The Problem of Worker’s Consent to Extreme-right Regimes and Movements 

Session I [15th December 14,30 – 18,15 - ROOM F2]

Stefano Musso (University of Torino), Fascist Trade Unions and Workers 

The totalitarian nature of the Fascist regime required the establishment to seek an active consent on the part of the population. For example, Fascism needed the mobilization of the Italian people through a nationalist rhetoric in order to support the aggressive foreign policy based on the revising of the Versailles resolutions. 

Trade unions were the main instrument for acquiring the working class consent, although Fascist trade unions operated in a contradictory way. On the one hand, the search for consensus required that the workers were assured some improvement in their condition. On the other hand, the negation of class struggle summed up in the slogan that "the selfishness of the classes must be subordinated to the higher interests of the nation", and the consequent primacy given to production, severely restrained the defence of worker interests. 

In the 1920s the fascist regime mainly supported the interests of industrial entrepreneurial élites and middle bourgeoisie. Fascist policies resulted in a compression of wages, restoring the pre-war income differentials between blue collars and lower middle class. In the second half of the 1930s however, when the winds of war started to blow, the increased need for worker consensus led to a partial reverse of the previous policies.  While the Twenties were characterised by the weakening of the Fascist Unions’ aspirations, in the second half of the 1930s Fascist unions were given several powers denied in the 1920s.

The Regime’s propaganda targeted for the working class insisted on the future construction of a new social order. People should evaluate Fascism not only for what the regime already did, but also for what it would achieve after winning the war, which would allow for the creation of a new international order.  

In exchange for the sacrifice to the nation, the "place in the sun" thus conquered would guarantee the necessary resources for better working conditions.

The hierarchical principle applied in the workplace insisted on merit, on the individual contribution offered to production that contributed to the strengthening of the nation. This promoted the glorification of professional competencies and led to the reorganization of local unions into groups based on specific skills. In this context, the renewed corporative system promised upward social mobility for militant and committed workers. 

Davide Tabor (University of Torino), To be Fascists in thousand different ways. Workers Members of the PNF in Turin (1922-1943)


The paper will address the issue of the relationship between workers and Fascism in Italy during Twenties and Thirties. It will analyze a particular case (Turin, in northern Italy) and it will focus on workers who belonged to National Fascist Party (PNF). As you know, in past decades the Italian historiography about Fascism has debated a lot on the issue of popular consent to the regime, and the researches in this field are mostly concentrated on the propaganda aimed at the working classes, on the repressive forms and on public opinion. Instead, my research, still in progress, focuses on the reconstruction of the mechanisms of social consensus through the study of the personal data file of workers members of PNF in Turin. The goal is to identify some models of proselytism activated by Fascism to the working classes: it will examine quantitative data - from the archive of the members of the Turin party federation - about the case study, and it will conduct a qualitative analysis on a small sample. The intersection of macro (policies aimed at the workers) and micro elements (members’ behavior and actions promoted by various actors of the local PNF) will allow to formulate some hypotheses about the dynamics of consensus-building and, more generally, to proceed in the research on the social history of Italian Fascism. 

 

Edmondo Montali (Fondazione Giuseppe Di Vittorio), Nazism and workers 

The objective, explicitly stated by Hitler from the beginning of his government, in January 1933, was to make the German people again militarily ready to meet the challenges of the future.

The economy was the instrument which was to allow Germany a renewed military power and its interests were to be put at the service of the highest interests of the nation.

The nation, rearmed according to the wishes of Hitler, had to rely on the compactness, the support and consent of the Volksgemeinschaft, the community of the people. In this case the experience of World War I became, in the imagination of the Fuhrer, a real obsession. Any challenge Germany had to face, it had to avoid the so-called "collapse of the home front" of 1918, in the eyes of Hitler's betrayal that had given at the Germany a humiliating role of decadence.

The war that inevitably awaited Germany would meet, this time, not only a healthy population and integrates ready to face it, but also a nation ideologically cohesive around the Fuhrer. 

The economic measures should not lead to excessive lowering of the standard of living (especially of the working class). Even in the event of a war, however, it was considered inevitable and total.

For this reason, next to the control of the wage, they were used the levers of fiscal and social policy to control the working class so strategic in war production. In addition, special attention was being paid to associations such as Kraft durch Freude,  Hitlerjugend , etc.

