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Introduction

This articlé’ investigates the role played by women workershim bitter social
conflicts over unfair dismissals in 1950s Italy.€eltase of the Bolognese Ducati factory
(a motorbike manufacturer today) is framed witHuie imore general context of Cold
War Bologna. Indeed, the urban dimension of thel®@dar played a crucial role both in
shaping the intensity of the social conflict witliive factory and in involving the whole
city in the industrial dispute that suddenly becareational issue.

On the methodological level, this article will gtiea the highly masculine
narratives of the events put forward over the flaste decades both by historiography
and collective memory. Those social conflict hawerb mainly portrayed as “male
affairs” and women’s engagement, when and if it hetially been addressed, has
chiefly been related to their role as the wivedaughters of male workers.

By analysing women’s role in the conflicts, it hamerged that the female
presence was significant even though it was alwaryder-represented in written
contemporary sources such as press and trade domments As ltalian uses the
masculine linguistic gender (i.éavoratore) as the default third person singular, the
language of the sources, especially that of thespr@most always represented workers
as malé. This concealed women'’s presence both as workethe factories and as
activists in the labour struggfes

Moreover, 1950s gender models, such as the “makmdwinner’* and
“housewives,” certainly influenced the (under-) nesentation of women in
contemporary sources. In 1950s Bologna, at leasingmnieft-wing working class
people, the model of the “working mother” seemgpnevail, although the contemporary
left-wing press clearly reflected the existence wio conflicting models of
womanhood While women'’s activism in class conflict, andtire fight against unfair
dismissals, was often emphasized as an example tollowed, the image of women's
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domesticity prevailed in photographs and articleprésenting women workers as
mother§. The mixture of public and private in the repre¢agon of women workers’
activism clearly emerged from the various imageswaimen portrayed during
demonstration and picketing with their childfen

The biographical data and photographs taken intowatd here are important in
revealing women’s presence in 1950s industrial lasfand, in particular, in that of
Ducati. While texts often report only male workens’olvement in the struggles, the
photographs reveal the often substantial preseiceromen workers as wéll
Furthermore, the oral sources, diaries, correspwedeand autobiographical texts
analysed provide a more subjective take on womawslvement in the struggles

against unfair dismissals, revealing the key réfthe Ducati women in the procéss

Gendering class conflict in 1950s Italy: women workers unfairly dismissed in Cold
War Bologna

From the late 1940s to the mid-1950s, thousandsaokers were dismissed in
Italy for being communists, socialists or membdr¢he Italian General Confederation
of Labour — the main left-wing trade union orgatimas in Italy. The discriminatory
nature of those dismissals was recognized in 18%én a law established that workers
dismissed on political grounds were entitled to pensatior®. More than 40,000
workers across lItaly made claims and won compemsdtr having been unfairly
dismissed. Although the potential number of unfairly disngdsworkers might be far
higher, the only reliable data are those resultiogn the legal disputes undertaken by
the workers and collected by thAssociazione Licenziati e Perseguitati per
Rappresaglia Politica e Sindacal@ssociation of workers dismissed and persecuded f
political or trade union reprisal)

The phenomenon of unfair dismissals arose in theegaeriod across Italy and it
is closely related to a general climate of politiogpression, which Della Porta and
Reiter termed the “inner Cold War” to emphasizeithpact of the Cold War on Italian
society?>. Employers’ attacks on the labour movement botthinfactories and in the
rural areas reflected the influence of Cold Wamldgical rivalry at the local levél
Thousands of labour movement activists were trigdl imprisoned in the early 1950s
just because they took part in strikes, demonstratand land or factory occupatidhs

Due to Bologna’s peculiar political history, unfaiismissals peaked there in the
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1950s and more than 1,800 workers were compens$atdteir dismissals, thanks to
the 1974 law. Bologna was the only major Italiaty cininterruptedly governed by the
Communist Party, from the end of World War Two he tfall of the Berlin Wall,
representing a peculiar case of “local CommunisnDuring the early Cold War phase
(1948-1956), an institutional struggle took placeHologna between the municipal
power, held by the Communists, and central Stateepowhich was held by Christian
Democracy, the Italian Catholic party that had pgtlits allegiance to NATY Many
demonstrations held by labour movements and eviéiwileg women’s associations
were harshly repressed by the police, while Comstanthemselves were generally
persecuted as they were considered to be therialtenemy™”’.

Unlike other industrial cities such as Turin, inl@gna at least 40% of unfairly
dismissed workers were female, as women’s partiopain paid work, especially
industry, and their trade union membership rate$ @olitical involvement were the
highest in Italy. Bolognese women in late 19403ye28950s were highly involved in
the public sphere, in politics and labour movemsmtiggles. According to some
estimates, 63,000 of these women were members eofitéfian Communist Party,
70,000 of the Italian General Confederation of Laband 80,000 belonged to the
Union of Italian Women, the largest Italian womeassociatioff.

