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The original Spanish-language version of this comic book was published in 

2010 by the International Campaign Against Protection Contracts with the 

support of a number of Canadian, US, European and Mexican unions and 

labour rights NGOs. Although the comic book was produced specifically for 

Mexican workers, it also provides a good explanation to trade unionists in 

other countries of a problem particular to Mexico –the practice of employers 

negotiating protection contracts with unrepresentative unions without the 

knowledge or consent of the workers covered by those agreements.  

what is a protection contract 

without the workers who are subject to the contracts being involved in the 

negotiation and approval processes. 

the workers covered by the contracts, who are unaware of the existence of 

the contracts. 

that are not democratically elected by the workers they claim to represent, 

and from whom, in many cases, union dues are deducted. 

involvement of the workers.

introduction to the english version
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2010 is the centennial of the Mexican Revolution. It is the year of o0cial 

celebrations, parties and joy. Bearing this in mind, it is worth asking 

ourselves if we have something to celebrate. In the late 19th and early 20th 

century, Mexico was in a very di0cult position. Although the Porfirio Díaz 

dictatorship (1876-1911) ushered in significant technological development 

and considerable economic growth, it was also responsible for a dramatic 

increase in poverty, which triggered an economic, political, social and 

cultural crisis that turned the population against the president and his group 

of “advisors” (a group of scientists), and against the government in general.

The most severely a7ected social classes were the workers and campesinos 

(peasant farmers). For instance, miners worked around 14 hours a day 

under dreadful conditions in mines, most of which were owned by foreign 

capital. The mine owners accepted no responsibility whatsoever in cases of 

accidents. The miserable wages were not su0cient to satisfy the workers’ 

and their families’ basic needs, and the company stores condemned workers 

to unending debts that their children inherited. 

In this environment of poverty and exploitation, the first revolutionary 

ideas were born, which were greatly influenced by the thoughts of 

European intellectuals from the late 19th and early 20th centuries. These 

new ideas reinforced the democratic and liberal principles of that era that 

were in direct conflict with the ideology of the Porfirio dictatorship, and 

introduction
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served to legitimize the struggles of campesinos and workers, the main 

victims of the regime.

The ideas that most influenced the revolutionary movement were those 

of the Flores Magón brothers. In the Liberal Party manifesto, Ricardo 

Flores Magón demanded guarantees and respect for freedom of the press, 

freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, the restoration of uncultivated 

lands to the people, abolition of the death penalty, the elimination of the 

brutal penitentiary system, the cancellation of the campesinos’ inherited 

debts, the establishment of the eight-hour workday and the minimum 

wage, and the enshrinement of right of the Mexican citizens to take part 

in public affairs. 

These ideas were the foundation of Francisco I. Madero’s strong 

opposition to the Porfirio Diaz regime. Although, Madero’s participation 

in the Revolution has been questioned, what is certain is that his book 

La sucesión presidencial en 1910 (The presidential succession in 1910) 

triggered the revolt. Thus, the rebellion lead by Madero was an appeal 

to the dignity of the Mexican people to put an end to an antidemocratic 

political system, one that was closed, oligarchic, and humiliating, in which 

only a few could “make politics” that  only benefited their own small 

group. The uprising against Diaz was made in the name of the democratic 

and moral principles contained in 19th century constitutions, which were 

never put into effect.

The 1917 Mexican Constitution is the legal manifestation of these ideals and 

revolutionary demands. At first, Venustiano Carranza only sought reforms to 

the 1857 Constitution, but the discontent generated by the failure to address 

the demands of both campesinos and workers forced him to recognize those 

demands in a new document, the 1917 Constitution, considered one of the 

most advanced constitutions of its time. 
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However, today we need to acknowledge that the current situation for 

workers is not so di7erent from the reality faced by workers and campesinos 

of the last century. But there is one additional aggravation: despite the fact 

that all the essential social rights are now recognized in the constitution and 

in various laws, for instance the right to employment, freedom of association 

and the right to bargain collectively, these rights are systematically violated. 

