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Radio Lorraine Cœur d' Acier, 

Longwy-France, 1979-1980: 
Reacting to the Threat of Unemployment 

INGRID HAYES 

Between March 1979 and January 1981, France's largest trade 
union confederation, the Confédération Générale du Travail 
(CGT), set up a radio station, Lorraine Cœur d'Acier (LCA, 
Lorraine Heart of Steel), as part of the Longwy steelworkers' strug-
gle. Many of LCA's programmes were taped and deposited in the 
Archives Departementales de Seine-Saint Denis (Bobigny), allowing 
research into the station's role in the 197g-8o campaign against job 
losses. 1 The steelworkers were challenging the plan of the French 
government and the European economic authorities to restructure 
the European steel industry and render it more globally competi-
tive. However, they eventually lost their struggle and although the 
loss of jobs was, at the time, almost totally compensated for by the 
retirement or voluntary severance of steelworkers, the blow was 
fatal for the region: 6,500 jobs, half the global number of steelwork-
ers in the industrial basin ofLongwy, disappeared within two years. 
Unemployment had already risen since the crisis began in the 
middle of the 1970s; it multiplied by seven within five years, reach-
ing a level of over 2,200 people in May 1979. In the latter years, it 
rose even further. When a new restructuring plan was announced 
in 1984 (a cutback of another 3,000 jobs), unemployment had 
already reached 13 per cent of the workers (9 per cent on a national 
scale), even though 6,ooo people were crossing the border every 
morning to work in Luxembourg. 2 

The crisis of the French steel industry had started a good fifteen 
1 LCA was on air for 21 months, 12 of which (Mar. 1979 to Mar. 1980) were recorded. 

The tapes have partly been transferred to CD for ease of access and conservation. Only 
programmes directly related to the struggle of the steelworkers were transferred to CD, 
but the tapes still exist, and it is to be hoped that the remaining tapes will eventually also 
be transferred. 

2 Gerard Noiriel, Longwy: immigrés et prolétaires, 1880-1980(Paris, 1984), 388, 394.
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years earlier.3 The advocates of restructuring maintained that the 
French steel industry was too expensive, operated in conditions 
of overproduction, and was internationally uncompetitive. Since 
1966 there had been considerable lay-offs and restructuring, not 
only of the steel industry itself but also of the iron mines in 
Lorraine which supplied the industry. In the mid-1970s the steel 
crisis began to affect Longwy. In 1977 one of the big steel firms 
controversially cut 5,000 jobs in Thionville, not far from Longwy, 
which triggered a strike and protests calling for nationalization of 
the steel industry. One of the arguments was that as the patronat 
(the employers) had already benefited from substantial govern-
ment subsidies, nationalization seemed logical. The government 
of Prime Minister Raymond Barre, from the centre right Union 
pour la Democratie Française (UDF) of President Giscard 
d'Estaing, however, insisted that nationalization would not solve 
the French steel industry's problems. In the following year the 
government revealed a rescue plan that would cut a further 21,000 
jobs in the steel industry, mainly in the Lorraine region. In 
Longwy alone, 6,500 jobs were jeopardized. It was obvious to the 
trade unions, political parties, and the general population that the 
region itself was under threat. Steel production was the only eco-
nomic activity in Longwy and the surrounding areas. Half of the 
28,ooo workers in the Longwy region were registered as steelwork-
ers, and most of the other half also depended on the steel industry 
for their livelihood. 4 The decimation of the steel industry was tan-
tamount to condemning the whole region to dereliction. 

The workers were not actually unemployed at the time, but the 
threat of unemployment acted as a catalyst for their resistance. 
This essay will explain their reaction to this threat and demon-
strate how the threat of unemployment and the use of a new 
mode of action, the radio station, affected the collective identity of 
the Longwy steelworkers. 

Resisting Unemployment 

This region has had a strong local tradition of labour militancy 
since the early twentieth century, and the most obvious reaction 

3 For details see Michel Freyssenet, La Sidérugie française 1945-1975: l'histoire d'une faillite,
les solutions qui s'affrontent (Paris, 1979). 

4 Claude Durand, Chômage et violence: Longwy en lutte (Paris, 1981), 13, 102. 
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was therefore to organize a large-scale protest campaign, which 
started in December 1978 and lasted for eight months.5 It was 
Longwy's longest protest cycle and acquired a national dimension. 
Massive protest marches took place, including one by 12,000 chil-
dren on 24]anuary 1979. Different unions formed a local alliance. 
The pressure was so intense at the beginning that even the local 
Gaullist political party Rassemblement pour la Republique took 
the workers' side. 

By the standards ofFrench industrial relations, an unusual level 
of violence marked the campaign against the restructuring of the 
steel industry. The press focused on the violence at the end of a 
huge demonstration in Paris on 23 March 1979. The CGT insisted 
that the police had instigated the disturbances. 6 Whoever was 
responsible for the violence in Paris, the police were not responsible 
for a series of violent incidents in Lorraine. On 28 December 1979 
management offices were broken into, windows were shattered, 
and furniture destroyed. On 26january 1979 files were burned in 
the offices of the metal industry employers' organization, Union de 
la Metallurgie. In addition to these acts of vandalism, violent 
clashes occurred with the police. On 30 January 1979 the first 
attack on a police station took place and riots erupted at night in 
and outside town. Disapproving of this action, the CGT tried to 
keep control of the movement's modes of action and discouraged 
recourse to violence. It did not go so far as to condemn those steel-
workers involved, arguing that the government and patronat had 
provoked the violence by the announcement of redundancies and 
the tactics of the police. 

