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Abstract

This article undertakes a journey through the historiography of the working class in
three of the countries in Western Europe where the movement was strongest and most
successful: France, Italy and Spain. The aim is to show commonalities and differences
through the comparative study of these three cases. Clearly, political circumstances —
international and civil conflicts; dictatorships and democratic transitions — affected the
process in different ways in each of these historiographies, but, in the end, the road
taken — despite the very distinct rhythms and intensity — was largely the same. Initially
centred on a “militant” historiography — basically revolving around a study of the
working-class movement — and moving towards (and not without complications) a
university-based one with pretentions of a scientific nature, this was a transition that
signalled fundamental changes in the way of understanding the writing of the history of
the workers.
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While the end of the Second World War saw the recuperation of freedom in Italy

and France, the result of the Civil War in Spain was the beginning of a lengthy
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dictatorship. These circumstances were decisive in the development of the
historiography of the working class in these countries. In Spain, the history of the
working class was the work of the victors.? From abroad, exiles and anti-Franco
sympathisers wrote different works favouring the anarchist movement and, to a lesser
extent, socialism.® The French university world sympathized with this historiography of
exile due to its opposition to Francoism, but considered it to be unscientific and written
from beyond the academic world — a situation that the historiography of the French
working classes was beginning to overcome at the time. In fact, in the post-Liberation
period, the French working-class historiography regained the direction interrupted by
the Nazi Occupation at the beginning of the Second World War.

Those specialists working prior to the war — writers such as Maurice Dommanget
(a biographer of nineteenth century socialism) and Georges Bourgin (a specialist on the
Commune) — were in the twilight of their careers at this moment. They were joined by a
new generation born at the beginning of the century represented by the Socialist
Georges Lefranc and the Communist Jean Bruhat. This was a historiography essentially
centred on the French situation; for European history they turned to the Histoire du
socialisme européen by Elie Halévy. These were histories written with political ends
with the various sensibilities of the workers’ movement being represented. Thus,
Histoire du Mouvement ouvrier francais by Edouard Dolléans (a reference point for
decades) defended the autonomy of French socialism against the interference of Soviet
Bolshevism. The work of these historians increased the prominence of working-class
historiography, but did not remove it from the narrow realms of authors who were
primarily militants in various wings of the workers’ movement.

This historiography began to enter the French university system via a gradual
process initiated by Jean Maitron. Accompanied by a notable range of historians of the

working-class movement, Maitron took the first steps to institutionalising working-class
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historiography. In 1949, he founded the Institut Fran¢ais d Histoire Sociale, a centre
where archives were kept and as well as a space for research and reflection though it
was barely connected to other historiographies. One of his contacts was the Italian
Giuseppe Del Bo. This institute had a modest bulletin where they published their
research entitled L ‘Actualité de I 'Histoire (1953-1960).*

Some of these characteristics can also be found in the Italian working-class
historiography of the time: the predominance of the workers’ movement, little
connection to the outside world and militant in nature although in the Italian case, the
Marxist influence was greater. However, this proximity to Marxism on the part of the
Italian historians was more political than methodological. They maintained the idealistic
historicism of their masters and wrote militant histories in line with the political culture
of their authors based on an analysis of sources within a local framework.> There was
no lack of debate in these histories, such as that arising from the work of Rosario
Romeo on the Risorgimento that tilted against the gramsciana tradition and opposed the
idea of the “failed agrarian revolution”. This historiography began to research the
origins of Italian socialism through scientific studies — the preparation and study of
sources and publication of works — on the history of the working-class movement. This
task was supported by the Movimento operaio (1949-1956), a publication that gathered
together local monographs that served to debate frameworks for general explanations.®

This historiography is characterised by the mark left by the French (FCP) and

Italian Communist Parties (ICP) who — having become important players in politics and
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culture — capitalised on the writing of history. Faced with the writings of those
Communists opposed to Stalinism such as Boris Souvaine and Angelo Tasca, the
historiography linked to these parties was initially hegemonic. The FCP depicted their
official history in the Manuel d'histoire du PCF. This simplified process connected the
French Revolution with October 1917 and favoured the glory days of Communism,
leaving the dark periods to the side. In their official historiography, the ICP also showed
a disinterest in the early years under the leadership of Bordiga and the relationship with
the Komintern while extolling the fight against the Fascists and the post-war democratic
strategy. Both parties favoured a historical interpretation that provided them with
national legitimacy. In the Italian case, this fed on readings of Antonio Gramsci; those
aspects that did not coincide with the official interpretation were eliminated.” Likewise,
in the Italian case, notable work was undertaken by the Fondazione Antonio Gramsci
(1948) and the publication Studi Storici (1959) which showed a special sensibility for
the working-class movement, aiming to compare it with other historiographical
models.® Under the aegis of the ICP, courses in history were published for their schools:
texts about their origins, memoirs of militants, a special edition of Rinascita (a
systematic attempt at an official history), a “popular” biography of Gramsci and another
by Togliatti that was almost an autobiography where he presented his interpretation of
the history of the party.’

