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Memory and globalization in the Terni general strike of 2004

On January 29, 2004, the German conglomerate Thyssen-Krupp announced that it was cutting production from its electric steel plant in Terni, Italy (AST, Acciai Speciali Terni) and laying off four hundred workers.  When the impact on the town’s economy was taken into account, this would result in the loss of about nine hundred jobs.

“It was a bolt out the blue”, says Claudio Ruco, a worker at the factory. Yet, something was in the air: “There was a whirlwind of rumors. In November they took from us 120,000 tons of  non-oriented steel, but promised we would become a leading point for the production of higher quality electrical steel. We were still making 90,000 tons, then they dropped to 70,000, there was a lot of confusion going on, until on that fateful January 29 they told us openly that their decision was to close the plant.”

AST is what is left of the once huge Terni steelworks. Built in 1885, mainly for military production, under public ownership, the factory and the company were broken up into separate firms and privatized after the 1970s; the most advanced and productive department, the electrical steel plant, was sold to Thyssen-Krupp in 1994.

All this time, the factory was the heart and pride of this industrial town. At its peak, the Terni company controlled the steel and chemical plants and the utilities sector; Terni was all but a company town – and a proud, militant “red” working-class one. Most families had at least one member in the factory; personal, political and professional pride were passed on for generations: “My father worked 48 years in there. And so did my grandfather, he started when they created the steel works, in 1884” (Ida Sbarzella); “My father was a bricklayer at the Martin kilns; he died at 57, he caught all those diseases in the plant. My grandfather died there, my father died there, at least I hope I don’t” (Antonio Ruggeri).
 
A slow decline, however, began after World War II, when the steel works had a hard time converting to peacetime production and facing competition from new plants. The nationalization of the utilities sector deprived the company of its most productive sector, and the breakup of the company also fragmented the unified identity of the city and its workers. For most workers, this was not just an economic, but also a personal, psychological wound:

Umberto Catana. My grandfather worked the land, because we’ve always been poor wretches. Later, my father got a job at the steel works in 1911. After he retired, I went to work there, and now my son is in there, it’s all a chain of poor wretches. My father  worked in carpentry, I worked in the foundry, and my son is at the rolling mills – which pretty soon he won’t be anymore because they’re going to close that down, like all the rest.
Settimio Piemonti. I mean, ever since the Terni company was created, my family has lived by the steel works. I am the third generation, how come there’s nothing left for the fourth? My grandfather carried away the earth with an ox cart when they were breaking the ground; my father worked there; I worked there. And now, why not [my son]? What wrong have we done?

The most dramatic turning point was 1952-53, when first 700 and the 2000 workers were fired and the town responded with three days of hand-to-hand fighting in the street. The symbolic meaning of this rebellion was underscored by the creation of a symbolic martyr, the 21-year old Luigi Trastulli.
 He actually been killed by the police at another demonstration four years earlier, but most narrators either shift the date of his death to 1953, or tell the story in such a way as to establish a continuity between these two events, thus stressing the emotional significance of that moment. At the end of  2003, the Circolo Gianni Bosio had just completed a CD-Rom commissioned by the city of Terni to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the layoffs of 1953. Then, suddenly, historical memory and current events overlapped, and 1953 became 2004.

Claudio Ruco. And then, there was this immediate, unexpected response. We just broke into the hotel [where the Thyssen-Krupp management was meeting with union and city officials], it was like some kind of a man hunt, maybe even without really thinking of what we were doing. But among us were men in their fifties whose first reaction was tears, and after that - let’s go in. We can’t take it anymore, these people are scrapping all we have, the history, the life of a thousand people.
Claudio Ruco’s reference to  history is not  incidental. He was born in 1959 and –like most of the his co-workers he has no personal memory of 1953. Yet, those times were on everyone’s minds. Paolo Raffaelli, mayor of Terni, remembers:
When the AST workers tore down the doors of the  room where we were meeting with the Thyssen-Krupp executives, the union officials and I did our best to shield them with our bodies, to avert a disaster. And I turned to Mr. Trommer, the German chief executive, and told him: you are pushing us back fifty years, to when this town was wounded by two thousand lay offs at the steelworks. That’s the year I was born in.

