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I. Introduction
1. Since at least the end of the 19th century, under the guise of a “question” of the optimal size of
population, political economy has actually been posing the problem of State control over birth and fertility rates
with an eye to the expansion or contraction of the labor market. The other side of this question in fact was the
optimal size of the state and with it the associated problem of the availability of “cannon fodder” for imperial wars.
It is hardly surprising that this question arose precisely at this time as birth rates had begun falling in all
European countries during the 19th century, with the exception of France where it had begun to drop earlier, in the
last quarter of the 18th century.
The other side of the problem was that population was growing in inverse proportion to its level of wellbeing, thus a rise in the standard of living was leading to a drop in the fertility rate 1 allaying Malthusian fears of
overpopulation but at the same time undermining government hopes that economic development would be made
secure through the adequate reproduction of labor power.
State control over birth and fertility rates means above all State control over women’s fate – it means
diminished opportunities for them to be “social individuals” instead of mere appendages to State economic
planning for growth or stagnation.
The State only becomes concerned about the gap between fertility and birth rates when the latter is
considered to be too low, and it responds by abolishing all means of contraception and abortion. Both Nazism
and Fascism were typical in this respect although they enforced such policies only within the national
boundaries of Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy and not in the colonies. However, as long as the birth
rate is considered to be adequate, the State ignores any disparity between fertility and birth rates and remains
indifferent to the fact that women abort or to how they abort.
We are not concerned here with listing all the independent variables that may affect the State’s
attitude, but it is worth noting that the State’s interest in adjusting the birth rate and to a lesser degree, the
fertility rate, may vary both in time and space and, most importantly, in the span of the same regime.
For example, the demographic history of the USSR after 1917 (and of Eastern European countries
after 1945) shows a continuous oscillation between extreme permissiveness and rigid control. 2 Despite the
provision of material incentives the birth rate fell short of the planner’s expectations particularly in key areas
of the USSR. As will be seen later, this was also the case in Western Europe – the main focus of this analysis.
How should one interpret women’s resistance to complying with such planning? It seems to us that it
can be interpreted very simply, as women’s lack of identification with the so-called common good. Women could
see that the “common good” effectively meant a planned rate of economic growth that would keep them tied to
long hours of work either in the factories and offices of Eastern Europe or at home and in the fields of some
Western European countries.
In his excellent book World Revolution and Family Patterns, 3 the US sociologist William J. Goode argues
that:
The important change is not, therefore, that the birth rate has dropped in the last generation, for its decline had already
begun in France in the last quarter of the 18th century, in the United States by the early 19th century and in England and
possibly Sweden and Belgium before 1875. Rather, the change is in the general acceptance of the opinion that husband and
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wife may control the number of their children if they wish to do so; as a consequence, both decline and rise may occur
more quickly than in the past, as rapid adjustment to alterations in the life situation, such as prosperity or war, or the
4
particular experience of special segments of the population.

We can add that this control over the number of offspring – a greater burden for women than for the
family as a whole – has been a growing tendency and not a particularly surprising one. In fact war after the war
the State suffered a loss of credibility in the eyes of the average man and woman. If to this loss of credibility
one adds the increasing awareness of parents that they could offer little else to their children than the prospect
of a future in the factory, it is clear why women’s reactions to State demographic policies were far from
diffident. They and the State have unrelated, completely diverging interests, a divergence which is particularly
visible in countries where the State wants to maintain high fertility and birth rates. It is not hard to see how the
capitalist class in Italy found it had won many advantages from population growth during the years of Fascism.
We can confirm as sure that women had only managed to combat and evade Mussolini’s demographic policies
by contravening the laws of both the Church and the State. Their success in evading those laws can be
measured in terms of the relatively low increase in the number of births 5 and the tens of millions of abortions
that were carried out during and after the regime.
In the Fifties, the children born in the Mussolini period came of age. But where was most of that
generation channeled? They went from the fields of the North and from the entire South of Italy into the Italian
industrial triangle and to Central Europe. There is little doubt that the provision of labor power by the Italian
governments of the time, particularly in relation to the Swiss and German governments, gave the Italian ruling
class a powerful lever in bargaining with its foreign partners.
But what conclusions should women, particularly women of Southern Italy, draw about a State that
bargains on the basis of a flow of labor power abroad?
Was this situation any different from the flow of labor power into Germany in the period between 1939 and
1942? A flow which was organized by the Heads of States 6 and which people were forced to accept given the high
level of unemployment in Italy.
As one can see, women’s “NO”, their refusal to accept State coercion has, and had, well founded reasons –
reasons which lie both in the past, and in the future.
2. But to make the argument more general, to go beyond the Italian case, what we are trying to show here is
that the formation of a multinational working class has its origins in the history of women as a section of the class.
Women began, particularly since the war, to take their own direction in an increasingly homogeneous and diffuse
way. Hence, the emergence of a new quality of political power, as expressed by this class, has to be attributed to, and
defined in terms of the new processes of autonomy opened up within the class by its various sections and
particularly by woman.
Above all by women’s refusal to procreate.
During the second half of the Sixties, all European countries registered a dramatic fall in the birth rate 7
that cannot be wholly attributed to the increased availability of contraceptives. 8 The birth rate fell particularly
steeply among those sectors that formerly had proved to be less successful in controlling their fertility 9
Women were better able to reject State controls over procreation the more they resisted pressure from
within the family, from the elderly, from husbands, from other children.
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This rejection and resistance can be found to a greater or lesser degree in all countries irrespective
of whether the number of women in waged work is high or low, whether the country is one of immigration
or emigration and whether the women are “native” or immigrants themselves.
