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The organisation of the Italian General Confederation of Labour corresponds to a model which has its roots in a firm class conception. The CGIL is the union that is articulated in category [trade] federations which group the workers on the basis of union history. Our membership cards all look the same; to find out to which category we belong you need to open them and look at the inside page.
The confederal model is based on the principle: one class, one union. The interests of economically dependent workers – exploited workers, one would have said when political economy categories, instead of juridical-sociological ones, were used – are the same. All workers, men and women, precarious and with unlimited contract, indigenous or not, need to organise themselves to negotiate the price of their labour-power, conquer rights and freedoms and, through struggle and organisation learn to be united, compact and to fight not only for their immediate interests but for the emancipation of the whole of humanity. All of this is contained in the choice made in 1906 and reconfirmed in practice in the post-World-War II period.
The CGIL represents not only an overcoming of skilled-worker unions, but of trade-unionism that experiences the confederation as a “coalition” and, finally, also a transcending of company-level unions. Its model of unionism represents at the same time a compromise between the various tendencies because it incorporates in vestigial form the organisational forms against which it prevailed: the skilled-worker trade-union for some sectors of the world of work, which are particularly strong from the contractual point of view (for example the CGIL Medical Doctors) [a contractual sector and present in the national contract and under the category of public function ] or – a more modern phenomenon – the  grouping of workers in sorts of “microfederations”, this also to economise on the maintenance of ever larger bureaucratic apparatuses. The political-organisational triumph of the Italian confederal union model occurred when it incorporated into the general union even company unionism, making first the Councils and then the RSU  into the main union instrument for penetrating the workplaces and realizing a dialectical synthesis between company-oriented unionism, skilled-trade-unionism and general-class-interest unionism.
Today’s CGIL is the result of a struggle, at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, in order to defeat the maximalist sectarianism of those who wanted only to organise “the workers” (a struggle protracted until the 1960s and 70s when the CGIL decided to accept into their own ranks teachers and public employees !), and at the same time to defeat the so-called “revolutionary unionism” that mythicised the general strike as a salvational event and in the post-war years the struggle against corporatist – company and trade [category] – unionism. A struggle on two fronts and always in the name of the union unity of the workers !
The organisational compromise took account of the fact that the commitment to be confederal is a decision of conscience, not a spontaneous one. Spontaneity leads elsewhere: to the egoism of those who only tend their own garden, to skilled trades, the egoism of company, of category, of group, of one side, and on the other to its exact opposite, the radicalism of those who feel impotent on the level of demands and contract and only see general deadlines in which to give voice to protest.
The confederal class model represents a point of equilibrium: a movement away from this point of equilibrium, straining it, would put the unity of the CGIL at risk. We saw this in the 1980s when a failure to take account of the company-union and corporatist tendencies provoked a crisis of the confederal union in transport and other sectors.
For this reason, it is with great apprehension that we view attempts to force confederalism in the direction of the formation of “macro-categories” that are not based on the effective unification of the world of work but on the wish to weaken the confederation. It’s a big mistake !
Unionists who fight for a general union that is representative of the whole world of work have to defend the confederal contractual model with tooth and nail. The class union is an instrument of emancipation and liberation, not just the expression of the level of trade-unionist consciousness of the workers and of their leaders.

