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This article focuses on a crucial aspect of the Argentine labor movement that, in spite of its importance, has
not been adequately examined by the existing historiography: the high degree of union structure penetration
at the shop-ﬂoor level through means of shop-stewards and comisiones internas (CI). First, it provides a basic
deﬁnition of shop-stewards and CI for the Argentine case. Second, it brieﬂy analyzes the history of these
bodies from the early 1940s to the early 1980s, taking into account the most important structural
transformations during this period, in particular the transition from an economic model driven by importsubstituting industrialization from the 1930s to the mid-1970s to a process of deindustrialization from that
moment onward. Third, it contends that these shop-stewards and CI experienced tensions and contradictions,
some of which were related to those present within the Argentine industrial working class. Finally, it
underlines the importance of taking into account this rich history of shop-ﬂoor organization to understand
the strength of the Argentine labor movement in this period.

The Argentine labor movement has been considered as one of the strongest
and most powerful in Latin America during the twentieth century. Traditional
scholarly approaches have emphasized political factors to explain this, underlining particularly the importance of the relationship established between important sectors of the working class and Peronism. They have emphasized that the
existence of a highly centralized union structure dominated by a single labor
confederation, the Confederación General del Trabajo (CGT) was the major source
of that labor power. This article will focus particularly on a key aspect of the
Argentine labor movement that, in spite of its importance, has not been
adequately examined by the existing historiography: the high degree of union
structure penetration at the shop-ﬂoor level through means of shop-stewards
and comisiones internas (CI).1 I will argue that the extension and strength of
shop-ﬂoor organization in the workplace and particularly in large-scale industrial factories was another central factor to explain the power of the working
class in Argentina from Peronism to the “Proceso” military dictatorship.
The text is divided into three main sections. First, it will provide a basic
deﬁnition of shop-stewards and CI for the Argentine case. Second, it will brieﬂy
analyze the history of these bodies, from the early 1940s to the early 1980s,
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taking into account the most important structural transformations during this
period, in particular the transition from an economic model driven by importsubstituting industrialization from the 1930s to the mid-1970s to a process of
deindustrialization from that moment onward.2 Third, it will argue that these
shop-stewards and CI not only underwent historical transformations but also
showed tensions and contradictions, some of which were related to those present
within the Argentine industrial working class. Finally, it will underline the
importance of taking into account this history of shop-ﬂoor organization in
order to understand the strength of the Argentine labor movement during this
period.
Deﬁning Shop-Stewards and CI
Shop-stewards and CI, while frequently mentioned in preceding historical
studies, have been generally taken for granted and regarded as institutions that
needed no explanation.3 Perhaps this was due to the fact that it is not easy to
deﬁne them both because there are different regulations for the various economic sectors and activities and also because their functions and roles have
experienced important transformations over time in terms of their legal framework as well as in their actual day-to-day functioning.
It is possible, however, to summarize some of the main features that deﬁne
these institutions of workers’ direct representation at the shop-ﬂoor. Workers of
any company with ten or more employees are entitled to elect a representative;
for example, a shop-steward. The number of shop-stewards for each ﬁrm is
directly related to the number of wage workers employed in the company, and is
regulated by legislation. Workers who want to be elected shop-stewards need to
be members of the trade-union organization legally recognized by the state (with
personería gremial). Any worker aiming at being elected as a shop-steward would
have to certify that he/she worked at the workplace in question for a certain
period of time (generally two seniority years are required), and would have to put
forward his/her candidacy in an election organized and held by the local branch
of the national union. Generally, shop-stewards are voted for by all of the
workers of a certain section or department, although at certain historical periods
they were sometimes directly appointed by the union.
The shop-stewards’ body is a collective institution that comprises all shopstewards in a particular factory. The comisión interna de reclamos (CI) is a smaller
collective body composed of some shop-stewards. CI members can either be
elected by direct vote by all of the workers of the factory (in an assembly or by
secret ballot depending on the cases) or, else, be appointed only by the shopstewards by direct vote. The CI is in charge of representing all workers in a
certain factory and of collecting and conveying their demands regarding work
conditions, health issues, wages, and any other speciﬁc complaints workers may
have. At the same time, the CI is an essential part of the union structure and
plays a key role in articulating workers from speciﬁc factories and workplaces
with the national union structure.
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A Brief History of Shop-Stewards and CI from 1943 to 1983
The Expansion and Consolidation of Shop-Floor Representation (1943–1955). From
1943—when a nationalist sector of the army seized power—onwards, a new
political movement headed by Juan Domingo Perón emerged, eventually
leading him to the Presidency in 1946. This study of shop-ﬂoor labor organization starts in this period of intense working-class mobilization when a series of
changes in labor relations prompted key transformations in shop-ﬂoor labor
organization, although there is fragmentary evidence indicating that this was not
the beginning of workplace representation in Argentina. The early history of
these bodies has not been studied in depth, but the available contributions
suggest that there were different attempts at achieving labor representation on
the shop-ﬂoor in the early times of the labor movement before 1943. Robert
Alexander argued that the CI and shop-stewards that expanded and consolidated
in the 1940s were in fact an extension of claims committees (comisiones de
reclamos) that “almost every union had managed to introduce” at the level of the
shop-ﬂoor before 1943. However, according to Louise Doyon, who made
pioneer contributions on the subject, there was a radical difference between
those bodies mentioned by Alexander and the ones introduced after 1945. Most
of the pre-Peronist committees were not integrated into the union structure, and
in fact, many of them had been created by businessmen to encourage “a conscience of community of interest” between bosses and workers. These “claims
committees” were out of the sphere of inﬂuence of the most powerful unions and
performed a different task given that they were subject to potential manipulation
by management.4 Instead, she argues that employers’ resistance against CI and
shop-stewards extended during the Peronist period, and support and encouragement of unions are yet additional elements that support the thesis which
states that these labor institutions had not reached a signiﬁcant level of institutionalization before 1945.
