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Class-oriented trade union work against 
the right 

By Cinzia Della Porta 

 

This lecture was given at the conference ‘Fascism Back in Europe?’ organized by the 
Zetkin Forum for Social Research and held in Berlin from 20 to 22 June 2025. You can 
find the recorded version here: https://youtu.be/F8bhfBrqi5Y  

 

I belong to USB (Unione Sindacale di Base), an Italian trade union organisation. We are 
class-oriented, conflictual, anti-fascist, anti-imperialist, and internationalist. We are 
affiliated to the WFTU, and within the WFTU, we are members of the secretariat. We 
coordinate the European regional structure and have a representative in the secretariat 
of the transport, public service, and youth structures. I emphasise our involvement in 
the various WFTU structures because internationalism is an essential element of a 
class-oriented trade union. This is especially important at a time of war, when the 
international workers' movement can play a decisive role in opposing war and the 
apocalyptic scenarios that are unfolding. 

Through my contribution to this forum, I aim to emphasise the close correlation 
between the current reactionary shift and the neoliberal policies adopted by left- and 
right-wing governments over the past thirty years. It is important to draw attention to the 
economic factors behind the ultra-right's renewed success. The anti-fascist 
declarations and support for austerity, privatisation, labour deregulation, and 
downward pressure on wages, steadfastly pursued by left-wing and technocratic 
governments across Europe, have paved the way for the advance of the far right. 

First of all, some general elements that are part of our analysis. We have been talking 
about speeding up of contradictions and politicisation for some time now, and we 
have seen this in recent months in an obvious way: on the international level, there is 
politicisation and speeding up of contradictions with consequent political 
centralisation; systemic crisis—an unprecedented economic and social crisis in 
mature capitalist countries; European Union as an imperialist pole under construction, 
the EU cage. 

Thirty years of neoliberal attacks on the 
working class 
I start from 1989, which was experienced as the end of history. They said: there is no 
alternative, and it determined: 

https://youtu.be/F8bhfBrqi5Y
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• the beginning of globalisation, relocations, the shifting of production chains 
eastwards, thus giving oxygen through production to the capitalist system in 
crisis (mass of live work to be exploited) but also leading to class fragmentation. 
Production in the peripheries is sold to the centre; the working class is divided. In 
western countries, the number of factory workers decreases, but in the world as 
a whole, wage earners increase. 
 

• an acceptance by communist parties and class-oriented trade union 
organisations such as the CGIL in Italy of the defeat and the NO longer necessity 
of conflict. 

An attempt was made to emerge from the crisis through the financial and neo-liberal 
globalisation of the market economy, which mainly fulfilled the task of creating a 
reservoir of low-wage labour. 

We can place in the sub-prime crisis of 2007 the first real signs of a crisis that took on 
the characteristics of a financial crisis, but which had behind it precisely a 
financialization that attempted to resolve an inability to continue in the processes of 
valorisation on the ground of traditional industrial production. 

In 1992, Maastricht and the EU began to take shape; another imperialist pole was 
consolidated, still under construction today. 

We called the 30-year war the policies on wages carried out from '92 to the present. 

Decades of backwardness have handed us the fact that today millions of men and 
women workers have seen their wages fixed by national contracts signed below seven 
euros gross per hour, a constant deterioration of working conditions between 
precariousness, flexibility, increased productivity and work rhythms, compulsory part-
time work, indiscriminate dismissals, and ever worse job security conditions. 

In recent decades, we have seen social rights such as the right to health, the right to 
housing, the right to public education, and the right to efficient public transport torn up. 
We are faced with a panorama of rubble, of social and environmental devastation, 
which war multiplies. 

Bloodstained, we struggle to glimpse the end of the tunnel, which can only materialise 
on the legs of a robust, determined, and tough entry of the workers' movement and the 
popular masses. 

Known to history as the agreement of 23 July 1993, the 'Protocol on Income and 
Employment Policy, on Contractual Structures, Labour Policies and Support for the 
Production System' (Ciampi-Giugni Protocol) still represents a watershed in the history 
of the workers' movement and the employers' counteroffensive. It is no coincidence 
that the trend of wages in Italy compared to other 'developed' countries is a minus sign 
precisely by calculating their purchasing power from those years. 
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An inter-confederal agreement, concerted and signed by the CGIL, CISL, and UIL, which 
clearly marked a trend of redistribution all in favour of the bosses and finance, a huge 
drain of wealth produced by labour towards profit and financial rent. 