A wide repertoire of action was used in 1978-9. Although the 
events of 1968 in Longwy had been relatively small scale because 
of a long strike in 1967, the campaign against redundancies of 
1978-g echoed the widened repertoire of action deployed in May-
June 1968.7 As in 1968, in 1978-9 there were factory-wide general 
assemblies, strikes, and workplace occupations. 8 These activities 

5 Noiriel, Longwy, 390. 
6 On this subject see Régis de Castelnau, Daniel Voguet, and François Salvaing, La 

Provocation (Paris, 198o);Jean-Claude Monet, 'Maintien de l'ordre ou création du desordre? 
Les conclusions de l'enquete administrative sur la manifestation du 23 mars 1979', in Pierre 
Favre (ed.), La Manifestation (Paris, 1990); Claude Picant, Le 23 mars 1979: une provocation poli-
tique (Paris, 1981). 

7 Gilles Nezosi, La Fin de l'homme dufer, syndicalisme et crise de la sidérurgie (Paris, 1999), 
53-79.

8 If the repertoire of actions can be linked to 1968, then as Vigna observed, the defeat 
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took place mainly during the first few months, when the struggle 
was most intense. 

One mode of action requires particular scrutiny because it tran-
scended the traditional trade union campaigns. The opérations coup de 
poing (literally: 'punch operations' or stunts) flirted with illegality and 
sometimes violence, and elicited a great deal of media interest. 
They were spectacular one-off actions designed to enhance the 
struggle's profile and popularity as well as involving people outside 
the factory, especially, as far as the local Confédération Française 
Democratique du Travail (CFDT, French Democratic Confeder-
ation ofLabour) was concerned, the unemployed. The first of these 
actions was the CFDT's occupation of a slag heap on 9 December 
1978. Not to be upstaged, on 29 December the French Communist 
Party's (PCF) factory cell in USINOR-Longwy occupied the 
Parisian office of USINOR's managing director (USINOR was one 
of the two large privately owned French steel firms). On 17]anuary 
1979 the CFDT and the Confederation Générale des Cadres (CGC, 
General Confederation of Middle Management) occupied Longwy 
railway station. Finally, the CGT occupied the main public revenue 
office in Longwy on 18 January 1979 and blocked the Comité
d'Entreprise of USINOR on 26january.9 These stunts were a way 
for the CFDT to compete with the CGT although it was much 
smaller. In response, the CGT initiated a few opérations coup de poing, 
even though it was more cautious about breaking the law and 
always accused leftists of provoking police retaliation against the 
workers. 10 It is unclear whether these ethereal leftists had an audi-
ence among the steelworkers, or whether they were simply inven-
tions of CGT /PCF rhetoric. The only leftists referred to on LCA 
were Alain Krivine, who came from Paris for a meeting, and a 
small number oflocal Maoist activists who regularly spoke on LCA, 
one of whom was a member of the local CFDT. 
of the steelworkers can also be considered the closure of the '1968 years'. Symbolic of this 
closure might be the CGT's failed attempt to occupy USINOR in spring 1979. Xavier 
Vigna, La Contestation ouvrière pendant les années 1968 (Paris, 2oo6), 107, 141, 142; and id., 'Luttes 
clans la siderurgie en 1979: la fin de !'insubordination ouvriere', in Philippe Artieres and 
Michelle Zancarini-Foumel (eds.), 1968: une histoire collective (1962-1981) (Paris, 2008), 75o-3. 

9 Chronology provided by Albert Falcetta. 
10 On 31 Mar. 1979 a debate was organized on LCA with Alain Krivine, the Trotskyist 

leader of the Ligue Communiste Revolutionnaire (LCR). A trade unioni.st explained that 
there had been trouble on the streets ofLongwy on the day that Krivine held a meeting, 
and suggested that there had to be a connection. Leftists, he said, were known for organ-
izing trouble and working against the workers' best interests. 
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The CGT therefore needed to propose alternatives to violent 
direct action. The unions were willing to deploy modes of action 
that were relatively rare for the French labour movement, such 
as illegal blockades or the occupation of administrative buildings 
or railway stations. 11 It is in this context that the CGT took the-
for it-novel step oflaunching the radio station LCA. At that time 
the free radio movement was in full swing in France, drawing 
inspiration from the British example (Radio Caroline on the 
musical and commercial side) and Italian precedent (Radio Alice 
on the political side). 12 Illegal free radio stations in France tried to 
organize themselves into a movement, despite the diversity of their 
aims. Some had commercial ambitions while others wanted to use 
radio as a political platform for those otherwise without a voice. 
One aspect united them: all were fighting against the state 
monopoly of radio and television. Around 1979 trade unions and 
left-wing political parties decided that it would be useful to identify 
with the free radio movement, which was quite popular, and to 
use this new means of communication to spread their ideas and 
publicize ongoing struggles. The main problem was that given 
their statist/public service orientation, the left-wing parties and 
union confederations did not want to end the state monopoly. 
Although the distinction was lost on the public and the police, 
these radio stations, especially the ones created by the CGT, did 
not call themselves free radio stations but 'radios de lutte' (radio 
stations for the struggle). 