A recent contribution on this matter suggests, however, that in the pre-1943
period, workers and militants carried out signiﬁcant developments in terms of
shop-ﬂoor organization in the industrial sector. Diego Ceruso showed that in
some metallurgical and textile factories, as well as in construction between 1935
and 1943, militants of the Communist Party were successful in promoting the
election of shop-ﬂoor representatives who were in charge of representing
workers and fostering their demands.5
Although further research is needed in order to properly assess these institutions’ early history, there is scholarly consensus that the ﬁrst two Peronist
administrations (1946–1955) were a crucial moment with regard to the consolidation of the modern union structure and shop-ﬂoor organization in Argentina.
Both sympathetic and critical assessments of Juan Domingo Perón’s governments agree in emphasizing that it was in this period that the predominance of
the industrial union model (displaced craft guilds) was consolidated, which
promoted the centralization of union power, as well as a close relationship with
the State, which had been established by the 1945 Decree-Law 23.852. It was
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also during this decade that a uniﬁed confederation of labor was formed for the
ﬁrst time in Argentine history. By mid-1948, most of the unions were brought
together in a single national confederation, the General Confederation of Labor,
or CGT, while the model of industrial union representation (as opposed to craft
unions) extended to textile, metallurgical, shoemaking, clothing, tobacco,
rubber, chemical, oil, electronic, and construction activities, among others.6
In this context, the number of unionized workers increased dramatically.
While in 1941, 441,412 workers were union members, in 1946 there were
877,330, and 2,256,580 in 1955. This means that in fourteen years, the number
of unionized workers grew over 400 percent.7 The consolidation of this powerful
labor movement was accompanied by signiﬁcant economic gains for the working
class. Wage workers share of total GDP rose from 40.1 points in 1946 to 50.5
points in 1952 and 49.9 in 1954. This constituted an unprecedented redistribution of income in favor of wage workers and a clear reﬂection of their position
of power in the economy and society.8
Louise Doyon ﬁrst suggested that there was another key legacy of the
Peronist years: the consolidation of the forms of representation and organization
on the shop-ﬂoor by means of shop-stewards and CI.9 Doyon notes that the
implantation of these commissions was a direct result from the pressures exerted
by workers and their organizations. In fact, because of employers’ ﬁerce resistance, the instances of representation on the shop-ﬂoor were not initially backed
by the legal framework. The legal norms regulating unions made no explicit
reference to CI, although unions argued in favor of labor representatives on the
shop-ﬂoor based on a vague clause in article 49 that granted workers the right to
elect their representatives without any speciﬁcation as to the level or kind of
functions. The weakness of this legal support suggests that the creation of these
collective bodies was a result of the direct imposition of workers and their union
leaders. In spite of the resistance against them, these instances of representation
started to be acknowledged directly in the collective agreements by 1947.10
According to Doyon, by 1950, CI extended to most of the unions, although their
functions varied somewhat according to the balance of power present in each
industry and factory.11
A number of 1946 sources were helpful to examine the role these collective
shop-ﬂoor bodies had in this initial stage. In a series of documents written by
textile leaders meant for distribution among workers, they argued that CI were
fundamental in order “to demonstrate the potential and the ﬁrmness of our
organization,” for they “are the safeguard for the enforcement at the workplaces
of the agreements reached on labor conditions.”12 Shop-stewards and CI were,
in their view, the “pillars” of working-class organization that had to be
“strengthened.”13 The existence of “capable CI, ﬁrmly supported by workers”
was considered key to ﬁght against “employers’ capricious interpretation of the
law . . . especially concerning vacations and illnesses.”14 In order to “unequivocally impose its strict enforcement in the whole territory of the Republic,” they
considered that “our best weapon” is to build “a serious and responsible organization [for] all industrial workers.”15 In September 1946, leaders of the textile
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union called for an assembly of workers of the silk industry, arguing that
“employers, in spite of the millions they made during the last years, want to limit
and stop our aspirations.”16 They thought that in order to confront them, they
“must be willing to ﬁght in all arenas in defense of our rights.”17 The above
statements seem to conﬁrm, therefore, that CI were of great importance in
strengthening labor.
Interesting and yet preliminary evidence shows that the establishment of
these instances of shop-ﬂoor organization favored new forms of participation of
women in union movement throughout the 1940s and the early 1950s. In the
early twentieth century, unions mostly represented male workers because of
the occupational segregation. This also favored the ephemeral development of
some unions organized by women.18 However, throughout the 1920s and 1930s,
these separate organizations tended to fuse, although the leadership positions as
well as the roles of delegates to congresses tended to be men, even in the cases
where female workers predominated. The available contributions suggest that
although women participated since the early twentieth century in strikes and
working-class protests, during the 1930s and 1940s women workers’ position
was subordinated and weak in most of the unions.19
In this context, the establishment of shop-ﬂoor representatives introduced
changes regarding women’s involvement in labor representation. At that
time, female industrial workers concentrated mainly on the textile, meatpacking, and food industries, especially in large-scale enterprises.20 While the
debates about the suitable place for women on the shop-ﬂoor and in unions
continued to take place, union leaders expressed a renewed interest in their
participation. Given that many departments, especially in food processing
(meatpacking among others) and textile factories, consisted solely of women,
their participation was necessary so as to ensure widespread representation of
workers on the shop-ﬂoor. In this context, there was a renewed campaign,
visible in union newspapers and publications, in order to promote their
participation, especially in those activities where women’s employment was
high.21
Although the historiography generally acknowledged the transformations
that occurred during this period, these are seldom explained as a result of
working class actions. Instead, Perón and his administration are considered the
most relevant factor, together with the national union movement, frequently
depicted as an instrument of the government.22 According to historian Daniel
James, the union movement emerged from this period with a deeply imbedded
reformism that rested on the conviction of the need to achieve conciliation with
employers and to satisfy its members’ needs by establishing an intimate relationship with the state.23 In his view, therefore, “Peronism could be considered
to have played a prophylactic role in preempting the emergence of autonomous
activity and organization.”24 Although writing from a different analytical perspective, historian Walter Little also emphasized that “in spite of the strict
control that Perón exerted over the unions, he never lost his deeply rooted fear
of the spontaneous acts of the working class,” and that “participation in the
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Peronist system was never accompanied by a real responsibility but by an
imposition of a monolithic control.”25
These interpretations that make reference to a reform from above in a
context of working class demobilization and control are difﬁcult to reconcile
with the available information about labor conﬂicts during the period. Between
1946 and 1948, over 300 strikes were carried out by nearly one million workers
who “lost” around 10 million work days in the city of Buenos Aires alone.26
When looking at statistical series of strikes for the city of Buenos Aires from
1925 to 1954, the Peronist years stand out clearly as a time of unprecedented
working class protest, not only in terms of the number of strikes but also in terms
of striking workers and “lost” workdays where 1946 and 1947 are clearly peak
years. These ﬁgures are not consistent with the image of rank-and-ﬁle passivity
or with a working class aiming for “class harmony.”
