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The Paradox of Italian Unionism: The Radicalism of the FIOM (Metal-Workers Federation) and of its Tension with the CGIL, Climaxing in the Current CGIL Congress

Coming out of the Resistance, with the overwhelming presence of the partisans and of the Italian Communist Party (PCI) the CGIL was, in the post-war years through much of the 1950s, to an extraordinary degree oriented to a society-wide socialist transformation, in that it concentrated much less on workplace struggles than one could imagine a union doing. It is in this context that Vittorio Foa and Bruno Trentin  -- but also Rossana Rossanda and others who eventually constituted the Il Manifesto group – called for more concentration on the workplace: as a way to create a richer politics of the here and now, more mediations, instead of merely calling for revolution. It is hard for non-Italians to imagine that a leader of the right-wing of the PCI, Giorgio Amendola, supported the position of socialist transition in contrast to workplace struggles for higher wages – such was the hegemonic point of view of the Party after the war in terms of union politics ! 

So it was that in Italy in the 1960s a kind of workerism
 was associated with a modern, more radical left tendency, and a society-wide, less localised goal of socialist transition with an uncreative or conservative position. This is the first big difference between northern European countries and Italy in terms of understanding what a left or modern position would be in these two different historical contexts. In the European and U.S. lefts, a progressive position is associated with a broad conception of the working class, or in some cases with a conception that dissolves the category of working class altogether. At the very least, the progressive instinct would certainly be to not give more weight to the unions of better-off traditional workers within the spectrum of left subjects. Yet most of the radical left press views the positions of the FIOM leadership as the left position within the current congress

It is obvious that the period in which a part of the CGIL and of the left called for a stress on workplace struggles, and in which the CGIL, the FIOM in particular, was associated with notable gains for the working class, was a period of economic boom and growth. It is thus no accident that  the first and, until then, best metalworkers national contract was signed in 1962. Furthermore, in the political sector, the socialist and communist parties together had 40 % of the total vote (the Italian Communist Party had almost two million members at the time) and a powerful consensus in the population. These conditions – an economic boom and powerful left parties -  have long since disappeared. In fact, the Epifani-Nicolosi motion (the majority motion in the16th congress held this year), in recognition of the grave situation, calls for maximum unity and for a defence, and winning back, of historic gains. It evinces a cautious sobriety in the face of the crisis, a context which it stresses. By contrast, in the second motion the radicalism of the FIOM expresses itself in a belief that by giving more autonomy to the individual federations or categories,
 or rather the three macro-federations or sectors they propose be formed, and unleashing their militancy and drive to achieve maximum gains, more will be achieved as a whole. LavoroSocietà, and the supporters of the first motion, on the other hand, have seen this as leading to increasing inequality between sectors of the working class, rather than to the unification of the world of labour that everyone espouses. It also doubts that in conditions of crisis a separate sector can achieve the kinds of gains the second motion thinks feasible.

To continue with the paradox – that in Italy an allegedly modern left position is associated with a move to increase the autonomous weight of the richest sectors of workers – left supporters of the second congress motion, attracted by a radical language of calling for “breaks” with previous policies and of challenging “bureaucracies,” a language emanating from the radical component (the FIOM) of the second motion, have not only lined up against LavoroSocietà – which with its staunchly confederal point of view calls for a redistribution of weight away from the richest sector of workers to the benefit of workers in weaker positions, the precarious, etc. –  but they are also, consciously or indirectly, not supporting the existence of NIDIL (New Identities of Labour) the category of the CGIL that cuts across trade categories bringing together casual, temp workers, etc., since the supporters of the second congress motion have called for its dissolution and absorption into the categories.
 A further consequence of this contradictory radicalism of the FIOM, combined with its leaders’ competition with the CGIL structure, is that it is tending to be increasingly focused on, and confined to, the workplace, while the confederation itself, the CGIL, along with those of its subdivisions – e.g. the Camere del Lavoro – not linked to categories, by its nature tends to contract not just for workers as such but for society as a whole (national health plan, urban planning, etc.) – for the workers as citizens.

As to the attitude toward LavoroSocietà, the FIOM has never recognised it as a programmatic area (political platform) of the entire confederal union, since the FIOM gives much less legitimacy and weight to the confederation, i.e. the CGIL as such, and hopes to see platforms and other organisational articulations emerge from the struggles conducted by the individual federations or macro-sectors.

