ITALY: UNIONS AND THE PARTY

Trade union independence and the Communist Party:

The Italian
experience

CHRIS GILMORE, of the CGIL international department, describes how
activists emerged from the underground in ltaly after the Second World
War, to form trade unions and a legal mass communist party, and to
draw up a new democratic constitution. He explains why the unions
finally came to adopt the principle that no trade union leader could at the

same time be a leading official in a political party.

A5 the Nazi and fascist troops
retrcated north out of Rome in
the early days of June 1944,
they threw the lifeless body of
socialist trade union leader,
Bruno Buozzi, out of the back
of onc of the last trucks leaving
the capital. Before he was cap-
tured, tortured and executed,
however, Buozzi had seen the
signing of an agreement be-
tween the major parties in the
anti-fascist resistance (the Com-
munist Party, the Socialist Party
and the Christian Democrat
Party) to set up a single, united
trade union confederation in
post-war Italy. Thus the CGIL
(Ialian General Confederation
of Labour) was born - or rather
re-bom, since its predecessor,
the CGL, had continued o or-
ganise underground during the
20 years of fascism and war,

In fact the great majority of
trade onion leaders, and not

only the leaders, had becn ac-
tive in the resistance
movement. Many of them lite-
rally hung their weapons
behind the door before sitting
down to try and sort out the
needs of a new, democratic
trade union movement. Many
of those weapons had been
used by the workers to defend
the factories from the Ger-
mans’ attempts Lo destroy
them as they retreated.

CGIL

Splits in the CGIL

However, the unity that had
been established in the resist-
ance lo fascism soon came
under pressure. By 1948, the
anti-fascistalliance was break-
ing up at world level and the
Cold War was starting. This
division on a world level be-
tween communism and
capitalism was reflected in
Italy in a violently contested
election campaign. It was won
by the Christian Democrats
after a vicious anti-communist
campaign directed at the Com-
munist and Socialist parties,
who fought the elections on a
single platform. The tensions
between the different political
tendencies inside the CGIL
were daily becoming greater.
In July, following an at-
tempt on the life of
Communist leader, Palmiro
Togliatti, a general strike
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began developing throughout
the country. The Christian
Democrat trade unionist mi-
nority in the CGIL accused the
majority of using the trade union
movement for political ends,
and formed the CISL. A second,
smaller, split took place a short
time later, when trade unionists
attached to the newly-formed
Social Democratic party (a
right-wing split from the Social-
ist Party) and the Republican
party also broke away from the
CGIL to form the UIL.

Certainly external forces
were in large part responsible
for this situation. The Cold
War was getting into full-
swing, McCarthyism was
becoming rife in the United
States. In all countries a hys-
terical anti-communism was
growing. NATO was being
formed with Ttaly playing a
key role. Capitalism was
everywhere re-asserting its
strength and dominating the
political as well as the econ-
omic scene, after years of
subordinating itself to state
controls in war economies.

Just as, in laly, the unity of
the CGIL had not survived the
new siluation, so at interna-
tional level, that noble dream
of a single world trade union
centre was shattered when the
‘Westem’ oriented trade unions
broke away from the World
Federation of Trade Unions
(WFTU) to form the Interna-
tional Confederation of Free
Trade Unions (ICFTU). In fact,
in the Westemn countries only
the CGIL and the French CGT
remained in the WFTU. CGIL
leader Di Vittorio remained the
president of the WFTU until his
death in 1957.
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Were the unions

independent enough?
But can everything really be

blamed on ‘external’ forces
and pressures? Can it all be
blamed on the new era of post-
war capitalism and the
bourgeois political parties, on
the Cold War and the judges,
administrators, and intel-
ligence agents operaling to
persecute individuals and
divide organisations?
Centainly with hindsight,
and in the light of the recent
ignominious collapse of ‘so-
cialism’ in Eastern Europe, the
left must take a good look at
those post-war years oo, After
all, they were the years when
the regimes of Eastern Europe
were established and put into
place, and they were years in
which Stalinist hegemony in
the world communist move-
ment was virtually total.
During the period from
1945 up to the splitin the trade
union movement in [aly in
1948, the concept of trade union
independence from govemn-
ment, cmployers and poliucal
partics was [irmly established in
the CGIL’s Statutes and
policies. But while inde-
pendence from the employers
was firmly established in prac-
tice, the same cannol be said
about independence from politi-

cal partics.