Moreover, the percentage of women workers in Bodsgn factories was
particularly high, compared to the national averagere than one third of the overall
factory labour force, i.e. 20,000 workers, was femdhey worked in a variety of
sectors: traditional female ones such as the ¢&extild garment industries, food and
tobacco, but also sectors considered ‘just for nsrch as metalworking and brick-
making. Metalworking at the beginning of 1950s emypd more than 3,000 women in
the Bologna area. The female metalworkers were ljneshployed in big factories,
such as Ducati, Weber, Giordani, which were founidetie inter-war period.

Of the 1,800 unfairly dismissed workers in the jpnce of Bologna, who claimed
and won compensation, about 700 were fehfaldlost were in their twenties and
thirties when they were dismissed. Although theadatlicate neither women’s marital
status nor the presence of children, other soume=al that many women were married
and had young children at the time of their disaliss

All the 700 female names and related biographiesits have been collected by
the Bologna Committee of the “Association of woekelismissed and persecuted for

political or trade union reprisal” and are publidhe a book dealing with the history of
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the unfairly dismissed workers of Bologna. The hddled La costituzione negata nelle
fabbriche(The Constitution denied in the factori@sglso contains many photographs
of the industrial disputes and factory occupatitbrag at times followed the dismissals.

The author of the book, Luigi Arbizzani (1924-2004as for decades a member
of the Bologna branch of the Italian Communist YPamd a left-wing trade unionist,
who contributed directly to the collection of theidence relating to unfair dismiss&is
The book was reprinted twice and has become théciaf memory” of both the
committee of unfairly dismissed workers and thdidta General Confederation of
Labour of Bologna. This memory of the unfair dissails is highly masculine. In spite
of the hundreds of female names and photographsagmg women during picketing
and demonstrations, has promoted a neutral comceptiworker and class conflict that
fails to recognize the presence of women as wethas in the bitter struggles following
the 1950s dismissals.

The highly masculine narratives also deal with Dudhe biggest factory in
Bologna in the early 1950s, and one of the mosttipiakd. It was also, strikingly
feminized: indeed, 60% of the overall workforce wiasnale. The Ducati labour
struggle in the early 1950s is particularly intéires from a gender standpoint, as the
factory experienced the longest and most diffienttustrial conflict that had taken
place in Bologna, which saw its workers occupyimg factory and battling hard against

the 960 dismissals decreed by the management.

The Ducati factory struggle: a gender approach

Radio Brevetti Ducati — later simply known as Dueatvas founded in 1926 to
explore the industrial application of a radio broasting experiment. A decade later, in
1935, a large industrial plant was inauguratedHterproduction of capacitors for radio
equipment, the most successful Ducati product, evbiher advanced technological
products such as the cine projector, a small pmapigc camera, went into production.
By the end of the 1930s more than a thousand okeverwere employed at Ducati
factory, most of whom women. During WWII Ducati drection was converted for the
military industry, employing several thousands ajrkers (80% female) until 1944,
when the plant was bombed and severely danfaged

In the aftermath of WWII, the workers had a de@srole in restarting the
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production and in the material reconstruction @f filctory buildings. The women, who
continued to represent around 60% of the overatkfooce, took part in the removal of
the rubble and dealt with the restart of the comgpamrsery, essential for the many
working mothers employed in the factory. The nursranks to the commitment of the
women (both the women workers and the members eofthion of Italian Women)
became an example of excellence at city level aybiid, providing necessary care to
the numerous Ducati working mothers' children.hfg testart of the activity the level of
unionization and politicisation of the factory werk was very high: 2,218 out of 2,912
held theFederazione Impiegati Operai Metallurgidlitalian Federation of White and
Blue-collar Metalworkers) membership card and mstr half (1,550) were registered
with the Italian Communist Party, 872 of whom womEarthermore, 625 women were
registered with the Union of Italian Women, whichdhits own group inside the
factory”.

The factory seems to have been a crucial placehéoDucati women born in the
1920s: it was the place where emancipation throwghk could be achieved and,
especially during WWII and in its aftermath, a @aof collective and political
engagement. In her memoirs, Anna Zucchini, disndissel953, clearly underlines the
importance of the factory in her biography. It wiéee place where her political
awareness grew during the Nazi occupation, lealdergo join the Partisan Resistance
movement during the war and to become an actigrsivbmen’s and labour rights in its
aftermatfi®. Moreover, blue-collar workers, like Jole, streksieeir ability to do their
job, showing their sense of pride in being Ducatitéry workers: “I used to make radio
and television capacitors; a machine wound theddgén | liked it a lot and was good at
it, because | never caused any faults. | wasnttbas my work was perfect, there was
never anything to discard. I've always been likat'tf’.