Another dimension of the opposition to the congress’s majority motion, which needs to be understood, is that the leaders of the other two federations of relatively well-off workers (public-sector workers FP-CGIL, and the bankers and insurance workers FISAC-CGIL), Carlo Podda and Domenico Moccia, respectively, are generally seen as right-wing in the context of the CGIL. However, they are signatories of the second congress motion (known, in fact, as the “Moccia motion”), along with the left-wing leader of the FIOM, Gianni Rinaldini. It is a strange marriage, but what these category leaderships have in common is the wish to challenge the weight of the confederation over the categories. This seeming mismatch explains the mixture of radical aspects and right-wing “plain-and-simple” trade-unionist aspects in the second congress motion.

Thus this marriage, and the independist aspirations of the FIOM leadership, has led the FIOM to call for the introduction of, or to consider adopting, some of the neo-corporatist features of German unionism into the CGIL: three large, relatively independent macro-sectors, co-determination (co-management of a company by workers and management), and for lack of national contracting power, the proposal to consider the possibility of a legislated minimum wage) (see “A Bolognina” for the exact language used).

Due to memories and images of the FIOM’s radical struggles and resultant gains achieved, a significant part of the radical left has come to back a congress motion that would otherwise sit uncomfortably with any contemporary left. In part, many on the left were disinclined to back a motion signed by Guglielmo Epifani, General Secretary of the CGIL, who had pushed, for example, for approval of the July 23, 2007 Accord, the Unitary Platform on Contractual Models – both, incidentally, backed by Podda and Moccia but criticised and opposed by LavoroSocietà. However, there is a more general sensibility that drives some of the left support of the Moccia motion: the inclination, very common everywhere on the radical left but in recent years especially in Italy, to shun any policy or agreement that has the support of centre-left leaders, or of the majority of a big organisation with a big apparatus – big = “bureaucratic.” This yearning for a modernity associated with northern European countries is what has led some on the left to consider flirting with co-determination in company management – as a kind of participatory democracy, bringing in the creativity of the workers –  and with electoral primaries within the union processes. The tendency to oppose or break down the CGIL, the last mass vestige of the Italian left anomaly, also reflects another problem of the Italian left: It is confronted with militant, radical mass traditions and organisations which experience difficulty in becoming modern; the oppositional over-reaction has often ended by throwing overboard much which is valuable, the most important example being the dissolution of the Italian Communist Party. 

Be this as it may, the simple truth is that it is the second motion, signed by Rinaldini, along with right-wing unionists Podda and Moccia, which exhibits a trade-based, skilled-worker sectoral, labourist logic and flirts with capital-labour co-determination, while the majority motion signed by Epifani himself, but also by Nicola Nicolosi, President of LavoroSocietà and Director of the CGIL’s European Relations Department, which is anti-corporatist, for a class-wide confederal union and for redistribution of weight and power to the more disadvantaged and less traditional workers. 

The left supporters of the Moccia motion are far more networked into international left conferences than representatives of the Epifani-Nicolosi motion, both left and moderate, The latter tend to be very tied to local labour realities and thus operate mainly in the Italian language, while international left networking tends to loom larger in the activities of the former. As a result, information on LavoroSocietà and its views is normally unavailable abroad. The present website is an attempt to correct this imbalance.

The Epifani-Nicolosi motion (i.e. the first motion) received 82.9 % of the votes of the hundreds of assemblies held at all levels of the CGIL during the 7 months (December – June) of the recent congress.
 

16th CONGRESS: ACCUSATIONS AGAINST THE SUPPORTERS OF THE EPIFANI-NICOLOSI MOTION BY SUPPORTERS OF THE SECOND MOTION

There were a series of accusations made by supporters of the Moccia motion, which cannot be taken seriously by the vast majority of members active within the CGIL and were only intended to “play” to some extent with the public outside the union, with the media and some left groups. These accusations, and our responses, are as follows:

1) The 82.9 % total vote resulting from all the members assemblies is said to be illusory because in 50 % of the assemblies the second motion was not even presented. ANSWER: There were few people available to present it. Those unfamiliar with congress assemblies should realise that  presenting a congress motion in an assembly does not require a member in that body; the supporters of the motion in question are free to send a representative from outside the body to present the motion. The supporters of the second motion did not have enough people to send around. No one was impeded from doing so.