Unionists were

political leaders
For many reasons this was ine-

vitable. For 20 years political
parties, as well as real trade
unions, had been banned, and

there was a deep desire among
all people, especially activists,
to participate in political life.
In addition those political
groupings who had most ac-
tively participated in the
anti-fascist struggle were the
best-equipped to ensure that
democracy was established
and defended. On the left, the
number of comrades who
understood the complex na-
tional and international

situation and were capable of
playing leading roles was
limited.

Party leader Palmiro

Togliatti
Photo: Novosti Publishing House

Morcover, the leading trade
unionists were political
leaders too. Di Viltorio was
not only General Secretary of
the CGIL, he was also a Mem-
ber of the Constituent
Assembly (and after 1948 a
member of Parliament) mem-
ber of the Political Commitice
of the PCI, and, of course,
President of the WFTU.*
Other leading trade unionists,
both of the left and centre,
were in a similar position.

On the left, these comrades
had emerged from years of
exile and/or underground
work. Many were inlernation-
alists who had fought in the
Spanish Civil War, who had
also fought their way through
the Italian resistance war of
1943-45. They were cou-
rageous men and women,
often highly developed theore-
tically, and they were prepared
1o operate in the democratic
political perspective outlined
by Togliatti in his famous ad-
dress on returning to laly from
Moscow.

Armed resistance and

mass democracy
But they had little or no experi-

ence of mass democracy, and
in their intellecwual baggage
they had years of Stalinist “the-
ory' and practice, and the
Leninist concept of the ‘trans-
mission belt’ relationship
between party and trade
unions.

For many of the union ac-
tivists the passage from the
high hopes of the immediate
post-war period to the grey
world of ‘bourgeois’ democ-
racy under capitalism, was
understandably a depressing
one. The US was hegemonic in
the Western world, and Italy
was governed by the conserva-
tive Christian Democrats. The
fascist penal code was stll in
force, and the riot squads,
commanded by police officers
who had served long under
fascism, were more and more
frequently used against trade
union demonstrations.

He was also one of the most genuine worker leaders: he grew up as a farm boy in Puglia in the south-
east of ltaly, and was almost entirely self-taught, learning a great deal of his considerable vocabulary by
studying a dictionary he had bought second-hand, and fearning the words section by section
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The idea of a long, hard,
patient slog under these condi-
tions towards an undefined
socialism, left many comrades
cold. Naturally enough, many
comrades longed to be back in
the mountains again, weapons
in their hands. For some the
General Strike of 1948 seemed
like an opportunity to launch
an insurrection - a view which
Togliatti warmed againsL

Thus there was an clement
of truth in the accusation of the
minority in the CGIL, that the
majority, or at least a portion
of it, had another agenda, and
wished to use the trade union
movement in pursuing that
agenda. However, the political
environment may have made it
impossible 1o avoid splits.

Real political differences
The Cold War and the sharpe-

ning conflict between the
American and Soviet blocs in-
fluenced the situation in the
unions. In this context the
Christian Democrats, had (and
still has) significant support
from sections of the workers
and peasants. They wanted
their own trade union feder-
ation, independent of the
communist and socialist ma-
jority in the CGIL.

On the other hand, the PCI
and CGIL were desperately
striving to consolidate and
renew their structures to con-
front the new period. The
majority in the CGIL opposed
joining the new series of or-
ganisations and alliances
which were being created in
the *“Western’ camp.

It was all these factors that
probably made a split inevit-
able.

CGIL campaigns

and action

However, the CGIL was not
simply a front for the com-
munists. It was at the same
time an important force in its
own right. Italy was terribly
impoverished after the war,
and unemployment was very
widespread. There was also
the large agricultural sector
where some of the worst
abuses of working people were
commonplace. Furthermore
there were - and still are - very
large properties, much of them
uncultivated.

The CGIL, thercfore, em-
barked on massive programmes
to force the government to cre-
ate jobs. A common form of
action was the use of ‘reverse
strikes’, which were in fact
‘work-ins’ where workers car-
ried out tasks which were
necessary for the well-being of
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the community, but which the
government or local auth-
orities refused to undertake. At
the same time the poor peas-
ants and agricultural labourers
were given support for occu-
pying and cultivating unused
land. The government even
passed a law permitting this in
certain situations, but it was
never encouraged, and as far as
local police chiefs and magis-
trates were concerned, it was
positively discouraged.

The old and rich tradition of
the ‘Camere del Lavoro’, or
Chamber of Labour, were re-
established in every
medium-sized locality, and
often in small ones too. These
are in effect CGIL locals. In
the larger centres, all the
CGIL’s sectoral unions will
have their offices there, but in
the smaller centres, and in
those places where no single
union has the organisational
strength to support a full-time
office, the Camera del Lavoro
serves as a common home for
all the sectors. This gives all
local workers, whether in agri-
culture, industry or the
services, a base from which to
build and develop the trade
union movement. Much social
and trade union activity takes
place there.

