September 1903.°

Paraguay suffered between 1890 and 1894 from a serious
economic depression. The discontent aroused by this crisis paved
the way for the spread of anarchist ideas from neighboring Argen-
tina. In 1892 an Anarchist Manifesto appeared in Asuncidn,
published by a “Group of the Sons of the Chaco” (Grupo de los
Hijos del Chaco).

This first anarchist document to be printed in Paraguay did
not deal directly with the problems of the labor movement. As
Ciriaco Duarte, himself an anarchosyndicalist, pointed out, it
“had the clear seal of the anarcho-individualist tendency of Ar-
gentina; since at no time in its long text does it touch on the
aspect of trade union organization for the economic and social
struggle of the workers and only calls for voluntary solidarity and
unity of revolutionary men for social revolution.”'
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The Italian anarchist Retro Gori, who was then living in Ar-
gentina, made a short visit to Paraguay in September and October
1901, giving considerable boost to anarchist propaganda there.
He gave three public lectures in Asuncidn, established contact
with a number of unions there, and visited the provincial town of
Conception. His influence was probably most significant among
Italian artisans and workers, although it certainly extended to
native Paraguayans as well.!!

The labor groups began to use their most potent weapon, the
strike. Peter Lambert lists fifteen walkouts that took place, all of
them in or near Asuncién, between 1889 and 1904. Those going
on strike included railroad workers, carpenters, bricklayers, trol-
ley-car employees, and stevedores, as well as riverboat workers,
bakers, and barbers. Their demands included payment of unpaid
wages, wage increases, the eight-hour day, and reemployment of
laid-off workers.!?

Francisco Gaona summed up the characteristics of the Para-
guayan labor movement in the decades preceding the Liberal
Party Revolution of 1904 as follows:

The Incipient Paraguayan labor during the initial period of its develop-
ment was characterized by a) its instability, a reflection naturally of the
unstable political situation in which the country lived; b) the strikes only
involved artisan sectors of the workers. . . ; ¢) action of the workers was
reduced fundamentally to a “bread and butter trade unionism,” The
workers being faced with constantly increasingly cost of living . . . work-
ers demands were reduced to a permanent demand for wage increases; d)
the organizational efforts of the workers were notable for their disconti-
nuity, spontaneity and for being sporadic. Strikes, in the majority of
cases, were started by isolated groups of workers belonging to the upper
artisan levels, such as bakers, carpenters and bricklayers. . . . e) The
trade union struggle was limited to the city of Asuncién.!?

ORGANIZED LABOR DURING THE EARLY
LIBERAL PARTY RULE

The seizure of power by the Liberal Party in August 1904 at
first aroused sympathy in the labor movement. However, the atti-
tude of the first Liberal Party governments toward the organized
workers was a paternalistic one and had severe limitations.

This attitude of the new Liberal rulers was most clearly ex-
pressed by President Cecilio Bdez in a talk he gave to a group of
workers on the occasion of the national holiday on May 15, 1906.
He started out by saying, “Political progress is clear among us in
the organization of the working classes who seek to get from their
employers a more just remuneration for their labors.” However, a
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bit further on, he said, “I look at you, citizen workers, not as the
enemies of capital, nor as perturbers of order, but as humble
seekers after justice, but at the same time I do not consider the
capitalists, in general, as oppressors of your group. There does
not exist the supposed conflict between capital and labor, as
some people have affirmed.” Near the end of his speech, President
Béez said:

Citizen workers, you are really sublime in your self-denial and for your
patriotism, since, without complaining about your fate, you remember
that today is the day of the fatherland and you come to the National Pal-
ace to express your jubilation on the anniversary of our glorious
independence and to indicate with this noble gesture, that your banner
is not the red rag of anarchism but that tricolor flag which our forbears
adopted as the emblem of the Republic.

In the years following the 1904 revolution there was some ex-
pansion of the “industrial” base of Asuncién. Francisco Gaona
noted the establishment of soft drink and liquor-producing firms,
a pasta company, a rice processing plant, and a brewery. He also
noted the expansmn of the port facilities and the number of ship-
ping lines serving Asuncién and other ports in Paraguay. 15

Strikes continued after the Liberal Party’s seizure of power.
The first recorded walkout of that period took place in the provin-
cial city of Villarica in October 1905, when tailors, shoe workers,
teachers, and bakers struck for higher wages. In that same year
there was a two-week strike of carpenters in Villarica, which suc-
ceeded in gaining the eight-hour day and a 20-percent increase in
wages.

In 1906, the strike fever spread to Asuncién. There were
walkouts of laborers in the central customs building, vehicle driv-
ers, slaughterhouse workers, and soap makers. Among the issues
in these walkouts were minimum wages, labor accidents, arbi-
trary dismissals of workers, payment of overtime, and the work of
minors.

The economic depression that began in 1907 and continued
for two years brought a temporary end to the wave of strikes.
However, in 1910 another series of walkouts began in Asuncién
and some provincial towns. Among those going on strike were the
carpenters, trolley-car workers, tailors, shoe workers, market em-
ployees, and members of the Asuncién municipal band.’

Milda Rivarola has summed up the strikes that occurred dur-
ing the first years of the twentieth century. She wrote: “The
approximately thirty-five strikes in these thirteen years appear to
have been concentrated in two successive cycles. The first of
these, of greater intensity, go from June of 1904 to June of 1907
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(some nineteen conflicts) and the second went from September of
1909 to September of 1911 (some eight), the economic crises of
1898 and 1907 having immediate negative effect on this form of
revindicative action by the local workers.”'®

THE FEDERACION OBRERA REGIONAL DEL
PARAGUAY

On April 22, 1906, the first central labor organization of Para-
guay was established. This was the Federacién Obrera Regional
Paraguaya (or del Paraguay), (FORP). As Francisco Gaona pointed
out, this was not the first time that efforts had been made to es-
tablish a central labor group in Paraguay. As early as July 1893 a
group of workers had established the Sociedad Cosmopolita
Obrera, which was intended to be an organization bringing to-
gether various workers’ groups that then existed or that might be
brought into existence. This group was of short duration. A sec-
ond such effort had been made in 1897 with establishment of the
Asociacion General de Trabajadores del Paraguay, organized un-
der the patronage of Cecilio Baez, then the principal leader of the
Liberal Party. This group, too, was soon extinct.

Then, in January 1904, a third attempt to set up a central
labor group resulted in the establishment of the Centro General
de Obreros. This organization also had close connections with the
Liberal Party. It did not long survive the Liberal Party seizure of
power later that year.'

The Federaciéon Obrera Regional Paraguaya was organized by
only three unions in Asuncién, the Federacién de las Artes Gréfi-
cas, the Sociedad de Resistencia de Obreros Carpinteros y Anexos,
and the Sociedad de Resistencia de Obreros Cocheros. A fourth
union, the Sociedad de Hojalateros, which was represented at the
founding meeting of the FORP, was not accepted as a member at
that session, although it joined the organization a few weeks
later.

The FORP, as its name (similar to the FORA of Argentina) im-
plied, was of anarchosyndicalist orientation. This was indicated in
the agreement on ‘“bases of organization” signed by the three
groups at the founding meeting of the FORP. Point 4 of this
agreement expressed the traditional anarchist opposition to all
political parties. It provided, “This Federation, purely economic, is
distinct from and opposed to all of the bourgeois and workers’ po-
litical parties, since, whereas they are organized for the conquest
of political power, we organize to defend our rights and establish
the ‘Federation of Free Associations of Free Producers.”
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This document also endorsed the anarchist belief in a decen-
tralized or federal type of trade union organization. It proclaimed,
concerning the FORP affiliates, that “the societies are free and
autonomous within the Federation.”?0

Ciriaco Duarte has commented about the statutes of the
FORP that “we find total similarity, in regard to the preamble,
with the statutes of the Federation Obrera Regional Argentina
(FORA), letter for letter.”?!

From its inception, the FORP ran into difficulties with the
Paraguayan government. On May Day 1906 it held the country’s
first May Day demonstration in a meeting hall in Asuncién.
Shortly after the meeting began, the hall was invaded by police,
who said that the organizers of the session had not gotten police
permission to meet and ordered those attending to leave the
premises. After some consultation with the authorities, they were
allowed to resume their meeting—with a bigger attendance than
before—at four in the afternoon.??

On May 1, 1906, the FORP began publishing a monthly peri-
odical, El Despertar, the second regular publication to be put out
by the Paraguayan labor movement. Although it lasted for only
eleven issues, it demonstrated a good deal about the country’s
first central labor organization.

El Despertar was clearly of anarchist orientation. It denounced
worker participation in party politics. It carried articles by Peter
Kropotkin, Anselmo Lorenzo, and other international anarchist
leaders. It was internationally oriented, carrying news of events of
anarchist interest in Spain, Russia, and Argentina, as well as re-
views of books appearing in Spain and France.

The periodical reflected the vicissitudes of the FORP and its
affiliates. It indicated that, during its first year at least, the FORP
never had more than six affiliated unions. On three different oc-
casions it reported strikes of affiliated organizations in which a
certain number of the union members did not walk out—
publishing the names of both those who were “traitors” and the
“honorable” membership who had stayed loyal. It carried two re-
ports on the finances of the FORP and had several articles
exhorting members of the FORP affiliates to pay their dues regu-
larly.?3

Under the inspiration of the FORP there were numerous
strikes in 1907. Among those walking out were the railroad and
trolley-car workers, the carters, and the printers. The strike that
gained most attention, including support from some of the press,
was that of the railway men, who succeeded in getting a substan-
tial wage increase.
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Another anarchosyndicalist periodical, El Germinal, appeared
in 1908. Its inspiration was a Spanish anarchist, Rafael Barrett.
He was the principal speaker at the Flrst Conference of Para-
guayan Workers, sponsored by the FORP.*

In July 1908 there was a coup d’etat as the result of an inter-
nal struggle within the Liberal Party. This was followed during the
next five years by a period of political instability and economic
decline, which had a depressing effect on the organized labor
movement. However, in spite of this, in 1909 there was an indica-
tion that unions were beginning to spread beyond Asuncioén,
where theretofore they had been largely concentrated, when the
workers of a tannin factory in Puerto Sastre in the Chaco region
waged a successful eight-day strike that won them a 20-percent
wage increase.

During this period the government was generally hostile to the
labor movement. As Villalba and Lambert put it, “Repression was
never far away: strikes were many times violently repressed by
the police and many leaders and unionists were fired ‘without
justified cause,” detained and deported.” One of those who was
deported as Rafael Barrett.’

This political situation during the early years of Liberal Party
rule bordered on the chaotic, with frequent coups and counter-
coups. One of the worst periods was during a civil war, lasting
from November 1911 to May 1912. The years 1911-1912 were
particularly unfortunate for the labor movement, and there is no
record of any new union being established during a period of
twenty months. The FORP was, for all practical purposes, extinct.

In the latter part of 1912 the unions returned to activity.
However, political currents appeared different from (and in con-
flict with) the direct action philosophy of the anarchosyndicalists
and the FORP. On the one hand, there were the activities of Ri-
cardo Grugada, a “popular militant” of the Colorado Party. For
years he had been speaking out in support of organized labor,
and in 1912 he intervened in several labor conflicts to get conces-
sions from employers without the workers having to resort to
strikes. He was roundly denounced by the revived FORP and en-
gaged in polemics with them in the daily press.”’