The purpose of this comic book is to profile the situation of Mexican 

workers in the 20th and 21st centuries. Various mechanisms are used to 

prevent workers from exercising their union rights. They face corruption 

and complicity between governmental authorities, employers and “o0cial” 

unions that sign Employer Protection Contracts. This comic also aims to 

make readers reflect on their own working conditions and the obstacles they 

have to face in order to organize democratic and independent unions, and 

to show how the revolutionary ideals and social demands that triggered the 

1910 Mexican Revolution are still relevant. 
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glossary of names and terms that appear in the comic

Flores Magón brothers 
Ricardo and Enrique Flores Magón were leaders of the Mexican Liberal 

Party (PLM), a left-wing political-military organization that opposed and 

eventually helped to overthrow the Porfiro Díaz dictatorship. In 1906, 

the Flores Magon brothers spent six month in exile in Canada, living 

underground on Toronto’s Spadina Avenue. 

Francisco I. Madero
Madero was an important leader of the opposition to the Porfirio Díaz 

dictatorship, and after the fall of the dictatorship he became president for 

three years (1911-1913) before being deposed and executed by military loyal 

to Díaz. 

Venustiano Carranza
Carranza was president of Mexico from 1917-1920. Although no great 

supporter of workers, Carranza brought in progressive labour legislation 

under pressure from sectors of the Casa del Obrero Mundial (see below) 

who had supported him in his battle against the revolutionary armies of 

Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa. 

La Casa del Obrero Mundial
Formed in 1912, the Casa del Obrero Mundial (House of the Workers of 

the World) was a militant, left-wing union, most of whose members were 

concentrated in Mexico City. Despite its political leanings, the union 

made a tactical alliance with Carranza, forming “red battalions” to fight 

against the armies of Zapata and Villa, and losing many of its members in 

the process. 
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Exclusion Clause
An “exclusion clause” is a clause in many collective bargaining agreements 

in Mexico requiring all employees in a particular workplace to be members 

of the union. Perversely, when such a clause is included in a protection 

contract, it allows an unrepresentative union to compel the employer to fire 

any workers attempting to form or join an independent, democratic union.   

Recuento
When there is a dispute between two or more unions to determine which 

union holds legal title to a collective bargaining agreement, the labour 

authorities sometimes hold a recuento, or union representation election. In 

cases where a protection union is being challenged by a democratic union, 

such elections are often held by voice vote in front of representatives of 

management and the protection union. Workers who dare to vote for the 

independent union are often fired. 

Toma de Nota
In Mexico, people chosen to be leaders of a union must first be approved 

by the government labour authorities. Because these labour authorities are 

usually linked to “o0cial” unions, employers and the governing political 

party, they tend to approve unrepresentative leaders that have negotiated 

protection contracts with employers and sometimes refuse to approve 

democratically elected leaders or leaders linked to other political parties.
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Three years ago, Juan left the 
fields and started working in 
a factory. First in one, then 
in another. There he joined 
the Casa del Obrero Mundial 
(House of the Workers of the 
World) union, where he learned 
how important trade union 
and class consciousness are 
to overcoming obstacles.

Since the government and 
the employers would not allow 
workers to exercise their right 
to join a union, Juan and his 
co-workers and workers from 
other factories organized a 
clandestine union.
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After several months 
of preparing to go on 

strike, their plans were 
discovered by the 

employers.
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In response, the 
boss hired thugs, 
who attacked the 

workers with clubs 
and stones…  
and guns.

The order was clear: 
prevent the workers from 
organizing their union and 
going on strike at all cost.

Juan felt a shot in the 
stomach… he hit the 

ground… and all went black.



18

The situation has not changed much since then.
There are still obstacles imposed by the government and 
employers that prevent workers from organizing democratic 
unions. The employers sign contracts for their own benefit, 
behind the workers’ back, which is why they are called 
Employer Protection Contracts.

The Employer 
Protection Contracts 
are signed without the 
participation or consent 
of the workers, which 
is a violation of an 
essential human right, 
freedom of choice. 

What’s 
up with him? 
How did he get here?

It doesn’t matter 
right now!! 

He’s bleeding; get some help 
- - a doctor!!

We can’t keep him here in the 
factory. You know it’s not allowed. 
They could fire us all. Better to 

take him somewhere else.

We can’t leave him like this. We better call an 
ambulance and we can all chip in to pay for it.
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No den lata, déjenlo dormir, 
¿no ven que está enfermo?

