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SYNOPSIS

The thesis analyses the development of social movements 
in Ttaly in the period from 1968 to the end of the following 
decade, with particular reference to the Milanese experience 
and a focus on the 1968-9 years. It argues that the late 
'60’ s represent a transitional moment; whilst industrial class 
conflicts dominated oppositional politics in 1968-9, the 
student movement anticipated the radical redefinitions of 
politics brought about by the social movements of the 1970*s.
The changing relationship between social movements and the 
conceptualisation of social conflicts is the central theme.

The thesis is divided into five parts. Part 1 outlines 
approaches to the analysis of social protest which are 
considered especially useful because of their concern with 
agency and the specific dynamics of social movements;
Part 2 gives a historical introduction to the origins of the 
crisis of 1968-9; Part 3 is a case study of the student 
movement, and Part 4 of the workers’ movement, both concentrating 
on the 1968-9 developments in Milan. Part 5 outlines their 
consequences for the formation of oppositional politics in 
the 1970’s. It returns to the theme of ’old' and ’new’ 
political forms, taking the cases of red terrorism, feminism 
and youth protest. It is argued that the emergence of new 
social movements has provoked a fundamental questioning of 
categories of social analysis with important consequences 
for both political theory and practice.

This thesis is approximately 140,000 words long.
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GLOSSARY OF ORGANISATIONS

Since the reader may not be familiar with the 
trade unions and political organisations in Italy, which, 
to make matters difficult, are often referred to in the 
text using abbreviations (e.g. PCI, instead of Italian 
Communist Party), this glossary provides a brief guide.
It is not comprehensive, but covers those organisations 
most frequently mentioned.

The Unions

Italian unions are divided into 3 confederations:
Confederazione Generate Italiana dei Lavoratori (CGIL) 
Confederazione Italiana dei Sindicati Liberi (CISL) 
Unione Italiana del Lavoro (UIL)

Each of these is in turn divided into 'categories' according
to industry (hence FILTEA-CGIL is the textile workers'
'category').

CGIL is the biggest trade union organisation,
with 2̂ . million members in 1968. Communist 
and Socialist parties (2/3 and l/3 respectively) 
are heavily, though not exclusively, represented 
at all levels.

CISL is the second union organisation with about \h
million members in 1968. It was formed as a 
result of a break away from the CGTL in 1948 and 
for many years it was dominated by the Christian 
Democrats, though its basis is not confessional.

UIL is the third union, with about S a million members
in 1968. It includes socialists (45^), social 
democrats (30 ) and republicans (25r') in its 
leadership.

In the engineering sector attempts to overcome this 
tripartite structure saw the establishment of the 
Federazione Lavoratori letalineccanici (FLM) in 1972, but the
majority of members belong first to an affiliate 'category'
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and those who only hold cards of the FLM are a minority.
The affiliate categories are:

PIOM (Federazione Impieqati Operai Metallurgici )
is composed of engineering manual and white 
collar workers and is part of the CGIL. In 
1968 it had 271,000 members.

FIM (Federazione Italiam\ della Metallurgia)
is part of the CISL. In 1968 it had 170,000 
members.

IJILM (Unione Italiana dei Lavoratori della Metallurgia)
is part of the UIL. In 1968 it had 103,000 
members.

ACL I (Associazioni Cristiane Lavoratori Italiani)
was founded in 1944 to organise Catholic workers 
separately from the CGIL. Dominated by Vatican 
and Christian Democrat Party influences, the 
ACLI became more independent in the late '60’s.

MO (Movimento Operaio)
is the generic term meaning the official 
workers' movement. Its British equivalent 
would be the 'Labour Movement'.

Workplace Representation

Internal Commission (Commissione Interna) -
factory-based representative bodies elected 
by all workers irrespective of union 
membership. Their bargaining role was 
heavily circumscribed and by the late 1960's 
they were often out of touch with shopfloor 
opinion. Hence their replacement by Factory 
Council post 1969.

Delegates (Delegati) -
the nearest British equivalent is the 
shopsteward, but they do not in the 
Italian case necessarily belong to a 
union. They are elected representatives 
who came into being during the Hot Autumn 
mobilisations, and were later made official.

Factory Council (Consiglio di Fabbrica) -
the successor to the Internal Commission, 
it is composed to delegates and represents 
all workers in a workplace. Set up in the 
wake of the Hot Autumn, it was, however, 
much more firmly based on the shopfloor.



IX

CUB (Comitati Unitari di Rase) -
rank-and-file workers' organisations 
set up independently of the unions in 
1968-9, mainly in large factories in the 
North. After 1969 they were increasingly 
dominated by political organisations.

one Council (Consiglio di Zona) - *
set up in the early ’70's as part of the 
unions' campaign for social reforms. They 
were composed largely of delegates from 
Factory Councils in an area. However, the 
Zone Councils remained on the drawino-boards, 
and never took root.

Employers' Associations

Confindustria (Confederazione del 1»[ndustria Italiana) 
is the organisation of private employers, 
although up until 1959 it also represented 
the state sector.

Intersind Body representing state sector employers.

Political Parties

DC (Democrazia Cristiana)
has been the party of government since 
1948. Its membership is almost exclusively 
Catholic and its support comes from 
different classes, although its policies 
have favoured free enterprise capitalism.
In May 1968 it won 39% of the vote, and 
266 seats in the Chamber of Deputies.

PCI (Partito Comunista Italiano) -
the largest working class party with a 
membership of l1/. millions in 1968, and 
27'7 of the vote in the May 1968 election 
and 177 seats. It was in the government 
from 1945 to 1947, but otherwise represented 
the main opposition force. The party
paper is 'L'UnitcL1.

PSI (Partito Socialista Ttaliano) -
the first workers' party in Italy, it was 
greatly weakened by fascism. In 1947 a 
social democratic grouping broke away, 
rejoined the party in 1966 and then left 
again in 1969. In 1968 it got 15'7 of 
the vote in combination with the PSDI and 
91 seats. The PSI participated in government
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from 1963 to 1972. The party paper 
is *L 'Avanti!'.
(Movimento Sociale Italiano) - 
a fascist party. It got 47 of the vote 
in 1968 and 24 seats.
(Partito Repubblicano Italiano) - 
a historic lay centre party which took 
part in the Centre Left government from 
1963. It got 27 of the vote in May 1968, 
and 9 seats.
(Partito Liberale Ttaliano) - 
a historic lay right wing party. It got 
67 of the vote in May 1968, and 31 seats.
(Partito Social Democratico Italiano) - 
a break away from the PSI. In the April 
1963 election it got 67 of the vote, and 
33 seats.
(Partito Socialista di Unita Proletaria) 
was a left wing split from the PST 
following its entry into government in 
1963. Its strength was in the CGIL. In 
May 1968 it got nearly 5*7- of the vote, and 
23 seats.

II Manifestowas a left wing split from the PCI of 1969 
grouped around a journal of that name. It 
was important as an intellectual current 
rather than as an organised political force. 
It theorised a council communism of 
Gramscian inspiration.

AO (Avanouardia Operaia)
was set up in 1968-9. Although it had 
roots in Trotskyism, it called itself 
Marxist-Leninist. It was closely associated 
with the factory rank-and-file committees 
(CUB’s) in Milan. From December 1968 it 
published a bi-monthly journal called 
1Avanouardia Operaia1.

LC (Lotta Continua)
was formally constituted in 1969 as a 
fusion of elements (ex-members of Potere 
Operaio, student movement activists), and 
identified itself with a variety of social 
movements, of which the Fiat rebellion of 
1909 was the most formative. From November 
1969 it published the weekly paper 1Lotta 
Continua'.

MSI

PR I

PL I

PSDT

PSI UP
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PO or Pot. Op. (Potere Operaio) -founded in Tuscany in 1966-67 by activists 
associated with the reviews Quaderni Rossi 
and Classe Operaia. Important for its 
theoretical positions and for isolated but 
we 11-publicised interventions in factory 
conflicts in 1967-8. Prom September 1969 
published a weekly paper called 'Potere 
Operaio1.

ML (Marxisti-Leninis ti)There were several groups which claimed to 
be faithful to the political line of the 
Communist Party of the People's Republic 
of China, although only the PC d 'I (Par ti to 
Comunista d'Italia - not to be confused 
with the PCI) was officially recognised.
In October 1968 the Unione (Uni one dot 
Communis ti Italiani Marxist i-Leni. n i sti ) 
was founded, with the paper 'Servire il 
Popolo1, but fell apart in 1969. In that 
year Movimento Studentesco was set up 
in Milan. Based in the State University 
it took its name from the student movement 
but was a rigid ML sect.

PR I (Parti to Radicale) -
first set up in 1955, it was more a current 
of opinion than a party. Refounded in 1967 
it campaigned chiefly on civil riohts issues 
and against the fascist hang-overs in the 
institutions (laws, Church privileges).
Its influence grew in the 1970's when it 
promoted referendum campaigns on abortion and 
other issues.
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'Today the political arena is covering 
over with a new flora; later will come 
new gardeners; we should savour while we 
can the heady scents of these wild flowers 
and unruly weeds, so invigorating after 
so much deodorant and disinfectant.
The functionaries and doctrinarians of 
the former social movements rub their 
eyes in bewilderment: these struggles 
are not in the place reserved for them; 
they do not speak the language they learnt 
in the last century.'(1)

•If the multiple points of social contact 
once characterising the city can be 
reawakened under terms appropriate to 
affluence, then some channels for 
experiencing diversity and disorder will 
again be open to men. The great promise 
of city life is a new kind of confusion 
possible within its boundaries, an 
anarchy that will not destroy men, but 
make them richer and more mature.(-)

(1) Alain Touraine, Zsuzsa Hegedus, Francois Dubet and 
Michel Wieviorka, Anti-Nuclear Protest: The Opposi 
to Nuclear Energy in France (Cambridge, 1983), p.

tion
180.

(2 ) Richard Sennett, The Uses of Disorder (London, 1971), p. 92.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Writing history necessarily involves writing about 
the present. The questions that we ask of the past, however 
remote, arise out of the preoccupations and the problematics 
that we live with day-to-day in the present. To recognise 
this is not to give carte blanche to those who instrumentally 
reconstruct history as if people always behave in the same 
way; rather it makes it possible to think about continuities 
and differences, and thereby to relativise our own experiences. 
As Keith Thomas has observed this approach has positive 
features:

'The justification of all historical
study must ultimately be that it
enhances self-consciousness, enables
us to see ourselves in perspective
and helps us towards that greater
freedom that comes from self-knowledge.' ’

Anyone writing about contemporary events can hardly avoid 
being aware of how the recent past is liable to be 
retrospectively 'changed' in a matter of months. The 
problem is to put developments into a historical perspective.

Writing a thesis about the Italian social conflicts
of 1968-9 has involved a continuous coming-to-terms with
shifting points of view and perspectives. Over the past
decade, '1968' (a date which has become shorthand for

( 2 )referencing the social movements of the late '60's)' ’, has 
come to signify very different things. It is possible, 
broadly speaking, to identify a predominance of 'positive* 
accounts up until 1976; the social movements were variously 
described as 'modernising', and 'democratising' features
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of a more open and pluralist society, or as the vehicles
for a socialist revolution. Then, from 1077 onwards,
'negative' appraisals came into the ascendancy; the movements
were criticised for 'extremism1, for propagating political

( 3)violence and for creating cultural illiteracy. ' However, 
across the 'positive-negative' divide there have been many 
other attempts to analyse developments in their contradictoriness 
and complexity. Not least, the new social movements (e.g. 
feminism and youth politics) have stimulated critical analyses 
of the '68 experiences, without simply celebrating or 
criminalising that past.

The thesis reflects the times in which it was written.
The project was initiated in 1976; fieldwork was done between 
April 1977 and June 1978 (a period which including the youth 
riots of '77, and the assassination of Aldo Moro); then it 
was written up, in fits and starts,between 1978 and 1983. The 
reader will be able to detect the hopes, fears and doubts of 
an experience which the writer participated in, even though 
as an observer. But the thesis aims to reflect on both how 
the social movements of 1968-9 have been appropriated and 
interpreted by participants and commentators, and to give a 
different account of the events themselves. It is this 
double movement between constructions of past and present 
which structures and informs the final draft.

The thesis is divided into five parts: Part 1 outlines 
theories of social conflict; Part 2 provides a historical 
introduction to the origins of the 1968-9 crisis; Parts 3 
and 4 comprise case studies of the student and workers' 
movements of 1968-9, with a focus on Milanese events; Part 5
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analyses the routes leading out of 1968 to the oppositional 
politics of the following decade.

In Part 1, it is argued that structuralist and 
functionalist approaches have failed to produce adequate 
accounts of social conflicts. This is because they do not 
analyse the forms of subjectivity that are the key to 
understanding society as process. Instead, the thesis draws 
on the writings of sociologists and historians who have made 
subjectivity and agency central to their analyses of social 
conflict. It is argued that movements have dynamics which 
are internal to their development, even though they are 
related to other social forces. Their causes, the forms 
they take, and their measure of success cannot be explained 
without reference to the perceptions of the actors and their 
sense of identity.

It is this process whereby individuals and social groups 
become aware of the injustice of their situation, and act to 
redress their grievances that is the central theme of the 
thesis. As historians and sociologists have pointed out, 
protest and rebellion are 'patterned' and move in cycles, 
but their particular forms and objectives are historically 
specific. The movements of the 1960's generally, and those 
of 1968-Q in Italy, are especially fascinating because many 
of the established features of protest were changing.

The late 'oO's were years in which social movements 
became an international phenomenon. Third World peasant 
insurgency, revolts by black minorities, workers' strikes 
and student agitation not only took place in the same period, 
but were used as metaphors in different contexts. For
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example, protagonists spoke of ‘bringing Vietnam into 
the factories', whilst the black movement became a
'defining political metaphor and inspiration' for the

. . (4)women's and gay movements in the United States.' '

Of these movements, the workers' movement, with its long
history, had traditionally represented the paradigmatic
forms of social insubordination. But this period is
marked by the emergence of new movements and new political
forms. The exchanges, interaction and competition between
the 'new' and the 'old* generated radical transformations
in the nature of social conflict within capitalist countries.

In Parts 3 and 4 this theme of the 'new' and 'old' 
movements is taken up through case studies of two of these 
movements in Italy in 1968-9 - the student movement and 
the workers' movement. The Italian experiences were very 
different from those in other countries: the connections 
made between the different social movements, the radical ness 
of the worker rebellion in some factories, the intensity of 
popular anti-state feeling and so on,meant that the crisis 
of 1968-9 was especially deep. The movements had a more 
lasting and disruptive effect than elsewhere.

In Part 2 this peculiarity of the Italian crisis is 
related to the country's historical development ('the first 
of the last, and the last of the first'). It is argued that 
the Italian case is interesting because it can be seen to 
combine conflicts which are said to be typical of both a 
'developing' and a 'developed' country.

The case studies deal mainly with the workers' 
movement, which is taken to represent the central protagonist
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of conflicts in industrial societies, and the student 
movement, which is taken to be emblematic of a new form 
of oppositional politics. In 1968-9 it was these movements 
which dominated the political scene, and provided the 
models for political action in the community (e.g. housing 
struggles). It will be argued that these movements shaped 
experiences and ideas which were worked through in the 
following decade. While detailed accounts are given for 
the 'years of the break' - 1968-9 - the period in which 
these movements are considered takes account of their 
gestation in the 1960's,and then of the aftermath in the 
early 1970's. Throughout the case studies, the movements are 
examined using Milanese examples.

Taking Milan as the vantage point from which to survey 
Italian social movements as a whole inevitably involves 
difficulties. In fact, the Milanese experience cannot be 
said to represent or typify national developments. These 
varied from city to city (not to mention towns and villages). 
Milan is a city with its own particular social and economic 
structure, and political and cultural traditions. However, 
its importance to Italian life, and its role as a centre for 
a great diversity of activities, meant that Milan was also 
a centre of social conflicts.

Milan has been called the 'real capital' ('i1 capitale 
morale *) of Italy because it is a major commercial, financial 
and industrial centre where many multinational companies have 
their headquarters, in preference to Rome. Apart from having 
La Scala, the opera-house, and II Corriere della Sera, the
Italian equivalent of The Times, Milan has a complex
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cultural infrastructure; this includes publishing 
houses (these account for half the capital and a quarter 
of the employees in the sector), two leading 
universities and numerous theatres, cinemas and so on.
Historically, Milan had a crucial role in the formation of 
the nation-state, while its geographical position has 
helped make it the most cosmopolitan of Italian cities.
In the early ' 60' s, Milan symbolised the 'economic miracle' 
and progressive modernism. But in the late '60's,it was 
turned into a theatre of urban conflicts.