A “reformist” tendency also appeared within some of the labor
organizations themselves. In December 1912 a new central labor
group was established in Asuncién on the initiative of the Typo-
graphical Union, the tailors, and several other organizations. This
group, the Union Gremial del Paraguay (UGP), was of Socialist
rather than anarchist orientation. Among its affiliates during the
next few years were the car drivers, the jewelry and watch work-
ers, the customs house laborers, and the shoe workers. The



100 A History of Organized Labor in Uruguay and Paraguay

principal leader of the UGP was R. Recalde Milesi. By April 1914
fourteen unions belonged to the UGP. Its periodical was La Voz
del Pueblo.”™®

The establishment of the UGP was followed in October 1913
by the revival of the FORP. A new “Pact of Solidarity,” still loyal to
anarchosundicalist ideas, was drawn up and a Provisional Fed-
eral Council of the FORP was elected. Milda Rivarola has noted,
“Four leaders of the carpenters, two of the mechanics, one printer
and one shoe worker formed, together with a considerable num-
ber of intellectuals,” the Federal Council of the FORP. Both the
UGP and the revived FORP engaged in organizational work. A
number of old unions were revived and new ones were organized
by both groups. In some cases there were rival unions in the
same field belonging to the two central labor groups.?

Throughout this period the Paraguayan labor movement
maintained contacts with unions in neighboring countries, par-
ticularly Argentina. The FORP continuing relations with its Argentine
counterpart, the FORA, while the Socialist-inclined labor groups
had correspondence and personal relationships with the Argen-
tine Socialist Party.*

ORGANIZED LABOR DURING AND AFTER WORLD WAR 1

In 1914, a workers’ party, the Partido Obrero, was organized
under the leadership of Rufino Recalde Milesi, the head of the
UGP. Three years later it changed its name to Partido Socialist
Revolucionario and continued to have considerable significance in
the labor movement until it finally dissolved in 1926.°

Late in 1915, the Partido Obrero began to organize protests
against the proposal of the government of the day to give a 99-
year contract to a U.S. firm to administer the port of Asuncién. In
February 1916 it joined with the Center of Law Students in the
Plaza Independencia to organize a meeting of protest, which was
attacked by the police. The contract was never ratified. The party
also undertook in this same period to organize one of the first un-
ions of workers in the maritime trade, the Society of Maritime
Cooks.*

By 1919 the party had branches in Asuncién, Villarica, Villa
de San Pedro, and Pedro Juan Caballero, as well as groups of
sympathizers in Encarnacién, Concepcién, and Pilar. It partici-
pated in April of that year in the First Panamerican Socialist and
Labor Conference in Buenos Aires, with delegates from Socialist
partie3s3 and groups in Chile, Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Uru-

guay.™
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The outbreak of World War I provoked an economic crisis in
Paraguay, as in much of the rest of America. This lasted through
most of 1915. This depression had a negative impact on the labor
movement. Both of the UGP and the FORP lapsed into inactivity,
as did some of their constituent unions.

However, 1916 brought renewed economic activity, due to the
greatly increased demand for Paraguay’s principal agricultural
and grazing exports. The organized labor movement also revived.
Milda Rivarola has written, “Between 1916 and 1919 there were
founded in Paraguay a larger number of workers societies than
had been created in the three previous decades.” She also noted
that “the artisans and intellectuals who had led the first organiz-
ing cycle (from 1905 to 1908) were displaced by leaders of the
organizations of the river fleet, whose organization and demands
ran parallel with the increase in commercial traffic toward the Rio
de la Plata in those years.”3*

Both of the central labor groups came back to life. On August
6, 1916, representatives of nine unions reestablished the FORP,
but with a new name, Centro Obrero Regional del Paraguay
(CORP). A new “federative pact” was adopted, still loyal to anar-
chist ideas, although with some modifications of the earlier pacts
of 1906 and 1913. Milda Rivarola has noted, “A first generation of
artisans and workers of European or Rio de la Plata origin, wood-
workers and printers in their majority, the initial carriers of
anarchist thought, were . . . ‘substituted’ by a group of workers—
of native origin almost completely—in the leadership of the fed-
eration.”3>

The CORP had as its literary spokesmen two weeklies. These
were El Promoteo, edited by a group of anarchist intellectuals and
trade unionists, and El Combate, which later changed its name to
Renovation.*®

The CORP succeeded in “giving impulse to trade union action
in all of the country and began to organize the peasants, the tan-
nin workers, the railroaders and the workers in the packinghouses.”
It succeeded in establishing local union federations in the provin-
cial cities of Concepcioén, Villarica, and Encarnacién. There were
numerous strikes during this period.”’

There were several particularly notable walkouts. In 1916, the
trolley-car workers employed by the Anglo-Argentine Ferrocarril
Central del Paraguay struck for a wage increase. Although this
strike had wide support among the general public and the back-
ing of the CORP, it was violently suppressed by the police, who
arrested many of the strikers, some of whom they tortured. In the
following year a strike by these same workers lasted four months,
but was also broken by the police, with the union being destroyed
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for the time being. However, in 1919, the trolley-car workers or-
ganized once again, and after a month of struggle were to win a
wage increase, but soon afterward the union’s principal leaders
were deported.™

Growth of the CORP was particularly notable in 1918 and the
years immediately following. Milda Rivarola has noted, “By the
end of 1919 almost all of the more important towns of the interior
of the country had their workers Regional Centers, which brought
together artisans and workers of different trades.”** The CORP
had several periodicals, including E/ Surco, which had a section in
the Guarani language, and was succeeded in 1921 by Renovacion,
which described itself as “Communist—Federalist.” The CORP also
maintained contacts with anarchosyndicalist groups in Argentina
and Uruguay, as well as with the Industrial Workers of the World
of the United States.*’

The Socialist-oriented central labor organization was also re-
vived with a different name, only three weeks after the establishment
of the CORP. With the support of the Partido Obrero, two unions,
the bricklayers and the United Maritime Cooks Union, the Fed-
eracion Obrera del Paraguay (FOP) was established. The FOP was
to continue until 1927, during which period it had two publica-
tions. El Socialista and then El Deber. Three other unions soon
joined the FOP, which immediately undertook an organizing ef-
fort, bringing into existence at least seven other organizations by
the end of 1918. Most of these had their headquarters in that of
the FOP.*"

Early in 1920 there was an effort to unite the FOP and the
CORP. A Committee for a Labor Congress was established with
participation of leaders of both groups. However, the anarchosyn-
dicalist unions finally walked out of this committee, and the unity
effort came to nothing.*?

During this period a third federation in the labor field also ex-
isted, the Regional Association for Mutual Aid, which was led by a
Catholic priest and had a membership of about 600 workers.*’
There were likewise a number of unions unaffiliated with any cen-
tral labor body, including or%anizations of shoemakers, bakers,
and building trades workers.** Apparently, independent unions
were particularly prevalent in the provincial town of Resistencia,
where there were independent groups of carpenters, bakers,
printing trades workers, railroaders, commercial employees, and
teachers.

During World War I there was a substantial expansion of
Paraguay’s foreign trade. This stimulated the growth of trade un-
ionism among the maritime workers, who soon were “converted
into the base of the trade union movement.”*® By 1916 unions
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represented several of the “maritime” crafts—pilots, naval ma-
chinists, fireman, and so on. In that year, they joined to establish
the Federaciéon Naval (FN). One of the earliest public statements
of this federation was a denunciation of efforts of Argentine ma-
rine employers to recruit strikebreakers in Paraguay.”

In the years that followed, other unions were formed among
these workers. Some were affiliated with either the FOP or the
CORP, as well as with the Federacién Naval. These included dock
workers, as well as groups of workers employed on ships.*®

In 1919, a major crisis developed within the Federacién Naval
that led to a split in the organization. In that year, the Federacion
Obrera Maritima Argentina (FOMA) asked their Paraguayan coun-
terparts to support a strike in which they engaged against the
Mihanovich firm, which also operated in Paraguay. The Federacién
Naval not only refused to do so, but even recruited strikebreakers to
go to Argentina. A few months later, in January 1920, the FOMA
again appealed to the Paraguayan Federacion Naval for help
against Mihanovich. This time, too, a majority of the FN refused,
after bitter debate, but in this instance six unions (which were
aligned with the FOP) decided to leave the Federacién Naval and
establish another federation.

On January 20, 1920, the dissident maritime unions estab-
lished the Liga Obrera Maritima (LOM). The LOM almost
immediately submitted its own lists of demands to the Mihano-
vich Company, and when these were not accepted, joined the
strike that had been started by the firm’s workers in Argentina.
This regional walkout lasted fourteen months.

Influences from Argentina were clearly important in the or-
ganization of the maritime workers. William Schurz credited the
well-organized maritime workers on Argentine river ships con-
necting Paraguay with the sea with much influence in organizing
the Paraguayan workers.” That this relationship was not entirely
one-sided is indicated by Diego Abad de Santilldn, who recorded
how a boycott placed on Argentine goods by Paraguayan dock-
workers helped Argentine workers win a strike.”’ In the 1919—
1920 strike of the LOM the Paraguayan strikers received consid-
erable help from the FOMA of Argentina in the form of both food
and Inoney, which was a major factor in the strike being victori-
ous.

In 1921, the Centro Obrero Regional Paraguayo declared a
general strike of unlimited duration in support of a trolley-car
workers’ walkout. The Federacién Obrera del Paraguay at first
supported this general strike, and there was hope again that the
two central labor bodies might be united. However, rivalry be-
tween the two central labor groups proved insurmountable.>3
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Paraguay suffered in 1922 from a short-lived civil war be-
tween rival factions of the Liberal Party. The labor movement
generally sided with the government in this crisis. The FOP con-
demned the frequent coup d’etat attempts, declared “action on
war,” but expressed backing for the incumbent government. The
country’s most powerful labor group, the Liga Obrera Maritima,
not only gave verbal support to the government, but also raised a
battalion of troops for it.>*

The only part of the post—-World War I period in which the la-
bor movement in the cities functioned with relative freedom was
during the administration of President Eligio Ayala, from 1924 to
1928. During those years organized labor supported the Ayala
regime which governed without recourse to the state of siege, and

“trade unionism enjoyed a certaln freedom of organization and
action never before experienced.”” However, when Rufino Ricaldi
Milesi, the secretary general of the Federacién Obrera del Para-
guay and a leader of the Partido Socialista Revolucionario, was
elected to the Chamber of Deputies, he was charged with being a
“Communist” and his election was finally nullified. In 1924, the
country’s first Marxist periodical, Bandera Roja, appeared.’®

THE MIDDLE AND LATE 1920s

The mid-1920s were a period of relative prosperity for Para-
guay. There was an increase of 100 percent in production and
sale of Paraguayan cotton, while demand was also strong for
Paraguay’s traditional products, including yerba mate, tobacco,
wood, meat, and tannin. The country’s first textile factories were
opened during this period. This relative prosperity acted as a
stimulus to the trade union movement.

Although in 1925 and 1926 the two central labor groups, the
anarchosyndicalist CORP and the Socialist-inclined FOP, were
having difficulties, this changed in the following year. In May
1927, the FOP joined with the Liga Obrera Maritima and some
independent unions to form a new group, the Unién Obrera del
Paraguay (UOP), which at its inception became the largest trade
union organization in the country.”® The CORP was also reorgan-
ized, with the participation of a number of intellectuals.”

Some new unions were formed among the country’s few in-
dustrial workers. A new development during the mid-1920s was
the appearance of a number of unions of workers in agriculture
and agricultural processing, such as sugar refining and tannin
processing. Milda Rivarola noted, “With the support of the LOM
and the anarchist and socialist central labor bodies, various
‘workers’ centers, councils or mixed ‘workers’ societies’ were founded
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in Villeta, Paraguari, Ipecarai and Villa Hayes, and in the period
of most organizing effervescence, the Asuncién workers’ leaders
and intellectuals collaborated in the formation of various societies
and unions of agriculturalists.”®

In the middle and late 1920s, Communist influence appeared
for the first time as a factor in the Paraguayan labor movement.
The first step toward forming a Communist Party was taken in
1924 with the establishment of the Committee of Social Action,
which established connections with the South American Secre-
tariat of the Communist International. Then, in February 1928,
the Paraguayan Communist Party was officially founded at a con-
gress attended by fifty people. The secretary general of the new
party, Lucas Ibarrola, attended the Sixth Congress of the
Comintern in Moscow later that year.®’

The Unién Obrera del Paraguay decided in 1928 to establish
relations with the Red International of Labor Unions, which had
its headquarters in Moscow. It accepted an invitation to send a
“fraternal” delegation to the world conference of the RILU in the
summer of 1930. The members of that delegation were Rufino Re-
calde Milesi, Francisco Gaona, and Daniel Villalba.