An agreement that concretely applied the monetary and economic policies of the 
Maastricht Treaty of a year earlier, which laid down the political rules and economic and 
social parameters required for the accession of the various states to the European 
Union. 

All this under further blackmail by Brussels, the then EEC monetary committee, to block 
the disbursement of the second tranche of the ECU 8 billion loan (which was the EU's 
virtual currency before the introduction of the euro) granted to Italy. 

Parameters entirely based on an ultra-liberal and de facto anti-social framework: from 
reducing public deficit and debt to reducing inflation. Criteria that translated into cuts in 
public spending and welfare, cuts in wages and pensions, privatisation and 
liberalisation of essential public services, all accompanied by a tightening of trade 
union freedoms (starting with representation and strikes) and a narrowing of democratic 
participation spaces (electoral reforms). 

Without claiming to be a reconstruction of all the subsequent steps and deteriorations 
introduced in the following decades, and without going into how the promises of 
'sacrifices today for future development' were just a deception. 

The protocol agreed with the signatory trade unions to initiate a radical change in the 
labour market rules and in the management of employment crises: a revision of the 
'cassaintegrazione', especially to make it more functional for company restructuring; 
serious taxation and taxation of social security contributions; strengthening of 
underpaid training-work contracts; introduction of flexibility in working time regulations 
and temporary work. 

A complex package of pejorative reforms that has been carried out over the decades 
(from the “Treu” package to “Law 30” up to the “Jobs Act”) by governments of the left, 
right and technocrats, and that has produced for workers the dismantling of protections 
in exchange for underpaid and precarious work, while it has generated for companies 
new instruments of blackmail and additional public resources with the aim of adapting 
to international competition. 

Today we find ourselves, for too long, in a situation where social shock absorbers are 
still managed with logics alien to the collective interest, increasingly with 'insurance' 
logics and 

fragmented, with increasingly poor coverage of necessary income; a spread and 
normalisation of the use of precarious and atypical types of employment contracts 
(from temporary employment to fixed-term employment, to the reform of the Code of 
Contracts launched by the Meloni government). 
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Thirty years of reactionary policies carried out by left- and right-wing governments. We 
have linked our struggles and demands to the effects these factors have on the 
condition of our class. 

International shift in power relations 
The international phase that the whole of humanity is going through is characterised by 
an unprecedented economic and social crisis in the countries of mature capitalism. It is 
a crisis of a mode of production that has reached its limits of development, which is 
reflected on the political and military terrain through events that follow one another with 
increasing speed. From the war in Ukraine to the genocide in Palestine, to the attack on 
Iran, from the tensions in the China Sea to those in India-Pakistan, to the decolonisation 
process underway in Central Africa, to the profound transformations in Latin America, 
the world is being shaken by a redrawing of power relations that threatens to result in 
increasingly devastating and destabilising wars. 

We are facing a process of profound transformations; the power structures and power 
relations consolidated after the Second World War have been challenged first by the 
end of the Soviet Union and now by a profound crisis of hegemony of Western 
imperialism due to several factors, one of which is certainly the growth of powerful 
competitors, coagulated around the grouping of world economies known as the BRICS. 

The current clash obviously does not resolve this crisis but deepens it, leading to a 
fragmentation of production sites and markets, thus narrowing the profit margins for 
large multinational companies and, consequently, for states and governments 
completely enslaved to them through the neo-liberal policies pursued from the 1980s 
until today. 

The advent of Trump at the helm of the White House is undoubtedly a historical 
watershed between a 'before' and an 'after' this process of crisis that has been going on 
for many years in the capitalist West and the 'globalisation' of markets that arose after 
what has been called the end of history, which saw capitalism as the only horizon. 

The US wants to regain a new world leadership after years of hegemonic decline while 
simultaneously trying, through the imposition of tariffs, to offload its colossal internal 
debt on Europe and neighbouring countries, such as Mexico, with which it has an import 
surplus. 