At the start of the Longwy struggle, the Longwy section of the 
CFDT, a smaller rival of the CGT, launched its own radio station 
SOS Emploi. Although it was very small and few people were able 
to receive its broadcasts, the step had a huge symbolic impact. In 
response, the local CGT decided to found its own radio. The 
CGT national office supported this initiative and another radio 
station, Radio-Quinquin, was set up in Nord, the other region 
affected by restructuring in the steel industry. The CGT bought 
a powerful transmitter and hired two professional journalists from 
Paris to set up and run the Longwy station. They were both PCF 
and CGT members. One was an experienced TV journalist, the 

11 Durand, Chômage et violence, 20-44, also Christian de Mondibert, Grise economique et 
conflits sociaux dans la Lorraine sidérurgique(Paris, 1g8g). 

12 For a detailed study see Mathieu Dalle, 'Les Ondes déchaînées: analyse culturelle 
des radios libres françaises, 1977-I981' (thesis, University of Pennsylvania, Dec. 2002). 
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other worked mainly for the CGT and experimented with new 
modes of communication. From the very beginning, it was LCA 
policy that anyone on the phone or in the campaign was allowed 
to interrupt the programme. 

LCA Discourses: Regional/ National Defence, 
Economic Alternatives, Negotiations 

Given that the government's plan for the steel industry in Lorraine 
would have potentially devastating effects on the region's economic 
and social life, LCA largely focused on defending the region that 
was threatened with de-industrialization. While the French Prime 
Minister wanted to encourage workers' mobility, the CGT stressed 
the workers' identification with the region and desire for local 
employment. The trade unions deployed and invented regional 
traditions that they had habitually dismissed as spurious creations 
of the local bourgeoisie. Thus children wore 'traditional' costumes 
during the campaign. 13 The historical legacy of recurrent conflict 
with neighbouring Germany strengthened a tradition of national-
ism and a siege mentality within the local working class. The local 
and national organizations of both the CGT and the PCF were 
attuned to this nationalism. Not for the first time in their history, 
these organizations articulated a belligerent French nationalism 
and adopted a populist anti-German discourse. Evoking memories 
of the bataille du rail, local PCF and CGT activists blocked and 
derailed trains carrying imported iron. 14 Communists argued that 
the reorganization of the steel markets in Europe would favour the 
German steel industry and that the European Community should 
not restore Germany's industrial strength. Instead, French interests 
and French independence should be preserved. Indeed, one of 
the PCF's slogans for the 1979 European elections was 'Against 
German Europe'. This rhetoric drew on working-class identifica-
tion with region and nation as a vehicle for popular mobilization. 
Obviously, this strategy de-emphasized class and potentially 
excluded those without a strong sense of French national or 
regional identity. 

13 N oiriel, Longwy, 390. 
14 In a first instance of this, the local PCF publicly unloaded Swedish iron ore on 28jan. 

1979, according to the chronology of the events provided by Falcetta, CGT activist. See 
also Durand, Chômage et violence, 22-3. 
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Around the time of the announcement of the government's plan 
in late 1978, the National Metal Workers' Federation of the CGT 
issued a 'memorandum'. 15 It provided an analysis of the French 
steel industry and offered very precise proposals for how to rescue 
and modernize it. This was quite an important change for the 
trade unionists, who were used to protesting against redundancies 
but not suggesting an alternative industrial policy (other than 
demanding the nationalization of the entire steel industry). The 
memorandum also departed from traditional CGT policy by rec-
ognizing the existing economic system. Various local and factory 
branches of the trade unions debated the document. The LCA also 
disseminated the memorandum's message via round tables with 
political organizations (PCF, Socialist Party, leftist organizations) 
or unions (CFDT) and commentaries given by economic experts. 16 

The idea was to allow the mobilization to continue, but to give the 
struggle some achievable demands. According to this logic, if the 
labour movement was listened to rather than the dictates of the 
law of profit,. the steel industry's crisis could be surmounted and 
industrial performance improved. 

In terms of political context, the French Communist Party and 
the French Socialist Party (PS) had recently tried to cooperate by 
means of the Common Programme and the Union of the Left 
(19721). Despite its collapse by the time of the Longwy struggle 
and the PCF's recriminations against the PS, the political left was 
still hoping for a long-awaited victory in the 1981 presidential elec-
tions. The memorandum has to be seen in this context. Although 
the CGT was careful to stress that it was not offering a government 
policy, since this was not the task of the trade unions, the intended 
implication for a left electoral triumph in 1981 was clear. 

In addition to the alternative industrial policy, the CGT con-
structed a symbolic significance for the steel industry as part of its 
strategy of defence. The 'men of steel', and especially those in the 
Longwy area, embodied the archetypical image of the proletarian. 17 

Serge Bonnet, historian of the steelworkers, later reflected upon the 

15 'Face àla crise de la sidérurgie, les solutions de la FTM-C.G.T. pour une negociation 
immediate', Le Guide du militant de la métallurgie, 36 (Nov. 1978). 

l6 For an example of how the proposals were explained by experts see CD 4A V /690 
and CD 4AV/691, 4 Apr. 1979. For an example of a debate see CD 4AV/1040 to CD 
4A V /1043, 11 June 1979. 