The Paraguayan delegation came under strong attack at the
Moscow RILU congress for being “reformist” instead of revolution-
ary, with Communist delegates from Uruguay and Mexico being
particularly belligerent against them. The Paraguayans were de-
nounced for not having converted the wave of strikes of 1929 into
a revolutionary movement to overthrow the Guggiari government
and for not fully affiliating with the RILU and its Latin American
branch, the CSLA. They were accused of being “tools of the Gug-
giari regime.”

Francisco Gaona offered the principal defense of the Para-
guayan delegates. He cited the many strikes of 1929 as being
evidence of the militancy of the Paraguayan labor movement, and
explained that the Paraguayan unions had had their hands full
merely defending their own members in a situation in which the
right of the labor movement even to exist was in peril, and that
there had not been any possibility of a revolution that would have
put the organized workers in control of Paraguay. He argued that
full participation of the Unién Obrera with the RILU and CSLA
would only give the Guggiari regime an excuse to totally crush the
labor movement.

Gaona emphasized the struggle of the labor movement to op-
pose the Guggiari regime’s efforts to generate war with Bolivia. He
accused the foreign Communists who were attacking the Para-
guayan labor movement of not knowing anything about the real
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conditions in Paraguay and of being motivated by narrow sectari-
anism and dogmatism.

There were numerous strikes in Paraguay during the 1920s.
Milda Rivarola noted:

Of the forty-seven strikes which took place between 1923 and 1931,
twenty-nine were by urban groups, eight in industries of the interior
(tannin in Pinasco, packinghouses of Zeballos Cue and San Antonio,
sugar mills of Iturbe and Villa Hayes, Grain Mills of Villa Rica, etc.), and
one of a regional characteristic in the Rio de la Plata basin by the mari-
time workers. Some of the nine general strikes proclaimed in Asuncién
achieved the almost complete paralyzation of Asuncién, while others had
few participants.

LABOR AND THE GUGGIARI REGIME

The government of President José P. Guggiari (1928-1932)
was described by Villalba and Lambert as “probably the most re-
actionary of all governments of the period, again resorting to the
state of siege, accompanied by repressive measures against the
workers.” However, during the Guggiari administration there were
strikes of maritime workers, railroaders, workers of the San An-
tonio and Zeballos-Cue packinghouses, and among the sugar
workers of Villarrica, Iturbe and Benjamin Aceval. On June 16,
1928, the two central labor groups and the Liga Obrera Maritima
carried out a six-hour general strike.®* The maritime workers
succeeded in getting a collective agreement with their employers,
one of the first such accords negotiated by a Paraguayan union.

With the onslaught of the Great Depression and the growing
possibility of war with Bolivia, the early 1930s were a particularly
difficult period for Paraguayan organized labor. In the face of this
situation, a new effort was made to unify the labor movement. In
December 1930 the Liga Obrera Maritima and the Asociacién
Ferroviaria established the National Committee of Maritime and
Railroad Workers. Soon this National Committee supported an
effort of “all the free and independent trade union organizations to
establish the Confederacién Sindical del Paraguay.” However, this
effort to establish a new and united central labor organization
was denounced by the Guggiari government. It said that the effort
toward “labor unity is to upset the Republic with frequent and
disorderly strikes ... in which the railroads and maritime work-
ers are seeking to involve the other workers since they themselves
are about to present demands.”

Such efforts at labor unity and militancy were fruitless in the
face of the war propaganda of the Guggiari government. Although
both existing central labor groups sent delegates to a “peace con-
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ference” in Montevideo, where they joined with Bolivian workers’
representatives in protesting against the war threat, these pro-
tests of organized labor had little effect in the face of the Guggiari
government’s efforts to arouse jingoistic “patriotism” against the
Bolivian “enemy.” The government resorted to jailing many of the
union leaders.®’

There were a few significant strikes during this period. One of
the most important was the walkout of the bricklayers of Asun-
cién, which lasted for several months in 1930-1931. To counteract it,
the Guggiari government organized a group of strikebreakers,
headed by a onetime leader of the union, Robustiano Centurén.
There were clashes between the strikers and the scabs, one in
which Centurén was killed. Soon afterward, the government “dis-
solved” the striking union.®®

An anarchist uprising that resulted in occupation of the city
of Encarnacién by the rebels for sixteen hours in February 1931
gave the Guggiari government an excuse to persecute the entire
labor movement. All unions were outlawed and the government
arrested over 400 trade union leaders and declared a state of
siege throughout the republic. This brought the virtual liquidation
of anarchosyndicalist influence among the Paraguayan workers.

The outbreak of the Chaco War with Bolivia in 1932 con-
firmed the temporary demise of the legal Paraguayan labor
movement. Francisco Gaona has described the situation of the
labor movement during the war:

The Chaco War found the labor movement totally clandestine. Decree No.
39,436 signed by the then president José P. Guggiari, declaring dissolved
all the legal labor organizations and the government’s intention of substi-
tuting mutual benefit societies for all the unions, did not achieve the
desired result. The workers, actively seconded by the Communist Party,
created clandestine trade union groups, which, joined together in a Con-
sejo Obrero de Resistencia, attempted to revive the workers’ unions of the
country. Then this front was extended, with the creation of Antiwar
Committees while the war was raging, both inside and outside the repub-
lic. Under these circumstances, the war ended in June 1935.7°

THE REVIVAL OF THE LABOR MOVEMENT

With the end of the Chaco War, the Paraguayan labor move-
ment began to revive. However, particularly in the first months of
the postwar period, it did so largely on the basis of clandestine
organizations that had continued to exist during the war.

Francisco Gaona described the efforts of the underground un-
ion groups while the war was still in progress:
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In almost all of the dissolved unions there functioned trade union groups
which occupied the empty space and in some cases such as the CALT
firm (the electric company), the bricklayers, shoe workers, bakers, paint-
ers, telephone workers, railroaders, linotypists, the workers succeeded in
reorganizing their own unions even during the police terror . . . the state
of siege and the barbarous ‘law of social defense,” and the imprisonment,
deportations and ferocious tortures. These unions constituted the ad-
vanced groups of the national proletariat that were reborn with
exemplary potency. . . . These same reorganized unions wrenched impor-
tant gains from the employers and the slave firm CALT, through unity,
struggle and victorious strikes before the end of the Chaco War; they
even won the incorporation of the maritime union delegate Mario Masi in
the delegation that the government of Eusebio Ayala sent to the Ameri-
can Labor Conference in Santiago, Chile in January 1935.7

With the end of the Chaco War, these underground unions
began to emerge into the open. This revival of the labor movement
received a great stimulus from the overthrow of the long-lasting
Liberal Party regime by a military coup led by Colonel Rafael
Franco, one of the heroes of the Chaco War, on February 17,
1936. The reformist bent of the new regime was demonstrated by
its suspension of the Constitution of 1870, creating of the Na-
tional Labor Department (DNT) and the Ministry of Public Health,
and its issuing of a broad agrarian reform decree.””

The labor movement revived rapidly following the February
1936 coup. The first union to hold an open general assembly, on
February 26, was the railroad workers’ Asociaciéon Ferroviaria. In
the next few weeks, the painters, shoemakers, bricklayers, cooks,
and domestic servants, among others, held membership meetings
and reestablished their organizations.

Some of the subdivisions having already been reorganized, on
March 2 the Liga Obrera Maritima was reestablished at a meeting
of delegates from these groups. Florentin Lépez was chosen as the
new secretary general of the LOM.

Virtually all of the meetings of the reconstituted unions went
on record in support of the government of Colonel Rafael Franco.

Francisco Gaona described this rush to reestablish the organ-
ized labor movement:

Within a few weeks of the establishment of the Revolutionary Govern-
ment presided over by Colonel Rafael Franco, the great majority of the
unions had already been reorganized, with their respective elected lead-
ers. Trade union organization advanced like a whirlwind, reaching the
most isolated part of the country, and particularly the great fiefs of the
Upper Paraguay, as in Puerto Guarani, where the workers celebrated for
the first time May Day 1936, with a demonstration which moved through
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the streets with banners displayed with the slogans “unity,” and “strug-
gle” for “bread, land and liberty. 7

Many of the new or revived unions were successful in negoti-
ating contracts with their members’ employers.”* As noted, there
were a number of strikes in the early months of the Franco re-
gime.

The newly reestablished labor movement sought to maintain
unity within its ranks. With that end in view, a meeting of repre-
sentatives of twenty unions was held in the last week of February
that established the Comité Pro-Confederacién Nacional de Tra-
bajadores. It elected an Executive Committee, of which Francisco
Gaona was the secretary general and Tomds Mayol was assistant
secretary general.”

The heterogeneous nature of the regime of Colonel Franco was
reflected in a step that it took in mid-March, Law #152, which
was entitled “Political and Social Truce.” This proclaimed, “Activi-
ties which do not emanate from the State are prohibited. The
Paraguayan revolutionary structure has the same characteristics
as the totalitarian social transformations of contemporary Europe.”
This law suppressed political party activities for one year and
“submitted all the labor movement to the direct and definitive
control of the Ministry of Interior through the National Labor De-
partment.”

The renascent labor movement immediately demanded the
repeal of Law #152. They interpreted it as the work of elements
within the revolutionary regime who were trying to bring about
the overthrow of Colonel Rafael Franco. The unions and the CNT
continued to function, although the Law #152 was not canceled.

Finally, on the evening of May 11, several leaders of the CNT,
including Secretary General Francisco Gaona and Sub-Secretary
General Tomds Mayol, were arrested on the streets of Asuncién
after leaving a meeting of the Confederal Council of the CNT.

The reaction of the CNT and its affiliates to the arrest of their
leaders was immediate. The CNT proclaimed a forty-eight-hour
general strike for May 12-13, which was widely effective. How-
ever, the union leaders were not released, and on May 24 they
declared a hunger strike. Six days later they suspended that ac-
tion and sent an open letter to President Franco, arguing that
their arrest had been the work of elements within his government
who were conspiring to overthrow the provisional president.’®

The CNT itself was suspended for three months by the gov-
ernment in October 1936, and sixty-one members of its
leadership were jailed. Many months later, most of the leaders of
the CNT were freed, but Secretary General Francisco Gaona was
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exiled to Argentina, where he was forced to remain for several
years.

The Franco regime was overthrown in September 1937. For
two years thereafter there was again a Liberal Party president of
the Republic, Félix Paiva. The Paiva government enacted some
labor legislation, including a general eight-hour-day law (with six
hours for workers engaged in unhealthful occupations) and time-
and-a-half pay for work beyond the limit, with double time for
night work and work on Sundays.

The CNT continued to exist. By 1938 it claimed to have eighty
unions affiliated, with 40,000 members. However, the CNT and its
affiliates were frequently harassed by the Paiva government, par-
ticularly by the minister of interior, Colonel Higinio Morinigo, who
at one point ordered that no nongovernmental organization could
use the word “National” in its title, as a consequence of which the
CNT changed 1ts name to Confederaciéon de Trabajadores del
Paraguay (CTP).”®

In spite of the unfriendly attitude of the government, the labor
movement was very active. For instance, in August 1938, the Liga
Obrera Maritima declared a general strike against Mihanovich
Co., the largest shipping company operating in Paraguayan wa-
ters. The organ of the CNT noted that this strike was quite legal,
the union having fulfilled all of the requirements of the law regu-
lating labor relations before calling the walkout, and it labeled the
cause of the maritime workers a “national cause.”

