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This project arises from something displeasing and from a consequent commitment. In May 2006 CGIL celebrated its centenary in Milan. But there were no women in any of those phases!

The women, the many women of the picket, of the strikes, of the assemblies, where had they got to? Was their absence a random fact, we wondered. And yet in the committee set up specially for the celebrations there were women and they were also women who had, as we say today, a gender sensibility. Why hadn’t they dealt with it? What had happened? 

What had happened had happened very often, that is their presence, their battles and their achievements that had changed the conditions of working men and women were considered in an ‘objective’ manner, in terms of results, as we might say today. The omission was, then, an omission of subjectivity, of many subjectivities that were thus erased and something had to be done about this. 

But this “instinctive” removal could not only be put down to the male pride of being there, it was also due to a flaw – an entirely female one – of not taking care to “make” history. A flaw and not a virtue because marking history, the events, the conquests is not a fact of vanity, it is not always so and it is not at least in this case either.  

Marking history, one’s own presence in history is also a duty towards those who come after, towards the others, both men and women who struggle to come to terms with public life and who need examples, teachings and to understand that the crucial stages in life are always the same but that are just situated in changing contexts.   

The project we are presenting and that takes off from an agreement between the “Argentina Bonetti Altobelli” Foundation together with the Department of Historical Studies of the University of Bologna aims at the countless female subjectivities that have fully made up the social and union history of our region,  Emilia-Romagna, starting from the role played by Argentina Bonetti Altobelli, after whom the Foundation is named.

Our intention is to make these women known and appreciated, to bring them back to people’s attention, to preserve their memory and draw from their works teachings, examples of courage and perseverance and also comfort and reassurance in these times of uncertainty. 

Going back over these uniquely special stories is not just important, but it is also very beautiful and infuses courage and hope, of the sort that we need more today than ever. 

And as the dominant historiography omits, very often, to highlight the contribution that women have given to the union achievements of our country and often cite their work but equally often forget their personal stories, their personalities, their lives and even their names, the project indeed aims to reconstruct and valorise the biographies of the Emilia-Romagna unionists, who were either born here or lived here, who carried out union activities during the hundred years  1880-1980.

Almost a century of history, then; one hundred years steeped in transformations and complex events, of persistence and growth in values that range from mutualism to emancipation, from the clashes to the political confrontation, and that have seen the commitment on the field for fundamental rights (work, education, vote) of increasingly large as well as organized groups of men and women. 

The protagonists of this research are the women who to differing degrees and extents are part of the prehistory and history of Italian unionist: women who have been able to grasp the spaces that they were given or that were capable of building for themselves when the social and political conditions cut out for them exclusively places inside the family or of the world of work always, however, strongly conditioned  by biases which, for example, for a long time saw them as primary school teachers but not lawyers, doctors but not university professors, factory workers who were less qualified and paid less, even when the level and professional skills were the same as the male worker. Excluded at length from active politics, unwelcome when they tried to get close to it, second-class citizens in that they were excluded from the vote, women have tried, often by means of individual paths, to emerge from being outcasts, for example by entering the mutual aid societies, the guilds, the early trade unions. But also to give life to organizations of women or addressed to women to offset this subordination and to become protagonists of their own history.  

The memory of this female presence inside the associational organizations moved across the collective imaginary through key figures such as Argentina Bonetti Altobelli who is seen almost as a unicum, forgetting that there were many more women who acted in the social and political world, less conspicuous, but no less important. Argentina and the others. These are the subjects of this research, then. The others: founders of mutual aid societies and of cooperatives, belonging to guilds and resistances societies, members on different levels of the chambers of labour ever since their outset, organizers of trades unions (see the primary school mistresses, for example), and then, especially in the post-war period, official and managers of trades (today even general secretaries of the leading national unions), union activists at various levels, (more and more numerous and committed. 

If for the late nineteenth and early twentieth century the greatest difficulty was to reconstruct in an organic manner the boundaries of the female associative and organizational structures owing to the lack of documentation or the silence constructed around women’s political role, the growing number of women in the union organizations in the post-war period has instead led us to make a choice by limiting the reconstruction of the biographical paths exclusively to the “union officers,” that is those who had worked for a union organization in return for an income.  

The basic idea we have worked on has been that of highlighting the continuity of women’s actions from the paternalistic and later emancipating solidarity of the nineteenth century to the economic and political unionism which is closer to us today. This idea of continuity of a history and transfer of ideals from a relatively distant past to a present which is closer to us has been read in this work in a gender key, searching for presences and identifying specific model of and from the world of women. 

A century of history is made of continuity but also of ruptures, and for Italy this means moving from the liberal season of the post-unity half a century overwhelmed by the Great War, to the fascist ventennio to the Republican Italy of the post-world war II period. Now in these phases, if the permanence of the basic ideas is beyond discussion, the dominating ideologies have in any case been significant. This is one of the reasons that have driven us to enter the fascist ventennio from a dual perspective: on the one hand to understand how the regime did not abolish the unions but controlled them, also turning them into instruments of propaganda; on the other, finding in the world of antifascism that persistence of ideals that led to the birth of the free unionism of the post-world war two era. And it is precisely starting from the end of the second world war that a new season started, a season of strong union structures and organizations in the Italian society, where the female presence is growing and more capable of experiencing innovative political pathways.  