17 See Serge Bonnet, Etienne Kagan, and Michel Maigret, L'Homme du fer,4 vols. (Metz, 
1976 and 1977), i. 149, 154. 
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constructed or mythical character of the image of the 'men of steel'. 
The destruction of the French steel industry therefore threatened 
not only the collective identity of the steelworkers, but also, from 
the symbolic viewpoint, the French labour movement per se. 
Historians saw the defeats of the steelworkers in 1979 and 1984 as 
the end of a historical phase for the whole French labour move-
ment, viewing with morbid pessimism its present situation. Gilles 
Nezosi also referred to this radical change identified by Bonnet, 
though not in such violent terms as the latter. The sociologist 
Michel Verret even described the situation in Lorraine after 1984 
as 'social death' or 'historical agony'. In the epilogue to his history 
of the Longwy steelworkers, Gérard N oiriel, who was himself 
associated with the LCA, echoed this sentiment, writing of the 
'end of an agonizing world' .18 Of course, their own collective idea 
of the working class has to be put into historical perspective, but 
the simple fact that they all diagnosed its death in similar fashion 
reveals the deep impact of the events of 1979. 

As well as constructing an idealized image of the steelworker, 
the CGT used LCA to comment upon the negotiations between 
the patronat, the unions, and the government. LCA regularly 
explained the state of play in the national negotiations of late 
February andjuly 1979. 19 The unions and steel industry employ-
ers negotiated the restructuring plan and measures to alleviate the 
social consequences of de-industrialization. The CGT interpreted 
the talks about social programmes as a means to demobilize 
protest and facilitate restructuring. In terms of industrial policy, 
the CGT insisted that the steel industry should not only be main-
tained, but expanded. As far as the CGT was concerned, the 
social dimension was not negotiable until industrial matters had 
been settled. The government and patronat took the opposite posi-
tion. Mter a vote in the factories to justify its position, the CGT 
refused to sign the Convention sociale (Social Convention) on 24]uly 
1979. The other unions, including the national CFDT, signed it, 
even though the local CFDT disapproved. It was an important 
blow to inter-union unity and, to a large extent, signalled the 
defeat of the campaign. 

18 Ibid. iv. 544; 'L'Homme de la terre et du feu: l'homme de la frontiere, de la guerre 
et de l'imaginaire', in Michel Verret, Chevilles ouvrières (Paris, 1995), 104; Gilles Nezosi, La
Fin de l'homme dufer: syndicalisme et crise de la sidérurgie (Paris, 1999), 282; Noiriel, Longwy, 395.

19 CD 4A V /1005, 25july 1979. 
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LCA programmes discussed various elements negotiated in the 
Social Convention. First, there was the early retirement scheme, 
offering retirement at 50 or 55 with a good pension. The CGT 
found this part of the agreement acceptable, but many workers 
speaking on the radio thought this would undermine steelworkers' 
solidarity, thereby weakening their struggle. Two other proposals 
were clearly rejected on LCA. One was the allowances given to 
those who chose to leave the steel industry (and, by implication, 
the struggle) voluntarily. The second measure that was rejected 
outright was the relocation scheme. Certain workers were given 
two weeks to settle in another part of France or face redundancy. 
The CGT was opposed to this as it considered it tantamount to 
accepting restructuring. There was a lot of talk on the radio about 
immigrant workers, the great majority of whom were from North 
Mrica. It is important to recall that the French government had 
tried to reduce immigration since 1974 and repatriate the 
'unneeded' immigrants. In 1979 new laws restricting the right to 
stay in France were introduced, and they were used to reduce the 
workforce in the crisis-stricken steel industry. Immigrant workers 
were offered a very small repatriation bonus. The CGT strongly 
opposed this measure. At first, the union stuck to its long-standing 
view that immigration should be limited, but that existing resi-
dents should be given the same rights as French citizens in order 
to limit the patronafs capacity to divide and pressurize workers. 20 

On occasion, the CGT also suggested that immigrants return to 
their native countries after having received training in France, 
thereby increasing cooperation between France and their coun-
tries of origin and easing the reintegration of return migrants into 
those societies. At the time, however, the CGT was changing its 
position on immigration and from April 1979 on, the local trade 
unionists speaking on LCA defended the right of the immigrants 
to stay and tried to persuade them to do so, explaining that the 
repatriation bonus was less than they would gain by staying. This 
policy shift came about because trade unionists connected the 
state's immigration policy with its restructuring of the steel indus-
try. Jean Soulignac, a local trade unionist, explained that the state 
wanted to expel immigrants in order to be able to close their fac-
tories more easily: 'The immigrants are 40 per cent of the workers 

20 René Gallissot, Nadir Boumaza, and Ghislaine Clement, Ces migrants qui font le 
prolétariat(Paris, 1994}, 57.
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in USINOR, especially in the phase liquide that they want to close 
down. How strange!' A few days later he added: 'It has to be 
understood that without immigrant workers the French economy 
will come to a stop ... so they work it out since they want to grad-
ually dismantle the working tools in all the industries . . . the 
redundancies imply the elimination of the steel industry, and the 
elimination of the steel industry inexorably implies the deportation 
of the immigrant workers in France, which is neither in the 
French worker's nor France's interest.'21 LCA therefore deemed 
it important to fight against the deportations of immigrant 
workers. By defending the immigrants, it argued, the trade union-
ists were defending the interests of all steelworkers. 