The same issue of the CNT journal that reported on the LOM
strike called for the government to make effective for agricultural
workers the eight-hour-day law and the law authorizing trade un-
ion activity. It claimed that the government was doing little to
apply that legislation to the countryside, particularly to the yerba
mate firms, and proclalmed the CNT’s determination to organize
the rural workers.”’

On May 28, 1939, the CNT held what it called the First Labor
Congress of Paraguay. That meeting ratified the change in name
of the CNT. It also expressed its support of the candidacy of Gen-
eral Félix Estigarribia for president of Paraguay, as well as
expressing backing for President Franklin Roosevelt’'s Good
Neighbor Policy and the organization’s “profound respect for the
Catholic Church and identification with the army.” It voted to af-
filiate with the Confederaciéon de Trabajadores de America Latina
and with the International Federation of Trade Unions.*® The
meeting also sent a message of greeting to Francisco Gaona its
exiled secretary general, and reelected him to the post.*' At this
time, the CTP claimed forty-eight unions affiliated with it.
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This labor congress evidenced concern over the growing men-
ace of fascism in Europe and elsewhere. Local diplomatic
representatives of both fascist Italy and Nazi Germany protested
against the congress, and as a result Minister of Interior Higinio
Morinigo prohibited the meeting from adopting any resolutions on
the subject. He finally ordered the police to break up the con-
gress.

With the advent to power of General Estigarribia in August
1939, there was some hope that the political—and hence trade
union—situation might be liberalized. However, after inaugurat-
ing a new constitution, President Estigarribia decreed a “truce” in
political activities of parties and groups, Congress decreed itself
out of existence, and the president assumed dictatorial powers.
However, the president did decree a new labor code that legalized
unions, with the exception of those of government employees.

Roberto Villalba noted, “The year 1939 terminated with gener-
alized repression, members of the Executive Committee of the
CTP were all jailed. Affected were the student and labor move-
ments and political sectors. The National University was intervened
by decree of the Executive Power; the same occurred with secon-
dary and commercial schools.” With the accidental death of
President Estigarribia, his successor, General Higinio Morinigo,
continued the polices of his predecessor.

In this period, the CTP, which was able to continue its peri-
odical, was under the control of the Communists. This was clearly
shown in its attitude toward World War II. The international
Communist line in the period from September 1939 until the Nazi
attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941 was that the conflict was
an “imperialist war” in which the workers did not have any inter-
est.

The May 31, 1940, issue of CTP, the organ of the confedera-
tion, clearly supported this Communist line. Its principal headline
was, “The CTP Declares Against the Imperialist War and for the
Strictest Neutrality.” In the article under this headline, one can
read, ‘“The working class understands perfectly that the reason
for our political, economic, and cultural backwardness is imperi-
alism; that presents the dilemna: Whoever is against imperialism
cannot be for the war. And who is with the war is against the fa-
therland. Therefore, we ratify a call to all the Paraguayan 8]S)eople
to defend as one single person, our endangered neutrality.”

This position of the CTP is particularly interesting in view of
the pro-Axis inclinations of the Morinigo government. Robert
Villalba noted, “The presidential cabinet was made up of members
of the group called ‘tiempistas’ [timeservers] and was surrounded



112 A History of Organized Labor in Uruguay and Paraguay

by members of the group called ‘Frente de Guerra.” Both showed
themselves to be followers of Nazi ideas.”*®

At the beginning of 1941, relations between the labor move-
ment and the Morinigo administration reached the breaking
point. During the preceding months, it was clear that a crisis was
approaching. Sessions of the Central Council of the CTP on No-
vember 22 and 29, 1940, had to deal with moves of the
government to remove CIP Acting Secretary General Adolfo
Yegros and to push the idea of establishing a corporative state
patterned on that of fascist Italy. The Central Council resolved,
“l) To exhaust efforts with the powers of the State to annul the
government actions limiting trade union autonomy. 2) To decree
GENERAL STRIKE, if circumstances img]?ose this, as a measure of
national salvation” (emphasis original).

A bit more than a month later, a crisis developed between the
labor movement and the Morinigo government. The Liga Obrera
Maritima had launched a strike against a measure of the Port
Prefect, and on January 9, 1941, the Confederacién de Traba-
jadores del Paraguay declared a general strike in support of the
LOM.

The Morinigo government reacted quickly and drastically to
the CTP’s general strike. It issued a decree forbidding gatherings
of more than four people, a curfew after 10 P.M., and threatened
punishment for all those who spread “alarmist versions of
events.” It then issued another edict declaring a “trade union
truce,” which maintained all existing collective contracts in force
until further notice and banned all strikes. The minister of inte-
rior then issued a decree providing, among other things, “The
Trade Union Truce . . . does not signify the suspension of legiti-
mate trade union activities, but rather a means of impeding them
from deviating to class struggle and political maneuvering which
wound the well understood interests of the nation.” Finally, the
Morinigo government issued a decree mobilizing all workers who
went on strike into the armed forces. This decree was to remain in
force until further notice. These measures crushed the general
strike of the CTP. The government widely published the return to
work of various groups of workers.

Subsequently, the exiled secretary general of the CTP, Fran-
cisco Gaona, who was a member of the Febrerista Party, formed
by followers of Colonel Rafael Franco, was very critical of the resi-
dent leadership of the CTP in the January 1941 situation. He
claimed that the general strike had been ill advised, being called
without adequate preparation and organization. He also said that
the CTP leadership, predominantly Communist, had overlooked
the split within the Confederacién between Febreristas and Com-
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munists, and argued that the leadership should have taken ad-
vantage of the minister of interior’s proclamation of the nature of
the “trade union truce” to press for as much normal trade union
activity and collective bargaining as was possible under the cir-
cumstances. The CIP’s refusal to do so was due to the
“sectarianism” of the Communist leaders, he argued.®

Later in 1941 two other strikes were attempted by the CIP
and its affiliates. One, in August, was an attempt to call a general
strike, the second was a walkout of only the Liga Obrera
Maritima. Both of these movements failed. Gaona noted, “The
preparation for these strikes was highly deficient. The political
conditions were most difficult. These strikes, consequently, were
nothing more than simple efforts repressed with brutal violence
by the dictatorship. These movements only served to maintain
public opinion in a state of intranquility and offered the govern-
ment magnificent opportunities to continue without interruption
its policy of ceaseless persecution of the democrats and the labor
movement.”

After the January 1941 general strike, the trade unionists set
up the Comité de Defensa Sindical (CDS), an “entity in which the
majority of the members were Communists and Febreristas and
had to function clandestinely,” according to Roberto Villalba.
Subsequently, the CDS was succeeded by the Consejo Obrero del
Paraguay (COP), “the secretary general of which, Timoteo Ojeda,
together with many others, belonged to the Communist Party.”
The COP led the labor movement until 1946. However, in addition
to using an iron hand against the labor movement, President
Morinigo sought to win support by decreeing some labor legisla-
tion. This included a minimum wage decree and establishment of
a social security system.”'

Following the entry of the United States into World War II,
pressure grew on Morinigo to alter his pro-Axis inclinations. In
1942, he formally broke diplomatic relations with Nazi Germany.
As Allied victory approached, Morinigo dismissed the most stri-
dently pro-Axis elements from his regime.

Finally, in 1946, Morinigo reorganized his regime, forming a
cabinet consisting of members of the Colorado and Febrerista
parties and of the armed forces.

During this short-lived coalition government the organized
labor movement was able to recuperate to some degree. The Con-
sejo Obrero del Paraguay emerged from the underground and
began to function publicly, soon coming to have sixty unions af-
filiated with it. At the same time, although not formally legalized,
the Communist Party was able to function in the open. An anar-
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chosyndicalist group even reappeared, the Consejo Regional de
Organizaciones y Coordinaciéon Obrera.

Meanwhile, in February, the Partido Colorado had decided to
establish its own labor group, which it named the Organizacién
Republicana Obrera (ORO). It was dominated by the more fascist-
oriented faction of the Colorados, known as the Guién Rojo,
which organized “brigades” that attacked several non-Colorado
trade unions and labor periodicals.’?

In spite of these attacks, the unions were active in seeking
improvements for their members. The printing trades workers
achieved the six-hour day, doctors and nurses in two Asuncién
hospitals won higher pay, and there were several other groups
that conducted successful strikes.”

This “democratic Spring” was short lived. At the beginning of
1947 the Febreristas were removed from the government.
Morinigo installed a new cabinet consisting only of Colorados and
military men and reimposed the state of siege. The Communist
Party was again driven underground.”

In March 1947 there was a civil war, the opponents of
Morinigo being supported by the Liberals, Febreristas, and Com-
munists, and by a substantial part of the army, led by Colonel
Franco. Morinigo was supported by the Partido Colorado, particu-
larly the Guién Rojo, and a part of the army led by Colonel
Stroessner.

With the victory of Morinigo, he mounted a full-fledged tyr-
anny. According to Roberto Villalba, “A large sector of Paraguayans
had to emigrate, particularly those trade union militants whose
lives were in serious danger. The COP was closed, as were the un-
ions, political parties, student organizations; the jails of Asuncién
were filled with approximately 2,000 people.””

However, although Morinigo had won the 1947 civil war, he
was soon ousted by the military. For six months he was suc-
ceeded by a Colorado writer and historian, Natalacio Gonzélez.
During that period, Florentin Ldépez, a leader of the Liga Obrera
Maritima, became head of the Organizacién Republicana Obrera,
the only legal labor group. He had been asked to take that posi-
tion by Morinigo but had refused because he felt that the group
was under too stringent government control. He subsequently
had established his own clandestine group, the Comité de Reor-
ganizacion Sindical, made up of Colorado workers who were
opposed to Morinigo, and as a result was put in a concentration
camp in the northern part of the country. Upon assuming leader-
ship of the ORO, Lépez sought to free it from the control of the
Partido Colorado and the government although he remained a
member of the Colorado Party.”®
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With the overthrow of Natalicio Gonzélez in September 1949,
Federico Chavez became president of Paraguay. He sought “liber-
lization of the country.”” During this period, the Interamerican
Confederation of Workers, consisting of the American Federation
of Labor and the principal non-Communist central labor groups
of Latin America, sought to support those in the ORO who were
seeking to convert it into a democratic central labor organization.

Luis Lopez Aliago and Arturo Jategui, Peruvian Aprista trade
unionists who were working as CIT organizers, both spent time in
Paraguay early in the Chavez administration.®®

Subsequently, the CPT in exile paid tribute to President
Chavez and his minister of labor for their encouragement of a
freer labor movement than had hitherto existed. It wrote, “Para-
guayan trade unionism was reorganized. As an act of justice, we
must say that it was an important decision by President Chavez
to name Dr. Guillerno Encisco as minister of justice and labor
and recognize that he was the strategist of the return to the prac-
tice of authentically free trade unionism in Paraguay.””

During this period, the ORO also felt pressure from the Argen-
tine Peronista-controlled Confederacion General del Trabajo to
join its efforts to establish a Latin American trade union organiza-
tion on the model of and under control of the CGT. When the
CGT’s efforts to call a conference to that end in Buenos Aires
proved unsuccessful, the CGT got permission of the Paraguayan
government to hold such a conference in Asuncién. The Para-
guayan group took part in that meeting but did not join the new
Peronista organization, the Agrupacion de Trabajadores Latino
Americanos Sindicalizados (ATLAS)."”

The efforts of the CIT had the support of trade unionists of the
Febrerista Party. Roberto Villalba noted, “The Febrerista workers
were convinced that the plan was to exchange the discredited
name of ORO for the glorious CTIP; substituting the program of
democratic proletarian and anti-imperialist unity for the concilia-
tionist, traitorous and employer-oriented one of the oligarchs of
the ORO.”™!