In the period 1945-1953 the factory was the sceha process of productive
reconversion which was accompanied by a major damgs of the workforce,
interwoven and eventually overlapped with the pime@aon of unfair dismissals. Of the
two plants active during the conflict, one in Bazaand the other in Borgo Panigale, in
1948 only the latter remained. From that year, dswthe scene of progressive
dismissals, as worker levels from 2,900 in 1942 @12 in 1953, when the last and
most significant wave of dismissals took plate.

Of the 960 dismissals of the summer of 1953, 660ck women, most of whom

were also members of the Italian Communist Pai®p @ccording to sourcesid of the
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Italian Federation of White and Blue-collar Metahkers, thus highlighting their
discriminatory nature?’” Women participated greatly in the factory occupati
promoted by the Ducati workers in the summer of3L&bfight against the announced
dismissals. During the almost six months of cohflat took place as the management-
union negotiations unfolded, there were numeroussodps in which women
implemented specific forms of protest in a climatescalating police repressfn

The 1953 struggle soon involved the whole of thg of Bologna as Ducati was
considered a crucial part of Bolognese identitytessified by the Communist journal
La Lotta(The Struggle) which titled one of its severalcdet dedicated to the dispute
“Ducati is Bologna and Bologna is Ducall” The Ducati case was considered to be a
collective struggle that concerned the city as waslthe Bolognese working class as a
whole®® The analysis of the Ducati case is particularlieriesting from a gender
standpoint. Indeed the female workers who weré&énftont line in the struggle against
the factory’s downsizing and unfair dismissals, avieit hardest.

Apart from their participation in factory gate petkhg, the demonstrations and
the factory occupation, the Ducati women were eadag raising public awareness and
informing the local community of what was happenirfgrming in groups and
distributing leaflets in the city’s neighbourhood3articularly emblematic was the
action of women employed at the company summer dantipe Bolognese Apennines
who, even after they had received their letter isfnissal, continued to look after the
children so as not to disrupt the normal runningttef camp'. Children played an
important role in the struggle, becoming an icoi®50s Bolognese industrial conflict
as Ducati women would demonstrate holding theirndsain their arms. Furthermore,
children were taken into the occupied factory tergpthe mid-August summer holidays
in 1953 with their parents, becoming the targethefpolice raid that followed

In their interviews, Jole and Maria recollect themrticipation in the several
demonstrations that took place in the city of Bola in 1953, recalling the tough
repression they experienced as police officers ailon against Ducati strikers. Jole
was beaten by a police officer while she was demnatisg in front of theQuestura “I
know that the police was there striking out atausreak up the marches. It was a very
hard struggle. [...] And then | got it and so | hadgo into a dairy shop, where the
owner wet my head.” Maria was beaten during a potaid in the occupied factory:
“When we occupied the factory, we stayed inside aay night. [...] Once the special

forces came, they struck us with a stiff rubberepighich hurts like hell. Our people
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picked up the chairs and we defended ourselvesHikie”

The press reports clearly show how women had ar&kyin the dispute and
provided multiple forms of opposition against thentissals. The reports also provide a
great deal of information on the problems the fenvabrkers involved in the struggles
had in minding their children, for whom the factoryrsery was essential in order to
combine family and work. Nevertheless, if we leagde the cases cited above, the
long struggle at Ducati was told by the press fram almost exclusively male
standpoint in spite of the massive presence of worbe role of the female workers
was underlined several times, but only when theyewbe protagonists of specific
forms of struggle, separate from the -collective, when political and union
discrimination was added to the gender discrimamatSpecific attention was reserved,
for instance, to the appeal that a group of Dugatnen addressed to all the women of
Bologna and to the case of the 18 female workers releived a letter in July 1953,
suspending them from work while they were pregreamd/or had just given birth,
something that had been outlawed in 850

Thus, many examples of solidarity were reportedtiy press. The dispute
unfolding at Ducati saw the broad involvement ofrkevs of both sexes from other
factories and from other sectdtsand, more in general, that of the citizenry as a
whole®, including the municipal council and the provincaiministration&®. The
political parties— in primisthe Italian Communist Party — and the union organons
starting from the Italian Federation of White anthd3collar Metalworkers and the
Chamber of Labodf, performed a key role in directing public attentiowards the
talks and in promotingad hoc measures. Furthermore, the action of the Bolognese
female associations in favour of Ducati women wastiouous during the toughest
phase of the struggf®e In particular, the Union of Italian Women andtiten secretary
lvonne Trebbi® protested against the dismissals which ran coultehe so-called
“Women’s Charter Rights” embraced by the main Boksg political parties. The
Provincial Council of Bolognese Women, grouping vesmbelonging to different
milieu, sent a delegation to the factory for distoss with female factory workéfs