These labor struggles during the ﬁrst two Peronist governments—many of
which became national in scope—focused on industrial activities, and their most
frequent goal was to demand higher wages and better work conditions. Most of
them took place in the course of the process of collective bargaining.27 Doyon
argues that these strikes reﬂected workers’ intention to bring their political
victory from past elections to the economic sphere, and that between 1946 and
1948 strikes fostered a redistribution of power of great magnitude at the workplace. As a result of these struggles, workers reafﬁrmed their newly acquired
position on the shop-ﬂoor consolidating the challenge to the authority and
power of employers.28
By the end of the 1940s and the early 1950s, economic difﬁculties caused
changes in government’s attitudes toward labor conﬂict. After years of sustained
expansion, the Peronist administration faced economic problems, deriving from
an increasing gap between exports and imports.29 If during the initial years there
had been tolerance and support of workers’ struggles, many conﬂicts during the
early 1950s ended up in repression, in particular against the sectors linked to the
political opposition. Within the labor movement, these opponents to Peronism
comprised groups that were in the two extremes of the Cold War confrontation:
on the one hand left-wing militants (particularly Communists, but also Socialists, Anarchists, and Trotskyists who in many cases had an active participation in
shop-ﬂoor organization and militancy), and on the other “free” trade-unionists,
linked with Organización Regional Interamericana de Trabajadores (InterAmerican Regional Organization of Workers [ORIT]) and the International
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), some of whom were in exile.30
However, even in this increasingly difﬁcult context and enduring the opposition
of part of the national union leadership and the government, shop-stewards and
CI led other series of strikes and protests against the deterioration of the
situation of workers during 1949 and 1950.31
Moreover, in 1954, labor conﬂicts experienced yet another upsurge. Recent
studies about the metallurgical strike of that year are especially useful to
approach the still unexplored topic of the role of shop-stewards and CI in labor
conﬂicts, which challenges the views alluding to total subordination and control
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of the working class by the state.32 The 1954 struggles focused on achieving a
wage increase and the rejection of policies that linked wages to productivity. The
importance of shop-ﬂoor organization and militancy becomes evident when
considering the fact that conﬂicts started in January 1954 at the Pirelli factory,
with workers going on strike to protest the layoff of shop-stewards and CI
members who had led previous conﬂicts in demand of higher wages with no
requirements regarding productivity.33
Shop-stewards and CI led this conﬂict, which soon extended to most of
the major metallurgical factories throughout the country. The national labor
confederation (CGT) initially backed up the demands, but when the labor
conﬂict escalated, they tried to abruptly stop it by several means. This strike
ended up with the signing of a collective agreement on June 1, 1954. This
agreement which changed the working conditions of 165,000 metal workers did
not include productivity and wage-related clauses or any clauses restricting CI
prerogatives, all of which clearly reﬂected workers’ victory.34 In spite of this
favorable outcome and the fact that the Unión Obrera Metalúrgica (Metal
Workers Union) [UOM]) considered the strike to have ﬁnished, in many factories shop-stewards and CI decided to continue carrying on the strike, demanding
even higher wage increases and protesting against the lack of adequate responses
on the part of the leadership. This wave of protest ended in repression, although
the metallurgical activity was one of the least affected by the economic cuts that
the industry suffered.35
Another relevant indicator to discern CI’s role and power was the increasingly aggressive protest the industrial business elite carried out against shopﬂoor representatives. During Perón’s second administration, the economic
program expressed in the 1952 ﬁve-year plan sought to foster the transition from
the production of consumption goods to intermediate and capital goods. The
increase of productivity by means of limiting labor power at the shop-ﬂoor
became a top priority. Contemporary sources from the period show businessmen’s growing concerns regarding CI inﬂuence and power toward the end of
the Peronist government. The employers’ organization Confederación General
Económica (General Economic Confederation, CGE), argued in a 1954 document that “CI have repeatedly proven not to understand the requirements
entailed in an efﬁcient ﬁrm management, and their attitude constitutes one of
the main obstacles for rational organization of production.” They denounced
these representatives power and argued that “in an arrogant fashion, they have
arbitrarily claimed the right to accept or reject management proposals concerning the change of methods, the pace of machines, or the elimination of unnecessary tasks.”36
In this document, the CGE clearly argues that the so-called rationalization of
production—which aimed at increasing efﬁciency, productivity, and proﬁts—
demanded a drastic change in working class representatives’ power as they were
the main obstacles in this process. In this context, businessmen appealed to the
State, arguing that it was its task to educate workers and teach them to behave in
a more adequate fashion and to accept the implementation of a wage system linked
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to individual productivity, which would contribute to “increase the nation’s
wealth.”37
The 1955 Productivity Congress shows the importance that this issue had,
not only for industrial businessmen but also for the government.38 In a speech
delivered for that occasion, José Ber Gelbard, chair of the CGE, linked once
again labor representatives’ power on the shop-ﬂoor with the obstacles to
increase labor productivity, complaining about the position “the CI assumed in
many factories, where they alter the concept that says that the mission of the
worker is to perform a fair job in exchange for a fair pay . . . Neither is it
acceptable that any shop-steward can, for no reason at all, blow the whistle at any
given factory and paralyze it completely.”39 Also, the Chamber of Metallurgical
Industries presented a complaint before the Congress in which he denounced
the “CI’s extreme liberty in the factories.”40 These and other pieces of evidence
suggest that the forms of shop-ﬂoor labor representation managed to retain their
power until the end of the Peronist governments despite business opposition and
the changes in the economy from the early to the mid-1950s.