Because Milan was a cultural, economic and political
centre in the 1960's and '70's, it was also a site of a
wide range of social movements. The universities and engineering
factories were in the eye of the storm in 1968-9, andyin the
following years, urban conflicts over housing and other resources
were an important feature in the city's life. The various
movements, notably the feminist movement, built up networks
and counter-cultural activities so that an 'alternative Milan'

(7)came into being.' ' Thus, although the Milanese case cannot 
be taken as representative in a simple sense, the rationale for 
studying this city lies in the range of the movements which 
developed there. Furthermore, these were an important point 
of reference to oppositional forces elsewhere in Italy.

/ Q \In 1968-9 only events in Turin were of comparable significance. ' 
Making a case study of Milanese movements also has 

offered advantages in terms of sources. Secondary sources 
are plentiful, and include excellent studies. This is largely 
due to the work of sociologists based in the Faculty of
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Political Sciences in the State University, many of whom 
were participants in and observers of the social conflicts.
Their work has provided a backbone for this thesis, 
particularly for the chapters on the workers' movement, but 
also for the discussion of theoretical approaches in Part l.v ’ 
The primary sources used to range from daily papers, 
magazines and journals to leaflets, pamphlets and oral 
accounts.  ̂ ^

There were some problems with getting access to 
documentation on the movements post 1968. The libraries 
and institutes have not yet managed to collect and organise 
much of the ephemera (leaflets etc.), and no serious attempt 
has been made to build up oral history archives.^11^
Therefore private collections of material were used, along 
with tape-recorded interviews and fieldnotes. This was 
particularly important for Part 3, while Part 4 is more 
dependent on secondary sources.

Part 5 is also largely constructed out of secondary 
sources, and is more schematic than the case studies.
(There is also less focus on Milanese examples.) It 
follows up the theme of 'old' and 'new' forms of social 
conflict, returning to some of the analyses outlined in 
Part 1. The purpose of Part 5 is to bring into relief the 
process whereby the late '60's movements constituted a point 
of departure and reference for the protagonists of the movements 
of the '70's. It tries to show how the re-making of that 
past was a condition of existence for feminists and others of 
the new social movements. New subjectivities, perceptions of
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iniustices and desires for change were, it is maintained, 
produced by transforming existing political repertoires.
This process is examined in relation to three examples of 
oppositional politics.

The examples have been selected as representing ’old' 
or 'new' forms. Thus, red terrorism is considered as a 
politics which appeals to a Leninist revolutionary orthodoxy, 
and a heroic past of class struggles; which are counterposed 
to the ideas of social movements. It represents a version 
of an 'old' politics. By contrast, youth protest and, more 
importantly, feminism are taken to represent the emergence 
of a 'new' politics based on social movements. Although 
all these political currents had their roots in the 1968-9 
movements, it is argued that those protagonists who freed 
themselves of the myths created by 1968,showed a greater 
understivnding and ability to act politically in contemporary 
society. Those who projected the past into the future 
headed down a cul de sac with disastrous consequences.

Part 5 concludes by considering the late ' 70's crisis 
of oppositional politics in Italy. It was a crisis which put 
an end to a period of social mobilisations running from 1968 
to 1977, Moreover, it reflected back on the whole experience 
of the decade, provoking massive disillusionment and collective 
amnesia. But, while this loss of confidence and cultural 
disorientation was a general phenomenon, it is argued that 
it hit some harder than others. The crisis was deepest for 
those most closely associated with a traditional Marxist 
politics,while the advocates of the new social movements saw 
it as an opportunity to reaffirm their belief that
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oppositional politics had to be radically redefined to 
deal with changes in the nature of social conflicts.

This transformation of oppositional political forms 
over the 1968-78 decade in Italy is the object of analysis 
for this thesis. However, it also looks at how the very 
terms of political and social analysis changed. The 
movements of the 19oO*s and 1970's provoked important 
developments in the theorisation of social conflicts. It 
will be argued that these are not only valuable in helping 
us to understand the historical process better, but that 
they are useful in giving us a perspective on the complexities 
and ambiguities of oppositional political forms in contemporary 
capitalist societies.
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footnotes

General Introduction

1 . Keith Thomas, 'History and Anthropology', in
Past and Present, 24, 1963, p. 18.

2. The symbolic importance attached to '1968' is linked 
to the French events of May and June when barricades 
went up in the streets of Paris. In Italy it is 
frequently used to refer to 1969 (the year of the Hot 
Autumn industrial conflicts) as well as to 1968 events. 
It has also acquired a more general frame of reference 
so that the international social movements of the 1960's 
and their cultural effects tend to be bundled together 
as "68j though in the United States they date back to 
1965, and to 1966 in West Germany. In the main text* 
reference is usually made to the movements of 1968-9 to 
avoid confusions.

3. Red Terrorism has undoubtedly played a major part in 
provoking critical evaluations of the 1968-9 movements.
A past has been replayed not only in newspaper accounts 
and sociological studies, but in the court-rooms. Nanni 
Balestrini writes: 'By now it's a commonplace
affirmation to say that the April 7th operation (arrest 
of a group of extreme left intellectuals in 1979 who
in 1983 still had not been put on trial) was designed 
to criminalise twelve years of struggles by social 
movements . . . and their experiences, behaviour, hopes 
of change, refusal to passively accept the corruption 
of public life'; Nanni Balestrini, 'Anche un processo 
agli intellettuali', in Alfabeta, 49 (June) 1983, p. 37.

5. David Edgar, 'Reagan's hidden agenda: racism and the 
new American right', quoted by Paul Gilroy, 'Steppin' 
out of Babylon - race, class and autonomy', in Centre 
for Contemporary Cultural Studies, The Empire Strikes 
Back, London 1982, p. 296.

5. This theme is dealt with in the thesis in terms of
how conflicts have been defined in the discourses of 
political protagonists and commentators as 'primitive', 
'modern' and so on. However, the basic premise of this 
approach, namely, that historical development is 
measurable by an abstract model of 'modernisation', 
is not accepted. For a critique of its application to 
the Italian case, see Diana Pinto (Ed.), Contemporary 
Italian Sociology, Cambridge, 1981, pp. 1-30.
See E. Dalmasso, Milan: capitale £conomique de 1'Italie 

(Paris, 1971).
6.
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7. A number of reviews produced by the movements were 
written and published in Milan; these include:
Ombre Rosso, Classe, Re Nudo and Rrba Voglio.
The existence of radical publishers and bookshops 
facilitated the growth of a 'counter-culture'.

8. Events in Turin and other cities are analysed in 
the thesis, even though the focus is in Milan.

9. The research work carried out under the direction of 
Alessandro Pizzorno has been of seminal importance.
This is discussed in Chapter 1.

10. It should be noted that the distinction between primary 
and secondary sources is much less clear when dealing 
with contemporary history. For example, the work of 
sociologists in this thesis is sometimes used for the 
information it provides, and sometimes it is treated
as the object of study. 11

11. The Feltrinelli Institute, for example, has collected 
some material from the social movements of the late '60's, 
which has been useful. However, it has to be said that 
the sources for the 1950's are much more plentiful and 
better organised. This is not because of a shortage of 
supply; private collections abound, and many owners would 
be glad to deposit them,if they could be assured that 
they would be put to good use. However, the scant 
attention paid to the documentation of 'contemporary 
history', combined with a lack of cultural and political 
will,means that little has been done. Initiatives taken 
by women historians interested in reconstructing the 
history of their movement show what can be done where 
there is the will.
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EXPLAINTTNG SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Introduction

In the 1960's and 1970's there was the growth of an 
extensive literature on social movements, especially in 
those countries most affected by the movements. Sociologists 
and historians in the United States, France and Italy were 
particularly involved in the work of analysing and 
theorising the contemporary challenges, even when the object 
of study was far away in time and space. The movements 
themselves posed questions because, in Alberto Melucci's 
words:

One of the by-products of the movements was, therefore, a 
considerable body of research and analysis, which came to 
constitute a new field of study.

Part I will aim to do two things: Chapter I will 
examine the relationship between the sociology of social 
movements and the social movements themselves, taking the 
Italian case as an example. Each national experience has 
its peculiarities, but the Italian one is especially 
interesting because of the close involvement of a generation 
of sociologists in the movements they studied. Whilst the 
academic field was partly autonomous from everyday debates 
and political alignments, many of the preoccupations of

they are a constant provocation to the 
sociologist ... they continually prevent 
the reduction of society to the unified 
and ha: ’ ’ e which the powerful
seeks



researchers, along with the categories of thought and 
methods of working, were derived from the movements.
In turn, sociologists played a role in the movements by 
introducing new ideas, promoting debate and speaking up 
for them in public arenas. The purpose of this chapter 
is to introduce a theme which runs through the thesis; 
namely, that sociology was an aspect of the social phenomenon 
that it set out to study. Although it anticipates more 
extended discussions later in the thesis, it was decided 
to introduce the theme at the beginning to draw the reader's 
attention to the conditions in which certain ideas were 
produced. It is a particular instance of the more general 
problems of understanding how the social movements provoked 
a redrawing of political and cultural maps.

In Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 there will be an outline 
of some approaches to the study of social movements, 
protest and rebellion that were developed in the 1960's 
and 70's. It will deal with the core problems in explaining 
the genesis and cycles of movements, focusing on what are 
thought to be especially useful concepts and analyses. The 
authors who have been selected for close attention are Alain 
Touraine, Barrington Moore Jnr., Edward Shorter and Charles 
Tilley, Frances Piven and Richard Cloward, and several Italian 
sociologists, of whom the best known is Alessandro Pizzorno. 
Their work, it will be argued, represents a fruitful new 
development in the study of social conflict, and that, 
despite important differences, they share common concerns 
and problematics.
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CHAPTER I: ITALIAN SOCIOLOGISTS AND THE SOCIAL 
MOVEMENTS: OBSERVERS AND PARTICIPANTS

Italian sociology developed in post war Italy in an 
atmosphere that was largely hostile to it; the hostility 
had carried over from the inter-war years. Diana Pinto, 
who has written illuminatingly on the formation of the 
discipline in Italy, observes:

'The intellectual world was almost 
entirely anti-social sciences; 
liberals saw them as 'sick sciences' 
and barbaric, whilst for the Left 
they were 'ideological', and the 
more so because of their association 
with American-inspired writings.''-')

Within the universities sociology came in by the back door.
It was not until 1960 that a chair was created, and 
otherwise sociology was at best tolerated within Law 
Faculties, or, in the case of the Catholic University of 
Milan, under the wing of Social Psychology. Deprived of 
a secure place within the educational system, and without

tindependent sources of finance for research projects, the
'first generation' of sociologists depended heavily on bodies
dedicated to regional political reform. In addition, there
was support given by the industrialist, Adriano Olivetti,
who set up a research centre at Ivrea, near Turin, to
study industrial society. Already Italian sociology, Pinto
observes, had taken on characteristics which were to orient

(3)its development throughout the 1950's and '60's.
Firstly, young sociologists were attached to the world

of industry or to centres of local government planning rather 
than to universities. Secondly, their studies focused on
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industrial problems such as the organisation of work, 
the social consequences of technical innovation, the 
social composition of the working class and on the problems 
of planning. Thirdly, this sociology

"reflected the most advanced aspects 
of Northern Italy, and thereby opposed 
itself to the historicism of an Italian 
culture which underlined the weight of 
traditional sectors".(4)

Turin and Milan were very much the centres of the nascent 
di scipline.

The role of sociology in political and intellectual life 
gained a new status when the Centre Left government, composed 
of Socialists and Christian Democrats, was established at 
local and national levels in the early 1960's, the years 
of the Italian 'economic miracle'. It was seen by the new 
political Elites as vital because it attempted to explain 
the repercussions of the dramatic industrial development on 
society. Research programmes were promoted in the name of 
modernisation. Among the most important centres was the 
Lombard Institute for Social and Economic Research based in 
Milan, where Massimo Paci, Laura Balbo and Guilio Martinotti, 
among others, gained their experience as leading members of 
the 'second generation' of Italian sociologists. Particularly 
significant among the new areas to be researched was the 
phenomenon of migration and its social and economic 
consequences, and the grass-roots organisations of political 
parties. The latter was studied, according to Pinto, with
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the

•American criteria of analysis in 
the hope of creating a peaceful 
alternation of power, and hence the 
implicit desire of isolating the 
Communist Party in order to consolidate 
a centre which fully accepted the democratic game'.(5)

Although the sociologists for the most part were interested 
primarily in developing more adequate concepts and approaches 
wifhin their field (it was a period in which the classic
texts, including the work of Weber, Durkheim, Merton and 
Parsons were being translated into Italian for the first 
time), their work was oriented by certain political 
assumptions. Pinto writes:

•If one wants to define the essence 
of Italian sociology in this period, 
it should be stressed that it was a 
sociology of the enlightened ( 1 une 
socioloqie des 1lumi^res1'). who 
wanted to be tied to a 'Prince' surrounded 
by policymakers. The sociologist defined 
himself as an expert rather than as a . .
committed participant in social action.'' '

It is interesting to note that it was the progressive 
elements in the Christian Democratic Party who were responsible 
for the establishment of the first faculty of sociology at 
Trento in 1962. There was something bizarre about the 
initiative, given that the small town was an isolated 
provincial stronghold of Catholicism far from the industrial 
cities. Alessandro Silj writes:

'According to its founders, the new 
university has the function of enriching 
the over-provincial environment of Trento, 
and of helping Italy catch up with the 
other advanced countries, by creating new 
means with which to manage a society that 
in its complexity was beyond the comprehension 
of orthodox economic liberalism. In these



17

years one looked with interest and 
envy at the American universities - 
the manufacturers of experts not only 
in science and technology, but also of 
social scientists who assumed the mantles 
of the priesthood of neo-capi talism' . ( 7)

However, the 'reforming Prince' never materialised.
The Centre Left did not carry out structural reforms, but 
maintained the status quo by palliatives which called for 
no scientific knowledge of society. For their part, the 
regional research centres wanted quick answers from the 
sociologists to short-term political questions. The sociologists 
were consulted less and less, and the centres were closed down.

The changes in the role and orientations, especially of 
the second generation of sociologists, however, were not 
just the result of disillusionment, though this was bitter. 
Crucially, they were swept up in the social movements of the 
late '60's, which had one of their first epicentres in the 
sociology faculty at Trento. The promise of making sociology 
a means of social knowledge and transformation seemed to lie 
in working with the autonomous mobilisations from below of 
students and workers against the apparatuses, state and 
private, which the sociologists had previously served.

The new social conflicts put in question a notion of 
'society' based on the dreams of a more harmonious and just 
order which had been so dear to the planners. However, it 
would be incorrect to place the sociologists outside the 
development of the social movements, and to explain their changes 
of orientation as resulting from external forces. Within 
Italian sociology there were critical tendencies which grew
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through a participation in and interaction with the social 
movements. These pre-existed the movements in so far as 
minority sections of Catholic and lay sociologists had a 
critical relationship to the Centre Left experiment before 
its sorry demise. Their role was crucial to the development 
of a sociology of social movements.

Radical Catholic sociology had its headquarters in the 
Catholic University of Milan where Francesco Alberoni was 
director of the Institute of Psychology. Alberoni's 1 .Society 
and Consumption1, published in 19<>4 was a critique of consumerism, • 
whilst his study of migration of 1907 looked at the social costs 
of 'industrial progress'. The very success story of advanced 
capitalism and 'modernisation' were being called in question 
by him. His critique was close in many respects to that 
advanced by the Frankfurt School, whose work Alberoni had an 
important part in introducing to an Italian readership.
However, it also stemmed from ethical concerns central to the 
new radical Catholic humanism. This was directed against 
both the political and technocratic leaders of the Christian 
Democrat party and against the values of commercialism and 
individual ism.

Radical Catholic intellectuals were connected with 
the trade union movement (especially with the engineering

/ Q \
workers' section of the CISL, the mainly Catholic confederation).' '
Guido Baglioni, Gian Primo Celia and Bruno Manghi, who taught in 
the Catholic University in Milan, developed critical analyses 
of Taylorism in which the central theme was the ’de-humanisation* 
and 'alienation' of work in the modern factory. Christian ideas 
of brotherhood, equality and human dignity combined with
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American sociologies of work to produce to far-reaching 
critiques of the psychic and social costs of technological 
progress. The ideas of the Catholic inteliigensia fed into 
the social movements in which they too were participants.
This process will be examined in greater detail later (in 
Part 3, Chapter ) , but a brief look here at the experience 
of Francesco Alberoni might be useful to highlight how the 
sociologist was involved.

In the early stages of student mobilisation at the 
Catholic University he developed the seminar in the place 
of the lecture as a more participatory method of learning, 
and opened it up to ongoing political debates. He supported 
the occupations and helped in the organisation of counter­
courses. Along with other Catholic radicals he was intent on 
combining Catholic ideas with the secular ideologies of revolt. 
In 1968 he moved to Trento University where the authorities, 
anxious to calm revolt with reasoned discussion, had invited 
him to set up the equivalent of Berlin's Free University.
One observer remarked wrylyv ' s 'Here they are worried that 
Alberoni will 'ride the tiger of protest' and they haven't 
seen that he is the tiger'. However, Alberoni was caught up 
in the crossfire between the authorities and the student 
movement, and quit his post in 1970.