Identity Challenged: Worklessness, Gender, Ethnicity

The threat of unemployment destabilized the collective identity 
of steelworkers and trade unionists. As an examination of the 
radio station records reveals, the struggle against unemployment 
generated changes and new contradictions in the identity of 
Longwy's steelworkers. 

First, individual workers' reactions to unemployment-whether 
trade unionists or not-had some significance for their self-per-
ception. These people did not speak for the trade union, but were 
personally confronted with the prospect of unemployment. As well 
as threatening collective identity, unemployment destabilized the 
individual sense of self and caused a state of personal anxiety. 22 

LCA openly welcomed any testimony on that subject. However, 
the workers themselves rarely spoke on the radio, especially about 
their individual situation. When they made a statement, most did 
so on behalf of their union or because there was an action or a 
strike in their factory. As a result, their own anxiety was obscured 
by a collective discourse. The journalists at LCA tried to get chil-
dren to express their fathers' anxieties by making them report the 
conversations going on at home, but they usually only succeeded 
in getting the answers the children thought were expected of 
them. 

21 CD 4A V /761, 22 Apr. 1979, CD 4A V /790, 29 Apr. 1979. 
22 A medical study dated 1980 once again confirmed that the number of psychosomatic 

illnesses rose in these situations, Le Républicain lorrain(5 Mar. 1980). 
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Gerard Noiriel's study ofLongwy stressed the centrality of work 
to the construction of workers' identity. Mter all, in a region 
where immigration contributed greatly to the formation of the 
local working class, employment provided the only chance for suc-
cessive generations of immigrant workers to achieve 'integration 
into the national community and to defend a dignity that had 
been refused to their parents'.23 But, surprisingly enough, work 
as such was rarely mentioned on LCA. The trade unionists talked 
about strikes, negotiations, or factory elections, but rarely of the 
labour they performed. Work was sometimes mentioned in other 
ways. Medical experts discussed the negative impact of work on 
people's health: for example, the medical and social consequences 
of shift work in the steel factories. In addition to this detrimental 
aspect of the working experience, the positive aspects were also 
mentioned. On a few occasions, broadcasts took place about 
women working outside their homes. Most women in that area 
did not work, and the discussion explained the advantages of paid 
employment. 24 Working women themselves, who were usually 
activists in either the trade union or the Union des Femmes 
Françaises (UFF), the PCF's women's association, put forward 
their arguments in a very traditional way. It is true that, in such 
a mono-industrial region, employed women were a minority. In 
this, Longwy did not join the trend leading to the women's liber-
ation movement of the rg7os. The only radical feminist from a 
woman-only Parisian radio libre ('les radiotteuses') to visit the 
station was given an ambiguous welcome. She tried to point out, 
from what she saw, the very small part that women played in 
LCA. One trade unionist started defending men against what he 
felt was an attack: 'It's not men's fault, it's a national policy, espe-
cially at school.' A journalist talked about another local trade 
unionist, explaining that he always did his best to help his wife 
'cast offher chains', and deplored that 'nowadays you can't tell a 
woman she's beautiful anymore'.25 The reactions that were aired 
on LCA seem to indicate that the women's movement had not 
yet reached Longwy: feminism was anti-men and pro-capitalist, 
male activists were the potential saviours of women, and tradi-
tional relationships were viewed with nostalgia. Talking about 
their own experiences, women activists mentioned the difficulties 

23 Noiriel, Longwy, 389. 
24 e.g. CD 4A V /689, 4 Apr. 1979. 25 4AV/711, 9 Apr. 1979.
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of maintaining their relationship with their children. Although 
they admitted feeling guilty, they also said that on the whole they 
would rather keep on working. They also tried to convince those 
who did not work outside the house to do so, saying that it could 
bring them freedom, independence, and that it was a good way to 
socialize and join a collective environment. The type of arguments 
used implied that the value of women's employment was still not 
obvious in Longwy. However, things were more complex since, 
progressively, non-working women took an important part in the 
radio and formed a substantial part of the radio's inner circle 
around the journalists. This contradiction created some tensions 
between the two groups of women, the first corresponding to 
the idealized image of the working woman, the other of non-
working women volunteers in fact closer to the heart of things at 
LCA. 

The journalists mediated the questions of gender and identity 
at the radio station. They reinforced the arguments of the women 
activists about work, though sometimes in a patronizing tone. 
Coming from Paris, these intellectuals influenced by 1968 felt the 
need to introduce new questions and new ideas. Although they 
were men, they did not match the masculinity of the steelworkers; 
they were hardly men of steel. As intellectual workers talking 
about literature or poetry (and one sharing child-rearing and 
household duties with his wife), the journalists challenged the 
steelworkers' sense of masculinity. Steelworkers did not question
the journalists on this score. Yet when women spoke about 
women's issues, their statements did not have the same legitimacy 
as the pronouncements of the male journalists: some things were 
easier to take from men. Also challenging the crucial roots of steel-
workers' identity, the discussions ofworkingwomen were discon-
nected from, and transcended, the steel industry. 