On another occasion, Raffaelli explained: “I was born in 1953, right by the smokestacks of the factory, and when my mother would take me out for a walk, and folks would ask her, how old is this kid? she’d reply, he was born the year of the two thousand.”
 Those two thousand layoffs must have been a deep trauma indeed, if a mother dates her child’s age from it.
From the beginning, the struggle took  on a radical, desperate mood. 

Claudio Ruco. We broke through the police lines [at the hotel]; before our despair, even the hotel door fell, along with those who stood behind it. And then the decision was to occupy the highway. It was the most immediate thing to do, the highway runs nearby – if the events at the steelwork were confined to the local paper, nobody would pay attention. So we realized that we had to move the struggle to a higher plane: let’s do what’s at hand, let’s block the highway, and the whole thing grew from there.

We blocked the highway all night. It was snowing, water was raining down, the wind was blowing. It was a special day in every way, it looked like something heavy had broken out upon us, so at night, it’s snowing and you can’t get home anyway – you start adding up all these  things that tell you that the road will be hard, that you’re starting on this hellish sort of path, a path  that is bound to be rough, very rough.
The next day, the roadblock was moved to the A1, the motorway that connects Naples and Rome to Florence and Milan. They effectively cut Italy in two for several hours, while the police stood restlessly by until news reached the workers that a new round of negotiation was beginning and they removed the block. The factory gates were picketed day and night; nothing went in or out of the plant.
One would expect that such extreme forms of struggle – trying to physically attack the company executives, breaking the police lines, cutting off the nation’s main artery, stopping production and trade – might isolate the workers from public opinion, especially at a historical time when the working class is no longer popular, or even visible. This was not the case. Although the actual weight of the working class and of the industrial sector in Terni’s demography and economy is much diminished since the ‘50s (and even the ‘70s), the town stood solid behind the workers. The layoffs were felt to be an attack not against the workers, but against all, like in ’53: “this factory, our factory, that was marked by the curiosity, by the intelligence, by the skill of generation after generation, is jeopardy”. A worker I met at a rally in Rome recalled an older man who went to the picket line and told them, “For these struggles, I even went to jail, because I threw a paving stone at the police in 1953.”
 Historical memory, then, played a crucial role in the struggle, by giving the workers and the town a sense of identity that created an extraordinary sense of unity. 
Claudio Ruco. It was quite a surprise; everyone was wondering after the first reaction, haw far can we go, how much support we have. Soon as we started picketing the gates, we realized that by touching the steel works, they were touching this town’s open nerve. So, from the old lady who brings you homemade sweets to the folks you talk to in the street while you pass out leaflets or block the road, it was beautiful, beautiful, beautiful. It united us, and it moved the struggle out of the walls –no matter how wide and tall – of the factory, and spread it to every corner of the town,.

And I was trying to understand why people felt so close to this situation; perhaps because the factory, even from a physical point of view, is still inside the town, among the houses, among the people, it is the beating heart of a town that in some ways even hates the factory [because of the pollution] but there are moments when they rediscover an attachment that comes from the guts, from the blood – perhaps because in every family someone has been through there, maybe other reasons we’ll have to analyze later on, more coolly – anyhow, between worrying and the excitement I feel, I can’t sleep at night, this is such an extraordinarily dramatic moment and yet you discover an enthusiasm, a power to, to keep on going.
On the day of the general struggle, February 6, Terni was a ghost town. Not a store window was up – in solidarity, but also because the workers had made it clear that they would not tolerate it. All the schools were empty. Busses carried signs, saying that although they were required to work, yet the drivers were in solidarity with the strike. In 1953, “all merchants took their windows down, even though they weren’t called to the struggle, but they reasoned this way: two thousand and seven hundred workers out of a job; what will happen to our economy? What are we gonna eat?” (Amerigo Matteucci).
 In 2004, the merchants’ association wrote: “Our sector has always been a refuge for  workers expelled from the local industries; therefore, we are well aware how without a stable income, which in this town still depends on the factory, all our economic system is at risk.” The reference to commerce as a “refuge” underlines the fact that, since the ‘50s, a significant number of local merchants have been former factory workers who opened small business with their severance pay after they were fired from the factory, and never forgot their background.