It is difficult to say how three years direct experience 
of social protest influenced and shaped Alberoni's work, but 
he seems to have been deeply affected by it. This is 
apparent in the areas of his research and publications,
Statu Nascent! (1968), classes and Generation (1970),
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Italy in Transformation (1976) and Movements and Institutions 
(1977) all deal with social movements. The first of these is 
concerned primarily to analyse the 'moment of birth' of mass 
protest when social groups mobilise and 'explore the boundaries 
of the possible', whilst the latter works focus more on the 
interaction of movements and institutions, and on the processes 
of 'institutionalisation'. The problems that Alberoni confronts 
are very much those thrown up by contemporary debate in and 
about the social movements, and not those defined within the 
traditional party political terms. However, Alberoni's work is 
also a continual engagement with concepts taken from the 
founding fathers of sociology, Weber and Durkheim in particular, 
whom he argues are the most useful for understanding the 
specific nature of movements. The notions of 'charisma' and 
'collective enthusiasm' are especially important for Alberoni, 
who is interested above all in the forms of subjectivity, 
experience and consciousness. Models, which were previously 
applied mainly to religious phenomena, are applied to 
contemporary developments.

By contrast with the Catholic Left sociologists, the lay 
camp had its roots more firmly in a Marxist tradition. Its 
concerns were firstly with the composition of the working class 
in the modern factory, and with questions of consciousness 
and subjectivity as expressions of this. Ihese sociologists 
worked through the reviews Quaderni Rossi and Quaderni 
Piacentini, which were the organs of what Pinto calls a
'parallel sociology', which developed independently of state 
and party patronage.
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As in the case of Pizzorno and others, they attacked 
the Crocean legacy that had stood in the way of concrete 
empirical study, but they aimed to revitalise Marxism as 
a sociology rather than to replace or relativise it as a 
method. Romano Alquati, who was editor of Quaderni Rossi 
from 1961 to early 1963, has described the review as the 
product of a heterogeneous grouping brought together by a 
common interest in rediscovering the Marx of Capital and 
the Grundrisse (especially the writings on modern industry), 
and in learning from Anglo-Saxon sociology ̂ 10^. More than 
this, the participants aimed to reform the unions (and to 
a lesser extent) the parties of the Left 'from below' by 
linking them up to the new youth vanguards of the mass 
production factories. This project had significant 
political effects, as will be seen in Part 2, Chapter 6 
but it was also important for the formation of a sociology 
of social movements in Italy.

Firstly, the methods of research developed by Quaderni 
Rossi provided a model. Above all, the review pioneered the 
practice of 'conricerca1, whereby the intellectual on the 
outside researched jointly with the workers inside a factory. 
It was partly the response to the logistical problem of 
information-gathering, but primarily the purpose was to make 
the workers the subjects, in the sense of protagonists, of 
study rather than its passive objects. Although, as Alquati 
remarks, the actual results fell mostly between the stools of 
theory and empirical research, nevertheless the ambition was 
to go beyond the accepted ideological definitions in order to
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grasp the material realities of life on the shopfloor.
In the process, the role of the researcher was redefined 
as a commitment to the 'movement' of the grass-roots, who 
looked for an 'organic* link with the working class instead 
of being a 'traditional intellectual' standing above 'the 
masses'.

Secondly, the review constituted a meeting place and 
forum for Left sociologists and economists, trade union 
officials, party activists and some industrial militants. 
Along with Quaderni Piacentini, it had an important part in 
creating a framework and mi lieu in which sociologists related 
to political rather than more narrowly academic concerns.

Thirdly, Ouadcrni kossi had a great deal of influence 
in setting an agenda of themes and in outlining concepts with 
which to analyse society. Above all attention was focused on 
the mass production factories and on the changing composition 
of the working class; studies were made of the de-skilling, 
the divisive effects of the grading and payment systems, 
the emergence of the new figure of the young semi-skilled 
worker, and of new forms of insubordination at work. Indeed, 
Quaderni Rossi contributed in no small measure to Italian 
sociology's obsession with the 'factory' which was treated 
as the paradigmatic social structure to which all others were
subordinated.

The growth of a sociology of industrial relations took 
shape in the light of this work, which was formative for a 
second generation of sociologists, and in the context of the 
resurgence of social conflict in the period 1966-72. Perhaps
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the most important single study, which has acquired the 
status of orthodoxy, was the Milan research published as 
a series of factory monographs 'Workers1 Struggles and 
the Unions, 1968-72'^^^. This was carried out under the 
direction of Alessandro Pizzorno, a leading sociologist of 
the first generation. He describes the research process 
as one of continual interaction between the sociologist and 
the protagonists of their studies. Unlike the sociology 
addressed to an academic readership, it did not begin 
directly from observations of the lacunae or contradictions 
in the existing body of knowledge. Nor was it directly 
functional to the requirements of the political actors. 
Rather, the Milan work attempted to creatively use the 
ambiguities and conflicts involved in the research:

'The general schema which oriented
the research, and the very criteria
for the selection of data were
influenced by the protagonists of
the struggles. Research was a continual
acquisition not only of new information
but of new interpretative hypotheses'.(12)

active involvement of most of the sociologists in the 
movements was, of course, crucial in establishing relations 
of trust and cooperation with the shopfloor militants and 
trade union officials, who were the primary source of 
information.

In the first half of the 1970's sociology established 
itself within the higher education institutions and within 
the discipline the study of social movements had a central 
place. The Milan project was based at the Institute for the
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Study of Contemporary Society, attached to the State 
University, and was financed by the CNR (Consiqlio Nazionale 
delle Ricerche). Sociologists had won a new independence and 
security. The discipline was recognised with its integration 
into Political Science Faculties in many universities and 
the creation of new posts. Several universities, including 
those of Milan and Turin, now had research institutes 
attached to them which enabled sociologists to undertake 
research contracts with municipalities, regional authorities 
and even unions without losing their independence. Publishers, 
such as II Mulino, Laterza, De Angeli, Feltrinelli and Etas 
Kompas, brought out sociology series. Sociology gained not 
only recognition but a considerable measure of prestige.

The very persistence and renewal of social conflict 
throughout the 1970's provoked public debate and concern in 
which sociologists participated as 'experts’, informed 
observers and/or as partisan researchers. This is particularly 
evident in relation to the trade unions in Italy, which opened 
their journals to sociologists writing on the problems of 
union democracy and other 'hot' issues, and which involved 
them in their own research projects. Pinto comments that 
for a period the unions emerged as a new 'Prince' in the 
eyes of intellectuals who sought a force tor social 
transformation with which they could work and identify'
The parties were more critically regarded in that they had 
shown themselves to be less sensitive to the needs and 
aspirations expressed through the social movements, but they 
too looked to sociologists for advice. In some instances, 
sociologists even gained a wider readership; Francesco
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Alberoni wrote a regular column for the Corriere della
Sera in the mid 1970's, in which he treated his readers
to analyses of youth revolt, feminism and other contemporary 

(14)themes . The sociologist became a spokesperson for 
reasoned discussion and pluralism, and insisted that social 
conflict and movements of opposition were the sign of a 
potentially healthy society in the face of institutional 
torpor and cynicism.

However, the role of sociologists carried with it an 
inheritance of contradictions. It was perhaps easier for 
Francesco Alberoni and Alessandro Pizzorno to act as 
interpreters who translated the language of protest into 
terms understandable to those in the parties of the Left and 
the unions than it was for the younger generation of 
sociologists. The latter felt the pull of the social 
movements, and the need to keep alive the traditions of a 
'para-sociology' they had helped to construct. The struggle 
to resist 'institutionalisation' can be seen in the example 
of Bianca Beccalli, who was active in the Quaderni Rossi 
and continued to edit the Quaderni Piacentini. The women's 
movement and the youth revolt of the mid and late '70's 
became not only subjects for study but reproposed some of 
the older conflicts between sociology as the representative 
of institutional positions and discourses, and the sociology 
'from below' carried out with the protagonists (who were 
often the students themselves). In turn, the new social 
movements put in question the narrowness of sociological

Some of these tensions are visibleand Marxist categories.
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in Beccalli' s work, and also in Alberto Melucci's 
writings. Sociology's engagement with social movements 
in Italy continued to be vital to its debates and development, 
and it is important to bear this in mind as well as the 
observation that by 1979 'activists' of the 1968-72 period 
were learning to become professors in the universities.

Alberto Melucci writes of these tensions and conflicts 
in the role of intellectuals and sees it as positive that 
the university and further educational institutions should 
be a place where they are fought out. He stakes out a 
position which represents a generation's reflections on 
the relationship of intellectuals to social movements.

'The places for the production of 
knowledge, such as universities, are 
'political' sites in which the demands 
of social actors and the exigencies of 
the system meet and conflict. They are 
part of the public space in which 
participation and the representation of 
collective identities take place.'(15)

The task of intellectuals, according to Melucci, should be 
to sustain openness and fruitful conflict. They should not 
be defensively corporatist, but neither should they try to 
deny their specific role by attempting to 'reflect social 
movements'. Ideally, this would involve 'critical thought, 
research and invention'. This could be socially useful to 
movements but would entail a quite different relationship to 
them to the ones that had so far been experimented with.

The role of 'expert' or the role of 'organic intellectual', 
which had so far provided the model, were no longer acceptable. 
The changing order of political and cultural conflicts meant 
that the social function ascribed to the intellectual by the
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state or by the workers’ movement was eclipsed. New 
roles as well as new knowledges had to be worked out.

Because of the salience of social movements in 
Italian political and intellectual life in the 1960's and 
'70's* they constituted a crucial area of research. A 
formidable body of empirical studies was built up, 
particularly of industrial conflicts, and the best of 
this was informed by a theoretical approach which broke away 
from functionalist and determinist models. The work done 
by the 'Italian School' is especially useful since it 
focuses on some of the movements which are studied in this 
thesis. However, other sociologists and historians have 
addressed the questions of causes and development of social 
movements from complementary perspectives. In the following 
chapters the Italian School's theoretical approach will be 
considered alongside these other contributions.
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CHAPTER 2; WHAT CAUSES A SOCIAL MOVEMENT

In the first chapter of their book Poor People’s 
Movements, Frances Piven and Richard Cloward write about 
the inspiration and ideas that they gained from the social 
movements of the 1960's, in which they themselves participated. 
It is a starting point that is shared in many respects by 
Touraine, Barrington Moore, Shorter and Tilly and the 
Italian sociologists. They write that they developed their 
ideas on the basis of the movements’ commonsense notions 
that power derives from force and wealth, and from the '60’s 
discovery that

'protest tactics which defied 
political norms were not simply 
the recourse of troublemakers 
and fools, but for the poor they 
were the only recourse'.'1)

In other words, Piven and Cloward start from the premises 
of the protesters themselves, and they search for the 
rational kernel which they discover in popular defiance and
rebellion. This does not lead them to dismiss studies of
protest by sociologists, historians and others, but to call 
for a certain humility which means taking the views of the 
oppressed seriously.

The writings all belong to the period running from the 
late '60's to the end of the following decade. Not all the
authors belong to the same generation, but they respond to
the themes brought to the fore by contemporary social protest. 
This has already been illustrated in some detail in the case 
of the 'Italian School', but it was also the experience of 
Touraine, who keenly observed the May 1968 events in France,
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and of Piven and Cloward, who were activists in the welfare 
rights movements in the United States. They take opposition 
and collective action as the privileged vantage points from 
which to analyse society, and they ask what it is that makes 
the mass of people quiescent one moment and angry the next.
They question the validity of Marx’s explanations of the 
causes of social antagonism in the context of modern capitalism, 
and cast doubt on whether his approach was ever adequate.
They take the seemingly irrational acts of violence and 
disruption and uncover their inner rationality and motivation. 
Each of the authors tries to directly address the problem of 
constructing general theories and models with which to analyse 
social movements and make sense of what appears as chaos and 
disorder. So they criticise those approaches that tend to 
eliminate human agency and subjective perception, but at the 
same time try to relate social action to a more general context. 
Whereas in the prevalent models protest was analysed as the 
•result' or 'product' of other forces, the approach adopted 
by these researchers focuses on the process of social 
mobilisation and the particularities of the demands, forms 
of organisations and action that it involves. Their concern 
is not just for the articulated statement of opposition or for 
the official organisations 01 social movements, but for the 
meanings hidden in the defiant gesture or word. They look for 
the structures underlying seemingly spontaneous revolt.
Above all, these studies show a positive and intelligent 
appropriation of the 1 9 6 0 's 'discovery' that not only was 
rule-breaking, whether in the factory or prison, a form of
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politics* but that it was often the most significant 
politics. It was the refusal to play the game according 
to the rules which lifted the veil on the hierarchical 
organisation of power in society, and suggested that it was 
neither natural nor inevitable.

This section will outline the main contributions of 
these selected authors to analyses of social movements and 
protest. Rather than taking each in turn, they will be 
related to the analyses of the causes and of the development 
of social movements.

The questions: what brings a social movement into being? 
what conditions make mass protest possible? why do people 
rebel? lie at the heart of the studies carried out in the 
1960's and '70's. Historians in particular asked about the 
roots and origins of movements, whilst sociologists were 
perhaps more concerned with their actions and developments. 
Thus, from the group of writers under consideration here, the 
historians stand out in this respect. Piven and Cloward's 
Poor People's Movements, which is subtitled 'why they succeed, 
how they fail', is a set of case studies of the movements of 
industrial workers in the 1930's, the civil rights movement 
in the 1950's and ' 60' s and of the more recent one involving 
welfare recipients. Shorter and Tilly's Strikes in France 
takes the time span 1830-1968, and Tilly's Changing Place of 
Collective Violence looks at France 1848-70. It is notable 
that they all focus on periods of social and economic 
transformation (industrialisation, urbanisation and the process
of Sta te - fo rm at ion ) .  Barrington Moore's Injustice also
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contains a study of the German workers' movement but is 
more ambitious in that it aspires to construct a general 
theorisation of the causes of humanity's acceptance and 
rejection of authority and inequality. It examines recurring 
elements in conceptions of injustice across cultures and 
through time relating them to humans' ’innate needs and 
common cultural requirements'. It pays special attention to 
extreme instances of acceptance of degrading situations as 
well as to the psychological and sociological mechanisms 
through which human beings come to resist injustice.

The historians, however, share a common ground with the 
sociologists in that they too are confronting the paradigms of 
analysis provided by Marx, Weber and Durkheim in particular.
They are the constant if hidden interlocutors in the field of 
study of social movements. Even if it is not the ideas of 
these thinkers that are being directly addressed, it is 
those of their traditions.

The dominant explanations of the relationship between 
collective action and industrialisation have also become the
main ones for accounting for later movements. Tilly and Shorter

(2)succinctly summarise these in three groups. firstly, there
is the 'breakdown' thesis of Durkheimian inspiration, 
according to which collective action arises from the 
dissolution of social bonds and controls and the resultant 
'anomie'. There are variations within the functionalist model 
between Parsons, who makes no distinction between forms of 
'deviancy', Merton, who analyses non-conforming 'collective 
behaviour' as structured and with a rationale, and Smelser,
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who sees collective behaviour' as action to 'restructure 
the disturbed component in the social system, in order to 
eliminate uncertainty and confusion coming from tension'. ̂ 
However, there is a common thread to explanations, which 
analyse conflict as aberrant and the product of a system's 
"dysfunctioning".

Secondly, there is the 'deprivation' thesis associated 
with the Marxist tradition, according to which collective 
action is a response to the processes of itmniseration and 
proletarianisation whereby workers are progressively 
impoverished, and other social strata are reduced to the 
conditions of dependent labour. Greater and greater numbers 
share the same lot and, therefore, it is argued, have nothing 
to lose and everything to gain by rebelling against the 
capitalist order. A variant of this approach (which Piven 
and Cloward refer to as "pressure" theories)' ' is the 
explanation of collective action as the response to the 
disparity between expectations and actual economic situations. 
This attempts to account for those bitter that their improving 
situation is not better still as well as for those discontented 
because of their declining fortunes.