Challenging Times for the Working Class and the CI: From Setbacks to Mobilization
(1955–1976). The 1955 military coup that overthrew the second constitutional
administration of Juan Domingo Perón (President from 1946 to 1955) signaled
the beginning of a new period, both in political and economic terms. In political
terms, it is necessary to underline the central role played by the armed forces,
either through means of direct military dictatorships or “tutelage” over the civil
governments, and the proscription of the Peronist Party, which until 1973 was
banned from participating in elections or in any other political activity. As to the
economic transformations, since the mid-1950s, the industrial sector became
increasingly integrated: textile and food industries which had fostered industrial
growth during the ﬁrst two decades of import substitution industrialization (ISI)
tended to stagnate, while the metallurgical, chemical, and automobile industries
became the most dynamic activities. These changes marked the beginning of the
second stage of the ISI model, which extended from 1955 to 1976.
During this period, there was a conﬂuence between the important sectors of
the business elite and the dominant fractions of the armed forces that played a
central role in national politics based on their common goal to discipline labor.
While for businessmen disciplining the working class was necessary in order to
apply policies of reorganization of production and increase productivity, some
sectors of the armed forces sought to alter the position of power that the working
class had achieved during the past decade, paying special attention to workplaces. The military directly or indirectly in power during this period oscillated
between two main strategies to deal with Peronism and the working class:
repression and drastic restructuring of the labor movement and its power versus
cooptation and integration of the leadership in order to control the
rank-and-ﬁle.
During the ﬁrst years after the 1955 coup, there was a strong offensive to
limit shop-stewards and CI’s power and prerogatives, which was, however,
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unsuccessful due to the intensity of workers struggles. According to the available
data, in the city of Buenos Aires alone there were over 15 million work days lost
due to strikes between 1956 and 1958. In 1959, labor protest peaked, reaching
over 10 million work days lost due to strikes. This high level of working class
struggle had a clear correlation in labor relations at the workplace. The Undersecretary of Labor Galileo Puente explained in 1960 that when he ﬁrst assessed
the problem of labor relations, he found “anarchy, abuses, and outrages of all
kinds from the workers. The employers had lost control over their factories; CI
ran everything; those who were meant to obey were in fact imparting the
orders.” Puente considered this to be a major problem which had to be dealt
with. He plainly explained that “employers must therefore retake control over
their factories.”41
Shop-stewards and CI managed to survive that ﬁrst general offensive, and
the working class managed to preserve its power and inﬂuence on the shop-ﬂoor
until the late 1950s. But if this ﬁrst offensive was unsuccessful, the policies
developed under Arturo Frondizi’s administration (1958–1962) on the contrary,
obtained more signiﬁcant results in challenging labor’s power at the shop-ﬂoor.
While in 1959, there had been over 10 million lost workdays, in 1960 and 1961
they declined to slightly above 1.5 million, which means that while labor conﬂict
continued, its intensity exhibited a noticeable decrease.
Repression against rank-and-ﬁle workers deepened at the turn of the
decade. This had to do not only with rising working class struggles but also
with the change of the international context and particularly the impact of the
Cuban Revolution. The success of a revolutionary drive in a Latin American
country, together with the process of decolonization and the conﬁguration of
the “Third World” camp that defended an anti-imperialist stance in the face of
the Cold War, had a decisive inﬂuence on political and labor organizations.42
Not only left-wing organizations (that is, Communists, Socialists, and Trotskyists, among others) but also important sectors of the Peronist movement
underwent a process of radicalization. At the same time, the international
context deepened the fears already present among the business and military
elite. This led to the formulation of the doctrine of the “internal enemy” by
the armed forces in the CONINTES plan (State’s Internal Commotion) in
1960, which sanctioned the detention of hundreds of militants and activists.
This plan was later replaced by the National Security Doctrine (Doctrina de la
Seguridad Nacional) that considered the “anti-subversive struggle” as a top priority for the armed forces.43
Daniel James—one of the few historians who took into account the transformations of shop-ﬂoor organization during this period—proved that in this
context of rising repression, employers granted concessions to the union leadership in exchange for their control of the rank-and-ﬁle. James argued, moreover, that the fair degree of control inside the factory that had been achieved
during the Peronist government began to be eroded in the 1955–1959 period,
experiencing an even more serious deterioration from 1959 onward.44 According
to him, “the frontier was ﬁrmly ﬁxed at the factory gate and all territory beyond
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was strictly under management dominance,” and therefore for most of the 1960s
CI were “in a general state of crisis.”45
New documentation, together with recent analytical contributions, contained in a number of recent studies on economic, social, political, and cultural
aspects support an alternative interpretation of the evolution of the forms of
militancy and organization at the level of the shop-ﬂoor in large industrial
enterprises during this period.46 This evidence shows that working class organization and militancy at the level of the shop-ﬂoor was, contrary to James’
assessment, quite active and important after 1959–1960. In particular, the Plan
de Lucha, a large-scale protest plan carried out by the CGT, consisting of the
occupation of factories in 1964, was an example of the importance and extension
of working-class organization at the shop-ﬂoor. In the course of few weeks,
almost 4 million workers seized 11,000 factories in an orderly fashion.47 This
plan showed both the power of the centralized leadership and the importance
and vitality of the shop-ﬂoor representatives and forms of organization, which
actually made the campaign of factory seizures possible.