The unions in various parts of the country carried on cam-
paigns to win wage increases in the face of a substantial amount
of inflation. In March 1950, the ORO put forward a demand that
the Chavez government decree a general wage increase of 50 per-
cent, a demand that had the support of the Governing Junta of
the Partido Colorado. The government finally issued a decree in
August 1950 for a general wage increase of 40 percent.102
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EARLY YEARS OF THE CONFEDERACION
PARAGUAYA DE TRABAJADORES

In part as a consequence of the work of the CIT, in 1951 the
Organizacién Republicana Obrera called what it named the Sec-
ond Labor Congress of Paraguay. It was claimed that there were
150,000 trade unionists represented at that meeting, although it
is highly unlikely that there were that many members of Para-
guayan organized labor at that time. At that meeting the ORO
took the new name Confederacion Paraguaya de Trabajadores
(CPT), and Florentin Loépez of the Liga Obrera Maritima was
elected secretary general of the organization.!93

Workers of various political orientations were active within the
CPT. Among these were members of a new group of Catholic ori-
entation. Originally sponsored by the Christian Workers Youth
(JOC), this element took the name Movimiento Sindical Para-
guayo. Both the Catholic elements and those of the Febrerista
Party were particularly active in the Council of Delegates of the
CPT, although the top leadership of the confederation continued
to be in the hands of the Colorado Party.104

The CTP held the Third National Congress of Workers in 1953.
It made the definitive decision to refuse to affiliate with the Pero-
nista organization ATLAS, and instead decided to join the
Organizacién Regional Interamaericana de Trabajadores, the suc-
cessor to the CIT. A further congress of the CPT, the Fourth
National Labor Congress, was held in August 1955.105

During this period the CPT spread beyond the capital, Asun-
cién, and into the interior, where previously virtually the only
unions were those of maritime and railroad workers. Most facto-
ries in the provinces were unionized, as were large agricultural
enterprises. The CPT had a secretary of organization of the inte-
rior to handle problems faced by the unions in the provinces.

Under President Chavez, the government was relatively liberal
in its treatment of the labor movement. However, as one of the
CPT leaders of the time said, “Liberties are relative,” as a result of
which the union leaders had to be careful not to provoke the gov-
ernment into clamping down and destroying the relative freedom
of action that the labor movement then enjoyed.!0
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4
PARAGUAYAN ORGANIZED LABOR
UNDER STROESSNER AND
AFTERWARD

Early in 1954, the government of President Chdvez was over-
thrown by the army, and in July 1954, General Alfredo
Stroessner was elected president in an uncontested election. Dur-
ing the first months of the Stroessner regime the organized labor
leaders thought that he would continue to allow considerable
freedom for the labor movement and be sympathetically disposed
toward legislative and other changes the workers wanted. In
June, before the ‘“‘election” of Stroessner, he enacted a general 40-
percent wage increase and agreed to sponsor a law providing for
stability of workers in their jobs.'

However, the relations between organized labor and President
Stroessner grew increasingly tense. When, in January 1955, in
the face of rapid inflation, the Stroessner administration decreed
a 10-percent general wage increase, the CPT protested vigorously,
arguing that that left wages lagging far behind price increases.
Nor was the Confederation much assuaged by a further 10-
percent general wage hike in September 1955.

A showdown developed between Stroessner and the labor
movement in 1958. Although economic issues played a role in
this crisis, internal struggles within the Colorado Party were also
a major factor. A conflict developed between traditional civilian
leaders of the party, led by Epifanio Méndez Fleitas, and Colorado
elements in the armed forces and their allies, headed by President
Stroessner. The Colorado leaders of the CPT were strongly aligned
with Méndez Fleitas.

In mid-1958, the printing trades workers demanded a 50-
percent wage increase. Soon afterward, the Council of Delegates
of the CPT supported the printers and extended the demand to a
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proposal for a nationwide 50-percent wage rise. This demand was
processed through the procedures provided for in the country’s
labor legislation, but with no results.

A proposal for a general strike then developed. Various pro—
general strike committees were established, that of the CPT itself
consisting of ninety-six members, while various CPT affiliates
named their own committees. Acciéon Catodlica indicated its sup-
port for the idea of a general strike.

On August 26, 1958, there was a meeting of a reported
10,000 workers held in and near the headquarters of the CPT.
There, a four-man strike committee consisting of two members of
the CPT Executive Committee and two from the Council of Dele-
gates was elected.

In the face of this situation, the Ministry of Justice and Labor
proposed a 15-percent general wage increase, which the strike
committee rejected. They were thereupon taken to the presiden-
tial palace to meet with President Stroessner himself. He insisted
that the workers settle for the offer of the ministry, but they coun-
tered by saying that they would be willing to negotiate a figure on
the level 40 to 45 percent, but totally rejected the 15 percent of-
fer.

Following the failure of the meeting with the president, the
strike was declared for midnight August 26-27. When the workers
tried to hold a demonstration on one of the main streets of Asun-
ci6én that morning, the police interfered, so they adjourned to the
headquarters of the Liga Obrera Maritima, from which they were
expelled by the police, and so they ended up in the building of the
Salesian Brothers High School. Meanwhile, police and army ele-
ments surrounded the headquarters of the CPT and arrested
everyone approaching it.

The general strike soon collapsed. Most of the union leaders
were jailed; those evading arrest fled to Montevideo, Uruguay,
where they established the CPT in Exile. The government mean-
while appointed Enrique Volta Gaona as “interventor” in the CPT
and he proceeded to name a new leadership of the organization.
The p(zlice accused the deposed CPT leaders of being “Commu-
nists.”

NATURE OF STROESSNER REGIME

After the crisis of 1958, the Paraguayan regime became a per-
sonal dictatorship of President Alfredo Stroessner, with certain
peculiarities of its own. The nature of the regime was summed up
in a report that I made in September 1976, as the result of a visit
to Paraguay by me and Ambassador Ben Stephansky, on behalf of
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the International League for Human Rights. The characteristics
outlined in that report were valid for the whole period from 1958
until the overthrow of Stroessner in 1989.

In that report, I noted:

To a very large degree, the police have taken the place of the Army as the
principal coercive instrument of the Stroessner regime. The Army, which
except for the officer corps consists of conscripts, both privates and non-
coms being draftees, is engaged mainly in construction activities. . . . The
Army is reported to receive almost no training in things military. . . .
Generally, the Army is not used in the coercive activities of the regime.
Rather, it is the police, both the uniformed ones and the infamous In-
vestigaciones or plain clothes police, which have this role. . .. Arrests of
political prisoners are generally made at night, and the police almost
never wear uniforms, and seldom show any kind of credentials.

Under Stroessner, the country lived under a virtually per-
petually state of siege. In my report, I noted:

The State of Siege was in effect when Stroessner seized power, and it has
been maintained virtually all of the time since then. It is periodically re-
newed every three months by Stroessner’s puppet congress, as is
formally required by the Paraguayan constitution. . . . The State of Siege
results in the elimination of basic civil liberties. These include habeas
corpus, the necessity for warrants in order to search houses or arrest
people, freedom from censorship and other key human rights.

The Stroessner regime used endless imprisonment as one of
its principal weapons against the political opposition. In my re-
port I noted:

One of the most obvious and outrageous violations of civil liberties under
the Stroessner regime is the denial of the right to a speedy and public
trial. We talked with several family members of political prisoners who
had been in jail without trial for eighteen years. There are many who
have been kept in jail for periods shorter than this, but against whom no
formal charges have been brought. We also talked to a relative of one
prisoner who had been sentenced to two and a half years incarceration,
but who is still in jail eighteen years after he was arrested. Under the
State of Siege anyone, can be kept in jail indefinitely “at the pleasure of
the President.”

The Stroessner regime had a strategy of periodically launching
waves of repression, to keep potential opponents off balance and
cowed. Such outbursts were designed to terrorize people and to
make many who might be active in the opposition remain passive.
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Smuggling and generalized corruption played a key role in the
functioning and maintenance of the Stroessner dictatorship. In
my 1976 report, I wrote:

The cement which has held the Stroessner regime together has probably
been smuggling and corruption. It is widely reported that relatives and
close associates of President Stroessner are deeply involved in the smug-
gling of cigarettes and whiskey through Paraguay from the United States
to other South American countries, of cocaine from Bolivia to Europe and
the U.S.A., and of foodstuffs and other consumer goods from other coun-
tries for sale in Paraguay itself. Other kinds of corruption are widespread
among civil servants, military men, and other government employees. As
a result of smuggling and corruption, there are substantial numbers of
Paraguayans who have a good deal to lose should something happen to
the Stroessner regime.

The Colorado Party, in the name of which Stroessner gov-
erned, was converted into an element of control. Thus, “It has
now become a prerequisite for anyone who wants to hold a civil
service job, be an officer in the Army, be a judge, or even to re-
ceive a scholarship offered by a foreign government, that he or
she be a member of the Colorado Party. The party has become
one of the tools for controlling the population in general.””

It was within the context of this dictatorship of General
Stroessner that the organized labor movement of Paraguay had to
function between 1958 and 1989.

THE SPLIT IN THE 1960S AND 1970s

With the collapse of the general strike of 1958, the Confed-
eracion Paraguaya de Trabajadores was completely dominated by
the government, the police, and the faction of the Colorado Party
controlled by President Stroessner. Enrique Volta Gaona, named
as “interventor” in the CPT by the Ministry of Justice and Labor,
appointed a new secretary general. This was Rodolfo Echeverria,
chief of police of San Bernardino, and the executive committee
over which he presided was known as the “seven policeman.”®

For the next twenty years, the leadership of the CPT remained
under the control of the Stroessner dictatorship. Roberto Villalba
noted:

The trade union officials were then designated by governmental and
party authorities. At the same time, to govern the labor institutions,
“phantom” or robber stamp unions were created, which were rallied in
moments of need. ... The CPT was organized in such a way that it de-
pended directly on the Department of Labor of the officialist Partido
Colorado, on the Direcciéon Nacional del Trabajo of the Ministry of Justice
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and Labor, on the Department of Investigations of the Police of the capi-
tal, and on the Armed Forces.’

In 1961 the Stroessner regime enacted a Labor Code. This law
was another means of exercising control of the organized labor
movement, because only unions that had been recognized by the
Ministry of Justice and Labor were able to function legally and to
bargain with their employers. The code also proclaimed that
strikes by government employees were illegal.®

The subordination of the CPT to the Stroessner dictatorship
was evident from the confederation’s own publications. For exam-
ple, in 1977, after Stroessner had once again had the constitution
amended to permit his reelection, CePeTe, the periodical of the
CPT, ran on its front page a recently adopted resolution of its Na-
tional Executive Committee under the headline, “The Working
Class With Stroessner.” This resolution proclaimed Stroessner the
“First Worker of the Republic” and added that he was “interpret-
ing the aspirations of the working class, enacting innumerable
laws which provide the rule of social justice.” The operative clause
of the resolution said that the CPT “supports the candidacy of
Citizen General of the Army Don Alfredo Stroessner for Constitu-
tional Pre31dent of the Republic of Paraguay for the period 1978—
1983.”°

In March 1959 the imposed leadership of the CPT decided to
call an Extraordinary Congress of the Confederacién. Before this
meeting, Secretary General Rodolfo Echeverria sought to make it
appear as if the CPT was not dominated by the Colorado Party
and the government by inviting workers belonging to the Catholic
group, the Movimiento Sindicalista Paraguayo, and of the Febre-
rista Party to participate in it. In the new Executive Committee
elected at the congress were members who belonged to these two
groups as well as the Stroessner wing of the Partido Colorado.'