Thirdly, Tilly and Shorter outline the 'interests’ 
argument, according to which it is communities that have not 
been dissolved and dismembered by socio-economic changes which 
resist and fight back. Working class consciousness and action 
grow from the very process of opposing the demands and pressures 
placed on workers by an emergent class of capitalists. The 
mobilisation creates an awareness of identity as a social
force, as a class.
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The 'breakdown' theories are criticised by Shorter 
and Tilly, among others, on the grounds that they presuppose 
that conflict is an abnormal and deviant state of affairs 
within a society. It is a supposition that they show to be 
consonant with the image of society that the ruling group 
seeks to project, and they argue that conflict cannot be 
adequately understood unless it is first seen to be inherent 
to every social order, and a vital component in the history of 
capitalist development. As Barrington Moore maintains, 
inequalities in the distribution of power and resources and in 
the division of labour necessarily creates frictions and 
conflicts, and the problem is rather to understand how these 
are ordered, channeled and repressed within the individual as 
well as between groups. Conflict is not therefore per se 
the sign or result of social disintegration but is integral 
to all societies. Often it is the breakdown and disruption 
of social mechanisms that dissipate resistances. Barrington 
Moore writes:

'the disruption of social organisation 
is probably more significant in its 
political consequences than straightforward material deprivation ... Rut disruption by 
itself may cause nothing more than apathy, 
confusion and despair ... In fact the 
complete destruction of existing institutions 
and habits of cooperation may make resistance 
impossible, indeed, unthinkable, by destroying 
the basis from which it can start. ' ( /

Similarly, a aeneral breakdown of political and social authority 
can generate a ' sanve-oui-peut situation and people behave like
savages towards the weak and helpless
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The 'deprivation' and 'pressure' theories are not 
dismissed altogether, however, but only in so far as they 
tend to assume that they are adequate in themselves and that 
the social actions are the ’effects' of structural changes. 
The 'interests' approach is the one which is adopted by 
Shorter and Tilly in that it accepts the premise that 
conflict is rooted in opposing economic and social positions, 
but defines class in terms of agency and struggle. The key 
problem addressed by the selected historians and sociologists 
is how people become aware of their situation, and how they 
perceive oppression and injustice. It was an approach 
developed in opposition to American functionalist sociology 
and to Stalinist versions of Marxism, which informed the 
'deprivation' and 'pressure' theories. Sudden change, a 
massive scale of distress, widespread and unusual dislocation 
tend, write Piven and Cloward, to concur in periods in which 
social movements are formed. Yet the 'social disorganisation 
and traumas of everyday life must be perceived as both wrong 
and subject to redress', and when this happens the 'dominant 
institutional arrangements, as people understand them, are 
self-evidently not functioning'.^6  ̂ Again, in Barrington 
Moore's words:

'where the causes of misery appear to 
the sufferers as due to acts of 
identifiable superiors, such as employers 
or prominent officials, in the early 
stages these acts are likely to appear 
as violations of established rights and 
norms'.(7 )
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The question of how ‘men make history' or how they come 
to act as they do, requires, therefore, for these writers, 
an investigation or the contexts and structures through 
which they make sense of society. Their major contribution 
to an understanding of the causes of social movements lies 
in this direction.

Two approaches, which will be referred to as the 
'crisis of representation' model and the 'contract' model, 
are of particular interest. The first has been developed by 
Alessandro Pizzorno through a re-working of Gramsci's ideas 
on crises and through his interpretation of theories of the 
development of citizenship. For Pizzorno, Gramsci's most 
original contribution was to be found in his analysis of 
organic crisis; a passage explaining this is worth quoting 
at length:

'Normally, an organic crisis - a crisis 
of hegemony of the ruling class, a 
conflict between representatives and the 
represented - arises 'either because the 
ruling class has failed to achieve some 
noteworthy political enterprise, for which 
it has demanded the approval of the masses 
or imposed its will by force (such as war), 
or because vast masses, particularly of 
farmers and petit bourgeois intellectuals, 
have suddenly swung from a state ol 
political passivity to a certain activity 
and made demands which, in their unorganic 
complexity, constitute a revolution. One 
speaks of the 'crisis of authority', which 
is indeed the crisis of hegemony or the 
crisis of the state in its totality'. This 
admirable passage illustrates with precision 
two types of crisis of representation: because 
of withdrawal of support, of delegation; and 
because of an abrupt increase in political 
demand. The second type refers to that 
phenomenon called social mobilisation m  the 
terminology of the sociology of development,
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and applies to the swift, more or less 
abrupt inflow of great masses into the 
political system (for example through 
the franchise) or into the economic- 
social system (for example through a 
broadened monetary economy or the process of rapid urbanisation).'(5)

Pizzorno goes on to look through Gramsci's eyes at how 
war creates opportunities for organic crises, which, he writes, 
are characterised by three elements:

•the mobilisation and induction of 
the masses into the system; the formation 
of solidarity and common causes; the 
creation of areas of equalisation in the 
face of different situations, such as 
warfare, working conditions and 
institutional processes' . ̂ ^

But war was just the most dramatic instance of 'moments of 
intensively collective life', of which he listed twenty-six 
cases in which a population is given some 'duty at least 
potentially in common’, with the consequent possibility of 
verifying 'an action and mode of Unitarian and collective 
character'. Thus, Gramsci looked at elections not for their 
institutional functions, but as moments of mobilisation; for 
example, he writes of the 1913 general election in Italy as 
a time when 'there was a widespread, mystical conviction 
that everything would change after voting'.

The appropriation of Gramsci's method in the 'Italian 
.School's' studies of social movements has been significant 
in offering a path out of the impasse represented by the 
functionalist and economistic alternatives. His concepts 
of the crisis of representation, of social mobilisation, and 
of ideology have informed the studies of workers’ struggles 
carried out in the 1 9 7 0 ’s, helping to break with the narrow 
definitions of political institutions. The notion of class



38

interests is re-worked in terms of collective identities 
that are formed in conflict. The causes of social movements 
are found in the failure of the representatives (whether 
they be trade union organisations, political parties or 
parliamentary institutions) to interpret, channel, mediate 
and satisfy or contain the demands of the represented. That 
failure tends especially to occur with the emergence of a 
new social actor. The 'organic crisis' potentially involves 
not only the institutions but the whole gamut of relations 
between the social classes, whilst it centres on the key 
moment of rupture between representatives and represented. 
Charles Tilly outlines this conception of political life in 
a study of collective violence:

'each society has a characteristic 
irreducible minimum level of collective 
violence, but collective violence becomes 
particularly widespread when numerous 
groups are acquiring or losing political 
identities. These acquisitions and losses 
of political identity occur both when 
groups within society are changing with 
respect to the criteria of membership laid 
down by the existing members of the polity 
and when the relevant polity itself is 
changing through an increase or decrease 
in the scale of political life.'(10)

As will be seen in a later section on the development of 
social movements, this approach enables explanations of the 
forms taken by protest of which structuralist models are not 
capable.

The 'contract' model of explanation of the causes of
social protest is similar to that outlined above. It shares
a concern with the moment of 'organic crisis' in the
relations of domination and in the rules and norms governing
those relations. Barrington Moore, the m a m  exponent of this
„ , , . _ ,̂,+c similar stress on the specificityapproach taken here, puts simnai K
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of the political and the need to study the particularity 
and surprisingness of moments of rebellion. He criticises 
the tendency to

'overemphasise the long-run social 
trends ... and to underestimate the 
importance of control over the 
instruments of violence and the 
significance of decisions taken by 
political leaders'.(H )

In this sense he is continuing the critique of what he 
understands as Marx's tendency to explain historical change 
in terms of economic laws but his is not a simple and casual 
dismissal.

I n justice is a sort of dialogue with Marxism in that it 
seeks to discover the long term characteristics of 'moral 
outrage' and its recurrent causes. Thus, the 'organic 
crisis', or what he refers to as the 'crisis of legitimacy' 
is not explicable without a history of protest and discontent. 
Whilst the inequalities in the division of labour, and in the 
distribution of resources and of authority are shown to not 
automatically provoke outrage (although they do generate a 
certain level of frustration since humans resent hunger, the 
cold, contact with excrement and so on), Barrington Moore 
picks out general tendencies in what is regarded as unjust 
about these aspects of social organisation. The notion of 
exploitation is put on one side because 'it is always 
necessary to find out how people themselves judge their 
situation*. He writes that injustice in relation to 
the division of labour is felt especially when limits on 
access to and use of the means of production are not 'enough'
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to allow a 'decent' role in society; anger is not simply 
over material interests but over a 'way of life under 
attack'. Anger and sanctions are also regularly directed 
at the 'idler'. Similarly, the idea of injustice in the 
distribution of the product is based on having 'enough', 
but distributive justice is a 'curious mixture of equality 
within inequality', which entails a rough conception of the 
proportionate relationship between what people invest in a 
task and the benefit they ought to derive from it with 
reference to the same group.

What is defined as 'enough' and as the 'just measure'
is, of course, the nub of the question. Barrington Moore
agrees with Marx that 'the upper strata to a great extent
define what is socially necessary - only when the obsolete
character of the dominant group becomes blatantly obvious
through failure in competition with another society or
culture is it liable to lose its right to appropriate the

( 13 )surplus from the underlying population'. However, he
rejects explanations based on the couplet 'force and fraud'.
The crucial concept that overcomes their unilateral and
deterministic character is that of 'social contract', an
analytic term borrowed from EP Thompson's work, and
elaborated by Barrington Moore. The 'social contract* is
not a formal, legal arrangement, but 'a continuous probing
on the part of rulers and subjects to find out what they
can get away with, to test and discover the limits of obedience
and disobedience ... The more stable a society, the narrower

( 14 )the range within which this takes place . This contract
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division of labour is organised and the product distributed 
in all societies, not only the capitalist ones which first 
gave rise to contract theories in the 17th century.

However, the idea of the social contract has primarily 
been related to the problem of authority. It posits mutual 
sets of obligations between rulers and ruled. The ruler is 
expected to provide protection from foreign powers, to 
maintain law and order and settle disputes, and to ensure 
subjects a measure of material security. Barrington Moore 
stresses that due note should be taken of a widespread human 
tendency to interpret the clauses of the implicit social 
contract for the ruler's benefit, and that those at the 
bottom of the social pyramid of ten see social order as a 
good thing in itself because of the precariousness in their 
lives. Yet certain violations of the contract resulting from 
a failure to fulfill obligations are liable to arouse the 
anger of subjects.

The idea of injustice and moral outrage are, therefore, 
according to Barrington Moore, constant features of human 
society, and take shape in relation to the infringement of 
contracts which are in some degree based on reciprocity rather 
than force or fraud. This approach is not unlike Gramsci's 
when he writes of the hegemony of a social group coming from 
its capacity to elicit 'spontaneously given' consent, which 
involves conflict as well as negotiation and obedience ; 
in Barrington Moore's words: 'where reciprocity exists it
is not the result of innate tendencies, but has to be created 
and continually recreated’.(l6) Protest, therefore, does not
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case. Moreover, the moral outrage that drives revolt and 
the early moments of social movements is necessarily 
implicated to some degree in the morality based on the 
reciprocity of the contract.

Barrington Moore's particular contribution to 
understanding crises of authority or legitimacy comes from 
his attention to the complexities of perceptions of injustice 
and of responses to it. It is interesting that he deliberately 
chooses terms such as 'injustice', 'moral outrage' and 'anger', 
which index feelings and their ambiguities in preference over 
terms such as 'exploitation', 'ideology' and 'consciousness'. 
However, Barrington Moore does not use these terms to avoid 
theorisation but to explore the structuring of feelings as 
a process which he sees as fundamental to human behaviour. 
Ideologies of protest are shown to be crucial (crises of 
legitimacy necessarily involve an intellectual challenge to 
the existing order), but only in so far as they connect up 
with less easily defined "moral outrage".

The crisis of legitimacy is defined by three 
interconnected processes - firstly, the undermining ot the 
justifications of the dominant group; secondly, the emergence 
of alternative standards; and, thirdly, the identification of 
friends and foes.

The first cause of crisis comes from a failure to abide 
by an essential 'clause' in the contract, but a response may 
be limited to petitions for redress; unless, that is, the idea 
of the inevitability of the existing order is undermined and
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Barrington Moore cites a passage of De Tocqueville as an 
exemplary analysis of this process:

'Only a great genius could save the 
ruler who tries to relieve his subjects 
after a long oppression. The evil 
suffered patiently as inevitable seems 
unendurable as soon as one conceives 
the idea of escaping from it. All the 
abuses that have been removed seem only 
to delineate the better those that 
remain and to make one's feelings more 
bitter. The evil, it is true, has 
become less, but one's sensibilities 
are more acute.'(I7 )

In such circumstances, writes Barrington Moore, the idea of 
inevitability can lead to a discovery of causal relationships 
which serves to undermine a regime.

The second component of the crisis - the formation of 
alternative standards - is given great emphasis in In justice. 
Attention centres especially on the role of 'outside agitators' 
in producing "standards of condemnation". Barrington Moore 
claims that:

'social critics are inclined to 
minimise their role for fear of 
carrying water to the mills of 
conservatism and reaction' ... 
[despite the fact that} 'since 
the time of the Apostles no social 
movement has been without its army 
of preachers and militants ... It 
is the activist minority that 
promotes and promulgates new 
standards of condemnation ... Very 
frequently they are outsiders ••• 
they do the hard work of undermining 
the old sense of inevitability.
They are also the travelling salesmen 
of the new inevitability.'' '

The importance attributed to the -outside agitator1 derives
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in Barrington Moore's analysis* from the very obstacles
to revolt, which are all the more powerful for being
internal. Even when people have the possibility of making
comparisons, as in the case of conquest or slavery when
the new situation is judged against the old, 'it is easy
to see that it is difficult not to feel inferior when one
is inferior and all the social pressures work to remind one 

(19)of it'.v Thus Sambo and the slave that cuts the
master's throat coexist (often in the same person). Moral 
autonomy, according to Barrington Moore, requires exceptional 
qualities, and is best investigated through biography. It 
involves three different levels: resistance to oppressive 
or destructive commands; intellectual recognition of their 
oppressiveness; and finally the moral inventiveness of a 
Jesus or Martin Luther King.

However, the other authors on social movements attach 
much less importance to the 'outside agitator'. Piven and 
Cloward write that 'organisers' are most effective in social 
movements when they act as 'detonators'. They cite the 
example of the early civil rights and welfare movements 
when students, churchmen and anti-poverty workers sought to 
'energise a broad, loosely coordinated movement ... and 
to arouse hundreds of thousands of poor people to build 
welfare rolls and not organisational rolls' • Unfortunately
what is meant by 'energising' and 'arousing' remains largely 
unexplored; only a footnote on the participation of clergymen 
in welfare struggles points to questions of moral and 
ideological leadership:
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'The participation of clergymen was 
an important source of reassurance 
to welfare recipients. It helped 
them to deal with their sense of 
shame by giving them the feeling 
that what they were demanding — 
dependency with dignity - found 
some justification in moral and 
religious principles.'(21)

Unfortunately, for the most part Piven and Cloward focus on 
the practical side of 'organising', which is divorced from 
more general cultural issues.

Barrington Moore's notion of the 'outside agitator' is 
fruitful in this sense, but it tends to assume an apostolic 
figure who guides and enlightens from above. It therefore 
marginalises the way in which 'moral outrage' is generated 
from within subordinate groups from below. Furthermore, it 
makes the complex relationship of the oppressed to the 
intellectuals one-sided. Jacques Kanci^re offers a useful 
alternative perspective.

Ranciere, in his book La Nuit des Froletaires, reveals
a 'thorough-going reciprocity in which workers and
intellectuals figure in each other's imaginations in endless
circularity'. He delves into the Paris of the 1830's and
'40's when these groups mixed to discuss politics.

'Proletarians needed to grasp the 
secret of others in order to define 
the meaning of their own existence ...
They did not lack an understanding of 
exploitation; what they required was 
an understanding of themselves as 
beings destined for something other 
than exploitation: an insight which
they could only attain through the 
secret of others - of middle class 
intellectuals.*
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'a question of identity, of image, 
of the relationship of Self and 
Other, both posing and concealina 
the problem of ei ther maintaining 
or crossing the gulf between those 
whose business was thought and those 
who worked with their hands.'(22)

The relationship between the social groups was not a simple 
one of leaders and led. The bourgeois ’apostles' created or 
deepened cracks in notions of life constrained by the daily 
round of work and opened up new vistas. But, Ranciere 
observes, the problems begin when the preachers 'want to 
turn those twists and turns into the true, straight road that 
leads to the dawn of Labour'. The 'Other' represents a 
life-style which touches off dreams of utopias, but its 
dreams are not the same as those of the intellectuals who then 
strive to bring them into line with their schemas.

Ranci^re's considerations are especially interesting 
because they do not just concern full-blown philosophies but 
explore social identities which were conceived in aesthetic 
terms. He examines the milieu of the cafl and small debating 
society* not philosophies in the abstract. (In fact, he 
warns against the way in which intellectuals tend to 
reconstruct history in their own image. ) What he is 
concerned to show is that the utopian impulse, the desire to 
live in a completely different way and to remake an identity, 
is an essential feature of any movement of emancipation. It 
transcends the harsh limits imposed by the daily grind and 
defies explanations cast in terms oi 'interests'. The 
workers studied by Rancike do not want to fulfil their



identities as 'workers' but to lead a life more like 
that of the middle class poets, painters and musicians 
of their acquaintance. The fact that their aspirations 
were dashed does not, however, mean that they were vain.
What is more important to note, says Ranciere, is the 
impulse to defy a destiny and to reject an order of things 
'even in the face of the ultimate extinction of Utopia'.