The development of the Plan de Lucha was impressive, not only because of
the number of workers and industries involved, but also because of the detailed
and careful planning it entailed, under conditions of secrecy which made coordination and synchronization especially complex.48 The outstanding role played
by workers and their shop-ﬂoor representatives stands out when trying to understand how the CGT was able to mobilize these masses in just a few days and in
such an orderly fashion. The instructions distributed by the textile union—the
Asociación Obrera Textil (AOT)—made reference to a “chain of command” that
had to be respected in order to execute the plan, as well as to a network woven
between national labor leaders, regional and local branches, CI and shopstewards, and rank-and-ﬁle workers.49
The success of the Plan de Lucha depended, therefore, on leaders and
workers ability to communicate and on the already mentioned chain of
command involving all union levels of organization.50 Several trade unions,
including the AOT, held numerous assemblies and informative meetings in
different factories where labor leaders explained the plan to workers and shopstewards.51 AOT documents explain that “only in few occasions had a labor
protest received such spontaneous support from the rank-and-ﬁle as the CGT
Plan de Lucha did.” The textile union leaders held assemblies, meetings in
factories, public events, and gatherings in union halls. Andrés Framini, AOT
General Secretary went to factories in Buenos Aires, suburban area, and several
other provinces, while the members of the national leadership, as well as
branches, sectionals, and delegations’ leaders engaged in similar activities aimed
at securing the Plan de Lucha.52
However, while shop-stewards and CI remained active and participated in
conﬂicts, the early 1960s were certainly critical for industrial workers and
shop-stewards, taking into account the intensiﬁcation of the rhythm of production and increases in productivity in a context of growing unemployment
and a general deterioration of working conditions in the majority of factories.53
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Economic studies also stress the fact that there were important increases in
productivity in the industrial sector. While in 1951, the industrial sector
employed 1,445,300 workers, which was a 27.3 percent of the entire workforce,
in 1970 they were 1,669,000, which was a 25.55 percent. Also between those
years the growth of industrial production was 5 percent, while employment’s
was only 0.5 percent.54 The increase in labor productivity was not mainly the
result of the implantation of new technology. Instead, reorganization of production and an increase of the intensity of work, namely an increase in the
exploitation of labor were the main forces driving it. These changes were
coupled with a decline in confrontation and mass mobilization in factories and
the strengthening of a conciliatory leadership with greater control over the
rank-and-ﬁle. These two processes were closely linked: the increasingly
bureaucratized leadership received important compensations in exchange for
contributing to this process of demobilization.
The growing distance between the leadership and the rank-and-ﬁle was to
become a main feature throughout the period. According to many authors, the
process of union leadership “bureaucratization,” that is, the constitution of a
separate caste with its own interests, different from those of the masses, seemed
to have started in the ﬁnal years of the Peronist government but extended from
the early 1960s onward.55 Labor leaders not only beneﬁted from the ﬁnancial
resources unions acquired but were also able to offer certain beneﬁts to union
members so as to secure their support. They were also in a considerably stronger
position to exert internal repression against those who disagreed with or confronted the predominant orientation.56
This leadership’s dominant position was also strengthened by the 1958 Law
14.445 of Professional Associations, which reenacted the single-union system
and its hierarchical and centralized structure. It also reinstated State’s recognition of industrial unions, establishing that only they would have full collectivebargaining rights at every level: local, regional, and national. Even though the
law permitted both a federative and a more centralized union structure, the latter
prevailed among the most important industries, such as the cases of the metalworking, railroad, textile, and construction. In these unions, the control exerted
by the leadership over the branches and factories was, in formal terms, extremely
tight. In the textile union, for example, central leadership was authorized by
article 53 of the union codes to change the authorities of any section that
performed acts of indiscipline or any irregularities. As CI was considered as
directly linked to the central leadership, their functions and attributions were
increasingly controlled.57
The transformations of the economic and social structure are important to
explain the transition from these early critical years to a period with more
favorable conditions for workers. The second stage of the import substitution
industrialization period can be divided into two different subperiods. The ﬁrst,
from 1955/1958 to 1963 was characterized by a cycle known as “stop & go,”
composed of periods of industrial growth followed by an abrupt fall of industrial
activity in absolute terms due to the imbalance between the necessary imports to
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keep up the industrial development and the insufﬁcient exports to ﬁnance it. In
this initial period, the government passed new legislation to promote foreign
investment and accepted the participation of Argentina in the IMF and the
World Bank. In later years, from 1964 to 1974, although there were periods of
acceleration and relative deceleration, the industrial sector underwent sustained
and continuous growth in absolute terms at an annual average rate of 5 percent,
thanks to the maturity of previous foreign investment, promotion of industrial
exports to compensate for the insufﬁciency of primary exports, and the recourse
to external debt.58 This meant that the new wave of labor activism from the
mid-1960s onward took place under structural conditions that were substantially
more positive than those of the previous subperiod.
In this context, anti-bureaucratic groups, most of which were born at the
level of the shop-ﬂoor, increasingly challenged the existing leadership,
demanded democratic organization, and became strongly linked to an upsurge
of social and political mobilization. This was fueled by the increasing repression
implemented by the dictatorship of General Onganía, from 1966 onward, which
targeted students, intellectuals, as well as the most radical sectors of the working
class. During this period, there was an increasing conﬂuence of these antibureaucratic groups with the sectors of the left (that also included a sector of
Peronism that had experienced a profound radicalization). The CGT de los
Argentinos, an alternative national union confederation, founded in 1968
brought together many of these anti-bureaucratic groups, which built connections with the student movement, the Third World Priests movement, and other
social sectors that were experiencing a process of militancy and radicalization.