A Welfare state in the service of the war and the war, with the exploitation of resources and populations deemed inferior, as the only way to continue to support the welfare state and the living standards of the Germans who, in the name of this situation, would be more easily linked also to the most brutal and murderous actions of the Nazy regime.

The German working class was integrated with important measure in the totalitarian mechanisms, which shared some advantages. The exploitation of resources, material and human, of conquered peoples for the benefit of the German population changed significantly also the conditions under which the world of work was facing the war, at least until the Allied strategic bombing on Germany will make the living conditions of the population really hard. Moreover, the regime was able to introduce measures concerning labor law that showed real attention and not just rhetoric to work. The reactions to the difficulties of the war for the working class did not translate into a collective action but rather in a trend already noticeable in the years of peace: the withdrawal into private isolation. In this process a particular importance is covered by social modernity that the National Socialist movement embodied and which manifested itself in a substantially vertical mobility unknown to the German company.

Vanessa Ferrari (Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa-Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München), The "Battle for the Soul of the German Workers": National Socialism and its Workers' Literature (1929-1933)
In 1929 the NSDAP started to promote on its periodicals a literature on factory and factory work, the so-called 'nationalsozialistische Arbeiterliteratur' (or NS-Arbeiterliteratur, national socialist workers' literature). The aim of the Hitler party was to gain the consent of the dreaded blue-collar workers by supporting a literature written especially for them on the model of the communist and socialist one. 

A 'workers' literature' developed in Germany already in the 19th Century as the mouthpiece of the social and political needs of the labour movement. The Nazis imitated deliberately this democratic and socialist genre. In accord to a larger propaganda project developed at the end of the 20's, the NSDAP began to steal melodies, texts and authors from the working class tradition in order to win the blue-collar workers for its cause.

The NS-Arbeiterliteratur was published initially in the magazines of the Strasser Brothers and then in 'Arbeitertum', the journal of the pseudo-unionist wing of the Nazi party, the NSBO, Nationalsozialistische Betriebszellen-Organisation. From then on the promotion of the NS-Arbeiterliteratur was part of a propaganda project, that was carried on until 1938. In my contribution I will outline the propagandistic use of this literature and describe the topics that the NSDAP used to attract the working class before 1933. I will also depict the reaction of the workers.

Jorge Torre Santos (University of Modena and Reggio Emilia), Franco’s Regime and workers

The analysis of the relationship between the Franco and Spanish workers starts from the civil war in the Iberian country. Parties and labor unions, in fact, not only formed focus of the opposition to the rebels, but their ability to gather and organize, compared to the fragility of territorial control by the central government, multiplied their importance during the conflict. In particular, the growth in the sphere of influence of the trade union confederations UGT and CNT led to what has been described as a sort of "trade unions based social and political life". It is clear that for Franco supporters workers' organizations were the enemy to be destroyed during the war, while the control of the working class became a goal of fundamental importance for the subsequent consolidation of the dictatorship. Along with the repression, the regime promoted the "solution" of the social question through the creation of a union structure closely linked to its political apparatus: the Organización Sindical Espanola (OSE). It was a single union, of compulsory registration and so-called vertical or of mixed character, including both masters, and workers (divided, however, into different locations within the union organization). Moreover the union had a fundamental role in the labor market, by controlling the professional card (mandatory since 1940 for access to the workplace) and the employment. The elements more specifically related to the control of discipline in factories and in the labor market were accompanied by a third level of the OSE concerned with welfare, articulated around Obras Sindicales, in charged of promoting, among other things, the construction of homes, 'health care and leisure time.

Much of the system created by the Franco regime to frame the workers and encourage their consent to the system can be connected to the structures created by other dictatorships in the first half of the twentieth century. In the Spanish case, however, we must distinguish at least two major periods. In the first, which in the historiography was just referred to as "first Francoism", the tools of repression and consent act on a generation of workers exhausted by war and defeat in a country with significant elements of political and economic isolation. From the second half of the fifties, however, considerable changes occur, both within the regime and in the composition of the working class. The political and economic demands of a new generation of workers are directed towards new forms of action, which through their mingling with Franco’s trade unions make the whole system shake. These elements are certainly related to the specificity of the Spanish political contest, but that as regards contracts, representation and contract arrangements have remarkable similarities and factors of homogeneity with the reality of other democratic European countries, in particular with Italy.