However, this attempt to involve opposition elements in the
CPT leadership lasted a very short time. The International Con-
federation of Free Trade Unions, with which the CPT had been
affiliated, denounced the March 1959 congress.

Those CPT leaders who had fled into exile after the suppres-
sion of the 1958 general strike established the Confederacion
Paraguaya de Trabajadores en el Exilio (CPTE) at a congress in
Montevideo, Uruguay, in April 1959. Its first secretary general
was Heriberto Roman Berganza. Subsequently, it established a
regional organization in Posada, Argentina, across the river from
the Paraguayan city of Encarnacién. The ICFTU thereupon recog-
nized the CPTE as its Paraguayan affiliate.
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Roberto Villalba noted, “The support given by ICFTU-ORIT
was important for the development of the exiled trade unionists,
who occupied important posts within this institution.” However,
when the Stroessner regime began one of its periods of apparent
liberalization, the ICFTU and ORIT again recognized the CPT as
their ]z}fﬁliate, while keeping the CPTE as a “fraternal organiza-
tion.”

The CPT in Exile continued to exist throughout the remainder
of the Stroessner regime. It remained allied with the so-called
Colorado Party in Exile and Resistance, the exile faction of the
Colorado Parry opposed to Stroessner. This was indicated by the
fact that a pamphlet of the CPT in Exile denouncing the dictator-
ship, issued in 1975, bore a preface by Eplfamo Méndez, the
principal leader of the exile Colorado Party group.'? This political
alignment was likewise indicated in another CPT in Exile pam-
phlet, published in 1980, which sated that “the CPT in Exile
proclaims its solidarity with historic Coloradoism, on the basis of
the Declaration of Pr1n01ples and Minimum Program of the Par-
tido Colorado in Exile.”

The CPT in Exile suffered a split in its ranks in 1979-1980.
The exact reasons for this division remain unclear. However, the

“official” group made ‘a cordial call” to the dissidents to rejoin the
CPT in Exile ranks.'

The affiliation of the CPT with the ICFTU and ORIT was ended
once again in 1974. In that year, Julio Etcheverry, a principal
leader of the CPT in Exile, was elected secretary general of the
ORIT, and the CPTs afﬁhatlon with the two international organi-
zations was “suspended.”"’

In 1979, the CPT was formally expelled from the ICFTU, “for
flagrant violations of ... human and trade union rights.” The
ICFTU proclaimed, “The expulsion of the officialist CPT from the
ranks of the ICFTU constitutes an energetic political action by
international free trade unionism against the tyrant Stroessner
and ironclad solidarity of the ICFTU with the urban workers and
peasants of Paraguay, in their permanent struggle for liberty and
social justice.”"®

The human rights policy of the administration of President
Jimmy Carter inspired a considerable degree of fear in the
Stroessner regime. This was reflected in the government-
controlled labor movement, and particularly in the CPT.

In 1978, the Thirteenth Congress of the CPT elected a new
secretary general, Modesto Ali. Although a member of the Partido
Colorado and official representative of the CPT in the Stroessner
regime’s “Council of State,” Modesto Ali admitted that the CPT
was too closely controlled by the government. He announced his
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intention to try to reestablish membership of the CPT in the IF-
CIU and ORIT, and even the CPT in Exile at first expressed some
support for the efforts of Modesto Ali to try to gain some inde-
pendence from the government for the Confederacién Paraguaya
de Trabajadores. However, a few months after reaffiliation of the
CPT with the IFCTU the International Confederation once again
expelled the CPT."”

Modesto Ali sought to give more life to the labor movement. In
some cases, as Roberto Villalba noted, Ali “had to confront the
military chiefs.” He supported efforts of unions such as those in
the sugar industry to get collective contracts with their employ-
ers. He was reported to have claimed that the Ministry of Justice
and Labor was ‘“very incompetent” in handling labor disputes and
that the employers were trying “little by little to liquidate the insti-
tutional life of the unions.” He declared that the CPT was “too
weak to defend successfully the most elemental and inalienable
rights of the workers.” However, in 1979 he was able to get the
ministry to grant legal recognition to the CPT.'®

Modesto Ali was soon removed as secretary general of the CPT
and his successor was named by Sotero Ledesma, the Colorado
Party leader charged with controlling the CPT. Ali claimed that
the minister of justice and labor had brought about his ouster at
the behest of Ledesma. In any case, “Ledesma fundamentally ful-
filled the demobilizing role, carried out the policies dictated by the
Partido Colorado and the Ministry.” He remained the Colorado
Party official in charge of the CPT until the overthrow of the
Stroessner regime.'

THE ROLE OF THE AIFLD IN PARAGUAY

During the 1970s and 1980s, the American Institute for Free
Labor Development (AIFLD) played a more or less significant role
in Paraguayan organized labor. This organization, run by the
American Federation of Labor—Congress of Industrial Organiza-
tions and largely financed by the U.S. government foreign aid
program, had two types of programs: labor leadership training
and so-called social projects, that is, financial help to unions for
housing projects and other similar operations.

The AIFLD began to function in Paraguay in 1971. Roberto
Villalba commented on its work there, saying that it “maintained
connection with the State and close collaboration with the CPT
where it supported formation of unions such as those of the
printing trades, hotel and restaurant workers, various textile
groups, the Coca Cola enterprise, among others. The AIFLD,
which had an explicitly anti-Communist policy, provided courses
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in trade union training and had influence in the attempt to ‘de-
mocratize’ the CPT."®

In 1975, the AIFLD Country Program director in Paraguay,
unhappy with what he saw as the institute’s too close cooperation
with the CPT, expressed his discontent with the situation. He was
subsequently replaced.?’

In January 1978, the top leadership of the AIFLD intervened
in a case involving the arrest in the previous month of a number
of labor leaders in the provincial town of Ypacarai, charged with
violating Law #209 on “Defence of Public Peace and Freedom of
Persons.” According to the Asuncién newspaper ABC, “These per-
sons were detained on December 17 in Ypacarai when they were
participating in a meeting of the coordination body of the Centro
Paraguayo de Estudios Sociales and the Central Nacional de Tra-
bajadores Urbanos, affiliates of the Central Latinoamericana de
Trbajadores, an organism not recognized by the Paraguayan
State.”*

According to the minister of justice and labor, Dr. Sadl Gon-
zélez, those arrested included members of the Federation of Bank
Workers, the Printing Trades Workers Union of Paraguay, “as well
as representatives of international and national workers’ organi-
zations not directly linked with our central labor organization.” In
light of the fact that some of those arrested were leaders of unions
affiliated with the CPT, the Confederacion officially asked the min-
ister of labor to intervene to obtain the freedom of those under
arrest. In its request, it said that “as the organism representing
all of the working class of our country, whether unionized or not,
citizens or foreigners, it is vitally interested in the fate of those
workers and their detention.”*

In support of the request of the CPT for the liberation of the
arrested trade union leaders, AIFLD Executive Director William C.
Doherty Jr. headed a delegation of U.S. labor leaders that went to
Asuncién. After conferring with the leaders of the CPT, this dele-
gation met with the minister of justice and labor, Dr. Saul
Gonzélez, who admitted to them concerning the arrested union
leaders that “the government of Paraguay did not encounter in
their activities anything which would be called ‘subversive’ or ‘ter-
rorist.” ” However, when Doherty and several other members of
the delegation sought to visit the imprisoned union leaders, they
were not allowed to enter the concentration camp in which they
were being held. In an interview with the Paraguayan press later,
Doherty said that “there are violations of human rights in Para-
guay, because if there were not we would not have had to wait
here two or three hours, waiting under this hot sun to enter.”**
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The Doherty mission was successful in getting the release of
the workers involved. In a letter to Terence A. Todman, assistant
secretary of state for inter-American affairs, Doherty wrote:

It would appear that according to a communication recently received
from our Embassy in Asuncién, all of the 19 trade unionists who were
unjustly jailed this last December in Ypacarai have now been declared
innocent and released. We feel that the solidarity demonstrated between
the Confederation of Paraguayan Workers, CPT, and the AFL-CIO was a
significant part of this happy ending. However, we wish to state for the
record that the new emphasis on human rights of the Carter Administra-
tion, and the manner in which you and your office have intelligently
pursued this policy made it p0s51ble for the AFL-CIO, the AIFLD and the
CPT to get involved effectively.”

In 1981, the AIFLD gave up it efforts to “democratize” the CPT
and officially withdrew from Paraguay. It continued to offer sup-
port, however, to those groups that in 1985 formed the
Movimiento Intersindical de Trabajadores (MIT), which was seek-
ing to create a labor movement free from governmental control.*®

DISSIDENT MOVEMENTS WITHIN THE CPT

During the 1980s, although the national leadership of the
Confederacion Paraguaya de Trabajadores remained tightly under
government control, there were various dissident movements
within the organization, in some cases involving some of its most
important affiliates. Although those participating in these move-
ments had to act with a high degree of caution, they did increasingly
exert whatever influence they could to free organized labor from
the control of the Stroessner dictatorship.

One of the most consistent groups trying to establish a freer
labor movement was the bank workers. Unionization in the banks
had occurred right after World War II. In 1952, the National Labor
Department had extended legal recognition to the unions of work-
ers in the Banco de Londres, the Banco de la Nacién Argentina,
and the Banco de Brasil. These three unions established what
was first called the Federacién de Empleados de Bancos Privados
del Paraguay, but which later took the name Federacién de Tra-
bajadores Bancarios del Paraguay. The bank unlons closed down
their institutions during the general strike of 1958.

One of the most significant activities of the Federation of Bank
Workers was to maintain its own surveys of price increases,
which strongly contradicted the official study by the Central
Bank. For instance, in 1978 the federation’s price index showed
inflation of 25 percent, whereas that of the Central Bank reported
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price increases of only 10.6 percent, on the basis of which the
government granted a 10 percent wage increase in January
1979.%®

The bank workers continued to be a major element in the
struggle for trade unionism free of government control from the
1960s until the fall of the Stroessner regime in 1989. José Carlos
Rodriguez noted that “only the unions of bank workers were able
to achieve autonomy, even though remaining within the CPT."”

Another dissident group of some importance was the Sindi-
cato de Periodistas del Paraguay (SPP), which was organized by
the country’s journalists in 1979. It was denied legal recognition
by the Ministry of Justice and Labor on the grounds that a jour-
nalists’ organization already existed, the Asociacién de Prensa del
Paraguay (APP), which had legal status. The CPT hastened to rec-
ognize the APP as its affiliate. However, the SPP received expressions
of solidarity from eight unions belonging to the CPT and contin-
ued to function in spite of not being legally recognized. It also
received support from international labor groups, as well as from
organizations of students and teachers, opposition politicians,
and the Catholic Church.*

In November 1979, nine unions affiliated with the CPT de-
manded that the CPT launch a study of the cost of living, as well
as insisting that the Council of Delegates of the CPT, which had
not met since the 1958 general strike, be convoked. At the same
time, seven unions—those of construction, soft drink workers,
commercial employees, metal workers, SPP, graphic arts workers,
and the Bank Workers Federation—sent a note to the CPT insist-
ing that the SPP be admitted to the CPT. They also began to edit a

“wall newspaper” pressing their demands. Under this pressure,
the leadership of the CPT finally agreed to convoke a meeting of
the Council of Delegates

Meanwhile, in the face of Sotero Ledesma’s attempt to destroy
the unions that supported the deposed CPT Secretary General
Modesto Ali, a de facto division occurred within the CPT. A CPT-
Indepediente was established, with its own headquarters and with
the support of the American Institute for Free Labor Development.
Some unions disaffiliated from the CPT.

A major crisis arose with a conflict between the management
of the local Coca-Cola bottling company, which dismissed the sec-
retary general of the workers’ union and followed this up with
dismissal of 178 other workers. This conflict was finally resolved
in favor of the workers as the result of a strike threat “to which
the CPT gave its support.”