Ranciere usefully focuses on the dreams and fantasies 
that feed revolt and give it meaning, but to understand how 
they connect up with and express the sentiments of broad 
masses of people it is necessary to put them in context. It 
is only in certain moments that there is what Barrington 
Moore calls the 'conquest of the illusion of inevitability'. 
It is then that subordinate groups not only lose faith in 
'authority', but they come to believe that the world can 
be changed through their actions. These are rare moments 
which are characterised by concurrent and unusual 
dislocation when the social traumas of everyday life are 
perceived as 'both wrong and subject to redress' (Piven 
and Cloward). How that perception is arrived at is a 
complex process which is by no means an automatic response 
to hardship and suffering. It is perhaps best thought in 
terms of the social contract between rulers and ruled 
outlined by Barrington Moore; the most common torms of 
popular criticisms of authority "are to the effect that it 
has failed to live up to its obligations ... the more 
subversive forms ask whether specific functions need to be
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is seen in the development of the social movements. It 
is not fixed in advance but changes with the forms and 
scale of protest. Through social mobilisation, more than 
anything else, groups can have a sense of their own power.
In these circumstances utopian ideas and aspirations are not 
espoused only by tiny minorities, but enter into wider 
circulation. Then, the most isolated, individual gesture of 
defiance can symbolise the desire for a new order of things.

(23)
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The development of social movements is a key concern 
for the historians and sociologists being considered here.
Some of the answers to why movements succeed or fail are 
sought in the causes of the social movements, and in the 
'organic crisis' which, as Fizzorno writes, can 'lead to 
revolution but can also lead to reaction, or can simply play 
itself out leaving those in power still holding the reins'.^  
However, these authors are united by a desire to avoid 
prejudgements which are based in deterministic arguments.
They are attentive to the range of possibilities open to 
the protagonists, and assess their successes and failures 
accordingly. This means close analysis of the movements' 
inner workings, and subjectivity. Melucci, for example, 
warns against the Marxist tradition's tendency to:

'concentrate on the conditions of 
revolution, starting from the 
contradictions of the capitalist 
system, and to largely ignore the 
processes of the formation of 
collective action, the network of 
relations that constitute the 
inner dimensions of a movement, and 
more generally the passage from 
elementary forms of revolt to class 
organisation'.(2 )

In this section there will be an outline of the

CHAPTER 3: HOW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS DFA/P1 o p

contributions of the 'Italian School' and of i iven and 
Cloward to the analysis of these inner dynamics of social 
movements. This will then be followed by an account of 
Alain Touraine's seminal work in the field.
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The 'Italian School' is of particular interest 
because of its critical appropriation of Weberian theories 
of organisation and leadership, and its application of 
concepts used in the study of the development of citizenship 
in its analyses of social movements. Altogether the School 
has combined a number of approaches to constitute an 
impressive body of theory and some remarkable empirical 
studies. Piven and Cloward's contribution is weaker in its 
analyses of the relationship of the movements to their 
organisational forms, but they make very perceptive 
observations on the interaction of movements and institutional 
contexts. Finally, Touraine's writings on social movements 
deserve attention because of his attempt to systematically 
criticise the models of social action based on the 
industrial working class (Marx above all is the target of 
his critiques), and because he constructs an alternative 
model of 'post industrial' society. Touraine derives the 
second from his identification of the new forms of social 
conflict and movement which emerged in the 1960's and '70's.

The 'Italian School' Account

For the 'Italian School', the starting point for 
analysis of a social movement is the 'organic crisis', 
which involves not only the failure of the institutions to 
mediate demands but social mobilisation. This is defined by
Melucci as:
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'the process whereby the collective 
actor gathers together and directs 
its resources for the pursuit of a 
shared objective, against the 
resistances of groups with an 
interest in the maintenance of the existing system'.(3)

On the basis of the relationships between the three vital
ingredients of social conflict - actor, stakes and antagonist -
Melucci distinguishes social movements from other forms of
collective action. Furthermore, he distinguishes between

(4 \types of movement. Unlike fashion or panic behaviour
'where each individual, even though acting in the same way 
as others, acts only in his own interests', in the social 
movement they are aware of 'participating in a new type of 
solidarity'. Unlike 'conflictual action', by which he refers 
to 'conflict within the boundaries of the system in 
consideration ... and the opposition of groups within 
normatively regulated associations for the control of 
authority,' social movements necessarily go beyond the existing 
boundaries. At the same time, they differ from 'deviancy', 
which breaks rules but without identifying the adversary 
or the stakes over which to fight. However, Melucci writes, 
social movements differ and can be classified by their 
dominant aspects. Thus, he identifies the 'demand movement' 
('movimento ri vendicativo' ) as struggles for a 'redistribution 
of resources and a restructuring of roles' which take place 
within the terms laid down in the political system; the 
'political movement’ works to 'transform the channels of 
political participation and shift the balance of power in 
the decision-making processes'; the 'class movement' is
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collective action against an adversary for the 
appropriation and control over the objectives and the 
means of social production'.

Melucci's typology is not of great interest in itself.
It reproduces the categories of 'economic and political', 
and 'reformist and revolutionary', with which to differentiate 
movements - categories that are central to a Marxist and 
Leninist political analysis. Melucci himself uses them as 
raw materials to be transformed rather than as an orthodoxy 
to be respected. He writes:

'no collective action speaks an 
unequivocal language. An analytic 
approach to social movements entails 
the deconstruction of the object of 
study into different levels according 
to the system of social relations 
involved and the consequent orientation 
of that action'.(5)

Thus, the relationship of movements to institutions and to 
their organisations needs to be analysed as a specific process. 
In Touraine's words:

'the social movement is never 
separated from protest and pressure, 
from crisis and rupture, all of 
which give rise to different types 
of struggles 1.(6 )

For example, how and why movements start in a radical direction 
only to be accommodated within the dominant structures presents 
itself as a mystery to be solved.

Social movements, according to the analyses ol the 
'Italian School', tend to have phases that constitute a cycle. 
This is most evident in the writings of Francesco Alberoni,
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whose approach is closest to W e b e r ' s . H e  outlines 
three basic stages of development: firstly, there is 
the 'condition of birth' or formation of a movement, 
when people try to construct a way of living that is 
totally different from the established and everyday. It 
is the moment of the 'exploration of the frontiers of the 
possible'. Secondly, there is the process whereby this is 
given organisational shape and becomes a concrete historical 
project. Finally, this movement is constrained, after a 
period of conflict, to adapt itself to 'reality' and 
compromise with historical forces. It thereby becomes an 
institution, or alternatively is defeated on the field of 
battle. Movement and institution for Alberoni constitute 
two states of being between which human life moves; the 
concepts can be applied to love and marriage or movements 
of national liberation and nation states. The Catholic 
Church is referred to as a classic instance of an institution 
that gives rise to 'movementist1 schisms that go through 
the phases of development. The religious model provided a 
paradigm; the 'statu nascente’ at the beginning of social 
movements is characterised as a 'fundamental experience' 
shared by Christian and Marxist traditions alike. Alberoni, 
in particular, makes it the basis for the construction of 
"ideal types".

However, the Weberian model is critically appropriated 
by the 'Italian School'. Melucci, for example, rejects the 
identification of organisation and insti tutionalisation. '
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Organisation and leadership are necessary for a movement 
to enable it to counteract internal centrifugal forces 
and the initiatives of the adversary, but that does not 
automatically entail bureaucratisation; models developed 
from the study of dominant organisations cannot be simply 
applied to opposi tional forces, which have to compete and 
to relate directly to a mass of people. History is littered 
with the tragic deaths of movements as well as with cases of 
institutionalisation. From Weber is taken up not the 
'inevitable logic' of organisation, but attention to the 
various 'logics' that are specific to organisations (e.g. a 
trade union's orientation to increasing membership), which 
are in turn related to external conditions (e.g. the Labour 
market). Melucci writes that Weber's analyses are 
especially useful in that he draws attention to the way 
organisations 'have a life of their own'; they have to be 
studied in terms of internal mechanisms for the allocation 
of resources and roles governed by norms and decision-making 
structures.

From Weber the Italian School derives its distinction 
be tween 'expr e ssi ve ' and 'instrumental' ac tion, which 
respectively correspond to the dominant modes of behaviour 
of social movements and of the organisations which attempt 
to direct their development. These terms are used in 
conjunction with the concept of 'collective identity', which 
comes from theorisations of the development of citizenship. 
The struggles of a social group to establish its identity 
and to win recognition for itself within the polity tend to
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be bitter and hard fought out. 'Expressive' action 
predominates. When a group has been brought into the 
polity then its actions will tend to conform to the rules 
and will be more 'instrumental’. Pizzorno explains the 
terms of the interpretative model which was developed to 
analyse the social conflict in Italy:

'When a mass of individuals, who 
belong to an occupational group, or 
class fraction, or who have common 
objective interests, are excluded from 
the system of representation but find 
themselves in favourable circumstances 
or mobilisation ... the conflict which 
ensues in their struggle for recognition 
tends to be more intense than over 
normal demands ... For example, conflicts 
are often ends in themselves (and 
sometimes no specific demands are made)? 
they do not rely on negotiation because 
the true objective is the constitution 
of a new identity. This identity is not 
in itself negotiable, but forms the 
premise of every negotiation. All forms 
of behaviour designed to increase 
interpersonal communication (such as 
the production of symbols recognisable 
by the group or by its allies or enemies) 
function to form the collective identity'. (9 )

Pizzorno goes on to analyse the cycles of social movements 
according to whether "expressive" or "instrumental" behaviour 
prevails. When the struggle for recognition is at its height 
behaviour can be categorised as 'expressive'; the demands 
are unmeetable, actions break with procedure and even 
legality and the protagonists create their own direct and 
informal representatives. When the collective subject is 
formally recognised, then conflict becomes regulated and demands 
are channeled and open to negotiation. Instrumental behaviour
prevails
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The fruitfulness of the 'Italian School's' approach 
is testified by the strengths of their empirical case 
studies when applied to objects as different as the workers' 
movement and youth protest. The rejection of concepts drawn 
from Marxism such as class consciousness and the preference 
for intermediary terms such as 'collective identity' and 
•expressive' and 'instrumental' action have major consequences. 
Firstly, it breaks with the language of the movements 
themselves and the a priori identification of their stated 
objectives and their raisons d'etre. Instead these are 
related to the formation of 'collective identities', which 
are not assumed to reflect class position. Secondly, the 
approach tries to find a way of thinking about the 
relationship of movements and institutions which recognises 
their specific characteristics, whilst examining their 
interaction as a process. This makes it possible to escape 
from the simple binary oppositions (e.g. spon tanei ty/organisation, 
revolt/cooption or revol t/repression) which have been common 
currency in studies of movements. The approach also has 
important implications for evaluating how movements develop 
and fulfil their goals according to the responsiveness of 
the institutions. A conclusion arrived at by the 'Italian 
School* is that social movements can only grow if they manage 
to get their demands at least partially met, and if they find 
interlocutors who stand between them and the dominant 
institutions. In this perspective, it becomes clear that a 
movement cannot necessarily be easily classified as 'reformist* 
or 'revolutionary', and that it is impossible to explain a
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movement’s development without giving a key place to 
the structures of representation in a society, in moments 
of 'organic crisis' and of political stabilisation.

Piyen and Cloward's Account

Piven and Cloward's analyses of 'poor peoples' movements' 
led them to construct general models that concord in many 
respects with those of the 'Italian S c h o o l ' . Protest 
as well as quiescence is explained in relation to 
institutional context; 'collective defiance', the equivalent 
of 'expressive action', is taken to be the defining mode of 
behaviour of social movements, which develop according to 
logics that have to be separated from those organisations.
The convergence of approaches is especially at the micro level 
of relating action to 'concrete settings', in which 'people 
experience deprivation and oppression'. Factory workers' 
protest is explained in the context of production-line speeds 
and abusive foreman, and not as responses to 'monopoly 
capitalism’ in the abstract. It is the factory that 
'aggregates and disperses', and which 'determines the 
strategic opportunities for defiance'. The Milan studies of 
struggles in the factories, 1968-72, dwell carefully on these 
conditions. However, the two approaches differ in their 
analysis of the relationship of movements to organisation, 
and to State institutions.

Piven and Cloward tend to play down the role of
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organisation in the movements. It is treated as a 
by-product rather than as a part of the process whereby 
movements take shape. Movements are shown to owe more to 
the interventions of detonator-style agitators and to the 
self—activity of the mass of people. Organisers figure 
largely in their account as intermediaries between the 
movements and the institutions. By stressing the need to 
build organisational membership and resources, they channel 
a movement's energies into activities which conform to normal 
modes of political action. Thereby, organisers disarm 
movements by depriving them of their most significant resource, 
namely, the power to disrupt. In analysing the particular 
forms of protest, Piven and Cloward point to interaction 
between the movement and the dominant institutions rather 
than to the relationship between the movement and its so-called 
representatives.

Piven and Cloward writes

•the demands of the protestors, at 
least for the periods we examine, are 
shaped as much by their interaction 
with §1ites as by structural factors 
(or contradictions) which produced the 
movemen ts'. (11)

For example, presidential statements on the rights of black 
people are seen as vital to the civil rights movement. To 
explain this it is necessary to deal with the 'vitality of a 
political culture in terms of features such as its rituals, 
celebrations and rewards'; only then can one understand how 
political discontent is shaped by the system against which 
it is directed, and how, especially in the early stages of
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mobilisation, protest appears through conventional channels 
such as the ballot-box.

For Piven and Cloward, a protest movement's capacity to
wrest concessions from the 'rulers' depends very much on the
possibilities of the moment; only in exceptional circumstances
are they there to be grasped. In such times, the movements,
by definition, resort to means that are extra-institutional,
whilst the 'rulers' aim to bring or force them into the
existing political framework. Whereas the 'Italian School',
using the 'development of citizenship' model, tends to focus
on the process whereby new 'collective identities' are
recognised within the polity, Piven and Cloward analyse
recognition as a weapon of rule in the armoury of the ruling
group. They see the concession of rights as more significant
than material concessions in so far as they are 'designed to

• • (121reintegrate the movement into normal political channels'' 7; 
they write that by granting the right to unionise or vote,

•to all appearances, the government 
simply acted to redress felt grievances ... 
but in each case Elites responded to 
discontent by proposing reforms with which 
they had experience, and which consisted 
mainly in extending established procedures 
to new groups or to new institutional 
areas'.

Thus, if workers had demanded nationalisation, they would still 
have got no more than the right to unionise. However, this 
concession, they insist, usually is part of an articulated 
strategy which includes repression as well as reforms (when, 
that is, the social movement is not being ignored or 
immediately repressed).
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Firstly, political leaders, sensitive to the 
electoral barometer of discontent, attempt to coopt leaders 
of the movement with the offer of jobs and other benefits. 
Secondly, government measures tend to undermine wider 
support for protest movements, neutralising sections of 
favourable opinion and stimulating a backlash. Thirdly, some 
of those measures are liable to be withdrawn, whilst others, 
especially those found to be 'compatible or not incompatible' 
with the interests of more powerful groups remain. (The 
latter, write Piven and Cloward, have already been made ready 
to be conceded by historical circumstances.) By this point, 
the stage has been set for moves to isolate and, if necessary, 
repress the activists. Piven and Cloward write that with 
'poor people's' movements, 'even when protesters succeed in 
forcing the government to respond, they do not dictate the

(13)contents of those responses'. ' Above all, the reason 
for the demise of the movements, in their analysis, lies not 
within them, but in the 'political context which nourished 
them in the first place*. Government responses transform the 
political climate which made protest possible in the first 
place:

'the concessions, the efforts to 
'bring them into the system, and 
in particular the measures aimed at 
potential supporters, all work to 
create a powerful image of a 
benevolent and responsive government 
that answers grievances and solves 
problems.'(

They conclude from their findings that movements get results 
for poor people to the extent that they disrupt the normal
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functioning of the system, and not in relation to their 
organisational strength.

Alain Touraine and New Social Movements

Alain Touraine's writings on social movements have been 
of decisive importance for the development not only of a 
field but of sociology as a discipline. Touraine focuses on 
social movements because of the perspective that they afford 
on how society as a whole is organised. Movement, conflict 
and social action are analysed to highlight human agency and 
to oppose the static and self-regulating model of the 
functionalists and structuralists. Richard Sennett contrasts 
his approach to that of Talcott Parsons:

'For Touraine structure is a 
property of activity. People 
do not act in a social structure; 
the structure of society is the 
structure of how a group moves; 
it has an identity only by virtue 
of its movement.'