On a political level too, the
CGIL was highly active, lead-
ing campaigns for peace and
against the increasing involve-
ment of the Christian
Democrat government in the
global designs of US post-war
policy. Massive demonstra-
tions were mel with heavy
police repression. Through
this repression and that of the
big landowners and em-
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ployers, many CGIL comrades
were killed and thousands lost
their jobs.

Neglecting the shopfloor
In all this, day-to-day trade
union issues on the shopfloor
were abit neglected. Certainly
the great majority of the work-
ing class of the northern
industrial triangle of Turin-
Milan-Genova were in
sympathy with the goals and
traditions of the CGIL, as were
the workers and artisans of the
Emilia Romagna, Tuscany and
Umbria, the ‘red’ central re-
gions of Italy. But with the
enormous financial resources
which the US flooded into
Italy under the Marshall Plan,
the 1950’s saw a ncw surge in
industrial production - the Ita-
lian ‘economic miracle’. It
also saw the influx of a new
labour force coming from the
agricultural South of Italy into
the factorics of the North, a
labour force knowing and car-
ing little for the industrial and
political traditions of the
CGIL.

These fresh workers were
often recruited through the
network of Catholic churches,
and the CISL, with its links to
the catholic world, was a more
natural trade union environ-
ment for many of them. In
addition, the CGIL was slow to
adapt its policies lo the imme-
diate needs of the shopfloor
and continued to concentrate

its activities on broader politi-
cal issues. This allowed the
CISL, and to a lesser extent the
UIL, to establish a base in the
industrial sector.

Losing at FIAT
1955 was the year of truth for

the CGIL. In the elections for
the workers representative
council at FIAT the CGIL was
defeated for the very first time,
after a massive anti-trade
union, anti-CGIL and anti-
communist campaign. FIAT is
the giant company of the Ita-
lian economy - il occupies a
similar place to Anglo-Ameri-
can in South Africa. The fact
that a sweet-heart union, cre-
ated by FIAT itself, was the
winncr, was beside the point.
The writing was on the wall,
and it was clear that if class
trade unionism was to survive
and have a future in llaly, a
new approach was needed.

At intcrnational level too,
despite the continuation of the
Cold War, the events in Hun-
gary in November 1956 were
deeply worrying. The PCI,
however reluctantly, sup-
ported the Soviet
intervention,* but many com-
munists left the party. The
CGIL ook a far more critical
position, led by Di Vitlorio
himself, still a member of the
Political Committec of the PCI
and a communist member of
Parliament.**

Back to the factory,

back to the workplace
The CGIL therefore dedicated

itself to a ‘return to the factory,
to the workplace’ during the
second half of the fiftics and
early sixties. The unions also
realised that, if they remained
divided, the massive restruc-
turing of Italian industry
would take place entirely at the
cost of the workers. Hence the
search for unity in action be-
tween the three trade union
confederations, CGIL, CISL
and UIL, which gained in-
creasing momentum as the
sixties wore on. This unity
blossomed in the high days of
modem [talian trade unionism,
the militant ‘Hot Autumn’ of
1969.

Inside the factories workers
faced massive exploitation.
Taylorism was in completc
command, with high-speed
production lines, and repeti-
tive work. The owners and
their foremen were the bosses,
and the unions were marginal.
Al the same time, a great mass
of the workforce consisted of
those recruited directly
from the land, from the South
of Italy, with no industrial or
class tradition behind them.
However, these new workers
were lotally alienated by their
hostile working environment,
and while illiterate in political
theory, they had learned di-
rectly aboul capitalist
exploitation on the shopfloor.

Although at the Eighth Congress of the PCI, held in 1956, the first outline of the ‘independent’ positions of
the PCI vis-a-vis the Soviet model can be clearly seen

" 1969, with the intervention of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact countries in Czechoslovakia, both
the PCl and the CGIL were extremely clear in their condemnation of the actions of the Sowviet Union and
its allies. The fact that the WFTU and the great majority of its affiliales agreed with the intervention was
yet another factor which encouraged the CGIL to disaffiliate from the WFTU shortly afterwards. Today the
CGIL is affiliated to the ETUC, the European trade union body, but has remained independent of interna-

tiomal trade union groupings
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Italian workers denmnérra te on Ma

Day in th
calling for a day of struggle for ‘peace,
work and freedom’.
Photo: COSATU
Workplace Councils dates’ names should appear on

One of the first tasks was to
overhaul the system of worker
representation at plant level.
The system which emerged
was based on the concept of a
Delegate’s Council in each
workplace. Delegate’s Coun-
cils had played a crucial role in
the trade union battles in the
1918-21 period in Turin, and
not surprisingly it was the
Turin metalworkers that called
again for the clection of Dele-
gates’ Councils. This call was
backed by the metalworkers’
unions of the three confeder-
ations (FIOM-CGIL,
FIM-CISL and UILM-UIL)
who were the most advanced
on the unity front.