The memory of 1953, then, was a tangible unifying factor in the strike. All of Terni rallied behind its workers. The mayor, the chairman of the regional administration, even the Catholic bishop joined the block of the motorway. On the day of the general strike, thirty thousand people marched and gathered in the main square. This unity of all was essential to what was at least a temporary success of the struggle. 
There were important differences, though. In 1953, Terni united behind what was clearly a class conflict. In 2004, the unity of all classes and political parties was achieved by defining the struggle in terms other than class. The most immediate unifying theme, in fact, was national resentment against the foreign owners of the plant. The Mayor spoke of  “the German chief executive,” the bishop blamed “the German management”, the unions attacked “the German multinational.” It wasn’t only the language of the institutions. A sign at Terni workers’ demonstration before the parliament house in Rome read: “Thyssen-Krupp is against Italy.”
 
A local memory of the past was bring confronted with the actuality of globalization. The factory and the town are under foreign control, and are forced to compete with plants in France, Germany, and Asia. Thus, the language that glued together a united front in which the working-class Left and Berlusconi’s right wing seemed to be on the same side was a national discourse that seemed outdated in the era of European unity and globalization, but was handy to sweep political and social differences under the carpet.
As soon as the layoffs were announced, the unions appealed to the government and to the European Community. Along with the mobilization of the workers and the town, going to the government was the logical thing to do, given the international dimension of the conflict. Berlusconi called Germany’s prime minister and presented himself as the defender of the workers in the name of the national interest. His party, Forza Italia nominally joined the strike in Terni, although the marching workers pointedly ignored their flags and their posters.
 On the other hand, the need to secure government support meant that attempts to connect the situation in Terni with the government’s responsibility in the vanishing of Italy’s industrial base were all but silenced (and so were the local voices that were critical of Terni administration’s original deal with Thyssen-Krupp).

Yet, the national discourse also implied a recognition of injustice and powerlessness. “People talk about the multinational company, all those chants again ‘the German, the German…’ Perhaps, this is because in this kind of system one has no power to make decisions over one’s own territory. You have no decision power, I mean; you feel you are expropriated, colonized indeed, so that’s what it means” (Claudio Ruco). A speaker at the general strike rally spoke of a situation of “industrial feudalism”: a combination of sorts between an appeal to local and national dignity, and a sense of class injustice.

In his rousing speech, Mayor Paolo Raffaelli played the national discourse and the industrial feudalism theme subtly and implicitly, by referring over and over to the “signori di Essen e di Duisburg”, “signori della Thyssen-Krupp”, “potenti signori della multinazionale”. “Signori” translates both as “gentlemen”, and as “lords”. When he warned the “unsufferable German dynasty” that “not even you, mighty lords of  Thyseen-Krupp, can wage war, and expect to win,  on a great, civilized, hard-working European city, on peaceful Umbria, that will fight to the end for the rights and the dignity of its labor,” he evoked both the  feeling of patriotic offense, and that of feudal, colonial injustice.
A theme that ran through interviews and platform speeches at the general strike rally was  the hurt caused by the feeling that they had been deceived and betrayed, that – contrary to the stereotype of German correctness - Thyssen-Krupp had not negotiated in good faith: “Cheating at cards is supposed to be an Italian specialty. But it was the Germans that played with a marked deck” (Paolo Raffaelli). In his speech, the mayor stressed the fact that Terni’s workers had stood loyally by their responsibilities, so that there had hardly been a strike for the last ten years – quite a departure from a tradition in which workers derived their pride precisely from their propensity to strike for their rights, at a time when the struggle itself was the source of a renewed identity and pride: “Many wonder today how come that one of the most responsible and hard working working classes in Italy, that has hardly struck for more than ten hours in ten years, is now blocking the factory gates and the highway and breaking into hotels. The answer is easy: this is the price you get for betrayal.”