¿Se va a quedar 
con nosotros?

¿Quién es abuela?

Estábamos en huelga 
                 y nos atacaron 
        los carrancistas…

  ¿Los carrancistas? 
pero si estamos en el año 2010, 
       y de eso que me habla 
         ya pasó mucho tiempo.
     Creo que algo más le pasó.

¿De dónde viene
   usted, joven?

Since there is no room in the public hospital, Rosa 
takes Juan to her house, where she lives with her 
mom and her two kids. Rosa is a single mother and 
supports her family with her work at the factory, 
where Juan appeared.

Is he 
staying 

with us?
Who’s that, grandma?

Be quiet! Let him sleep! 
Can’t you see he’s sick?!

A week later… Juan opens 
his eyes… 
Something has 
changed; he 
does not know 
where he is.

It’s been 96 years 
since that strike in 
Juan’s factory!!

-Where are you 
from, son?

-Carranza followers!?!?- 

We’re in 2010… that happened a 

 long time ago. I think something      

     else happened to you.

We were on strike and 

the Carranza followers 

attacked us.
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Over a number of days, Juan tells Rosa and her 
co-workers about the actions that he and his 
fellow workers took to win a union that 
represented them and improved their 
working and living conditions, of the 
clandestine flyers, their newspapers and 
their strike.

Rosa and the other workers are also organizing to  
form a union in their factories. They want to 
improve their working conditions, to get overtime 
pay, holidays, a decent salary, and profit-sharing 
benefits. Already, they are being threatened and 
dismissed by the employer.

The employers don’t want us to be organized 
in democratic unions. 
It is not in their interests.

Rosa invites Juan to join her at a 
union meeting at a co-worker’s place.
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 Juan sabe mucho de esto. 
Ha trabajado clandestino 
      mucho tiempo

  ¡ Ten cuidado Rosa, 
      no podemos confiar en él, 
no vaya a ser un soplón ! 
   Recuerda que están en riesgo 

     nuestros trabajos, 
ya nos ha pasado otras veces, 
que viene gente nueva y luego 
    resulta que nos denuncia 
           con el patrón...

At the meeting Juan meets Mateo 
and Luis. They have been organizing 
the workers at the factories where 
they work. However, there is always 
the same problem: after they have 
organized a worker assembly, 
elected a union committee, and 
filed for the union registration, the 
employer shows up before the labour 
authorities to declare that they 
already have a union and that first 
a recuento (union representation 
election) must be held… 

And then come all the obstacles 
and unfair dismissals.

Now they have to organize themselves 
clandestinely, so that the boss does not 
interfere in their decisions, and they are 
able to win title to the collective 

agreement at the recuento.

Juan knows 

a lot about this. He has 

worked clandestinely for 

many years

Be careful, Rosa! 

We can’t trust him… he could 
be a snitch. Remember that our 
jobs are at risk. It’s happened 
before; new people come 
and they rat on us to 
the boss.
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Juan tells them stories about his 
union struggles: the organizing drive, 
the worker assemblies, the strikes, 
the repression, beatings… All listen 
intently; although they do not know 
where he comes from, they can relate 
to his story. 
He seems to be from a di/erent time.

He talks as if Carranza’s 
followers were still alive

Mmm… 
this dude is weird.

How come he doesn’t get it? 
The fight is against the 
protection contracts and 
the corrupt unions that 
protect the employers
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¡No nos dejan 
   decidir nada!

   A todo tenemos 
que decir que sí... 
   o nos aplican la 
  cláusula de exclusión.

     ¡Hay muchas fábricas 
   donde ni sabemos 
         quién es el sindicato! 

Y, ante las autoridades, 
    aparece uno que dicen 
     ser sindicato, 
 que simula elecciones y 
    firma contratos colectivos 
            que no nos benefician.

What are you 
fighting for?

We want 
to get the protection 

union off our backs; none of 
us chose it. It doesn’t defend 
our interests and it’s always 
agreeing with the boss — 

it ties our hands.

Juan was 
                     staggered.

We are not allowed 
   to say anything!

We have to agree all the 
time or else!! They apply 
the exclusion clause in the 
contract to get us fired.