Men monopolized work in the steel industry but rarely spoke 
about it specifically on LCA. There were a few exceptions. On 12 
and 24 April 1979, for example, two programmes described the 
labour process in different factories in great detail. 26 In March 
and April, three old steel or mine workers narrated their working 
lives. Between May and July, however, LCA largely remained 
silent on this subject, reflecting both the more pessimistic mood 

26 CD 4AV /769. 
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of the campaign as well as the narrowing horizons of, and declin-
ing participation in, the radio. Some people went to the studio to 
talk about their work, but they had specialist or rare jobs, such as 
travelling entertainer, road mender, acrobat, or dog breeder, and 
the programmes were made not to convey a collective work expe-
rience but to inform the listeners about curiosities they might not 
know much about. 27 

An examination of the radio broadcasts suggests that the steel-
workers' identity was more fragile, contradictory, and complex 
than might be assumed. The centrality of work to identity can be 
connected to identification with a class, nation, or, even more in 
this case, a region. These complementary modes of identification 
are easier to detect on LCA than identity constructed around 
work itsel£ In this sense, LCA conveyed something quite different 
from what is expected in terms of the collective identity of the 
steelworkers. There is, of course, the paradox of a strong identifi-
cation with an industry in which the work is hard, dirty, and dan-
gerous. Such work is perhaps more easily discussed among peers, 
within the routines of working life and in situ. 

Whatever the reason, LCA also contributed to changing this 
identity by taking the struggle out of the factories. This had started 
even before the establishment of the LCA, since the street demon-
strations between December and March were made up not only 
of workers but also of their families, and people from outside the 
steel industry, such as teachers and shopkeepers. The participation 
of these groups had been welcomed as it broadened the protests 
while leaving the unions, especially the CGT, in control. 

True to the radio's purpose, the LCA reported on all activity, 
whether large or small scale, in which the CGT (or the PCF) was 
involved, because their activists immediately informed the jour-
nalists. More generally, whenever something happened, a worker 
could call LCA and read out a declaration, asking for help against 
the police, or informing the radio audience of what was going 
on. This function of LCA was obviously more central during 
the first few weeks of the struggle before the level of activity 
declined, but the reporting of activism continued until the end. 
In this way, LCA provided a new mode of communication as 
far as the unions were concerned, and a new space for popular 

27 See e.g. CD 4A V /878, 25 May 1979. 
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participation while being directly involved in the ongoing mobil-
ization outside the factories. 

When it became clear that LCA was going to be on air for 
more than just a few weeks, its role diversified. The station's jour-
nalists quickly made it clear that anybody with something to say 
on any subject would be allowed on air. In fact, anybody with an 
idea could come to the studio and have a one-off or a regular pro-
gramme. As a result, a new agenda emerged. The journalists' role 
became restricted to providing a critical analysis of the daily press, 
and they trained the trade unionists involved to do likewise. 28 As 
a result, the LCA covered a wide range of topics, from interna-
tional matters to racism, politics, the death penalty, and any other 
topic someone deemed important. People with an interest in 
music or poetry produced cultural programmes. 29 People went to 
the studio to talk about their personal hobbies, such as cycling or 
repairing old instruments. Most of these broadcasts were quite dis-
connected from work or the future of the steel industry. The atti-
tude to programming was eventually formalized and structured 
around core topics, such as immigration, justice, and the condi-
tion of women. 

Initially, the LCA mixed work-related and non work-related 
broadcasts, and the latter could be interrupted at any time if some-
thing happened in collective action. But as the struggle weakened, 
the focus began to change. There were three main trends. First, 
from May, and even more after the signing of the Convention sociale 
in July 1979, the struggle in Longwy began to focus on the preser-
vation of LCA. On 17 May 1979, for example, violent fights erupted 
between the police and a group of demonstrators protesting against 
the authorities jamming LCA. When the struggle for jobs was lost, 
the struggle to maintain LCA seemed to take its place. Secondly, 
LCA gradually became a local radio station. It was still 'a radio for 
the struggle', since it relayed any action of any scale going on 
around Longwy. When the steelworkers' struggle had come to an 
end, LCA tended to focus on local conflicts and mobilizations, such 
as a strike in a small firm in May 1979, the struggle of immigrants 
for better living conditions in their hostel, and the launching of a 

28 There was a daily programme, 'Revue de presse', which took up most of the morning. 
29 These were generally weekly programmes devoted to jazz and led by Longwy Jazz 

Action, a local association, literature, focusing on one author each week and usually organ-
ized by teachers, poetry, and various other topics. 
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local anti-racist committee in December. At the same time, partic-
ipation in LCA also declined. Thirdly, the group at the heart of 
LCA structured itself around the journalists, who gradually found 
peers in the neighbourhood, in particular teachers, with whom they 
had more in common than with steelworkers, especially on cultural 
matters. At the same time, workers were less present as the struggle 
declined. 

All three trends departed from the national CGT's initial 
rationale for the LCA. It was clear that something new was 
coming to life, a different mode of action, with different preoccu-
pations and deep local roots. Transcending the narrow confines of 
the struggle for the steel industry, the radio station also gave less 
space to themes of work and workers and much more to the world 
outside the workplace. 