As a result of this conflict, seventeen unions and the Catholic
group Coordinacién Nacional de Trabajadores, with the support of
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the AFL-CIO, expressed their support of the Coca-Cola workers,
and formed an informal group, which they labeled Solidaridad
Sindical (Trade Union Solidarity).32

Although the Coca-Cola workers won a temporary victory in
this conflict with the reemployment of the workers who had been
dismissed, Solidaridad Sindical, which had been the principal
supporter of the soft drink workers, was soon plagued with inter-
nal divisions and disappeared.

There was an attempt to revive Solidaridad Sindical in Janu-
ary 1983, when the Paraguayan Glass Factory also announced
the layoff of many of its workers. A “resistance fund” was organ-
ized, but the effort proved a failure and the employers organized a
company union that succeeded in displacing the real workers’
organization.”

Another group that began to organize outside of the govern-
ment union structure was the professionals and workers of the
Hospital de Clinicas. The hospital workers generally received less
than the legal minimum wage. They demanded salary and wage
increases, and in November 1979 went on strike, the first walkout
the country had seen in ten years. The Association of Interns and
Residents of the Hospital de Clinicas was established. Although it
could not received legal recognition, since government employees
were not allowed to form unions, it functioned as a union. In No-
vember 1985, a second union, that of employees and nurses of
the hospital, was established.

In January 1986, the medical interns of the Hospital de Clini-
cas went on strike in protest against the poor quality of food in
the hospital. In the following month the hospital workers de-
manded that they be paid the minimum wage, a demand that was
supported by the doctors’ organization.

On April 18, 1986, a pacific demonstration of the workers of
the Hospital de Clinicas, in which 500 people participated, was
broken up by the police. As a partial concession, the Ministry of
Finance announced that 656 of the 1,400 hospital employees
would receive salary increases but the workers rejected this, la-
beling it a “fraud.”

Another demonstration, on April 4, was also broken up by the
police and several doctors were arrested. The minister of interior,
Sabino A. Montanaro, declared that the demonstration was the
“work of seditious elements.” There was a physical attack on the
hospital by the local Colorado Party group of Chacarita, during
which those participating in the attack shouted slogans in favor
of “the Colorado Party and its eternal leader.”

When one of the most prominent doctors in the Hospital de
Clinicas, Dr. Carlos Filizzola, was arrested, the hospital workers
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again went on strike. The police responded by surrounding the
hospital with a ring of uniformed officers. The standoff remained
until ;[Pe government finally released Dr. Filizzola on May 23,
1986.

CATHOLIC TRADE UNIONISM

The most important element of the CPT, which fought consis-
tently through the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s to establish a labor
movement independent of government control, was that patron-
ized by the Catholic Church. This activity by the Church hierarchy,
clergy, and significant elements of the laity reflected a sharp
change in the Church’s direction and policy. Until the Second
Vatican Council called by Pope John XXIII, only minority ele-
ments in the Paraguayan Church had taken any firm position on
tyranny and social injustice. However, after the council and the
Medillin, Colombia, Conference of Latin American Bishops that
followed, the Paraguayan Church preached that “salvation begins
in this life, in the fight for love, justice, justice and peace, in par-
ticular stressing human rights.” That brought the Church into
sharp and frequent conflict with the Stroessner regime, notably in
the labor and peasant field.”

Catholic activity in the labor movement had its origins in the
Juventud Obrera Catdlica (Catholic Labor Youth), which was es-
tablished in 1941. In 1945 the JOC was joined by a number of
young trade unionists, particularly from the packinghouses, con-
struction trades, and commerce.

The JOC held its first congress in 1948, which was attended
by 2,000 delegates.”” Members of the JOC took an active part in
the Third Congress of the CPT in 1953, a year before the estab-
lishment of the Stroessner dictatorship. Between thirty and forty
delegates belonged to or sympathized with the JOC and took an
active part in the debates, particularly supporting wage increases,
trade union freedom, and an end to the state of siege.™

In 1957, the JOC unionists established a “para trade union”
organization, the Movimiento Sindicalista Paraguayo (MSP). The
MSP had a majority among the meatpacking workers of San An-
tonio, the vegetable oil workers of Itaugud, and various unions in
the provincial towns of Luque and Caacupe. Roberto Villalba
noted, “Its militants were in almost all worker sectors, constitut-
ing thus an important force.” The MSP members participated
actively in the general strike of 1958, and ‘“took charge of its de-
velopment in clandestinity.”*

We have noted earlier that after the CPT Extraordinary Con-
gress of 1959, five members of the MSP participated in the Executive
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Committee of the CPT, along with five Febreristas. However, they
soon withdrew from the leadership of the official movement when
the CPT secretary general refused to publish a resolution of the
CPT Council of Delegates denouncing a police attack on a student
demonstration calling for an end to the state of siege.”!

José Carlos Rodriguez noted that by the beginning of the
1960s, the Catholic union group ‘“had brought within the ranks
the larger part of the urban unions and had begun the establish-
ment of rural unionism.” In 1962, the Catholic unions established
the Confederaciéon Cristiana de Trabajadores (CCT). It had within
it the Confederacién Cristiana Campesina, composed of Christian
agrarian leagues, and the Confederaciéon Obrera Cristiana, con-
sisting of urban unions.*?

The government was very hostile to the CCT. A 1971 report of
Amnesty International said, “Although the CCT has complied with
all the requirements of Law 729 of the Codigo de Trabajo . ..
which regulates the establishment of Trade Unions, it continues
to be denied legal status, and its members continue to be perse-
cuted by the authorities.” Amnesty International also reported the
arrest in March 1971 of Efigenio Ferndndez, the secretary general
of the CCT, and said, “He was beaten up and brought to Asun-
cién, where he was held in the Oficina Técnica of the Ministry of
Interior, in a filthy, damp call infested with cockroaches and
measuring 10 metres by 6 metres, together with seven other po-
litical prisoners.”

Soon after its establishment, the Confederacién Cristiana de
Trabajadores claimed twenty-two trade unions and agrarian
leagues. Nine of these were urban, the other thirteen rural or-
ganizations. It held its second congress in May 1964, attended by
forty delegates. It was financed in small part by dues payments of
its members, but principally by funds from the International Fed-
eration of Christian Trade Unions ([FCTU)

The CCT held five natlonal congresses before it was finally
obliterated by the dictatorship.* The CCT was of short duration.
As Rodriguez noted, “The Confederaciéon Obrera Cristiana was
demolished by political persecution, discrimination, official
propaganda and the capitulation of the Colorado workers, which
made it unviable, since it only lost those conflicts that it patron-
ized and made it impossible for it to defend trade union interests.
The failure of the CCT left the workers without the possibility of
urban coordination for many years.”

However, those who had been active in the CCT reformed their
ranks some years later in the Federacién de Trabajadores Ur-
banos (FTU) It was an attempt, under the leadership of the
FTU, to lay the basis for reorganization of the Catholic labor
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movement in a meeting in Ypacarai that led to the arrest of nine-
teen workers, including not only FTU leaders, but representatives
of some CPT-affiliated organizations, which we have noted earlier
and whose release was finally achieved in February 1978 through
the intervention of the American Institute for Free Labor Devel-
opment and the AFL-CIO. At the time of the police raid resulting
in these arrests, the authorities seized all of the archives of the
Cathohc labor movement, which were never returned or recov-
ered.*®

In October 1975, the Catholic trade unionists established yet
another “para trade union” organization, working within the es-
tablished wunions. This was the Coordinacién Nacional de
Trabajadores. It was affiliated with the hemispheric Catholic labor
group, the Confederacién Latinoamericana de Trabajadores In
December 1985, the CNT held its first congress, in spite of har-
assment by the police.*’

The CNT participated in establishing the last effort to set up
an independent labor movement before the fall of Stroessner, the
Movimiento Intersindical de Trabajadores. When the CNT with-
drew from the MIT shortly before Stroessner’s fall, it sought to
organize independent unions directly affiliated with it.”°

The most significant organizational effort of the Catholic un-
ionists was in the rural parts of the country, where for a number
of years agrarian leagues were of considerable significance. In the
early 1960s, the CCT, together with students and some members
of opposition parties, began setting up those peasant organiza-
tions. They established a variety of different organizations, leading
consumers cooperatives, small schools, and various other social
services for the rural workers.

In 1971, the peasant leagues joined together into a national
organization, the Coordinacién Nacional de Bases Campesmas At
its height, this group claimed to have about 40,000 members.’

José Carlos Rodriguez sketched the role of the agrarian
leagues:

With the Leagues there was installed, among the rural populations the
outline of a new form of horizontal social relations, an experience which
combined traditional communitarian relations (religiosity, egalitarianism,
aversion to the cities) with the initiatives necessary to confront capitalist
modernization (struggle to compete in the markets, social rights, political
citizenship, communal administration). . . . When the peasant associa-
tions were able to walk on their own feet, that is, when they had a social
peasant leadership capable of conducting or coordinating collective activ-
ity, the movement was weaned from its mentors, the peasant priests and
the urban trade unionists. Only to be reconciled with the former through
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clearer spiritual bonds, and with the latter in a more horizontal relation-
ship.

Rodriguez argued that the peasant leagues “permitted the peas-
ants for the first time, to act in the national political scene in
their own name, that is, as peasants.””?

This spread of a peasant movement outside of the control of
the government quickly received the hostile attention of the re-
gime. According to a 1971 report of Amnesty International, “For
this reason, meetings of the ligas agrarias often taken place at
night and in secret, although in areas like Quindy, Concepcién
and San Juan Bautista, where they are strong, this precaution is
no longer necessary. Government repression of the ligas agrarias
takes the form of arresting local leaders, although sit-down
strikes by large numbers of campesino members outside the local
police station has often secured their release in some areas.””’

In their attempt to counteract the agrarian league movement,
the police and military carried out a widespread roundup of peas-
ants and destroyed their organizations. Quite a few of those
arrested were tortured, and some died under torture. For in-
stance, in the province of Misiones there were two well-confirmed
cases of death by torture, and various other peasant leaders were
“disappeared.”*

The ultimate fate of the agrarian leagues during the Stroess-
ner regime was indicated by Roberto Villalba: “Finally the leagues
were repressed brutally, various leaders were assassinated; all,
men and women, were tortured and then sent to the Emboscada
penal colony. It is clear that the attempt at organization was pun-
ished severely, particularly because it came from the peasant
sector, the country’s majority.”

THE MOVIMIENTO INTERSINDICAL
DE TRABAJADORES

The most important independent labor group to appear in the
last years of the Stroessner regime was the Movimiento Intersin-
dical de Trabajadores. After the fall of the dictatorship, it was to
be converted into the country’s largest central labor organization.

The MIT was established on May 1, 1985, by seven organiza-
tions. These were the National Union of Construction Workers
(SINATAC), the National Union of Metallurgical and Allied Work-
ers (SINOMA), the Journalists Union of Paraguay, the Federation
of Bank Workers (FETRABAN), the Workers Association of Com-
merce (ATC), the Catholic “para-union” National Coordination of
Workers, and the Paraguayan Theater Center (CDPZGD).
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Bernardo Rojas, a leader of SINATAC, explained the proposed
functions of the Movimiento Intersindical de Trabajadores. He
said that “the movement does not wish to constitute a parallel
central labor group, but the creation of a unitary central workers’
organization. . . . We are going to bring together the independent
unions.” Soon after it was established, the MIT was host to a visit
from unionists from Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Panama, Colom-
bia, the Dominican Republic, and the United States, who came
“to give necessary support to the MIT. Furthermore, we wish to
establish contacts and possibilities of permanent collaboration
with fraternal unions.” One member of the delegation, Luis
Anderson, president of the Human Rights Commission of the
ORIT, took the occasion to denounce the CPT, labeling it “an or-
ganism captive of the Stroessner regime, not a valid
representative because it has been definitively separated from the
free trade unions.”>°

A year after the establishment of the MIT, Roberto Villalba re-
ported that the organization “without hurry or pause gains
credibility, space and force,” and that it was the “black beast” of
the CPT. However, he also noted that “free trade unionism, al-
though growing, is still weak and a mjnorit5y; state trade unionism, in
decline, is still strong and the majority.”’