One of the key principles in
the formation of the Councils,
was that cach delegate (similar
to a shop steward) should be
elected by all the workers in
their department, irrespective
of what union they belonged
to. Indeed, only the candi-

the ballot form, not their
unions; even though everyone
probably knew perfectly well
what union the candidate be-
longed to, the principle was
important (just in case there
was the danger that thc ma-
jority organisation would
swamp the others, a parallel
system was also devised under
which each union had the right
10 nominat¢ one or two seats
on the Council directly).

1968/9 - years

of action, unity

This system was nol designed
on an intellectual drawing
board, it was born out of
struggle. 1968-69 were explo-
sive years in Europe, the break
with many things, and years of
hope for radical change. The
student movement, with its rc-
jection of the capitalist values
which had so dominated Eu-
rope after the war, was an
important political force in

France, Italy, West Germany,
Holland, and to some extent
Great Britain. In France, this
movement coincided with an
equally important movement
in the factories, although the
two never found a real cohe-
sion.

In Italy, however, while the
student movement was im-
portant, the workers’
movement in factories all over
the country was literally enor-
mous. Communist trade
unionists and delegalies were
in the forefront of the workers’
struggles, but alongside them
were trade unionists and activ-
ists from other political
persuasions: Catholics, left in-
dependents, socialists, and
those whose political positions
were extremely unformulated.
The workers demands were
very advanced, and strikes
were widespread and full of
energy and creativity. It
scemed that the re-unification
of the trade union movement,
too, was rcally on the cards this
lime.

Nor were the actions
limited to shopfloor or sectoral
claims. The first great national
General Strike in Italian post-
war history, was called jointly
by the three trade union con-
federations in 1968 to demand
a new pensions deal for retired
workers. In fact, [talians now
have one of the best pension
systems in Europe. This has
been followed over the years
by a number of important
united actions. In these actions
the three confederations have
acted together in support of
common demands against all
employers and the government
of the day.
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In the militant struggles of
the ‘Hot Autumn’, workers on
the shop floor and trade union
activists were in the forefront of
building unity and movement in
the workplaces, in the towns and
cities of the country. To them it
began to seem ridiculous that at
the top of the trade unions there
should be leaders who were at
the same time leaders of rival
poliucal parties.

A new principle
Activists on the shopfloor
therefore proposed that the
unions should adopt the prin-
ciple of ‘incompatibility’. This
meant that it would be incom-
patible for a trade union leader
to also hold a political office in
a political party or government
institution. This principle was
easily accepted by the union
leadership, starting with the
metalworkers unions.
Speaking recently in Johan-
nesburg, the General Secretary
of the CGIL, Bruno Trentin,*
spoke of the sense of liberation
he felt when the incompati-
bility rule was introduced. The
problem he described was one
of roles: the trade union move-
ment has its own internal
democracy in reaching policy
positions. Its policies are nol
the same as those of a political
party, even of a communist
party. The CGIL today has
over 5 million members, while
the PCI has 1.5 million. Clear-
ly the great majority of CGIL
members are not members of
the PCI. Many arc members of
the Socialist Party (PSI), some

Bruno Trentin at a joint
meeting between the ANC

& COSATU
Photo: COSATU

belong to other small left-wing
groups, and others to the
Christian Democrats. But the
greal majority do not belong 1o
any political party at all.

The CGIL often formulates
and pursues policies together
with the CISL and UIL on a
whole range of social and
economic issues, which are of
immediate interest to all
Italy’s working people. These
policies are presented Lo all the
democratic political parties, to
parliamentlary commissions,
as well as to the government of
the day. Frequently - one
hopes often - these policies
coincide with those of the PCI,
but this does not always hap-
pen. Furthermore timetables
may be different, as may pol-
itical agendas.

Pluralism and

accountability
When major trade union

leaders were also leading

members of their respective
political parties, there was the
regular spectacle of them vot-
ing against cach other on party
political lines in parliament.
This emphasised the differen-
ces, instead of narrowing
them. And now that so often
the three federations take
major policy decisions jointly,
the problem would be much
worse.