2) Supporters of the second motion claim they are calling for the reform of democratic processes within the union and that supporters of the Epifani-Nicolosi motion are evading a response, gesturing only at general notions of democracy in the society at large. Specifically, supporters of the second motion call for workers referenda every time an accord or contract has to be approved. ANSWER: The latter accusation is not intended to be heard by union activists, for every union member knows that each time an accord or contract is to be approved, he or she does in fact vote on it via referenda. Pro and contra positions are presented and debated when the accord or contract is signed by the CGIL alone; however, when the accord or contract is also signed by the CISL and UIL (for example, the July 23, 2007 Accord), the CGIL’s rules do not require assemblies and a contra position to be presented – the workers are simply asked to approve the final position, and they can disapprove. The position of LavoroSocietà has always been to remedy this defect and have more than one position presented for approval. Fundamentally, LavoroSocietà is always concerned with internal process; it insists on worker participation in the consensus building and formation of positions with a process of direct delegates before referenda are held. LS fears leaderism, plebiscitism and media-directed politics on the part of supporters of the second motion, as for instance in the proposal of primaries in union elections (see “a Bolognina for the CGIL”). For LS, democracy is not just a question of voting yes or no on proposals put out by leaders. It is clear, moreover, that referenda cannot be applied to all situations – for example, if employers wish to fire 10 % of the workers in a workplace, it is better to oppose this on principle rather than submit it to the vote of the workers the employer is seeking thus to divide.
3) The accusation is made that the CGIL is not oriented to struggle and conflict, seeking harmony instead. ANSWER: Despite the CGIL’s moderate features, always criticised by LavoroSocietà, how many unions in Europe have organised two general strikes in the last year and a third this year? The problem is rather to win struggles in the individual workplaces. This is above all a problem for the FIOM, which has not been able to succeed in this area.

� Workerism, “operaismo,” is closely associated with the journal “Quaderni rossi” which saw the factory as the center of society. In this view, society can be read from the conflicts occurring in factories, and if politics do not centrally target profit and the organisation of labor, modern capitalism will absorb and corrupt the opposition, with the USA being the chief example.


� See Montagni, “In Praise of Class” – In Italy, the union is the confederation, the trade divisions are called categories; they are not unions with contracting power but are an articulation reflecting the historic vestige of trade associations within the union.


� Other examples of union organisations which do not fit into the categories and require a confederal context are the Immigrants Coordination (providing legal assistance, proposing immigration policy which the CGIL tries to enact in their social contracting with local government, and promoting the integration of immigrants within the union) and the Women’s Coordination. All such cross-category organisations of the CGIL exemplify its tradition of dealing not just with labor questions but with social ones. Like the NIDIL, the Italian Pensioners Union (SPI) is a category of the CGIL, which cuts across categories and is thus confederal in conception. Tiziano Rinaldini has recently denied that the supporters of the second motion have called for its absorption into the other categories. This, however, is false, for this call was in fact included in the first version of the second motion; it was too unpopular and had to be withdrawn from the current version.


� The accusation by supporters of the second motion that the rules were changed to favor the first motion by making the pensioners union’s (SPI) votes count more is erroneous. While the rules provide for the SPI to cede 50 % of their delegates to be distributed among the categories of active workers (i.e. half of these delegates can be replaced by delegates of the active categories), in the exceptional congresses in which there are motions to be voted (most congresses are presented with a single program arrived at through consensus), the principle of one person-one vote remains. That is, in this congress the pensioners ceded half of their delegates to those of the active categories, delegates whose function it is to choose the national leadership at the end of the congress process – and they also each voted individually in their rand-and-file groups on which of the two motions they back, as they always do when a substantive question is to be decided. Giving equal weight to each union member, whether or not he or she is an active member, reflects the breadth of the CGIL’s class outlook, i.e. one of understanding the working class in the broadest sense, including pensioners, precarious workers and the unemployed. The principle in our view should be extended even further to family members, but in no case should be restricted to active workers.