As historian Renato Covino said during the general strike: “They don’t hate Thyssen-Krupp because they’re bosses, they hate them because they’re German.” This was a far cry from the situation of 1953, when the workers unified the town in a struggle against the Italian government that owned the plant – although connections were made with Italian membership in NATO at the time. After all, Luigi Trastulli had been killed at an anti-Nato demonstration, and most of those fired in 1953 were selected with of political discrimination in mind.
In 2004, the anti-German animosity was rooted in another, deeper memory: that of the Resistance against the German occupation in 1943.44. Terni still has a living memory of that struggle. It was mainly the steelworkers from Terni that organized the Antonio Gramsci partisan brigade that fought the Germans and the Fascists on the hills between Umbria and Lazio, and liberated the town ahead of the Allies. During the German occupation, the workers sabotaged German efforts to dismantle the factories and take the machines to Germany (a speaker at the strike rally reminded the demonstrators that “that factory [was] defended in every possible way during the years of the war”). In a way, the effort to stop Thyssen-Krupp from dismantling the electrical steel plant could be seen as a continuation of that struggle. 
However, the workers of Terni Electrical Steel were two generations removed from the partisan war, and had no direct connection to that experience. Thus, while the anti-fascist tradition still lives among them, and generates a latent undercurrent of anti-German feeling, the references to the World War II period in slogans and banners were more ambiguous. The layoffs were announced two days after Italy celebrated the “day of memory” on January 27, the anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz extermination camp by the Red Army. Newspapers and television were filled with memories of the Shoah, and this imagery was very much in evidence during the strike, often in somewhat unsettling forms. A banner that read “this time we’ll put the Germans into the ovens” played  crudely over the coincidence between the “ovens” in the factory and those in the death camps.
Finally, Germany and Italy confronted each other not only on battle fields, but also on football fields. The most memorable match in the history of Italian football happens to be an Italy vs. Germany game in the final four of the World Cup in Mexico, in 1970. After Italy’s 4-3 victory in the last minutes of extra time, thousands of people all over Italy sought relief from the tension of the game by going outside, and the night turned into a huge celebration. Although the laid-off workers of Terni were all born later, yet they know all about that game - if nothing else, because it is frequently replayed on television. On the other hand, the last time Italy won the World Cup, it was by beating Germany 3-1  in the final game in Madrid, in 1982 (images from that game, are familiar icons of popular culture). 
Football memory, then, also contributed to the construction of the strike in terms of Italy vs. Germany antagonism. Since the 1980s, and almost obsessively after Berlusconi’s access to politics, public discourse, in youth culture as well as politics, has been riddled with football references and metaphors. Football has become a powerful factor of identification, as well as a recruiting ground for the most rabid fringes of the Right. Terni, on the other hand, is one of the few exceptions, with a Left-oriented working-class-based fandom. 
The new generation of Terni workers, in fact, shares in this football culture. The majority of the Terni Electrical Steel workers are in their twenties. Under many aspects, they are more attuned to a generational youth culture than to traditional working class culture. As for so many in their generation, football is their primary passion. 
Claudio Ruco. And these new young people among the working class, they’re a sight to see – all these kids with piercings, earrings, their hair combed straight up and painted all colors, yellow, green hair, and the older guys all of sudden were faced with this tide of, of newness – in the morning, in the changing room, they start singing football chants…