The social rebellion known as the Cordobazo, a working class and student
upsurge that took place in the industrial city of Cordoba in May 1969, was the
ﬁrst of many massive popular mobilizations that had key political consequences
(General Onganía had to resign from the Presidency in 1970, while his successor, Levingston, also did so in 1971). Contrary to what many historical studies
argue, many left-wing political organizations and guerrilla movements were,
especially from 1970 onward, connected to the process of radicalization experienced by sectors of the working class. In fact, the increasing connection between
them was one of the main factors of concern for both the military forces and the
economic elite that supported their political intervention.59
While one of the main issues under discussion within the labor movement
was the process of bureaucratization and the demands for democracy, there was
another source of confrontation of a different nature. Besides the discussions
about internal organization, there were different views within the working class
about the relationship between workers and employers, which translated into
distinct ways of understanding labor action and different strategies.60 The metallurgical leader Augusto Timoteo Vandor, the CGT General Secretary,
believed that class conciliation was possible and desirable; hence the labor
movement had to put pressure and negotiate with the employers and governments in order to increase its share within the existing system and without
aiming at introducing signiﬁcant fundamental structural changes. In contrast,
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the combative groups, besides defending union democracy and attacking the
bureaucratic leadership, believed that there was an intrinsic contradiction of
interests between capital and labor, and that therefore the working class could
not expect any compromises, as it was subject to a permanent struggle against
the employers. Therefore, the controversy within the working class was not only
related to the degree of burocratization or democracy within the labor movement but also to a different understanding of the relationship between labor and
capital and different strategies.
The period between 1969 and 1973, from the Cordobazo till the March 1973
elections—which put an end to the 18-year-long proscription of Peronism—was
a moment of rise of rank-and-ﬁle militancy and organization on the shop-ﬂoor.
The cycle of working-class struggle that began in 1969 was followed by other
uprisings, such as the 1971 so-called Viborazo that also took place in Córdoba
and fostered rank-and-ﬁle mobilization in factories.61 During this period, combative groups grew in number and power, simultaneously coexisting with the
expansion of guerrilla organizations that attempted to support working-class
action, taking part in some of the most prominent upheavals.62 From 1969 to
1973, one of the most outstanding political phenomena was the consolidation of
a left-wing camp.63 The Cordobazo fueled the previously mentioned convergence
of sectors of the Peronist left and other groups of the new left (including
Marxists, Anarchists, Trotskysts, Maoists among others), showing the existence
of an active working class and student movement that protested against the
dictatorship and demanded change.64
The Cordobazo also triggered important transformations regarding the relationship between capital and labor on the shop-ﬂoor. Shop-stewards and CI in
many industrial plants led protests and activities, acting independently from
union leadership.65 Additionally, there were changes in the forms of protest and
confrontation. From 1969 onward, a growing number of protests took place
directly in the workplace. Factory takeovers became increasingly more common,
including in many cases taking hostages. With these types of measures, the
company’s authority was subverted and traditional labor relations were challenged, while the headmost union leadership’s role began to be regarded as
increasingly secondary.66 Another important change, linked to the above mentioned, was the appropriation of new spaces other than the workplace, like the
working-class community. Protests from 1969 onward involved a variety of new
spaces and institutions: neighborhood organizations, parishes, political halls, and
sports and social clubs played a role in supporting working-class struggles.
There was also a tighter relationship with intellectual circles, and labor conﬂicts
were publicized by a network of social and political publications, some of which
were clandestine.67
An additional important feature of the 1969–1973 period is that while the
more orthodox and the combative groups had radical differences in their understanding of the capital–labor relationship, as well as different strategies, they
coexisted to a certain extent. Although they engaged in constant confrontations
at workplaces and in the political sphere, they nonetheless coexisted as different
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perspectives of lines within the labor movement until the elections in 1973. The
reasons for this coexistence were in the ﬁrst place that the dictatorship was a
common enemy (which each of the groups confronted with its own strategy,
according to their different goals and perspectives). While repression was predominantly aimed at the combative group, it also affected the bureaucratic
leadership and the conciliatory sectors of the labor movement. At the same time,
the orthodox leadership and the Peronist left shared the membership of the same
party, Peronism, which was proscribed and persecuted. Both perspectives were
in a defensive position against the alliance between the military and employers.
The series of working class and student mobilizations achieved important
transformations, and in 1973, the military dictatorship ﬁnally called for
elections. In that year, in which Perón returned to the country and was elected
President, a new period started, characterized by an increasingly acute confrontation within the Peronist movement between the right and left political currents that had radically different projects for the organization of the country. In
1974, when Perón died, the struggle within Peronism unleashed and triggered
an even more violent confrontation between the sectors of the left and the right,
within Peronism and beyond it, which was invoked as a cause for a new military
intervention that took place on March 24, 1976. This regime, which proclaimed
to aim at ending violence, developed instead a plan of systematic repression of
the opposition that has been characterized as a case of state-terrorism.
The Offensive against Labor: The Military Dictatorship (1976–1983). The character of the coup d’état and the ensuing military dictatorship is still an object of
controversy in both academic and political circles. Statistical evidence indicating
that in the period previous to the coup the industrial sector experienced a decade
of sustained and continuous growth suggests that it is not justiﬁable to argue, as
some analysts still do, that the industrialization model experienced an endogenous implosion that caused its termination. Instead, in the context of the
growth of the industrial sector, the economic policies applied during this period
fundamentally altered the economic and social foundations of the country.
During the second stage of the ISI industrial workers (and especially those
employed in new dynamic industries) had occupied a central place, not only as
producers in the industrial activities that were driving the country’s development
and generating the highest proﬁts for businessmen, but also as consumers, as the
industrial production had been mostly destined for the internal market. The
structural change of the mid-1970s, which fostered a process of acute deindustrialization, greatly eroded the power of labor.68
In terms of economic policies, the 1977 Financial Reform established
domestic interest rates considerably higher than the international ones, therefore altering dramatically the structure of internal prices in the domestic
economy and favoring ﬁnancial speculation over industrial production.69 This
cycle of ﬁnancial speculation was based on an abrupt increase of the external
debt. This provided funds initially for the internal ﬁnancial market to proﬁt
from high interest rates, and after that, to send both the original funds and
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derived proﬁts abroad. From 1979 onward, the authorities fostered economic
openness, profoundly affecting the industrial sector which had to confront, not
only the change in internal prices but also the competition of imports without
protective tariffs. As a result, the industrial sector not only ceased to be the key
economic activity driving growth but in fact presented an evolution characteristic of war or natural disaster: the industrial production in 1983 was 10 percent
smaller, in absolute terms, than that of 1973.70 That is, the military dictatorship
not only constituted a period of strong repression but also a time of profound
structural change.