Luigi Ambrosi (University of Calabria), The propaganda of the Movimento sociale italiano (MSI) between 1960s and 1970s

This contribution aims at analysing the relationship between the neo-fascist Party, the Movimento sociale italiano (MSI), and the Italian workers between 1960s and 1970s. In this phase, precisely in 1971 and 1972, MSI reaches the historic peak of its electoral consensus. The political strategy aimed at enlarging its social base towards different categories of workers is here reconstructed: not just the working class, but also civil servants and the so called lumpenproletariat. The analysis keeps account of the Italian territorial differences, through the most significant events (in particular, localist revolts of Battipaglia and Reggio Calabria in the South and the “autunno caldo” in the North). Considering the scarcity of archive sources, press and memoirs of the Party’s political leaders are maily used. For this reason we focus above all on propaganda and communication of MSI and of the trade union associated to it, Cisnal, with particular attention to the issues of co-management and corporativism, and populist discourse (the workers incorporated in the “People”, meant as an economiacally and socially undistinguished unit, against “the élites”). An attempt is made at assessing the levels of workers’ consensus obtained in such a way.

Session II [16th December 9,00 – 13,00 - ROOM F2]

Xavier Vigna (Université de Bourgogne), What workers tropism toward the far right parties in France?

For twenty years, a series of analysis, first in political science and then in the journalistic field, focused on an alleged workers propensity to vote for the National Front. Therefore, in France, it’s very common to read now that the FN is the “first workers' party”.

The issue of my paper is to question this reality, and its eventual novelty, taking into account five elements: a conservative and minority fraction in the French working class since the end of the XIXth century; the strong geographic variations which also refer to various industry branches; the deindustrialization, which caused the accelerated decline of an industrial working class; the weight of abstention and other political choices for working-class voters; finally, the political field, and especially the vanishing of Labor movement.

We would like to analyse the importance of this vote, but also to question the consistency of this analytic discourse. In particular I propose to consider it as a self-fulfilling prophecy and as a new variation in the old discourse, which traditionally dishonoured the working-class, accused of favouring “extremist” parties (the Communist Party in the past and the FN nowadays).

Gilda Zazzara (University Ca’ Foscari Venezia), Workers and “leaguism”. The case of Veneto

This contribution is about the issue of the Northern League Party’s consent among   industrial workers in historical perspective. In 1983 the first “league” – founded in the Veneto region few years before – obtained the majority of its votes in the small municipalities of “Pedemontana” which is situated in the Padanian Plain at the feet of the Venetian Pre-Alps. This area was characterized by the high level of labour force participation and by a net of small-sized enterprises. This industrial structure remarkably increased in the recent decades. Notwithstanding the small size of enterprises a high level of unionization took place. The first consent for the Northern League came from those who used to vote for the Christian Democratic Party (DC), that traditionally had been hegemonic in the region, but also from left wing voters - the case of the city of Schio is an example. The main core of the League’s ideology was the criticism of central State and the national parties, accused of an excessive State aid and exaggerated support to South of Italy. In the first period the League succeed in representing itself as a defender of the culture of “hard labour” and productivism as antithetical values to “laziness” and “parasitism” of southern workers. The highlight on ethnic-cultural features went hand in hand with the use of a localist, autonomist and also antagonistic language, that was historically rooted in the popular-rural classes. League’s propaganda worked on the new working class of small firms, structurally insecure and unstable, used to “make your own”, with expectations toward becoming autonomous workers. The slogan “priority to Veneto people” to access employment was one of the main points in the first program of the League. Global migrations and economic crisis modified this stance to “priority to Italians” and to xenophobia. The League was consequently transformed from a localist movement to a national one. This attitude spread over the boundaries of the right wing front and affected also leftist trade unions. Today many rank-and-file organizer of the CGIL are Northern League voters. Moreover, some union leaders ask the employers to preferentially hire “indigenous” workers, in order to defend wage levels and production quality. This paradox leads back to the “double mandate” on the part of Veneto’s industrial workers at the time of industrial growth: to DC in politics and to CGIL in the workplace.