At the same time, Touraine seeks:

'to rescue this theory ofstructure-as-structuration from 
ending up as pure empiricism . . .
He may be said to be seeking a 
choreography of conflict as a 
means of 'gluing' social life 
together ' . '

Touraine's work, in other words, attempts to explain conflict 
without reducing it to being the 'effect' or 'result' of social 
or economic structures, and this puts him at odds with both 
Marxists and Durkheimians. But it is particularly Marxism 
which is the object of his critiques. His work can be seen



64

as a continuous engagement with this tradition, and a 
refutation of its central thesis, namely that the industrial 
working class is the revolutionary subject and the leading 
protagonist of social change because of the determinacy of 
economic contradictions.

This thesis is criticised by Touraine in his early 
major writings. His studies of working class composition 
and consciousness in the workplace, especially The Evolution 
of Work at Kenault (1955) and Workers1 Consciousness (1965), 
claimed that there was little evidence to support the Marxist 
thesis and a lot which contradicted it. The emergence of 
the semi-skilled factory worker and the decline of skill 
differentiation did not create objective conditions which 
favoured revolutionary class consciousness. If anything, the 
disappearance of the skilled worker, who had been the leader 
of movements for workers’ control in the past, signalled a 
decline in revolutionary consciousness. The line-worker in 
the modern factory looked for changes in society outside 
the workplace, but only for changes which guaranteed security 
of employment, a regular wage and state welfare provision.
This worker's subordination and instrumental attitude to 
work underpinned a reformist willingness to delegate power to 
the State, rather than a desire for direct control. The only 
group of workers who seemed to demand power and control over 
their work conditions were the technicians and technically 
trained workers; they were referred to in Serge Mallet's 
celebrated term as the 'new working class . It was thought
by Touraine and others that the inconsistences between their
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skill and education, their bargaining power and their high 
status and their disproportionately limited role in 
decision-making made them the centre of a new field of 
conflict. Whilst the older industrial workers demanded a 
greater share of the product, this group of workers were 
thought to have the potential to call in question the power 
structure and priorities of the production process itself.

Touraine’s preoccupation with questions of power and 
control rather than with ownership and the determinacy of 
economic position can, therefore, be traced back to these 
earlier writings. The events of May '68 confirmed some of 
his observations. In his May Movement (1968), Post Industrial 
Society (1969) and Self Production of Society (1973) Touraine 
reiterates that the industrial working class is 'no longer 
the privileged historical agent'; the company is no longer 
at the centre of the economic system, and industrial conflicts 
are 'concerned more with decision-making than with power'.
The 'new working class' thesis had been validated;

'the general principle of our 
analysis ... that the formation 
of social classes and class action 
has a better chance in the social 
and economic groups where the contradictions between organisational 
interests and personal autonomy is 
most directly manifested'.i '

John Low—Beer writes that the role of the new working class 
is central to Touraine's theory, and that, like Mai let, he 
draws on the analogy between skilled workers and the new 
working class. Both groups* writes louraine, 'in their 
opposition to those who hold power, use the instruments of
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production which their opponents claim to control',
However, rouraine's analysis shifts from dealing with 

the workplace, which had been conceived as the crucial site 
of conflict, to examine the complex of power relations in 
society as a whole. in May Movement he writes that students 
could not be considered a class in the classic sense, but 
that that was not important since they ’are representative of
all those who suffer more from social integration and cultural
manipulation than from economic exploitation and material

(19)misery'. In what Touraine calls 'post industrial society'
conflicts are not principally between labour and capital 
within the centres of production, but between the technocratic 
centres of economic and political power, interested above all 
in economic growth, and those manipulated into a 'dependent 
participation' :

'The principal opposition between the 
two great classes or groups of classes 
does not result from the fact that one 
possesses wealth or property and the 
other does not. It comes about because 
the dominant classes dispose of knowledge 
and control information . . . The one who 
controls exerts influence on the systems 
of social relations in the name of their 
needs; the one who is controlled constantly 
affirms his existence ... as an autonomous 
unit whose personality does not coincide 
with any of his roles. This is the reason - 
in our eyes justified — why the idea of 
alienation is so widespread . . . What 
dominates our type of society is not the 
internal contradictions of the various 
social systems but the contradictions 
between the needs of these social systems 
and the needs of individuals ....
In modern societies, a class movement manifests 
itself by direct political struggle and by 
the rejection of alienation: by revolt
against a system of integration and 
manipulation. What is essential is the
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greater emphasis on political and 
cultural, rather than economic, action. 
This is the great difference from the 
labor movement, formed in opposition 
to liberal capitalism. Such movements 
are scarcely beginning, but they always 
talk about power rather than about 
salaries, employment, or property ...
The principal objection of modern social 
movements is more the control of chanqe 
than the struggle against profit.'(20)

The city is the crucial place where ways of life and 
political consciousness are formed, not the workplace. The 
relationship between economic and political decision-making 
has changed, Touraine observes, so that 'politics no longer 
goes along with economic organisation, it precedes and governs 
it'. Investment is not undertaken by a section of society but 
by society as a whole. In turn, conflicts are not limited to 
workers, but involve workers and other groups as inhabitants, 
consumers and parents. The interdependency and integration 
of extra-production areas as factors of production enlarges 
the areas of conflicts. In Low-Beer's words, Touraine has 
'substituted 'relationship to the means of decision and control' 
for 'relationship to the means of production', and the key
struggles in society are to do with power rather than

.. (2 1)ownership. ' '

In an article published in 1975 entitled 'New Social 
Movements', Touraine follows through the line of analysis begun 
with the May Movement. He finds increasing evidence to support 
his thesis that the most significant social conflicts are not 
those which are currently dominant, but those which are 
symptomatic of the emergent 'post industrial' society. Hence, 
it is not the semi-skilled workers' struggles of older

conflicts brought about by the women'sindustries, but the new
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movement, youth protest and black people's struggles that 
confront the key issues of how society is organised. These 
concern the exercise of power over the whole of society.
The exploitation of natural resources and human labour is no 
longer the central site of conflict. What matters is the 
'control of technical-human systems which transmit and 
transform information* and their use as 'instruments of 
social integration'. The new conflicts appear throughout 
society. The conceptions of society in terms of levels and 
instances (political, ideological and economic), and the 
distinction between productive and unproductive sectors have 
lost their usefulness. The new forms through which power is 
exercised make other distinctions more pertinent; power at 
the centre creates the categories of 'marginality' and 
'minority', which in turn become the terms of resistance and 
opposition within society.

Touraine uses the examples of anti-psychiatry and prison 
revolt to illustrate his argument that the new social conflicts 
are shaped in and against the post industrial forms of 
domination. He writes:

'We see how anti-psychiatry questions 
the definitions of madness as deviancy, 
and how certain interpretations reach 
the point of identifying madness with 
desire and libido that have been repressed 
and fragmented by the organisation of 
society ... It is even more interesting 
to see the appearance of conflict where 
previously there was only the repression 
of deviancy. The prison revolts ... go 
beyond making demands limited to the 
prison situation. The notion of social 
order which is imposed throughout society 
is simultaneously revealed to be directly 
linked to the dominant ideology ... Now
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conflict appears in all parts of 
society conflict and non-conformityconverge.*

Touraine observes that the usual image of social conflict 
as involving two social classes is replaced by the image 
of conflict between the central apparatuses of control, 
supported by a 'service class', and the excluded, marginalised, 
under-privileged minorities. He lists youth, women (who have 
minority status) and intellectuals as typical groups who 
oppose the central power. Their 'ghettoes', however, are 
both communities from which opposition is organised and places 
to which to retreat.

For Touraine, the struggles against domination in 
post industrial societies are primarily defensive and fragmented. 
Social groups, especially primary groups constituted by gender 
and race, fight to defend their identities from the incursions 
of the central power. They struggle above all to achieve 
autonomy and self-management ( ' autogestion' ) as collectivities, 
which become a means and an end of action. The new social 
conflicts decisively break with the previous models of 
political action. Firstly, the new movements are too global 
to be the 'raw materials' which parties then transform in their 
own image. Touraine writes:

'In the face of apparatuses that control 
ever more aspects of social lifo, the 
democracy expressed by opposition forces 
can only'be global and cultural in the 
sense implied by the notion of cultural 
revolution. Conflict is thereby introduced 
and identifiable in all fields of social 
life'.(23)

Secondly, the opposition movements are fragmentary since they
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reflect particular group desires for autonomy and 
self-management so that, in Touraine's words, 'there is 
no unifying principle capable of making them into a 
potential controller of society. They are only unified 
by their opposition to domination'. Touraine concludes that 
parties (in France these will be the parties of the Left) and 
movements are necessarily interdependent because of the need 
for a unity of political action that cannot emerge from the 
social struggles, but that the relationship between the two 
has changed. Now, the parties have to base their strategies 
in the movements, which are no longer subordinate but remain 
independent. The opposition movements typical of 
post industrial society, Touraine writes, dispense with the 
'illusion of the end of history and the establishment of a 
natural harmony' in a future society. They herald a politics 
which is about the 'control of society's power to act on itself', 
and which no longer relies on Marxism's meta-social ideas of 
linear evolution and teleological development.

Some Questions

In what follows the approaches to the analysis of protest 
and movements that have been discussed so far will be used to 
examine events in Italy for the period from the late 1960's to 
the end of the '70's. In the process, the aim is to address 
some general questions about the significance of social 
movements in contemporary societies. Some of these can be 
briefly summarised as follows:
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politics. Anyone expecting a list of requisite solutions 
will be disappointed. However, much of the argument of the 
thesis centres on the importance of questioning and doubting. 
Protest itself springs from the questions that social groups 
and individuals begin to ask of their situation. If it can 
be shown in the case studies that the right questions are 
being asked of the social movements, then this will already 
make the thesis worthwhile.
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PART 2



OR I GINS OF THE CRISIS OF 1968-9

In 1968-9 Italy experienced an 'organic crisis', 
in which there was a massive withdrawal of support for 
the structures of representation, and an abrupt increase 
in political demands. The crisis of 1968-9 arose within 
specific institutional contexts, especially in the 
universities and schools, and in the factories, as will be 
shown in subsequent chapters, but to understand its dimensions 
it is necessary to look at its historical origins. This is 
not to say that the crisis was an inevitable outcome of Italian 
historical development, rather, the aim is to highlight some 
of the features, especially of the post war period, which 
help explain the range of probings and testing of the 
'social contract', referred to by Barrington Moore.

This background to the main study of the social movements 
will be divided into three chapters. The first will look at 
the relationship of the subordinate classes of Italian society 
to the state, taking a cue from some of Gramsci's writings on 
the question. The second will deal with the organisations 
of civil society; it will focus in particular on relations 
between employers and workers, and between the working class 
and its representative bodies (the unions and Left wing 
parties). The third chapter will concentrate on the 
perceptions of injustice and the formulation of 'standards of 
condemnation’ which anticipated and prepared the mass social 
awakening and mobilisation at the end of the 1960's.

This outline of the period before the eruption of the 
social movements is necessarily selective and partial; it
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attempts to delineate developments leadino up to the 
crisis, not to provide a historical account of the 
post war period.

Themes are introduced in these chapters from a 
historical perspective which are taken up and developed in 
parts 3 and 4. The crisis of reformism is discussed in detail 
in Chapter 7, in terms of the educational policies of the 
Centre Left government which provoked a storm of protest 
from students. Distrust of the state is explored in 
Chapter 14 with particular relation to the conflicti.no 
conceptions of law and order thrown up by the student and 
workers’ movement. The 'moral outrage' expressed in the 
slogans of workers' demonstrations is connected up in 
Chapter 19 to historical grievances. The importance of the 
historical legacy will be seen in how the social actors 
perceived injustices and the social movements drew on the 
past to make sense of and ennoble their struggles.



CHAPTER 4 : A DISTRUSTED STATE

Recurrent questions in Italian historiography and 
political discussion have been: why is the Italian 
nation-state so lacking in social and political cohesion? 
what has led to the incapacity of the ruling bloc to 
'modernise’ Italy’s institutions? Some writers have traced 
the roots of the problem back to the failure of the attempt 
to found an absolutist state in Italy in the late middle 
ages, but the usual point of departure for analyses is the 
Risorpimento, the movement of national unification in the 
mid-19th century. The key theses setting the agenda for 
debate were set out in Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks.^1^
For Gramsci, the model bourgeois revolution - the French 
Revolution - was the yardstick for assessing the Risorgimento, 
which he called a 'failed revolution' ('rivoluziono mancata'). 
According to Gramsci, the failure of the Italian bourgeoisie 
to form a national-popular alliance, involving the 
subordinate classes in the struggle against the backward 
landowners, meant that the unification remained formal rather 
than real. The division between North and South, corresponding 
to the compromise between Northern capital and the Southern 
* 1atifondisti1, and the exclusion of the great mass of the 
population from participation in the political life of the 
new state, and meant that a conservative settlement was reached 
at the expense of economic and social progress. For Gramsci 
only the Italian proletariat, in alliance with poor peasants,
could make a nation out of Italy. Whether Gramsci's analyses
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withstand criticism by historians is a matter for debate, 
but the liveliness of the discussion since the mid '60's 
suggests that they are useful in giving pointers to 
understanding the contemporary crisis of the Italian state.

One of Gramsci's concerns, the externality of the
popular classes to the formation and subsequent history of
the Italian state, is of particular interest. The Southern
peasantry exemplified this hostility or indifference to
nationhood. It was tied by intense local and family loyalties,
and shared cultures and dialects having little affinity with
a national culture. This peasantry did not identify with
Italy as a State, and saw its utopias in the Americas rather
than in the peninsula. But the working class of the North,
despite its relative privileges, also found itself in conflict 
. (2)with a repressive state. ' The experience of universal suffrage 

was an interlude between periods of government exclusively by 
and for social eli tes. There was only one free general 
election before the fascists took power in 1922. In other 
words, the Italian working class before 1945 did not develop 
a strono sense of citizenship through participation in 
political parties, elections, voting and celebrations of formal 
freedoms and equalities.

The other major processes whereby the working class in 
W. Europe was 'nationalised' - education and war - affected 
Italian workers less than those of other countries. Education 
had little impact on the predominant use of dialect, and acted 
more effectively as a channel for middle class social mobility 
than as a means of promoting mass civic consciousness. Wars
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mobilised sections of the population in a way only 
paralleled by spurts of industrialisation, and aggravated 
class tensions, creating horizontal solidarities that threatened 
the unity of the state. The debacle of late 19th century 
Italian imperialist expeditions at Adowa, the mutinies and 
non-collaboration during the 1914-18 war, and the disastrous 
fascist military campaigns - all these proved counter-productive 
for the ruling bloc. They also fuelled opposition to 
nationalism in the form of anti-militarism, anti-statism and 
internationalism. The persistence of anarcho-syndicalist 
tendencies within the working class and the widespread 
identification of the state with all society's evils testify 
to the traditions of popular anti-statism.

In the post 1945 period the relationship between the 
working class and the state changed. The establishment of a 
democratic republic changed the rules of political conflict, 
and the major parties and unions of the working class made 
themselves the upholders and interpreters of parliamentary 
democracy. The principal protagonist of the Resistance, the 
Communist Party, took a leading part in 're-educating' the 
working class into this role. Togliatti's reading of 
Gramsci (whose Notebooks were published between 1948 and 1951) 
centred on the idea that the working class had the task of 
forging a national solidarity that the weak bourgeoisie was 
incapable of doing. It had to represent the 'national-popular' 
and lay the foundations of social and economic reconstruction, 
as the transitional stage to the construction of a future 
socialist society. In a speech of June 1945 Togliatti
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claimed that:

'the democratic revolution in our 
country has never been completed or 
seriously developed ... In demanding 
the Constituent Assembly, we find 
ourselves in the company of the best 
men of our Risorgimento - in the 
company of Carlo Cattaneo, Giuseppe 
Mazzini and Giuseppe Garibaldi, and 
we are proud of it'.(3)

But the Communist Party rank-and-file had to be taught 
that the new parliamentary state was "theirs" and that they 
had to act responsibly - a task that was not always easy.
•\ report at the 6th Congress stated:-

'The persistence of sectarian positions ... 
is seen in the tendency to disrupt other 
political meetings ... singing songs with 
words in bad taste ... leaving work early 
to attend meetings, the use of banners 
without the tricoleur.'(4)

For many, the leadership was only saying these things so that 
it could fool the other parties, which, it seemed, were happy 
to work with the Communists for as long as it suited them.