Changes in the industrial sector had signiﬁcant impact on the power of labor
and its organization. Not only did the industrial sector lose importance in
relative terms regarding percentage of the GDP and also in absolute terms, but
it also experienced a process of restructuring which beneﬁted the largest companies, most of them securing oligopolic positions in their markets by absorbing
smaller ﬁrms, therefore strengthening signiﬁcantly their position over labor.
Moreover, the military dictatorship developed a program of subsidies, supposedly aimed at “industrial promotion” that beneﬁted these oligopolies, which
received important tax exemptions in return for establishing part of their productive activities in new areas.71 These policies also affected labor organization,
as many large-scale factories located in areas with previous tradition of union
organization were closed down or reduced in size. This left a portion of the
workers unemployed in the original areas, which damaged the power of those
still employed, at the same time that new factories were established in areas with
no previous history of industrialization and union organization.
Repression against the working class was another prominent feature of the
period. The armed forces considered industrial workers, and especially shopstewards and members of CI in large industrial factories, as a main target.
Repressive policies against industrial workers and union leaders included kidnapping and/or disappearance, murder, persecution (that drove many of them to
exile, in other countries or to other Argentine provinces), or imprisonment of
activists, shop-stewards, and CI members. Testimonies and documents demonstrate the extreme concern of the armed forces and the economic elite for the
increase of militancy on the shop-ﬂoor that had taken place during the late 1960s
and reached a very high point by the mid 1970s as well as for the links between
workers and their immediate representatives and left-wing organizations. They
also reveal the involvement on the part of management personnel of some of the
most prominent industrial enterprises in terms of repression against their own
workers, whom in some cases were kidnapped in the ﬁrms’ vehicles or taken to
concentration camps located within the boundaries of the industrial plants.72 An
example illustrating the conﬂuence between the economic elite and the armed
forces is provided by one of the most prominent ﬁgures of the period, José Alfredo
Martínez de Hoz, who was until 1976 President of Acindar, a steel mill in Villa
Constitución which became an emblematic case of workers mobilization and
repression, and was then appointed as the Minister of the Economy from 1976 to
1981.
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At the same time, trade union activity was severely affected by the suspension
of civil liberties and the military’s direct control and management of the national
labor confederation—CGT—as well as several of the most important trade
unions.73 During the initial three years, dozens of organizations were placed
under military supervision while many others were deprived of their legal status.74 The most numerous and important unions, such as UOM and UOCRA
(metallurgical and construction unions, featuring nearly 300,000 active members
each), were among the federations affected.75 The appointment of military
ofﬁcials to one third of the national labor organizations severely undermined the
centralized national union structure’s power. Labor rights, beginning with the
right to strike, were suspended, along with any form of collective organization
and bargaining.76 At the same time, the military dictatorship introduced changes
in legislation intended to legalize repressive activities and the military presence
at labor institutions. A series of legal norms froze all union activity,77 while
others, especially the Law of Professional Associations 22.105 of November
1979, established new regulations in labor activity (by replacing the Law of
professional associations 20.615 of the previous government) to undermine the
institutional and ﬁnancial foundations of union power.78 This law passed in 1979
suppressed the existence of any third-degree union organization, thereby abolishing the CGT.79
The three policies were closely related. Repressive and labor policies had a
strong economic impact, causing an increase in productivity and a decrease in real
wages so dramatic that can only be understood in a context of persecution of the
activists and strict prohibition of bargaining activities.80 In their turn, economic
policies strengthened the impact of the other two, as the structural change they
caused altered the place of workers in the economy and society. If during the
import substitution industrialization model there was a limit in terms of the
decrease in wage levels that could not be surpassed without affecting the evolution
of the dynamic sector of the economy. This is because proﬁts depended on the
ability of workers to consume the products, while in the new economic model,
proﬁts started to be increasingly independent of these factors. Therefore, the
economic and social structural changes reinforced the attack on industrial
workers that repression and the prohibition of union activities had started.
In spite of the damaging effects of this offensive against labor, different
sectors of the working class presented a number of responses to face these
various threatening policies. Both workers and their organizations responded in
changing ways during the period, and it is necessary to take into account the
initiatives of both the leadership and the rank and ﬁle, the actions that took place
in the country and those developed abroad, and the open, most visible forms of
protest, as well as the underground movements. In terms of the ﬁrst point, it is
necessary to stress that if a signiﬁcant part of the rank-and-ﬁle as well as sectors
of the leadership found ways to express resistance and discontent against the
dictatorship, there was also part of the union leadership that simply accommodated to the terms of the regime and played an important role in the legitimization of the regime, both internally and externally.
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As for the situation at the factories, the previously analyzed history of
organization at the level of the shop-ﬂoor played a decisive role in the ﬁrst years
of the regime when the impact of the prohibition of union activity and repression reached its highest point. From 1976 to 1979, although there were a
relatively signiﬁcant number of “traditional” strikes and protests, the workers
involved in them were severely punished, many of them with prison, disappearance, or death. The high level of repression forced the development of underground strategies to express labor unrest. Although shop-stewards and CI
members were among the most looked-for targets of repression and a great
number of them had to leave the factories to save their lives, the previous
tradition of organization and militancy at the shop-ﬂoor was important for the
workers to organize different strategies that included sabotage, different
methods for lowering the rhythm of production (trabajo a desgano, trabajo a
tristeza), repeated individual claims, and written petitions, among many others.81
In this period, there was another form of struggle that became important: the
international campaign of combative workers and union leaders in exile against
the dictatorship that received the support of local workers and leaders and of
many international labor organizations.82
In April 1979, a sector of the union leadership represented by the so-called
“Commission of the 25,” called for a national day of protest that marked the
transition to a period of relatively more open mobilization and a slow return to
the traditional forms of struggle, such as massive mobilization, strikes, and
protests. However, repression, if not so severe as in the previous period, continued nevertheless, and many of the labor leaders involved in these protests
were imprisoned for periods that ranged for days to months. From 1980 onward,
the effects of the international campaign against the dictatorship led by human
rights and labor activists, together with the sustained militancy of human rights
and labor groups in Argentina showed important progress. In 1981 and 1982,
other massive protests followed, and after the defeat in the Malvinas War, the
transition to democracy was consolidated and opened the path for a slow recovery of labor rights from 1983 onward. In spite of the strategies developed by
workers and unions to repeal the attack on these various fronts, it is clear that the
dictatorship and the structural change developed from the 1970s onward had a
profoundly negative impact for industrial workers and their ability to organize
and foster demands.