Dimitris Kalogiannidis (Greek Network of Labour and Labour Movement History), The institutional interventions of Metaxas Regime in the trade union movement (1936-1941)
The dictatorship of 4th August was imposed at a time when the labour movement arose in the greek society, after a period of massive workers mobilizations and struggles which triggered a series of intense processes in the trade union movement. A basic feature of the politics of the 4th of August regime is that it did not suppress the trade unions but after cruel persecutions and deportations of dissidents trade unionists in exile islands and through a series of institutional interventions placed them under state control. The basic architect of these interventions was Aristeides Dimitratos a former communist and experienced trade unionist of the interwar period who was at the same time general secretary of the General Confederation of Greek Workers and Deputy Minister of Labour in the National Government of General Metaxas. Dimitratos promoted one of the most controlled models of General Confederation of Greek Workers which strengthened the police role of the trade unions, inaugurating a self-assertive model of labour. 
In an attempt to gain workers consent the dictatorship satisfied a series of long-standing demands of the labour movement such as the foundation of Social Insurance Institute, the implementation of the law for social insurances and the establishment of the eight-hour work for both public and private sector. Alongside with these concessions replaced “the outdated class struggle with the collaboration of the classes” in order to improve national production.  Also as a typical fascist regime encouraged the mobilization of the workers in favor of the regime in various ways, such as: with the formation of Labour Battalions, with the introduction of the workers day, with the massive and organized participation of workers in national parades and religious feasts and finally by establishing Labour Days in favor of the regime. 
The goal of this paper is to portray the main institutional interventions of the dictatorship regime within the trade unions movement, which contributed to the centralised reorganisation of the unions and promoted their absolute control from the state. It will also focus on the basic practices   introduced by the regime in order to manipulate workers ideology and through intimidation to gain their consent and finally it will explore the level of this consent in combination to workers resistance practices.
Marko Grdešić (University of Wisconsin-Madison), Images of populism and producerism: political cartoons from Serbia's “anti-bureaucratic revolution” (1988)

Serbia's “anti-bureaucratic revolution” of 1988 was a key link in the chain of events that lead to the violent dissolution of Yugoslavia. The protest wave featured a good deal of participation from workers, though protest demands frequently revolved around Serbian nationalist grievances and inter-ethnic tension in Kosovo. This paper analyzes public discourse by investigating a collection of about 800 cartoons published in the Serbian press in 1988. This provides a way to investigate the wider resonance of Slobodan Milošević's populist turn. The analysis points to the relevance of producerism, an ideology which celebrates blue collar workers as productive and demonizes political elites as parasitic. The analysis encompasses three different newspapers in order to locate ideas which resonate across the political spectrum. The most important commonality is the portrayal of bureaucrats as lazy, often portrayed as sitting in arm-chairs, a symbol of their unproductive character. Therefore, the broad popularity of Milošević's populism can be traced to firmly entrenched notions regarding productive and unproductive work. Producerism can itself be traced to the regime's Marxist roots and concepts such as the labor theory of value or the base and superstructure model.

Maria Grazia Meriggi (University of Bergamo), Migrations, working class and xenophobic tendencies in France in the  20’s and 30’s

I propose an analysis of the "French case". Nancy Green - there a few years ago - indicated this case as Plurinational comparable to the case of USA: workers immigrants arrive in French formerly from Belgium, the German states, the Italy and especially from Eastern Europe, finally, in the 20s of XX century, from the Maghreb. In these worlds of work there is a constant oscillation between xenophobia and brotherhood through - in situations and periods that make possible - the inclusion of migrants in organizations autoctones workers. Membership of the workers to the political right as we see the chess products other reformers political course already for the episodes Yellow ('10 years of XX century) and especially between 1938 and 1940. It was mainly the back in the workplace especially if the emigrants were seeking to organize following the directions of local organizations.

For the labor market workers is indeed the scene of the division between them and overcome complex mediations are required; division of the elements are the profession, qualification, education, the ability to organize, the generation and citizenship. These are aspects of the condition of workers often contrasted with the slogans adopted by well-organized workers, fraternity in the employees condition. To summarize these tensions in a formula and the forms by which the political actors have used, we could say that the labor market and the necessity to organize it impose a permanent tension to opposite poles of what we find and xenophobia internationalism. Between these poles various behaviors and contradictory attitudes are observed, which all seek to govern the labor market, to escape the "market forces" in a context of democratic consensus. The "national preference" - the slogan of the political right in worker circles - is   a possible use from the moment the hopes and projects of self-government labor market supported by adequate legislation which leaves free organistions to integrate migrants by conflict. This route requires special attention to the work of the Work, of Main d'Oeuvre Etrangère et Main d'Oeuvre Immigrée (Moe and Me).

The sources are very large: the varied press of the period, the sources of the Paris Police Prefecture and the Ministry of Interior in the National Archives, especially the "Moscow fund".