The landslide election victory of 1948 for the Christian 
Democrat Party finalised the expulsion of the Left parties 
from government. At this crucial conjuncture democracy as an 
idea was linked to the Western 'camp' and to the defence of 
Catholicism. Future governments worked to impose their 
definitions of what constituted 'democratic' and 'anti-democratic' 
forces; the Communist Party was treated as alien, while the 
CGTL was treated as its instrument in the workplace; 
meanwhile, the 'apolitical' and 'free' trade unions were 
encouraged. Systematic repression and discrimination and 
propaganda campaigns were used by governments and by managements
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in the factories to undermine working class representative 
structures.

The close cooperation between the state and the employers’ 
federation (Confindustria), and the exclusion of the working 
class parties from government were the two axes on which 
Italian 'democracy' revolved in the period 1948-60.^^
Although the basic democratic freedoms were observed, there 
were some continuities with the fascist state that help 
explain the ways in which those freedoms were circumscribed 
and curtailed. In this perspective, it is the period of 
post war collaboration and reconstruction which appears as 
an aberration. The personnel of the state apparatuses had been 
mostly employed by the previous fascist regime, and the 
republic inherited laws that were the very antithesis of the 
constitution. The Rocco Penal Code, for example, includes 
among its list of crimes: the membership of anti-national 
and subversive associations, the incitement of 'class hatred' 
and the defamation of state institutions.^  ̂ Although there 
were few laws controlling labour disputes, industrial conflict 
was heavily policed through instructions contained in the 
reports of the procurators-general, and in the circulars, 
letters and telegrams sent to them and to the prefects by the 
ministries of Justice and of the Interior. During Scelba's 
period as Minister of the Interior these were directed almost
exclusively against forms of picketinq and 'political'

(7)strikes.' From 1948 to 1954 an estimated 75 were killed and 
5,104 were wounded as a result of police action directed 
against forms of protest.^ 1



If the politicised and organised sections of the 
working class were the targets of repression, governmental 
policies encouraged private initiatives detrimental to all 
wage-earners. Laissez-faire economic policy subordinated 
all state intervention to the immediate needs of private 
capital. Whilst in other W. European countries reconstruction 
was carried out with the objective of ensuring full employment 
and full utilisation of capital resources, in Italy a policy 
of deflation and the containment of demand through a regime 
of low wages and high unemployment was actively pursued by 
Einaudi and his successors. State expenditure went towards 
the construction of motorways that suited the needs of Fiat 
rather than towards the creation of a welfare state.' ’

The beneficiaries of this economic policy were the big 
companies and sections of the middle classes. Internal 
consumer expenditure rose for a small minority of the 
population that could afford to buy the goods (televisions, 
cars, fridges etc.) that symbolised the reign of plenty.
In 1960 only 11% of the population owned a fridge. Otherwise 
production was oriented to the world market. The so-called 
'economic miracle' was attained on the basis of increases in 
productivity much greater than increases in wages. In addition, 
it entailed the mass migration of labour from the South to the 
Northern cities, and to Northern E u r o p e . T h e  'miracle' 
aggravated social tensions which made the existing political 
arrangements untenable.

In 1953 the Christian Democrat government tried to 
introduce a law (the so-called "swindle law") that would



ensure it the permanent majority which it had failed to 
win in the elections, but the attempt failed in the face 
of a mass national campaign of opposition. From 1953 to 
1963 the Christian Democrats maintained power through 
coalition governments in which they were always the dominant 
partner holding the key ministries. In 1960 this politics, 
based on the exclusion of the Left parties, was put into 
crisis. The possibility of further alliances with parties 
to the Right was blocked by mass mobilisation against 
Tambroni's attempt to form a government with the neo-fascist 
MSI, and a wave of strikes showed the strength of the 
industrial working class, and the need to win its goodwill.

The nature of these working class mobilisations gives 
some indication of the evolution of its relationship to the 
state. The response to the calls by the parties in 1953 and 
1960 shows that there was a strong desire to defend democratic 
institutions from manipulation and authoritarianism. However, 
the actions were largely defensive. They were a response to 
a continuous war of attrition waged against workers' 
organisations. Their point of reference was the Liberation 
and Reconstruction period, of which the ceLebration of April 25th 
and the battle to apply the spirit of the Constitution were 
important aspects. By way of contrast, the factory 
mobilisations of 1960-63 were offensive actions. Their chief 
objective was wage increases, but the mass street 
demonstrations signalled a revolt against conditions inside 
and outside the factory.

The Socialist Party response to the working class



mobilisation was to use it as a bargaining counter with 
the Christian Democrats. It claimed to have a programme 
of radical reforms and economic planning which would make 
capitalist development 'rational' and beneficial to the 
working class as a whole. However, the only reforms 
which the Socialists succeeded in carrying out as promised 
were in education, and in nationalisation of the electricity 
industry. The 1969 Forecasting and Planning Report revealed 
that achievement of objectives for 1966-68 were as low as 11% 
for urban transport, 16% for hospital building and 22% for 
school building. ̂   ̂ This failure was doubly serious because 
of the inadequacy of State provision of services and their 
farming out to private agencies. The movement of two million 
Italians from South to North between 1960 created a demand 
for housing, services, education and basic infrastructures 
that a laissez-faire government policy had not been able to 
cope with.

The Centre Left government created hopes of changes that
would bring Italian living standards in line with Northern
European countries. However, its actions were heavily
circumscribed. For the Christian Democrats there was no
Question of allowing the destruction of the State clientelism
that provided one of its power bases ("sotto-governo"), and
for them the inclusion of the socialists had more to do with
isolating the Communists and securing an incomes policy than
with a strategy of structural change based on a high wage 

(12)economy. ' The imposition of a deflationary policy in 1964
had the political aim of undercutting wage demands by



increasing unemployment. This measure effectively 
asserted the continuity of a low wage rpoimetand prevented
further reforms on the pretext that reform had to wait for

(13)more prosperous times.' '

The Centre Left experiment contained elements of a 
longer term strategy for bringing the working class into a 
collaborative relationship with the state, but there was 
the minimum of institutionalisation. Tripartite talks
between unions, private industry and the government were

• . . ( 14rarely carried out, and then outside the planning framework.'
Although the Communist Party cooperated with legislation in
parliament, it and the CGIL resolutely opposed an official
incomes policy. It spoke instead of the need for more
structural reforms, but little working cLass mobilisation

( is)took place around the issue of reforms.' ' However, the
idea of reform spread and citizenship came to be considered 
not just in terms of formal legal and political rights, but 
in terms of material well-being and rights to housing, 
education, health facilities and other services. The 1963 
general strike over housing represented an important step 
in this direction. ̂ 6 ̂ What was put in question during the 
late 1960's was how changes could be brought about; 
whether central governments dominated by the Christian 
Democrats, or indeed any government, had the will and capacity 
to reform; if so, how could sufficient pressure be brought 
on them to do so, and, if not, what alternative strategies 
were open to the working class.
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The rigidity of the political structures and their 
acknowledged inability to reform themselves fed popular 
distrust and suspicion of politicians and the political 
system. Power remained firmly in the hands of the Christian 
Democrats, who successfully prevented an alternation of 
parties in government. The resulting operation of the 
Italian parliamentary system has been compared to that of 
Namier’s 18th century English parliament in which there were 
'ins' and 'outs', and politics consisted in 'place-seeking' 
and cynical manoeuvring. Percy Allum writes:

'the lack of an electoral alternative 
has led all parties to viewing their 
role as the occupation of as many posts 
as possible in the state institutions 
not for the purposes of transforming 
society but of accruing patronage ... 
this operation has reduced them to 
being the defenders of sectional 
interests'.(17)

For a short time, it seemed that the Socialists would 
be different, but the gap between their promises and their 
achievements widened the longer they stayed in the office. 
Giuseppe Tamburrano, who was closely involved with the Centre 
Left experiment, attributed its demise in the final analysis 
to the Socialist Party's failure to mobilise support within 
the country for its reform proposals. Instead of doing this, 
it lost itself in a maze of bureaucratism. Its experience 
seemed to prove the old adage that power corrupts, rather 
than its own thesis that real changes could only be brought 
about by holding government office.
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CHAPTER 5; PARTIES, UNIONS AND CIVIL SOCIETY

The brevity and fragility of the experience of 
parliamentary democracy in Italy before 1945 had severe 
consequences for the nature and development of civil society. 
The parties, unions and other organisations of the working 
class had a longer struggle to establish their rights to exist 
and operate freely than in other capitalist countries. It was 
not until after the Milan massacre of 1 8«8 that the ruling bloc 
recognised the need for a strategy designed to limit class 
conflict through the legitimation of some of its forms.
Ciolitti had to teach sections of capitalists that it was in 
their interests that the State did not involve itself in 
labour disputes. He personally tried to strengthen relations 
with the reformist wing of the Socialist Party and the trade 
unions. However, the primary role of the Socialist Party in 
promoting unionism, the stress given to general class 
representation in the context of uneven, regionalised 
industrialisation and of a working class in the early stages 
of its making, and the continued resurgence of a politicised 
and insurrectionary syndicalism - all these factors politicised 
industrial relations in country and town. In these 
circumstances, the formal distinctions between the political 
and economic roles of party and union, which characterised a 
reformist politics found a difficult terrain in which to 
grow. Revolutionary ideas flourished.^^

The 'Red Years', 1919-20 were characterised by the 
confusion of the roles of union and party, and by the rise
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of the new factory councils that claimed to combine their
functions. It was a remarkable experiment in workers'
control which remained a much discussed experience, especially

( 2 )in the light of Gramsci's writings. ' Its defeat, however,
opened the way to a wholesale destruction of parties and
unions, rather than to a redefinition of their roles within
the terms of a parliamentary democracy. The fascist regime
replaced them by state-controlled surrogates. The objective
of the ruling bloc had become the very abolition of civil
society as a sphere of independent activity on the part of
the subordinate classes. Even leisure, sporting and extra-work
pursuits that had previously been carried on through the
political parties were subjected to state organisation and
supervision. Within the workplace a new ideology of labour

(3)was constructed by the employers.' '

The success of the fascist regime in actually creating 
its own culture* and in actively intervening in reshaping 
everyday customs and practices was in many ways limited.
However, its destruction not only of organisational structures 
of opposition, but of a popular memory on the part of the 
young and of traditions and skills of organisation, had 
lasting effects. Through the anti-fascist struggle and the 
period of reconstruction, the working class had to recreate 
its own organisations, and to rebuild the fabric of civil 
society itself. The framework for this activity was 
established by the winning of political freedoms and civil 
rights, but the power of the working class lay in its extensive 
network of local organisations. In particular, the political
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parties played the leading role. The Communist Party in 
Milan organised in every quarter of the city and extended 
its control through recreational centres, co-operatives 
and organisations like Unione delle Donne Italiane (Union 
of Italian Women, UDI). Certain working class areas in 
Milan like Sesto San Giovanni (nicknamed 'Stalingrad') and 
Rogoredo became Left strongholds. The PCI implanted its 
cells in the factories; in Milan in 1945 it had 360, and by
1947 these had tripled in number. It has been estimated
that by 1948 80 to 90% of Milanese engineering workers were 

(41xn the CGIL.v '

As has been noted, working class organisations
developed a defensive rather than offensive strategy in
the Reconstruction period. Nevertheless, this imposed
limits on managements' 'right to manage' in the factories;
workers blocked redundancies, imposed consultation and, in

(5)the early stages, purged fascist personnel.' ’ The concerted 
political offensive against the Left, that resulted in the
1948 election landslide, was followed by a longer term and 
more difficult war against working class organisation in civil 
society. The political victory had immediate pay-offs for the 
landlords and property owners, who, with police protection 
stepped up the rate of evictions, cleared 'squats' and 
affirmed the rights of p r o p e r t y . In the factories the 
opposition was more tenacious.

The years from 1950 to 1959 were characterised by a 
long term decline in working class organisation and resistance 
in the face of the employers' attacks. In January 1955 Dott. 
Borletti, vice-president of the Confindustria, the national
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said;

'We need to bring order back into 
the factories by re-establishing 
those forms of discipline without 
which it is impossible to work; we 
must eliminate all those deviations 
and political interferences that the 
war, the post-war period and 
revolutionary illusions have , 
introduced into company life.'' '

The first and crucial step was the imposition of mass 
redundancies. This enabled employers to sack leading 
militants and to threaten workers as a whole with the 
prospect of losing their jobs. High unemployment throughout 
the '50's put pressure on the employed to conform to the 
orders of management. Those militants who survived found 
themselves continually under surveillance, moved from one 
section of the factory to another and increasingly deprived 
of rights to represent or be represented in an effective as

/ g \well as formal sense.
The dismantling of the workers' representative 

structures allowed management the freer use of labour within 
the productive process, and employers increased absolute 
exploitation by introducing longer and more flexible hours. 
Managements also introduced new machinery and corresponding 
hierarchical regimes of control to increase the rate of 
relative exploitation. The weakening of the nucleus of 
politicised skilled workers meant that resistance to 
iaylorisation had been undermined. In turn, the changes in 
the productive process lessened the need for those workers 
through de-skilling, and opened the doors to the unskilled
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unemployed. Martinoli, a director of Pirelli, put the 
case for technological change at a conference on workers’ 
conditions in industry held in Milan in 1954:

’they provide the optimal conditions 
for the achievement of higher levels 
of employment because there is a 
percentage of workers who look 
favourably and almost with a sense of 
liberation on monotonous work; this 
work does not require responsibility, 
a spirit of initiative and the 
obligation to make decisions'.^0)

The system of industrial relations created in the 1950's was 
paternalistic. It heavily circumscribed workers' freedoms, 
and punished behaviour which threatened its authority. 
Independent and active unionism was not recognised. The PCI 
was excluded from participation in parliamentary government 
and the CGIL was excluded from participation in negotiations 
within the factory. Union officials did not have permission 
to enter most Milanese factories between 1948 and ]968. The 
rights to freedoms of speech and organisation sanctioned by 
the Constitution could not be exercised in the factory.
Instead discrimination and sackings and the careful scrreening
* i • , . (10)of new employees prevailed.'

But paternalism also had its philanthropic aspects.
It combined older ideologies of 'family' cultivated by earlier 
generations of entrepreneurs with modern theories of 'human 
relations'. Companies needed not only to suppress class 
ideologies but to re-articulate class relations as relations 
of non-antagonistic reciprocity between employer and employee; 
the words 'operaio' and 'classe operaio' had to be substituted 
by 'lavoratore'; a collective identity had to be replaced by
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individualism. To this purpose companies increased
differentials between groups of workers and the variable
proportion of the wage linked to piece-rates.^11  ̂ The
power of foremen to grant 'personal favours' in the shape

. . 112)of job allocation and promotion was increased. v ' This
incentivisation of self-interest had a gloss of neo-capitalist
consumerism in the bigger, 'impersonal' firms like Pirelli
where the management aspired to American Taylorist models
in which autonomies and controls in the workplace were

(13)exchanged for higher wages. ' The vogue for 'human
relations' spread, but with the emphasis on maximising
productivity through Time and Motion studies rather than
through strategies of job enrichment. Moreover, the tendency
was to hold wages down as far as possible, especially among
the smaller companies. Older forms of Catholic paternalism
held sway especially in the family companies that were still
intact in the 1950's. Giovanni Falk, for example, who
inherited the Milanese steel dynasty, had a vision of his
company as a 'little country with its enlightened governors
and faithful subjects, its glorious history and values to be

( 1 4 )handed down from generation to generation*. ' Falk in his 
eyes was the symbol of work, and harmony, a solid pyramid 
that threw out a large and protective shadow. Companies 
provided nursery schools (usually run by a religious order), 
holiday homes for children, medical services and child 
allowances. The provision of services was especially designed 
for women workers, to enable them to work, but also to bind 
them into the company's family by appealing to them as wives
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and mothers. The hold of the company ethos, however,
was strongest among the white collar workers, who tended to
think of themselves as middle class, and who enjoyed monthly
salaries with special secret 'merit awards' for the 

(16)diligent.
The paternalist strategy aimed to abolish social 

contradictions. In fact its inflexibility and authoritarianism 
invested those differences of interest at an economic level 
with the very questions of power and politics that it aimed 
to eliminate. Even the big companies did not have the 
economic resources to act as 'little states', and gave 
priority to profit-making. The attempt to cultivate the 
'free' trade unions, the predominantly Catholic CISL and the

(171Social Democrat and Republican UIL, had some success, ’ 
especially among white collar workers, but managements 
preferred to establish clientelistic relations with them rather 
than to encourage collective bargaining. They therefore 
built up memberships as a result of preferential treatment, 
bribery and discriminatory recruitment policies. Whilst this 
divided and weakened workers' overall organisation in the 
short term, it did not help create a visible alternative to 
the Leftwing CGIL. Neither did the backstairs bargaining 
provide the adequate mechanism for dealing with widespread 
shopfloor discontent. Thus, when conflict occurred in 
circumstances more favourable to workers, it involved 
fundamental issues concerning rights and it was infused with 
political significance.