Still, the radio station relied on the participation of steelwork-
ers. Through their involvement they challenged their social status, 
general assumptions about themselves, and their sense of identity. 
Working for LCA subverted the representational function of, and 
hierarchy within, the trade unions. Those involved with LCA 
usually did not belong to the elected leadership of the trade union 
movement. Most of the traditional leaders were good at writing a 
leaflet or leading an assembly of workers, but learning how to talk 
freely on air and to improvise was a different matter. Those who 
learned these skills and emulated the radio professional felt that 
their experience at LCA had broadened their perspectives, espe-
cially on cultural matters. These people were actually able to 
imagine a different future for themselves: one that would lead 
them out of the working class. One such individual discovered a 
talent for writing, eventually published a book about his experi-
ences, and was invited onto a national TV programme.30 Another 
thought that he might be able to replace the Parisian journalists 
on their departure. This participation in the radio station sub-
verted the normal social order in which steelworkers remained 
steelworkers and their children followed in their fathers' footsteps. 
It must also be stressed that none of the people working at LCA 
openly described themselves as future members of the unem-
ployed; in fact the unemployed were rarely mentioned except as 
a general group existing on a national scale. The only exceptions 

3o Marcel Donati, Cœur d'acier: souvenirs d'un sidérurgiste de Lorraine (Paris, 1994). 
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were schoolleavers who were either unemployed or felt threat-
ened by unemployment. 

The journalists played an important role at LCA because of the 
way they used their cultural capital and power. This is one reason 
why so little airtime was devoted to industrial work. The journalists 
from Paris created a framework within which the trade unionists 
operated. The intention was that the amateurs would learn from 
these professionals. The trade unionists appropriated cultural and 
historical references and learned to express themselves with the 
help of irony and subtle jokes. However, they rarely talked about 
subjects that the journalists had not sanctioned. The experience of 
working at the radio station was genuinely transformative for the 
trade unionists, but they also internalized a sense of cultural infe-
riority. This transformation seriously challenged their identity as 
steelworkers but simultaneously revealed the way in which the 
ethos and practices of professional journalism subtly shaped LCA. 

The metamorphosis of the steelworker participants in the radio 
had other implications. Over time, LCA gradually moved away 
from the role the CGT had envisioned. Eventually, the CGT felt 
it was investing a lot of money in a tool it could no longer control. 
As the struggle had ended, the radio could not possibly continue 
the role the CGT had assigned to it. The journalists were the first 
to feel the impact of the union's change of attitude. Without 
advance warning, the CGT decided to stop paying them in the 
summer of 1980. In September, after the summer break, LCA 
stayed silent. In November, a new team started LCA again, but 
although it had the same name, it was a very different station. The 
participating trade unionists displayed a different kind of behaviour 
after the restart. Those who had been deeply changed by the expe-
rience were ready to contest what the union and the PCF said. 
This, in turn, signified a challenge to the institutional sources of 
the steelworker's identity. 

Two groups-women and Inigrants-played a particularly 
important part in the construction of a new agenda of identity on 
LCA's airwaves. The working class of Longwy was composed of a 
large proportion of immigrants and their descendants. Immigration,
mostly from Poland, Belgium, and Italy, had been strong since the 
region had begun to industrialize in the 188os.31 Italian immigration

31 Maryse Tripier, L'lmmigration dans la classe ouvrière en France (Paris, 1999), 53.
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in particular had a large impact on working-class organizations, 
since many of the Italian migrants of the 1920s and 1930s were anti-
fascists and became members of the CGT and the PCF. The immi-
grants mentioned on LCA were not from this earlier generation, 
but came from North Mrica. The first immigrants from Mrica had 
arrived in the region in the 1930s but their numbers grew signifi-
cantly during the 1950s and 1g6os. By 1978-g, however, the CGT 
had still not managed to organize them on a large scale, partly 
because of xenophobia and racism. On LCA there was a clear will-
ingness to accommodate the migrants, voice their concerns, and 
rally them as an important part of the community. North Mrican 
migrants had their own weekly programme, La Parole aux immigrés, 
which was partly in Arabic. There were two trends: programmes 
essentially of (usually male) immigrant testimonies about their life 
in France; and programmes that explained a particular aspect of 
the struggle in Arabic. Beyond this, the problem of racism was 
addressed and condemned regularly. Having said this, matters were 
not straightforward. The way in which migrants participated in 
LCA showed the difficulty of forging and sustaining unity between 
the French nationals and the migrants. Apart from La Parole aux 
immigrés, migrants rarely spoke on air. Surprisingly, this programme 
was, for the most part, restricted to the North Mrican immigrants, 
although the workers of Italian origin, including the second and 
third generation, were on the whole, much more numerous. Of 
course, this was linked to the fact that Italian immigration was older, 
and Italian migrants were more strongly integrated into the local 
working class. But Italian immigration was a subject often referred 
to, so it could have been a strong part of the specific programme. It 
is significant that it was not. Beyond this, only a few North Mricans 
(all Moroccans) participated in LCA. Also, LCA aired La Parole aux 
immigrés on Sundays in part of the programming schedule that 
nobody else wanted. Migrants were sometimes spoken to in a highly 
patronizing way, and North Mrican societies were at times pre-
sented stereotypically, as if there was no class structure or conflict. 