Tensions and Contradictions within Shop-Stewards and CI throughout the Period
The existence of these commissions under labor control at the workplace
ensured important beneﬁts not only to workers but also to unions. They
increased the labor organizations’ efﬁciency to protect economic and social
rights within the production system and created a permanent connection
between the union organization and the base. Moreover, they offered an effective assurance for the actual implementation of labor legislation and the collective agreements reached by the union, creating directly on the shop-ﬂoor a
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collective body that could negotiate the workers’ demands with the bosses
without any fear of retaliation. In the case that their demands did not receive a
satisfactory solution, they could resort to the local or national union. These
commissions also ensured a direct and continuous channel of communication
between the union and the workers that made it possible for the militants to be
aware of the concerns of the union members.
Taking into consideration the multiplicity of functions that the shop-ﬂoor
representatives performed and their impact on union structure, it can be argued
that the ability to elect shop stewards and the establishment of CI constitutes
one of the most important achievements of the Argentine working class after
1945.83 The combination of a centralized union leadership in the CGT and the
presence of labor representatives at the level of the shop-ﬂoor was a powerful
legacy that strongly inﬂuenced the history of the Argentine working class from
then on.
At the same time, when considering the entire interpretation of the history
of shop-ﬂoor organization in Argentina from the mid-1940s to the early 1980s,
it is possible to identify certain tensions and contradictions present in them
throughout history. The ﬁrst source of tension within these shop-ﬂoor bodies
was related to the intrinsic challenge of the dynamics of representation. The
legal recognition of these representatives’ rights and prerogatives, while it was a
remarkable achievement for workers and the product of a process of militancy
and struggle, implied the separation of the representatives—who were granted
special beneﬁts—from the rank-and-ﬁle. Therefore, when representing their
fellows, shop-stewards became more than just plain workers and acquired their
own interests and perspectives.
A second tension is linked to the relationship between these shop-ﬂoor
representatives and the union structure. The integration of these instances of
representation with the national union movement was essential to strengthen
the position of labor against capital on the shop-ﬂoor. This allowed these
representatives, if necessary, to mobilize workers and their organizations beyond
the factory to which they belonged and to exert political pressure at the national
level. At the same time, this implied that these shop-ﬂoor representatives
became part of the union structure. This meant that shop-stewards and CI not
only represented workers and conveyed demands and concerns to the leadership
of the union but that they functioned in the opposite direction as well. They
were also in charge of transmitting orders from the leadership and of channeling
every protest or demand of the rank and ﬁle, and therefore they could become
instruments of control over these same workers. This was promoted not only by
the leaders of the national unions but also by the state, which also had interests
in organizing masses whose actions could have been “anarchic” and potentially
dangerous otherwise.
Finally, there were other fundamental tensions within these institutions of
shop-ﬂoor representations associated with the existence of different views
among workers about their class identity and their relationship with the employers. That is, contrary to what many authors imply when they refer to shop-

BASUALDO: SHOP-FLOOR LABOR ORGANIZATION IN ARGENTINA

323

stewards and CI, they did not always play the same role but assumed different
tasks and roles depending on the views and strategies with which they were
associated. When analyzing the history of shop-ﬂoor organization and workers’
experiences in the light of inﬂuential structural factors, there were different
traditions and strategies within the working class, which can be grouped into two
main lines: the orthodox or conciliatory and the combative.
The ﬁrst group, which we called conciliatory not because of its tactics but
due to its view of class relations and its strategy, conceived of the process of
production as a joint venture developed by capital and labor, each of which
made speciﬁc contributions to make it possible. From this perspective, the
greater the commitment of both parts with the enterprise of production, the
better for all. In this view, class harmony appears as desirable and as possible.
The second group, which we called combative due to its view of class relations, on the contrary, stressed that given that labor is the source of wealth,
businessmen can only make proﬁts by exploiting workers. From this perspective, it is not possible to reconcile the interests of capital and labor, as their
interests are by deﬁnition opposed. Workers can only achieve gains at the
expense of the employers, and vice versa. The debate and confrontation
between these two views (generally linked to these two main lines in the
Argentine labor movement with two different strategies) appeared constantly
not only between one shop-steward and another but also in the form of
debates and strong confrontations within groups of workers. The controversy
and tension was present even within individuals themselves, who often shifted
during his/her lifetime from one view to the other, or even eclectically combined partial elements of each of them.
Final Remarks
This brief analysis of the history of shop-ﬂoor representation and organization in Argentina from the Peronist decade to the last military dictatorship
suggests that the existence of CI and shop-stewards, which provided the rankand-ﬁle with a useful institution to express and organize, was an important factor
in explaining the strength of the Argentine labor movement. Their signiﬁcance
of shop-stewards and CI for the Argentine working class becomes visible, not
only when analyzing the role they played key labor conﬂicts and processes of
organization throughout the period, but also when realizing that they became
central targets for the military forces during the “Proceso” dictatorship, which
aimed at drastically alter the balance of power between capital and labor.
Moreover, the analysis of this important dimension of labor organization
allows for a better understanding of the different components of the Argentine
union structure which was characterized not only by strong nationally based
industrial unions and a centralized leadership but also by dynamic institutions of
labor representation on the shop-ﬂoor. At the same time, the analysis also
suggests that the process of labor militancy and organization at the workplaces,
far from being simple and unidirectional, put forward difﬁcult challenges. In this
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process, workers not only had to face the opposition of the business elite but also
had to deal with their own contradictions and tensions.
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