96

Statistics on industrial conflict, membership and
elections to the Internal Commissions indicate the extent
to which the employers' offensive did paralyse and dismember
the union organisation built up before 1948. Strikes caused
the loss of 64 million hours a year in 1948-9 and an average

( 18)22 million for 1950-8. ' Industrial conflict in Milanese
industry was sustained for a longer period, and the figures
for union membership are less disastrous than for some cities.
Nonetheless, the percentage of the unionised out of the total
employed in the engineering sector fell from 61% in 1951 to 

(19)23.7^ in 1958.' ’ A central factor m  eroding unionisation
was the increase in the number and percentage of unskilled
and semi-skilled workers being taken on, especially women
and y o u t h . The nucleus of the unionised was based on
the skilled section of the workforce who had been the
leading protagonists in the antifascist movement. Repression
reinforced division between the skilled and unskilled, whilst
the growing white collar section of the workforce remained
largely untouched by unionism.

The unions' response to the employers' attacks was
heavily conditioned by the unfavourable conditions in which
they operated during the 1950's. In the CG1L, memories of
that period evoke pictures of steadfast heroism. The union
activists paid dearly for their beliefs, and it was the
strength of their convictions that drove them on. Not
surprisingly, therefore, it was party members who made up the

(21)backbone of the union organisation.v ’ A young woman organiser
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who worked at the Borletti factory from the end of the 
decade remembers:

•Almost all the activists were in the 
Communist Party. Firstly, they trained 
in Party schools and then they took 
their battle into the union ... many 
were regularly sacked ... it was really 
a way of selecting militants; the more 
the bosses hit them, the more they 
became true political militants'.*'"2'

However, the strengths of the inner core of the union did not 
compensate for its relative isolation from the majority of 
workers nor for serious inadequacies of analysis and 
policy.

Some of the deficiencies can be attributed to the very
influence of the parties: party political issues such as the
Korean War and general programmes for economic renewal did
not connect up with bread-and-butter questions; ideological
divisions got in the way of organising around common interests
union activities were constantly liable to outside party
pressures. But, these have to be related to the fact that
most activists were skilled, male workers who had participated
in the Resistance, whilst the majority of newly recruited
workers were younger, unskilled and unpoliticised. These
divisions along the lines of age, gender and union experience
were aggravated by employer policies of divide-and-rule, and
by the introduction of new technologies, which greatly changed
labour processes, and therefore relations between sections of
workers. The failure by the CGIL to develop analyses and
appropriate strategies meant that it was marginalised from

(23)the everyday problems and experiences of the workplace.
The cultural backwardness (a looking-back to
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older models of class unionism and Marxist orthodoxies) 
furnished mobilising ideals, but weakened the CGTL's capacity 
to meet the needs of a new generation of workers.

The CISL, by contrast, took the American unions as its
model, and tried to break with the Italian tradition of
Leftwing trade unionism in the name of modernity. It
represented its members only, and concentrated on productivity
bargaining at local levels. In practice, the CISL was
anti-communist. It was tied to the Christian Democrat Party
and under the influence of the Catholic Church. Moreover,
its predominantly white collar membership within industry and
the service sector made it even more prone to management
pressures. The CISL's negotiation of agreements for its
members that excluded the CGIL, its dependence on discriminatory
recruitment for its membership and its refusal, as far as
possible, to go on strike made it a de facto form of company

(24)unionism in the 1950's.' ’

Between 1960 and 1963 this system of industrial 
relations based on paternalism was challenged from below.
The defeat of the Tambroni government due to mass mobilisations, 
gave workers a sense of power. The decline of unemployment 
and the economic upturn, put workers in a position to bargain 
with employers. The economic transformation of the 'miracle' 
years increased the numbers of workers and their relative 
importance as a group in society in the Northern triangle.
At the same time, huge increases in investment, productivity 
and profits had been achieved without reform of a low wage 
regime guaranteed by authoritarianism within the factory. 
Rebellion in the factories, starting with the militancy of
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the voung workers in the electrical engineering sector 
in Milan in i960, expressed a demand for a share in the 
newly created wealth. They called for wage increases and 
succeeded in winning considerable concessions. Tn the 
struggles the union succeeded in using wage demands as a means 
of unifying different sections of workers. Differentials 
were reduced, the principle of wage parity for women over 18 
was established and a two hour reduction of working week was 
won. On the shopfloor, engineering workers experimented with 
short, sharp strikes, backed by the CC.IL, in addition to 
the use of national general strikes and demonstrations, 
which were the traditional form of mobilisation. The latter 
were on a scale that had not been seen on the streets of the
big cities since 1948. Students too marched alongside

. (25)workers.' '

The shift in the balance of class forces in Italy
was reflected in the increased percentage of the Gross
National Income accruing to the working class. However, it
was a temporary advance that was reversed from late 1963
to 1967. Deflationary policies increased unemployment and
employers clamped down on wage increases. The gains were
whittled away through inflation and once more productivity

/ 2 \increases exceeded those of wages.' ' The government did
not succeed in establishing an incomes policy, and instead 
orovided the conditions for the strengthening of management's 
hand. The unions were too weak to mobilise effective 
resistance. Above all, the unions within the factories had 
failed to build up their organisation; membership did not 
increase proportionally to the increase in the working
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copulation, and continued to depend on the male, skilled
and older section of the workforce for its leadership.
Measures of union recognition and agreement to plant
baroaining by the Internal Commissions were circumscribed
by both management and union preference for centralised

(27)negotiation at higher levels. ’ The unskilled and
semi-skilled, the women, younger workers and immigrants
were the most exposed to the pressures of the labour market
and to changes in the labour process. These workers'
interests were inadequately represented. Union analyses
of changes in the labour process led to policies of accepting
technical change as good in itself rather than as inherently
structured by capitalist relations. Bad working conditions
were accepted in exchange for monetary compensation. Wage
differentials were accepted as a reflection of objective
skills together with the introduction of new grades for the
highly skilled.'"' ; In short, the key mechanisms of
division and hierarchical control within the factory were
not comprehensively challenged by the unions. The anger
and explosive militancy of the most oppressed and exploited
sections was treated as an abberration, as evidenced by the

(29)celebrated Piazza Statuto incidents in Turin in 1962.' '

In the mid '60's economic development centred on 
restructuring and rationalisation of plant to maximise the 
rate of relative exploitation,■^^ without increasing 
capital investment to the level of the 1951-63 period. 
Speed-ups of the line and increases in workloads reached 
intolerable levels in some factories. Managements replaced
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women and older workers by young semi-skilled men
(31)because of their physical endurance. ' The atmosphere 

in the factories was no longer one of fear and intimidation, 
but unions had still not been readily accepted as bargainers 
within the workplaces. Leopoldo Pirelli, vice-president of 
the Confindustria, publicly espoused enlightened acceptance 
of trade unionism, whilst within his factories he witheld 
recognition from the CGIL. The idea that the factory was 
exclusively under management control and that it was vital to 
defend the conquests of the 1950's in this sphere was shared 
by the 'enlightened' vanguard of Italian industry and the 
small company owner alike. Negotiation was limited to 
powerless joint consultative bodies. Repression had become 
more selective, and management was more self-conscious 
about control techniques, but otherwise the paternalist model 
remained intact.

The contradictions within the factory were not, however, 
displaced into the market, nor were workers' struggles for 
higher wages transformed into a mechanism for expanding the 
home market. Carli, president of the Bank of Italy, did 
not pursue a Keynesian economic policy characteristic of 
other advanced capitalist countries. The brief experience of 
a higher standard of living was cut short. The language of 
class consciousness promoted in the propaganda of the CGIL 
connected up with widespread resentment over social inequalities. 
The propagation in the newspapers and on television of ideas about 
Italian prosperity, and invocations to spend produced 'needs'
and expectations that were frustrated by the meagreness of

. (33)the wage-packet.
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The relationship between the capitalist interest
groups and the government was also fraught by differences.
The re-emergence of industrial conflict and the demise of an
earlier industrial and political equilibrium made some
leading sections of the capitalist class look to government
for solutions. Fiat and Pirelli promoted the idea of a
trade-off involving reforms in exchange for lower wage
increases. For these big companies, planned wage increases
and additional taxation were worth conceding if they sought
social peace because their chief concern was with the costs
of running capital-intensive plant. Moreover, their
representatives, like Pirelli, prided themselves on being
long-term thinkers and modernisers. On the other hand, the
smaller companies that dominated the Conf industria in the
1960's depended on keeping wages to a minimum, and had a
laissez-fairist hatred of government interference and taxation.
The hostile campaign of the Confi ndustria against the
nationalisation of the electrical industry, and its attempt
to block reforms characterised its unrelenting efforts to

(34 \sabotage the Centre Left government. ’ This lobby proved
more determined and influential than the reformers.

The big companies did little to support the government
reforms, and went along with deflation because the buoyant

(35)international market provided an outlet for their goods.' '

The half-hearted attempt to delegate the task of managing 
consensus to the state was ultimately a failure because the 
ruling bloc was not prepared to allow it sufficient autonomy 
to act against some of its immediate interests. However,
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there were no comprehensive, alternative approaches 
to industrial relations within the private companies; no 
policy of greater flexibility designed to involve the 
unions themselves in the discipling of their membership.
The relative ease with which the counter-offensive of the 
mid-60's was carried out gave management the illusion that 
their prerogatives were safe from serious threat.

The unions and the nuclei of militants formed in the 
struggles of 1960-63 were thrown into confusion by the 
downturn in their fortunes. Rifts reappeared between the 
confederations; the CISL and UIL supported the Centre Left 
government and its proposed incomes policy, whilst the CGIL 
was split between its PCI component, which opposed wage 
control without adequate guarantees that there would be 
far-reaching reforms, and the Socialists who were loyal 
to their government. In the interests of formal unity the

/ vCGIL ended by expressing opposition without mobilising it.^ 
Attention focused on the development of national negotiations, 
whilst the politicking dissipated the fragile unity among 
the rank and file.

The gap between the representative structures of unions 
and Left parties and sections of the working class widened.
The unions' introduction of new factory-based forms of

. (3 7 )representation remained on paper,' ' whilst the Internal
Commissions did not revive their plant-bargaining activity 
because of the limits set by national contracts. Within the 
factories the PCI cells withered, and many of their papers 
ceased publication.^ ' Outside the factory, neither unions
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nor parties tried to organise the unemployed. The 
transformation that had changed the composition of the 
working class through reorganisations of the labour process 
had also radically altered its housing and living conditions. 
Massive urbanisation and growth of the Northern industrial 
cities destroyed the roots of older political sub-cultures.

In the 1950's the grass-roots structures of the
political parties - the parish structure on which the Christian
Democrats depended, and the sections of the Left parties - had
adapted to the relatively slow demorjraphic changes. A
political geography of 'red' and 'white' zones had been fairly
clearly delineated and the associations of civil society were
permeated by political affiliations. Lspecially in the case
of the PCI, party-life defined social horizons, and an
intense and embattled community spirit was formed. Much political
mobilisation and activity was functional to the preservation
of the organisation. In the cities there were quarters where
the urban space (the courtyards of the tenement houses, the
local 'osteria') served to underpin social solidarity.
However the rapid urbanisation of the 'miracle' years provoked

(391the decomposition of these communities. '

The bases of the Left parties were hit in several ways. 
Thousands of migrants, particularly from the South, went 
into peripheral areas of the cities where the parties had no 
pre-existing organisation, or into inner city areas that 
became heavily o v e r p o p u l a t e d . T h e  party sections were 
used to relating to relatively stable communities of families, 
and were ill-prepared to cope with the needs of the solitary
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male immigrant. The Church organisations for immigrant
workers and the Christian Democrats had more adequate
ways and means for dealing with immediate material wants.
The letter of recommendation for the iob and the provision
of charity fitted with paternalist practices in the factory.
Then the immigrants themselves made up for all the
shortcomings of the welfare services with the organisation
of self-help, usually on a family basis. In an atmosphere
that was often one of discrimination against the Southerner
(1 ter rone1 ), solidari ty among immigrants led to a certain

(41)'ghettoisation'. ' The incapacity of the Left parties
to respond to the needs of these people by fighting for the
provision of housing, against high rents and for real
equalities of living conditions with the older generation
of inhabitants meant that they were not attracted to the
existing political structures.

Urban development also involved a progressive
undermining of the traditional working class strongholds.
Previously peripheral areas of the cities suddenly became
relatively central, and prone to 'gentrification' by the
middle classes, whilst the centre was monopolised by the

(42)office block and big shops.' Then more general changes
in society overtook the parties. Within the working class 
a gap grew up between the fathers whose politics were 
formed in the period of the Resistance and Cold War, and 
children who were becoming adults within a world of East-West 
detente and relative international capitalist growth. Roth
the ideologies of a Stalinist Marxism that forecast imminent
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economic collapse, and of traditional Catholic morality
were losing their relevance.' ' Communist Party membership
figures show a steady decline for the period 1954 to 1968.
As a percentage of the industrial working class it was
falling, but the fall in the membership of the youth

. (44)federation (RGCI) was even more dramatic.' '

The inability of the PCI, and of the PSI (which was
ceasing to be a mass party), to recruit, represent and
mobilise workers, and particularly immigrant workers, youth
and women, signalled a failure to deal with the major social

(45)transformations of post war ItaLy. ' Taylorisation, 
urbanisation, mass schooling and mass migration were important 
aspects of the re-making of the Italian working class in the 
post war decades. Yet, the Communist Party did not know how 
to organise around the social conflicts they engendered.
The parties’ and unions’ inability to interpret and represent 
discontent in civil society was accompanied by their tendency 
to look to parliament and the state to resolve or alleviate 
the contradictions that had been accumulated in the period 
of economic boom. Action in civil society was subordinated 
to parliamentary manoeuvres, electioneering and forms of 
pressure group politics. The PSI was immobilised from 1963 
because of its involvement in government and owed its 
influence in the CGIL to its personnel in the leadership 
rather than on the shopfloor, whilst in the constituencies 
it too used the spoils of office to cultivate a clientelist 
vote. It underwent the classic Italian political process of 
’transformism’. The PCI remained in official opposition,



but within parliament cooperated in drafting laws and
by voting with the government. Whilst the PCI remained
a mass party of the working class, and its leaders stressed
the importance of membership and an implantation in civil
society, in the period 1954 to 1968 it was undergoing a
process of 'electoralisation'. The party's votes marginally

. . (47)increased, but its membership declined. ' ' In 1968 the
PCI's capacity to mobilise subordinate groups had seldom 
been weaker. It followed rather than led the mass social 
movements of 1968-9.

This incapacity of the political parties of the Left 
and the unions to articulate and represent discontent within 
civil society meant that when people mobilised, they resorted 
to disruption rather than to the ballot-box or to petitioning. 
The claims of the politicians and trade unionists about the 
importance of organisation, discipline and alternative 
reforms went unheard. Where the official organisations in 
centres of discontent (like large factories and universities) 
were weakest, the forms of protest tended to be the most 
unruly. One of the most dramatic examples which showed this 
in 1968-9 was social conflict in Turin; the very factors 
which had weakened the resistance of workers and subordinate 
groups - immigration, repressive paternalism, scientific 
management, 'de-politicisation' - created the conditions for 
a highly radicalised revolt. The steady erosion and 
destruction of the sense of community within the workplace 
and the city created a need to build that community through 
collective resistance. However, there was nothing automatic
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about this process. Resistance grew up because of 
changes in how individuals and groups perceived their 
situation.
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CHAPTER 6; THE AGITATORS AND MORAL OUTRAGE

From the end of the 1950's Italy was a country 
underooing simultaneous major upheavals in its social 
nd economic structure, so that it experienced change with 

a sudden intensity. John Low-Beer writes that the:

'innovative militancy of the Italian 
labour movement since 1968 may he 
explained partly by the conjunction 
of a number of changes in the society 
in the previous years: the rapid 
growth of manufacturing in the North 
and the concomitant immigration from 
rural areas of the South to the 
industrial cities of the North; and 
the increase in the student population 
and in the number of technicians in 
the advanced sectors of industry.
The spread of values particular to 
postindustrial society thus coincided 
with the large influx of young 
immigrants into semi-skilled jobs.
In Britain or the United States, these 
changes were separated by at least a 
generation. Their overlap proved to be 
an explosive situation.'^)

As has been seen, the reorganisation of the workplace and 
the city had contradictory effects; thus, the labour militancy 
can in part be ascribed to the discontent of the immigrant 
workers, but immigration also had consequences of making 
organisation and resistance more difficult. The changes 
provoked fractures between the parties of the Left and the 
unions and their constituencies, and made their analyses of 
social realities hopelessly inadequate. So there was nothing 
automatic about the emergence of the spirit of collective 
protest and opposition. It grew first of all on the margins 
of the organisations and in the minds of individual dissidents 
and malcontents. These figures will be the subjects of this








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