The burden of political militancy on the writing of history began to decline at the
end of the 1950s. The beginning of this change is usually given as 1955-1956 both for
external reasons (Khrushchev’s report to the XX Congress of the Communist Party of
the Soviet Union and the repression of the Hungarian Revolt) and internal ones among
Italian historians. Among these must be highlighted the crisis in the magazine

Movimento operaio motivated by the need to surpass the history of the origins of the
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working-class movement. It wished to make progress in the study of working class,
union and political cultures, as well as change from being strictly local in order to cover
the national and international situation. There was also a social and economic
historiography running in parallel to the history of workers’ organizations that should
not be forgotten, as well as a whole world of historiography from beyond Italian

borders. '°

Although some inertia was maintained through these studies of the
politicization and origins of the workers’ movement, there was excessive attention to
leaders and congresses, few studies of the social context and scarcely any
methodological reflection. Henceforth, the international sphere was favoured and
interest grew in foreign historiography, a process aided by the work of institutes such as
Feltrinelli and the Basso Foundation and new publications including Movimento

operaio e socialista (1955), Annali del Istituto Feltrinelli (1958) and Rivista storica del

socialismo (1958).!!

New directions, relationships, and Spanish convergence

The 1960s and 1970s saw periods of renovation in the French and Italian
historiographies of the working class that — aided by the increase in university positions
and the decentralisation of the university system — saw them begin to be consolidated
professionally. In France, the work of Le Mouvement Social (1960) was fundamental —
favoured by the Centre d’Histoire du Syndicalisme (1966) — in surpassing the
hegemony of the history of the working-class movement, consolidating its cross-
disciplinary nature and pushing the boundaries of history through to the present time.
To the preceding publication, the Dictionnaire Biographique du Mouvement Ouvrier
Frangais may be added: this was an ambitious project that had an influence on similar
projects — an Italian biographical dictionary — and was the reason behind the transition

from biography to prosopography.'? Some of the main characters in these projects
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dedicated their doctoral theses to working-class history, thus strengthening its
university-based nature. Some tackled the working-class movement, such as Claude
Willard who studied “guesdisme”, but others went further. Rolande Trempé researched
the change in the figure of the peasant to that of the miner and showed how the creation
of the French working class was the result of a progressive and complex process.
Michelle Perrot undertook a detailed study of the strike, the principal means of pressure
and expression through which the workers transformed themselves into mindful wage-
earners. Lastly, Yves Lequin revealed a model of industrialization that emerged from
the rural world, with workers accepting industry so long as it could be controlled by
them. However, the turn-of-the-century crisis affected domestic production methods and
production was reorganized into large industrial establishments where a new class was
forged in which the corporate spirit of trades was redrawn in favour of the notion of the
wage-earning working man. He researched their working and living conditions and how
their collective fight reinforced group awareness that favoured their participation in
politics, split between republican integration and revolutionary breakaway. '

The history of the organized movement continued to benefit from
commemorations such as the centenary of the Commune (1971) and, in particular, from
the development of a historiography of Communism, introduced into the university
system through a thesis by Annie Kriegel that concluded that the FCP was the result of
the grafting of Soviet Bolshevism onto the French left-wing.!* However, influenced by
the context of social transformation in May 1968, the fall of orthodox Marxism and the
rise of the “Nouvelle Histoire”, French working-class historiography moved towards a
history interested in the whole of the working class world supported by cross-
disciplinary studies. A good example of this lies in the thesis by Patrick Fridenson on
Renault. Blending social, economic and technical history with political sciences and

social sciences of the workplace, he analysed the transformations in working conditions,
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company policy, working class and employers’ organisations, and the mentality of the
French resulting from the automobile industry. Other fruitful encounters in working-
class history took place in cultural history: history “from below” sparked interest in a
working-class culture that had not broken away from its peasant and artesanal past, but
which developed among an atmosphere of exploitation and fighting for rights.
Moreover, historians began to study the history of women who suffered from the
chauvinism of the society as a whole, paying attention to the work, behaviour and
problems of women and their connections to the larger working-class movement. Alain
Touraine analyzed the fall of the working-class movement and the rise of the new social
movements from a sociological point of view. The class conflict typical of an industrial
society had disappeared. In post-industrial society, the objective was to improve health,
education, culture and the unrestricted development of one’s personality. The workers
as a social class passed into history and their evolution was covered in the L ouvrier
frangais trilogy by Michel Verret. '