The winds of war that shake entire regions of the world from their foundations, from 
Eastern Europe to the Middle East, the tensions in the China Sea fomented continuously 
by the USA, as well as the permanent blackmail on Latin America through embargoes, 
sanctions and attempts at destabilisation against Cuba, Venezuela, Bolivia, Nicaragua 
and any progressive government are epiphenomena of a profound crisis of an economic 
and social model, the capitalist model, which, as in other historical eras, is willing to 
support the worst extreme right-wing rulers in order not to lose the sceptre of imperialist 
command, its multinationals and the economic potentates that govern the energy funds 
in large parts of the planet. 
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In Europe, the position of the EU is clear; Von der Leyen has been talking about an era of 
hyper-competitiveness for three years. The Draghi Report of September 2024 on the 
competitiveness of the European production system has set the direction: all resources 
must be used for competition, strengthening European companies operating in strategic 
sectors, investing in the war and defence industry. The military-industrial system is 
becoming the driver of a possible economic recovery. Today we have the 'rearm Europe' 
project and Draghi's appeal in Coimbra, all of which clearly indicate Europe's ambition 
for strategic autonomy, to weigh more in global competition. 

Of course, we do not know how much the European plans will clash with the internal 
contradictions between countries. 

Over the last thirty years, Italy has privatised, deindustrialised and made precarious 
employment much more difficult than in other European countries; it has crushed 
wages, reduced investments to a minimum, depressed the domestic market, 
renounced scientific research and reduced schools to what we know, and even 
deprived itself of the knowledge and training of young people in which it had invested. It 
has placed itself where the European Union has put it, towards low-level production in 
the division of labour. 

Italy has really shown a fury against the poor and the weak: citizenship income, no 
access to care, repression, immigrants, pensioners, housing rights. 

Resources to war, starvation wages, increased poverty, de-industrialisation, unless it is 
linked to the military and defence plan. Development only of sectors such as tourism, 
where wages are lower, work is precarious, and exploitation is high. 

War, the worsening of workers' living conditions, and laws against the right to protest, 
leading to social conflict, are today the defining elements of this historical phase. 
Without any prospect of change, war is increasingly becoming the only viable path for a 
capitalist system in crisis. In Italy, the Meloni government, in perfect continuity with 
previous governments and with the indications of the European Union, continues to 
increase social differences, keep wages low, reduce taxes for the richer classes, and 
support Ukraine and the genocidal Israeli government. 

How USB is enforcing class struggle 
USB, as a class-oriented trade union, is on the front line against the war, in support of 
the Palestinian people, and against the terrorist state of Israel. 

We have been blocking weapons at ports and airports, organising mobilisations, 
initiatives, and strikes, both general and sectoral. We have linked the fight against the 
war and military spending to the condition of workers in Italy. We do our job in 
connection with the other class-oriented trade unions that are members of the WFTU. 

Our slogan, 'lower your weapons, raise your wages', clearly indicates not only what 
needs to be done 'now' but also the need to fight against a system that sees war as the 
only prospect for an economic exit from the crisis. Today, this is the only road that the 
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European Union and the Italian government see as a prospect. A process of industrial 
and economic reconversion, exclusively linked to the military and defence system, is 
also underway. The world of public research and universities sees the military as the 
prevailing project element, just as the forthcoming funding of projects by the European 
Union favours the military. 

This is why building moments of struggle through strikes and demonstrations becomes 
more and more important, just as it is important to raise workers' awareness of what is 
happening. 

As recently as a few days ago, USB was the protagonist of a general strike on these 
issues (20 June) and of a large national demonstration (21 June) together with other 
allies, clearly saying No to NATO, No to war, No to rearm Europe, and Stop the genocide 
of the Palestinian people and the state of Israel. 

What I have explained are the economic and social foundations that pave the way for 
reactionary and fascist parties and movements. 

To conclude, we are in a reactionary turn, with fascist forces ready to take advantage of 
the situation. Today, certainly the most obvious element is abstentionism (very high in 
the PIGS countries and Eastern Europe). 

Another element favourable to the rise of the extreme right is certainly a disorganised 
working class, lacking class consciousness and awareness of the real causes of its 
discomfort, and allowing itself to be seduced by crude scapegoats, such as 
scaremongering about the advent of hordes of immigrants or being led to believe in the 
need to increase military spending because to have air conditioning you have to be 
against Russia. In such situations, it takes little for the pied pipers of the extreme right to 
attract relevant fringes of the labour world. 