                There are lots 
        of factories where 
         we don’t even know 
             who the union is! 

      In the eyes of the authorities, 

   there is indeed a union, one that       

      simulates elections and signs 

           protection contracts that 

                 won’t benefit us.
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Juan doesn’t understand a thing.

But… the purpose of the union 
is to help you, to organize 
you and improve the lousy 
conditions and eliminate 
the violations of the Federal 
Labour Law committed 
by the employer. 

They control the 
union so we can’t    
organize ourselves    
  and demand 
    our rights…

Where did you get 
        this guy from, Rosa? 

    Doesn’t he get it? 
         Isn’t he a snitch?

        Here, the union and the boss are the 
   same thing; they make agreements 

         behind our backs.
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     …así sin pago, ni nada…

      ¡y peor!, 
nos boletinan para que no 
       nos contraten 
                en otro lado.

El sindicato nos tiene callados 
    y le cuida su lana al patrón, 
           por eso los llamamos 
                 de Protección Patronal.

Rosa tries to 
explain things 
to Juan…

… If someone says 
something or tries to 

organize a democratic union, 
they simply fire them; that’s 

why they have the exclusion 

clause… 

… 
Without any 

compensation... nothing, and 
even worse: they blacklist 

us, so we’re not hired 
elsewhere!

They use the union to tie our 
hands. They sign Employer 
Protection Contracts that both the 
law and the authorities say are valid, 
even though the workers 
don’t agree or even know of 
their existence.

The union 
   keeps us quiet and protects  

  the boss’ dough...
    that’s why we call them   

   Employer Protection Unions.
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This cannot be true! 
    You’re wrong!

You have to request 
  that the union call 

a worker assembly.

There are no assemblies!
                 We don’t know    
             what or who         
              negotiates 
    with the employer!

We can’t stand up for    
    ourselves because if we do,     
        we’re fired 

           immediately!

I’ve never seen the 
collective agreement!

But they say that a contract 

    already exists!

                    It’s unilateral; 
             it only protects the    
      employer and it doesn’t  
    improve our wages and 
            our quality of life! 
                   IT’S NOT DEMOCRATIC!

 That’s an Employer  
   Protection Contract!

                The contract was done before   
   they opened the factory. They did it  
  as they wished… 

   to protect the boss and 

        his interests!
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¡Huyamos 
        compañeros! 
     ¡La policía agarró a los 

       que volanteaban y 

vienen para acá!

              It’s like this everywhere!    
    Factories, maquilas, shops, offices, etc.    
   And there is no union committee 
                  to complain to...

Juan insists on 
the importance 
of the union.

Let’s get out of here!
The police have busted 
the compañeros with the 
flyers! They’re coming 
for us!
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All the workers 
 who had gathered 
    ran away…

…. afraid of being caught and beaten.

                  Juan does not understand.
 
           Why do they want to 
            organize a union if 
            they already have one? 

 He believes he can 
  convince them to 
     trust the union. 
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Juan hands out 
flyers of his own 
at the factory.  Support the union, 

  not the disunity

      Rosa must know     
           about this. 

Miguel, another worker, 
watches Juan’s activities 
with keen interest.
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 Juan, 
  you can’t do this!  
        You’re 

          betraying 

               us!

Miguel 
approaches Juan    
      and tells him 
                        not to listen.

       Rosa is always causing trouble 
           with the union. 
                     I’m from the union and 

                                   you can help us.
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¡Miguel engañó a Juan!

¡Lo tiene embaucado!

   Lo están engañando, 
      tenemos que

   sacarlo de ahí.

Miguel tricked Juan! 
He’s taken him in

     He’s one of them! 

Yeah… he’s a snitch!

 No, he isn’t like that!

Rosa tells them 
who Juan is…

He’s been tricked; 
we have to get him 
out of there.
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Juan listens intently to 
Miguel. He’s happy to find 
someone from the union.

            “We represent 
  the new union movement   

  of the 21st century   

          and we defend 
   the sources of jobs 
          and labor peace!

And… 

   what does   

    that mean?

       Come with me. 
    