Another factor is that of
time. It would be extremely
difficult fora leader 1o perform
his or her duties properly if
hefshe tried to take on leading
trade union and political posi-
tions at the same time. To
many people, o many wor-
kers, it would seem an
unjustified concentration of
power in the hands of the same
person, so putting not only the
principle of pluralism into
question, but also the principle
of accountability (to whom,
and by whal criteria?).

By carly 1970, the incom-
patibility clause had been
accepted throughout the Ita-
lian trade union movement,
and leading trade unionists at
all levels had made their
choices - either the political or
the trade union role. Under the
terms of the clause, no trade
unionist may hold elected of-
fice in a statec body or local
authority, or in a political
party, while at the same time
holding an elected trade union
position. Indeed if an elecled
trade union official stands for
election for political office, he
or she must resign from the

In 1969, Trentin was General Secretary of the metalworkers union (FIOM-CGIL), member of the Central
Committee of the PCl and Member of Parliament Trentin was active in the resistance in ltaly and
France, in a non-communist brigade. He only joined the PCI in 1950, as part of the ‘new generation' of
communists encouraged by Togliatti.
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trade union position at the mo-
ment hefshe declares his/her
candidacy - not after hearing
the results of the election!

The union and the party
Obviously this does not pre-
vent a trade union leader from
being active in his or her party
branch, or being elected as a
delegate to party congresses
and making an important con-
tribution. The majority of the
leadership of the CGIL is
made up of activists of the PCI
or, 1o a lesser extent, the PSI.
The General Secrctlary of the
CGIL is invited 1o meetings of
the Executive and Central
Committees of the PCI, and
the Deputy General Secretary
to those of the PSI. Their views
are valued and they make their
positions known, but they do
not have voling rights.

The same is true of aclivists
and leaders at all levels of the
organisation. When there are
major debates in the parties the
trade unionists play their full
part. In the same way, a shop-
steward who is a PCI member,
will play his or her part as a
party activist in the work of the
local or factory-based branch
of the party.

The secretary of the PCI
local or factory-based branch
will play his or her part in the
workers assemblics and work-
place congresses and meelings
of the unions. Each will be re-
specled in his or her role, and
neither should seek to take
over the role of the other.

Another factor that Trentin
underlined when he spoke Lo
COSATU was the differing
nature of the roles of the trade
union movement and the pol-

itical parties in society. He
questioned whether there is a
strict division between the is-
sues a union takes up and the
issues a party takes up.

In the view of the CGIL all
questions which effect the
worker as a worker or as a
citizen are the legitimate con-
cern of the trade union,
whether we are talking about
wages and working condi-
tions, pensions and social
welfare, housing, women’s
rights and issues, racism, edu-
cation, defence and foreign
policy, etc.

The same applies to a
democratic political party.
Clearly trade unions and pol-
itical parties each have their
own major concerns, but
neither organisation has exclu-
sive rights to deal with
particular issues. The dif-
ference lies in roles: the
political party in a democratic
country acts through the in-
stitutions of the state or the
local authority, even though it
may be a mass party, and even
though it may, and should,
campaign for its policies out-
side the strictly parliamentary
forum. However, it has the
right and duty to take those
policies into the legislative
process.

On the other hand the trade
union, using its mass strength
in the workplace, brings the
needs and interests of the
working people to the
‘counterpart’, be it employer,
government or political par-
ties. It then uses its very nature
as a negotialing machine o
pressurise the counterpart to
accommodate those needs and
interests,

The struggle for

union rights
A good example was the

struggle for fundamental trade
union rights, which supplement
those laid down in the Constitu-
tion. The metalworkers won
these rights in their National
Agreement of 1969 - protection
from surveillance, protection
from workers’ political, relig-
ious or other beliefs being
recorded by the employer, the
right to have union offices at the
workplace, the right to hold
union meelings at the work-
place, including a certain
number of paid hours per year,
the right of rade union organi-
sers o enter the workplace to
speak to the workers, theright to
put up union and political party
notices at the workplace, nights
against dismissal for trade union
activities, elc.

After months of a very hard
battle, these and other rights
were incorporated into the me-
talworkers agreement of 1969.
In May 1970 they were
adopted by parliament, as the
Statute of Workers Rights,
which is today the basic law in
Italy on this question.

For the CGIL, the inde-
pendence of the trade unions is
a fundamental aspect of a plu-
ralistic society, without which
real democracy, and hence so-
cialism itself, is unobtainable.
The sad experience of the
countries of Eastern Europe,
the countrics of ‘real social-
ism’, whose regimes have
collapsed like a pack of cards,
and whose trade unions were
massive bureaucracies totally
subservient to the ruling politi-
cal parties, should be a lesson
tousall. ¥
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