One journalist spoke of 'the pride of the Arab man' and 'the 
strong sense of hospitality there is over there', without acknowl-
edging that these general statements were based on preconceived 
cultural judgements. 32 There was also a tendency to characterize 

32 CD 4A V /707, 8 Apr. 1979. 
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North African societies in terms of their state of advancement on 
a scale of development or customs. The North African immigrants 
involved in the programme did the same thing. An Algerian 
activist explained that the Algerian people had the means to resist 
and would not submit 'because it had been civilized by the 
French'.33 Asked ifhe would have married a woman who was not 
a virgin when he was younger, he answered in the negative 
'because he wasn't civilized enough yet'. 34 When trade unionists 
and journalists who worked at LCA were later asked in interviews 
who they would like to meet again, no one mentioned North 
Africans. This shows that the links between the French nationals 
and the immigrants dissolved after LCA shut down for good. 

However, the way in which LCA was organized made it rela-
tively easy for women to participate. Women formed a large 
majority of contributors, speaking on their own behalf, not repre-
senting a militant group of some sort, and performed an impor-
tant role in the emergence of programmes that were not related 
to work or the steel industry. This majority female participation 
did not, however, signify a position of power at LCA. In the first 
few weeks, most women devoted themselves to service tasks, such 
as cleaning or food preparation. Very few women spoke on air 
and their number rose only very slowly. Women never organized 
the programmes and very rarely participated in the editorial 
meetings. When female experts were invited, they spoke on issues 
within a traditional female domain, such as abortion, social work, 
or midwifery. When a woman eventually presented a programme 
on LCA, it was a weekly children's programme, Les Mini-cœurs
d'acier. 35 Even when the condition ofwomen was discussed, male 
journalists dominated the debate. 

This discussion of the role of immigrants and women at LCA 
leads to a number of conclusions. Despite the shortcomings men-
tioned above, LCA tried to address the problems of both groups 
and devoted airtime to them. By doing so, LCA presented a more 
diverse picture of those involved in, and affected by, the struggle in 
this region than the unions and the PCF, who focused exclusively 
on the French, male, white, organized steelworker. However, the 
distribution of power at LCA also revealed that to construct strong 
and equal relations between the different groups was not an easy 

33 CD 4AV /789. 34 CD 4AV ho86, 22june 1979. 
35 Les Mini-cœurs d'acier, a programme which was broadcast on Wednesday afternoons. 
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task. The struggle in Longwy and the practice at LCA suggests that 
the organized labour movement had problems adapting to changes 
in post-war French society, namely, the growth of the immigrant 
and female workforce. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the history of LCA shows that the creation of a new 
and effective mode of protest offered a transformative experience 
for those who participated in it. This experience did not eradicate 
the longer-standing identities, but it had the potential to destabi-
lize them. Furthermore, this venture confirms that the CGT was 
capable of being flexible in its efforts to mobilize the working class 
against the threat of unemployment. However, it was difficult for 
the CGT to conceive of unemployment as a collective experience 
and this seriously hampered its willingness to organize the French 
unemployed themselves. 

The history of LCA provides a chance to listen to the voices of 
those the trade union leadership and the political elite claimed to 
speak for and represent. During the struggle in Longwy in 1979-
8o, despite the mediation of the journalists who ran LCA, the 
people threatened with unemployment constructed representa-
tions of themselves and forged their own discourse of protest. 
They did this at a turning point in French history. The struggle to 
'save' the French steel industry was eventually lost. The region 
may live on, but it is a shell of its former sel£ Despite nationaliza-
tion in 1981, Longwy and the steel industry's defeat was confirmed 
in 1984 when the Socialist Party under newly installed Prime 
Minister Laurent Fabius broke its former commitments and 
decided to implement the restructuring plan. 

Efforts were made to regenerate the region. A Pôle Europeen 
de Developpement (European development plan) was created in 
1985 for that purpose, associating Longwy, a part of Belgium, and 
Luxembourg. The aim was to attract multinational plants by 
offering material and financial advantages, and cheap, relatively 
trained labour. Daewoo, which opened its first plant in Longwy in 
1988, benefited strongly from these advantages-European, 
national, and regional. But the repercussions of the Asian financial 
crash put an end to the Korean episode in Lorraine: in 2002, 
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three plants faced closure. The hardest struggle took place in 
Longwy-Mont Saint Martin at the end of 2002 and the beginning 
of 2003. Only one plant was re-bought, but not all the workers 
were taken on again. Most of the other workers never found 
another job. The unemployment rate remains slightly above the 
national average, the loss of jobs having been partly compensated 
for by a loss of population. Between 1975 and 2005 the steel indus-
try in Longwy disappeared. Out of 39,000 employed people, 8,700 
also disappeared, while the number of people working across the 
border in Belgium or Luxembourg rose from 6,ooo to more than 
15,000. Between 1975 and 1999 the global population lost nearly 
23,000 workers. 36 

36 Catherine Lévy andJean-Claude Feite, 'Un aspect de la reconversion des zones 
industrielles', <http:/ /www.nancy-luttes.net/soutien.kamel.daewoo/ documents/Catherine 
ShanghaiFr.htrnl>, (2003), accessed 19 Nov. 2008. 