     I’ll explain to you 
      how the union works 
        here at the maquila.
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-

While walking down the 
street, Miguel starts to 
explain his activities. 
Juan is confused.

                  productivity; 
          make more with less,    
     multitasking, be a team player,  
      make an extra effort, 
        be grateful for your job...

              This is weird… 
  this guy doesn’t know 
anything about unions. 
He talks like those on top…

All for them, none for us.
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Miguel tells Juan that they have the 
collective bargaining agreements under 
lock and key. That the government guards 
them and that’s the way it should be. 
                He keeps saying, “It’s for their own good”

        We’re the only ones  

   that have the key. The government 

   and the employer accept us as the union, 

           and that’s good enough.

             No one else 
       needs to be involved. 
   The law says it’s legal, so it’s legal. 
 We know how to build a 

    modern union movement.

Miguel turns to look at Juan… his 
face looks like the face of a vulture.



35

Mira Juan, ahora vamos a 
festejar nuestro encuentro 

y ahí te digo cómo nos 
puedes ayudar.

¡Vamos!

This man, Miguel, is no friend. He can’t be trusted.    
   He’s selling them like dogs to the boss.  
  And the government acts as if nothing is     
       happening, and they talk about respect 

             for union autonomy. 

                Just like what happened to me.

   …and there 
  I’m going to make 
   you sing like 
            a canary.

Juan, let’s go celebrate 
our meeting, and I’ll tell 
you how you can help us.

 Let’s go!
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Already drunk, Miguel tells    
   Juan all he has done for the 
     boss using the union. Juan is shocked; 

he cannot understand 
why Miguel has done 
all those things.

Miguel also tells him 
that he has had to 
“disappear” some 
leaders that had 
tried to organize the 
workers.

Miguel is a killer!

              They give me 
       money, and with  
   my union registration 
  and my toma de nota  
  (government certification   
        of his appointment as 
                 union leader)

                    I’m off to do 
                   some work for  a                 
                      another 
                           maquila.
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Another drink, Miguel?

         It won’t take long 
     for him to be completely   

             wasted. 
    I have to go tell Rosa and 
          the others.
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Juan ran and ran until he arrived exhausted at Rosa’s house.

Juan tells her about Miguel’s plans.

 I now understand, 
       please forgive me. 

       What do we do now?

       I told you, 
    it isn’t a real and 
        democratic union;   

            they are just  
                criminals.

                    You said he’s drunk, 
        didn’t you? 

               I have an idea!
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Rosa and Juan come up 
with a plan to make Miguel 
confess all his crimes 
to the police.

Rosa teaches Juan how 
to use a tape recorder. 
While Miguel is tied up 
and drunk, Juan makes 
him confess what he 
has done: the thugs, the 
negotiations behind 
the workers’ backs and 
the payment from the 
employer to make a 
collective agreement 
with no benefits for 
the workers, and… the 
“disappearances”.

When Miguel wakes up sober, 
Juan shows him the recording. 
Miguel surrenders and admits   
   using the union to favor 
       and benefit the boss.

  YES!
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Miguel’s statement 
has reached the 
newspapers. With the 

news coverage, the 
workers gain the courage 

to organize and rebuild 
a democratic union.

Now, 
while their 

legal problems 
are being sorted 

out, let’s get 
organized.

Assemblies, meetings, plans 
and practice drills for the 
recuento are organized.

DAYTIME

AT NIGHT
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In the factory, the workers launch a major 
campaign to uncover all the lies of the 

protection union and learn what a free, 
autonomous and democratic union is 

all about. They win the right to have 
civil society groups and other workers as 

observers at the recuento. 

They freely elect representatives to 
their union committees, and they 

encourage women 
workers’ participation.
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People are working 
better now. They 
understand the role of 
a democratic union, and 
the importance of having 
a Collective Bargaining 
Agreement that is 
negotiated bilaterally.

And all of a sudden, a 
big explosion is heard...

Juan returns to 1914, 
to the struggle at the factory where he was shot.

 His   
     compañeros say 
     that now the right 
   to strike is going to 
   be recognized by 

    the law, that the   
     government will   
             protect us!

        No!
      We better be 
well organized and 
  defend ourselves!! 
  Let me tell you 
     why we can’t 
          trust them...



¡No nos dejan 

   decidir nada!