Aware of the need to obtain a comprehensive overview of working-class history,
Italian historians strengthened their contacts with other historiographies. They
disseminated the debates around the works of Eric J. Hobsbawn and Edward P.
Thompson in Great Britain and Rolande Trempé and Michelle Perrot in France that
questioned the traditional way of writing the history of the working classes. The
reflections of the British Marxists on working-class culture and the importance of day-
to-day experiences in the forging of a common identity were received as signs of
cultural and methodological vitality.!® The French historiography of the working class
became known in Italy through the translation of the Histoire générale du Socialisme

(under the aegis of Jacques Droz) and the diffusion of French theses on working-class
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history.!” Italy experienced a period of social transformation to which must be added an
ideological context characterized by the dissatisfaction of workers and students with the
actions of the ICP and the rise of alternative movements, which reached a peak with the
“movimento "77”. In that same year, 1977, Georges Haupt — a member of the Groupe
de travail international sur [’histoire sociale moderne et contemporaine at the Maison
des sciences de [’homme de Paris — contacted Lelio Basso of the Fondazione Basso-
Issoco to organize a series of meetings to which leading figures in the writing of French
working-class history — Perrot, Trempé, Lequin and Madeleine Rebérioux — were
invited. The objective was to link the history of the working-class movement to a wider
social history. In a seminar entitled “Storia sociale e storia del movimento operaio”
(Roma, 1978), Trempé stressed the importance of recovering the day-to-day
experiences, the mentality and, above all, the culture of the working class; a year later,
during a seminar entitled “Cultura operaia e disciplina industriale” — featuring the
participation of Edward and Dorothy Thompson — this theoretical reflection emphasized
the transformations in working-class culture and fostered the founding of Memoria
(1981), which was an innovative reference point for feminism that — starting from the
teachings of Franca Pieroni Bortolott — aimed to retrace the memory of Italian women. '8

Starting from the collective bases mentioned above and new works such as
Quaderni storici (1966), these Italian historians set out to have a written version of
working-class history that maintained a dialogue with the social sciences, updated the
methodology (oral history and micro-history) and expanded the field of historical
research to the creation of the working class, its fabric, relations with capital, private
lives, organization of free time and connections between the world of the family and
associative life through the influence of the work of Maurice Agulhon.!” The pioneering

writings by Stefano Merli comprised an essential contribution to a history concerned
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with the development of capitalism and the living and working conditions of the
working class. Later, Franco Ramella studied the process of the creation of the working
class from the transition of community and rural relationships to those in the world of

the factory in Piedmont.?°

This renovation also happened in the historiography of the
ICP: there were criticisms of the strict identification of class and the workers’
movement, a detailed examination of the post-1945 period, comparisons between the
two great Western European Communist Parties (FCP and ICP) and the renewing of
viewpoints by political scientists and sociologists interested in the mechanics of the
creation of leaders and recruitment of militants as well as in the links between the Party
and the political, social and cultural arena that it inhabited.?'

While the French and Italian historiographies of the working class advanced along
these lines, Spanish historiography slowly began to take off in the late sixties. In
conditions that were difficult due to the controls imposed by the dictatorship, historians
with Marxist sympathies wrote a history that was committed to the fight against Franco
and centred on the working class movement — a model that was being updated in France
and Italy. At this point, criticisms arose of this conventional historiography. Closely
linked to the social changes experienced — which saw other social sectors gain greater
influence and other types of mobilization — Spanish historians discovered new angles
that were successful in western historiographies. History writing would have to become
depoliticized, the automatic representation of the worker by class organisations
questioned, an overview of the history of workers given priority — working conditions,
day-to-day life, mentality and culture — and contact with foreign historiographies
increased. To achieve this, it was necessary to accurately define concepts, a process that
required the collaboration of the social sciences. Along these lines, historians began to
write working-class histories that were less politically militant and more academic.
They formed specialized associations and publications that — as in the Italian and French

cases — consolidated the scientific nature of working-class history, gaining a home in
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the expanding university system and advancing through innovative means that allowed

it to converge with its European counterparts.?

Conclusions

Following the Spanish Civil War, a highly politicized historiography sprang up in
Spain consisting of the victors within and the exiled without. Meanwhile, the French
and Italian historiographies of the working class evolved with similar results:
supremacy of the history of the working-class movement and their own national
histories and limited connections with the outside world. Additionally, these were
politically militant histories that aimed to eventually achieve a scientific methodology
through the publication of research based on the study of sources. Over the course of the
1960s and 1970s, as the imprint of militancy faded, the French and Italian
historiographies of the working class began to gain research centres and publications in
which to reflect and strengthen ties, renewing their methods and subject areas, and
consolidating themselves in the university world. This is the path that Spanish
historiography would also take later and, following the transition to democracy, would

witness a convergence with wider European historiographies of the working class.
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