When the Terni workers rallied in Rome, I noticed that several were wearing football scarves and badges. I asked one, “Are you coming back into first division this year?” And he says, “I don’t know, it looks like the club’s president is running out of money.” As if the football teams’going bankrupt, along with the threatened closing of the factory, were another sign of Terni’s decline.
 Other forms of expression drifted from the stadium to the streets during the strike. A group of demonstrators on the day of the general strike imitated stadium mores by bouncing up and down and chanting “chi non salta è tedesco, è” –“if you don’t jump, you’re a German”; a vendor was peddling “the authentic anti-German whistle”. And a group of young workers wearing football insignia held a banner that read:” Tedesco, attento – il magnetico è violento”- “German, watch out, the magnetic steel plant is violent”. 
Football fans are by definition unruly. Indeed, this is a tradition in Terni. In the 1940s and ‘50s, workers often clashed with the police over football, as well as over politics; in the 1970s, older factory workers often joined young ultras (as the organized, more unruly fans are called) in football protests that became violent.
  In 2004, once again stadium behavior spilled into working-class protest. “These workers,” says mayor Raffaelli, “are very different [from those of 1953]. They’re very young, they don’t have the wisdom, the discipline of the old steelworkers of the past. They’re more like a stadium crowd. When they get mad, they get mad.”
In a typical form of protest in the past, fans would besiege the referee and force him to get police protection in order to leave the stadium and the town after the game. When the workers broke into the hotel and tried to get hold of the Thyssen-Krupp managers inside, this action owed at least as much to the tactics of enraged football fans and it did to the traditions of collective working-class action. Compare:
Calfiero Canali, 1950s: More than once in Terni the referee had to hide in the changing room and the police carried him off, because bricks were flying. Often, the referee would leave and they would wait for him at the next station, when he got off to change trains they would beat him up.

Claudio Ruco, 2004: So the first thing we did, they were trying to study a strategy so that they couldn’t get out of the hotel, so they’d go around the building to check on back doors and all, all the time with the anti-terrorism squad on our heels… 
In a 1973 essay, Umberto Eco  wrote that “Sports talk is outwardly similar to political talk… sports talk is the Ersatz, and finally the replacement of political discourse.”
 The analogy, however, is not only one way. At a time when political discourse and class consciousness are outmoded and silenced, the languages of sports and nation are indeed an inadequate substitute; but they may also be the only languages available to a working class that is trying to break out of enforced silence and historical amnesia. By playing the strike in the form of an Italy vs. Germany game, or war, might have been a way of obfuscating the class implications of the struggle. But at least, Terni’s workers played the game. And historical memory was one of their winning cards.

At the end of February, Thyssen-Krupp announced that it would not close the factory, and that it would renew the contracts of younger workers hired on time. It looked like the struggle had been won. Then, a month later, the company began to ease out workers, slowly, one by one, by failing to renew contracts, or to replace retirees. It’s a long-term strategy that has the same aims as the shock therapy that failed in February, and does not raise the same alarm and the same reaction. As journalist Loris Campetti wrote, the belief that the factory and the jobs were safe turned out to be an illusion; Thyssen-Krupp had served the town and the workers “a poisoned meatball.” The struggle goes on, but at this time it is hardly visible outside the factory walls. 

Meanwhile, in the early days of March, I was driving along a hill road about 150 kilometers from Mumbai, India, when a billboard by a factory gate near the town of Nashik caught my eye: “EBG India Electric Steel. A Thyssen-Krupp company.” I had never touched globalization in such a material way. My comrades in Terni have no idea that they have a sister, or rival, plant in India. A quick conversation with the factory guards at Nashik confirmed that they, in India, have never heard of the electric steel plant that their company owns in Italy. In a nutshell: in the process of globalization, the rulers are unified while the workers are unaware of each other’s existence and may end up being played against one another.
Fortunately, there are other forms of globalisation. Together with an activist cultural organization in Nashik, Abhivyakti Media for Development, the Circolo Bosio is planning a joint research and information project, enabling the two factories to speak to each other. Oral history will play a great part in this process.
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