Solidarity actions from workers of other factoridaym workers and women’s
association also clearly emerged from the Ducathei's memoirs, representing a key
aspect in the fight against dismissals that allomemimen to continue the factory
occupations, picketing for up to 20-30 days. Maeealls: “The farmers brought us the

grain. The flour to help the families with no mearissubsistence. The ones who had
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someone in the family who still worked left thefsto those who had nothing. No one
would do it now, but then we did it”.

The dispute ended at the end of 1953, sanctiotiagbteak-up of the company
into two branches and the start of vocational neiing for a part of the workforce, most
of whom were women, as can be seen in photograpgsenqed in family archives.
Only 50 workers were reinstated, while the othel®wook part in the courses were
fired in January 195%. Overall, 660 women were dismissed out of a tofab60
workers during the Ducati dispute.

Women'’s reactions towards dismissal was generabyndtic, because of their
awareness of the further consequences, such axiiieene difficulty in finding another
job in a period were unemployment was rising, de 3tressed: “It was sad, | can
remember it, because | had a family to supportnmayher, my younger sister. Staying
at home from work was tough!” Sadness seems tbderevalent emotion in women'’s
memories of their dismissals, but the feeling oingediscriminated against is also
present. The dismissal was also experienced asvaentof great discrimination. All of
the interviewees clearly remember having been dised because of their political
engagement, for being Communists or left-wing traden members. There are cases
of women dismissed because they were directly wawlin the strikes and in the
protests, other simply for being members of thdialta General Confederation of
Labour, the Italian Federation of White and BludaroMetalworkers or the Italian
Communist Party.

The feeling of personal failure is also presentmany memories. Both the
collective dimension of the factory and the abitiyput their professional skills to good
use played an important role in those women’s itleat “We went to a woman'’s
house, she made slippers, a shoemaker, Rosa. [erpMaas no chance. At Ducati |
made capacitors that were super [...]. If not, wherald | go. Before going to Ducati |
had worked in a slipper factory. After the dismalssne of those who made the slippers

worked at home and | went to work with her [...]".

Conclusion

Italian historiography has considered the Ducatiggle as paradigmatic of the

climate of political violence and repression thaeply characterized post-war Ity
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Furthermore, the Ducati struggle is particularlevant for understanding the
connection existing in 1950s Italy between locabolar conflict and international
dynamics, namely the Cold War. Ducati workers, rtyavomen, were persecuted and
fired primarily because they were Communists or imers of Communist/Socialist-
oriented trade unions, such as the ltalian Ger@oalfederation of Labour. Class and
political membership were crucial to Ducati womedentity. Gender, however, was
not always seen as a key aspect of their persgnalthough several Ducati women,
such as Anna Zucchini, were very committed to womeights, being part of female
associations like the Union of Italian Women.

Analysing the Ducati struggle from a gender stamipalso reveals the gap
existing between women'’s role and actions in theula struggle and its representation
in contemporary sources (e.g. trade union andipallibnes), which often stressed the
mixture of public and private and women’s domestiai the labour struggle instead of
women’s activisntout courf®. Working mothers and women workers were key figure
in the Ducati struggle, even though they were netc@ived as such. The major
industrial conflict in Bologna should be represents the struggle of the whole
Bolognese working-class, which in 1950s was reprtese as being highly
masculinized.

Ducati women’s memoirs shed light not only on ttseibjective reaction towards
major events occurring in their lives, mainly thdismissals and the struggles that
followed, but also on the gendered path they erpegd after their dismissals. While
many men found other jobs in the industrial secioelse became craftsmen opening
their own small businesses, women very often werable to find another job and
became industrial homeworkers or housewives.

The gendered analysis of the Ducati struggle helpgveal the interconnections
between sources, memory and historical works, asctilective memory of unfair
dismissals has been highly masculine, despite tiees of women who wrote about
their own experiences and left important tracesheir activities. Finally, historical
works dealing with the Ducati conflict have oftaléd to recognise women'’s role in
spite of their presence in the contemporary soursemething that this article has
attempted to bring to light.

O A first version of this article was published Myndighet Og Medborgerskap. Festskrift til Gro
Hagemann pa 70-arsdagen 3.september 28d5Kari H. Nordberg, Hege Roll-Hansen, Erlingi&ao,
Hilde Sandvik, Oslo 2015.
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