In 1986, the government broke up a May Day demonstration
of the MIT. However, in the following year, the Ministry of Interior
authorized the MIT meeting forty-eight hours before it was held.
Among the speakers on this occasion were several “personalities
of international trade unionism.”

However, in 1987, a schism developed within the MIT. The
leaders of one of its major affiliates, the construction workers, ac-
cused the Catholic group, CNT, of fostering division within its
ranks, and the union split into pro-MIT, pro-CNT, and pro-CPT
factions. For its parts, the CNT withdrew from the Movimiento
Intersindical de Trabajadores.”

Nevertheless, by 1988, shortly before the fall of Stroessner,
the MIT included thirty unions, of which seventeen were bank
workers organizations. It claimed 2,819 members. Writing shortly
after the ouster of Stroessner, José Carlos Rodriguez reported,
“The MIT maintains an orientation independent of partisan politi-
cal organizations, has influence of the ICFTU and the AFL-CIO.””

CONDITION OF LABOR MOVEMENT AT END
OF STROESSNER REGIME

In its later years the Stroessner government legally recognized
several different kinds of unions. These included organizations of
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manual workers and white-collar workers, and unions of both
kinds of employees, as well as unions of workers of the same craft
employed by different enterprises, and unions of workers of single
enterprises.

Some of the legally recognized unions proclaimed themselves
“national” organizations. These included unions of the printing
trades, construction, and transport workers. However, José Car-
los Rodriguez indicated that they in fact “covered a restricted
geography, they did not include a high percentage of the ‘profes-
sional category’ in the different cities.” Although this was not
provided for in the law, the Stroessner government also recog-
nized unions of “independent” workers who had no employer. The
CPT also accepted such organizations within its ranks. At the end
of Stroessner regime, there were 215 trade union organizations in
Paraguay, with 20,838 members. Of these, 202 unions were le-
gally recognized, with 19,333 members, including 40 craft groups,
74 enterprise unions, 81 unions of independent workers, and 7
mutual aid organizations. In addition, there were 13 unions with-
out legal recognition, which had 1,505 members.®® However, only
about 3 percent of the gainfully employed workers in urban areas
were unionized.’

The largest number of unions were those in industry, with
sixty-nine organizations and 9,016 members, among which un-
ions of textile, sugar refinery, food and drink, and printing trades
workers were most numerous. In the transport sector there were
7,710 union members in 91 unions, and among financial workers
there were 2,305 members in 23 unions.®>

One of the objectives of Stroessner’s labor legislation was to
keep the unions small and weak. As José Carlos Rodriguez de-
scribed the situation,

Labor legislation provides for the single union, that is, only permits rec-
ognition of one organization per sector or area. In fact, this is carried out
in the case of enterprise unions, but not in other cases. . .. The pulveri-
zation of the groups into micro organizations is a constant element of
Paraguayan trade unionism, amply stimulated by the small size of firms,
and by the difficulty of establishing wider alignments and union leader-
ship more militant in facing an arbitrary employer class and a politically
restrictive regime.®

There were three so-called professional federations, or more or
less loosely organized national unions. These were the Liga
Obrera Maritima, the organization of the river workers, which had
forty-six unions affiliated and 2,358 members; the Federacion del
Transporte Colectivo, made up of fifteen of the forty-five unions of
land transport workers, with 500 members; and the Federacion
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de Trabajadores Bancarios, which had seventeen unions, with
1,314 members.

Although the country’s labor legislation presumably favored
collective bargaining, agreements between unions and employers
were surprisingly few. Only 41 of the 202 legally recognized un-
ions had collective agreements at the end of the Stroessner
regime. As José Carlos Rodriguez said, “The larger part of the un-
ions reduced their activities to demanding the fulfillment of labor
legislation.”®*

Strong resistance to unions was characteristic of the employ-
ees during the dictatorship. As Rodriguez noted, “Open
confrontation—strikes, slowdowns, denunciation were infrequent.
The most common employer reaction was dismissal of the activ-
ists. If the firms belonged to people near power, the police
detained the union leaders.” As a consequence, the labor legisla-
tion of which the Stroessner regime boasted sometimes was
frequently not enforced. According to Rodriguez, “The partisan
behavior of those charged with inspecting labor conditions, legis-
lation on hours of work and the minimum wage was enforced in a
discriminatory fashion, dependent on the political influence of the
employer. Even in the case of employers not aligned with the gov-
ernment, the officials administering labor law were receptive to
bribery.”®

THE POST-STROESSNER LABOR MOVEMENT

On February 3, 1989, President Stroessner was overthrown
after being in power for nearly thirty-five years. He was ousted by
the person who had for long been the second man in the dictator-
ship, General Andrés Rodriguez.

However, in spite of General Rodriguez’s long association with
Stroessner, he set out to largely dismantle the dictatorship. He
quickly called elections, and although summoned so quickly that
parties other the Partido Colorado had insufficient time to organ-
ize adequate campaigns, this was the first honestly and freely
organized poll in many decades.

President Rodriguez reestablished civil liberties and human
rights in general. In these circumstances, the organized labor
movement was able to function with a freedom it hardly ever en-
joyed before.

Following the overthrow of the dictatorship, the labor move-
ment grew rapidly. The number of union members grew from
22,000 in 1988 to 75,000 a year later. Whereas there had been
fifteen functioning union organizations in 1988, there were forty
by the beginning of 1990. The Ministry of Justice and Labor, in
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contrast to its policy under Stroessner, quickly gave legal recogni-
tion to any union that presented the appropriate paperwork.

New central labor organizations appeared. The Catholic para-
trade union group, the Coordinacién Nacional de Trabajadores,
was converted into the Central Nacional de Trabajadores in May
1989. The Movimiento Intersindical de Trabajadores became the
Central Unitaria de Trabajadores.

The Confederacién Paraguaya de Trabajadores continued in
existence. However, soon after the overthrow of Stroessner its
leadership resié%ned and their places were taken by leaders of the
CPT in Exile.”” The new leadership, like its predecessor, was
dominated by members of the Colorado Party, and the CPT
strongly supported the Rodriguez government.®’

The Central Unitaria de Trabajadores emerged as the largest
central labor organization in post-Stroessner Paraguay. It was
officially established on August 12, 1989. The leaders of the MIT
had met clandestinely a week before the overthrow of Stroessner,
and at that meting had decided to undertake the establishment of
a new central labor organization to compete with the CPT. How-
ever, they had foreseen that it might take as long as five years
before such an independent labor confederation could be estab-
lished.

The end of the dictatorship suddenly hastened the process of
organizing a new central labor group. As a result, seven months
after Stroessner’s ouster the Central Unitaria de Trabajadores
was established, claiming seventy-six affiliated unions, of which
seventy-four were urban workers’ groups and two were made up
of peasants. At the time of the transformation of the MIT into the
Confederacion Unitaria de Trabajadores, it had only 5,000 mem-
bers, but within five years it claimed a membership of 50,000.

The CUT claimed to have within its ranks the principal of in-
dustrial workers, as well as important organizations in the
construction sector. It also had as an affiliate the Union Sindical
de Trabajadores del Transporte, which had the majority of the
land transport workers in its ranks.

In the beginning, the two most important peasant groups, the
Coordinacién Nacional de Campesinos and the Movimiento Cam-
pesino Paraguayo, were affiliated with the CUT. However, these
two groups fought bitterly between themselves for control of the
peasant movement, and the CUT was unsuccessful in its efforts
to establish a single peasant organization, as a result of which the
two groups finally left the CUT. Although the CUT continued to
have some real rural organizations affiliated with it, particularly
groups of wage earners on large landholdings, these were appar-
ently not grouped into a sectoral organization.
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In the beginning, the CUT attempted to maintain friendly rela-
tions with all three worldwide trade union groups, that is, the
International Confederation of Free Trade Unions, the Catholic-
oriented World Confederation of Labor, and the Communist-
controlled World Federation of Trade Unions. However, in view of
the affiliation of the Confederacién Nacional de Trabajadores with
the Catholic world group and the virtual disintegration of the
WEFTU after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the CUT ultimately joined
the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions.

At its inception, the CUT had some internal political prob-
lems. The country’s left-wing parties sought to penetrate the CUT,
with two new parties, the Partido Democratico Popular and the
Partido de los Trabajadores, being particularly active within the
trade union group. However, the CUT was able to maintain its
independence from all political parties.

This attitude was reflected by the fact that it refused to name
any representatives of the CUT to the labor delegation to the an-
nual conference of the International Labor Organization. The
government continued to name only officials of the Confederacién
Paraguaya de Trabajadores, which also continued to be oriented
toward the Partido Colorado, the government party, to such dele-
gations.

The Central Unitaria de Trabajadores and the other sectors of
the labor movement had a confrontation with the post-Stroessner
government over revision of the country’s Labor Code. Rodriguez
had promised a liberalization of the Labor Code in exchange for
the lifting of U.S. sanctions under the system of trade prefer-
ences, which had been levied against the Stroessner regime, but
was very slow about doing so. As a result of pressure from Para-
guayan labor groups, as well as from the ICFTU and the U.S.
labor movement, the Labor Code was finally revised to the general
satisfaction of the Paraguayan trade unions.

Although the Paraguayan labor movement certainly was able
to function more freely after the overthrow of the dictatorship
than it had done during the Stroessner regime, it still faced sev-
eral difficulties. One of these was the fact that most unions still
covered only a single enterprise, rather than being organized on a
national basis, which weakened the bargaining power of the un-
ions. The central labor groups began a program of establishing
national organizations that could bargain with all of the employ-
ers of the various sectors of the economy.

Another weakness of the Paraguayan labor movement was
financial. The unions continued having difficulty in getting their
members to pay regular dues. As a result, although the three cen-
tral labor bodies were able to raise some funds from international
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and other sources, it still continued to be true that trade union
leadership was a part-time occupation. Most union leaders held
jobs at which they earned their livings and only carried on trade
union activities after their regular workdays.

CONCLUSION

Although trade unionism in Paraguay had its origins in the
years before World War I, during most of the twentieth century it
faced a hostile atmosphere and its progress was very relative. Be-
fore 1954 it more often than not faced not only obstinate
resistance from employers, but the hostility of succeeding gov-
ernments. During the Chaco War of 1932-1935, it was virtually
driven out of existence.

After 1954, with the establishment of the dictatorship of Gen-
eral Stroessner, the country’s trade unionists were faced with the
government’s determination to keep the labor movement “tame,”
under the control of the Partido Colorado and the government it-
self. Efforts from within the regime-dominated Confederacién
Paraguaya de Trabajadores and from outside, with the support of
the Catholic Church, to establish a more independent trade union
movement were usually crushed by the dictatorship. Only in the
very last years of the Stroessner period did these efforts begin to
bear fruit sufficiently, and with the overthrow of General Stroess-
ner, major segments of organized labor were soon able to
establish two central labor organizations that were independent of
the government, which continued to favor the Colorado Party-
controlled CPT.

At least until the overthrow of the Stroessner dictatorship in
1989, collective bargaining—the negotiation and administration of
agreements with employers—was the exception rather than the
rule in Paraguayan labor relations. Although it became more
widespread after 1989, unions still had to move with a certain
caution in their relations with employers and with the govern-
ment itself, so as not to imperil the country’s still weak and
uncertain democracy.
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