Thus the family, the centre of unpaid work and personal dependence, has emerged as the primary
terrain on which women have managed to resist and to organize themselves at a mass level.
The more women succeed in freeing themselves from the constraints of the family the more they
will be able to succeed in emancipating themselves from conditions that limit their ability to improve their
lives.
First of all in the agricultural context:
a) The process of emancipation from various family constraints within the passage from the
patriarchal peasant family to the urban nuclear family has been marked by a change, a transformation, in the
way in which women manage the wage 10 even though they have continued to prioritize children’s needs and
not their own.
As the former authority and control of older relatives diminished so women became freer to spend
the wage and not save it, which they had been under pressure to do before. They mainly spent it in order to
improve their children’s situations. Children began to be raised on baby food, and got used to having
cigarettes, tape recorders and record players.
All of this is common in areas of a certain level of industrialization. However, this is not true of areas
such as Southern Italy where women, left alone because of emigration, still have to struggle in their own
interests, for example, for improvement in material living conditions in their neighborhoods, for water, for
work, etc. But their struggles catalyze the struggles of their children, who use any means possible to obtain a
better standard of life and it is in this context that the higher rates of “juvenile delinquency” and analogous
phenomena found in the South should be understood.
In both instances, industrial and Southern, the course of women’s autonomous struggles for better
conditions of life for both themselves and their children has created a new generation, a new working
class, a new level of struggle.
The fact that women are less and less inclined to or interested in getting married, that they have fewer
children, and are willing to use any means possible to improve theirs and their children’s life, all this is
reflected in the struggles in the factory. Young workers, immigrant or not, are less concerned about whether
they marry (because women are less concerned about getting married); 11 they are less likely to be the fathers
of large families and are already used to struggling at any cost when the family wage fails to provide a certain
standard of living.
Clearly women’s refusal to procreate and their attempts to improve their children’s situation have met
with more success in some countries than in others. In countries such as France, Germany and Switzerland where
there tends to be a shortage of labor power and workers have higher expectations, the working class is able to
earn better wages. In other areas, for example Southern Italy, the Iberian Peninsula (Spain and Portugal), the
Maghreb, Turkey etc., women are less able to restrict the number of births and have less chance of raising their
children’s standards of living. But when European capital attempts to ‘buy’ the children of underdevelopment and
use them against the children of development, it finds itself increasingly faced with women’s resistance, their
struggle and with the value of their work.
b) Thus emigration is the State’s policy response to women’s refusal to comply and procreate. It represents
an attempt to recuperate the working class both qualitatively and quantitatively, i.e., to restore adequate discipline
and to achieve a size that is functional for capital. It is also the response both to what the refusal represents as a
process of struggle and to the new relationships it establishes. The new multinational working class is the direct
expression of the process.
Earlier we said that for women in Europe, the postwar years were years of struggle when they began to
reject the agricultural life style with its long hours of work in the house and the fields, to reject the patriarchal
peasant family with its hierarchical power structure dominated by men and elder relatives, and to reject the isolation
10
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of the small village and the power and influence of the Church. The many differences in levels of industrialization,
in the proportion of women in waged work, in outmigration from the countryside, in immigration and emigration
and so on, that one finds in various countries make no difference, however, to the general tenor of women’s
struggles; everywhere they were seeking to free themselves from personal and economic dependence and from
interminable work schedules. And it is not difficult to draw a parallel here between the insubordination of mothers,
wives and daughters in the unwaged workplace – the family – and the insubordination of both men and women in
the waged workplace – the factory.
In Western Europe, emigration was seen as the answer to struggles in both of these areas, family and
factory, an arc of struggles which had begun to take on new qualities and which were more subversive than their
predecessors.
Emigration is therefore the State’s counteroffensive launched against women’s refusal to procreate in line
with State policy, and against the new relationships between men and women and between the waged and unwaged
workplaces. Emigration not only seeks to restore the birth rate, or rather to restore the class to the required size and
to the required discipline, it also seeks to break up the process of struggle that lies behind the refusal to procreate on
demand.
a) Emigration hits not only at the individual who is separated and isolated from his/her community and its
network of organization, it also hits at the community itself, especially at women who are its main pillar, who are
deprived of their links with both the younger and more independent sections of the class.
b) By means of emigration labor power from the more “backward” areas is pitted against labor power
from the “advanced” areas. This does not only involve the use of young immigrant labor power (which is more
isolated and politically disorganized) against local more organized labor power, it is also a way of hitting at the
women left behind – the women of the more backward areas – women who have had less success in developing
their own struggles. Thus these women are effectively used against the women of the more advanced areas, against
women who have gained more power.
c) In the metropolitan areas which receive the inflow of migrants, each new wave of migration further
distances in time and space the opportunities for immigrant women of different sections and for these women and
the native ones to organize among themselves. It marks another tear in the fabric that connects work in the home
to work in the factory, i.e. reproduction work to production work.
d) And for all these reasons emigration hits at women in the waged workplace too, where men tend to
take precedence over them.
3. The rule that men take precedence over women in the waged workplace began to be broken, especially
after 1968 and during the Seventies. Emigrant women began to be hired in such sectors as the machine tool,
automobile and chemical industries.
But how should this be interpreted? Did and does it mean that capital preferred to employ immigrant
women rather than men in key sectors – such as those mentioned above? Is it a sign of a more general shift to
employing women outside the home? One which would meet with the approval of reformists who think “women
should do their best to grab this opportunity”? Broadly, no. As will be seen in the course of this this argument, the
conclusions one can draw from this new trend are very different.
In all these sectors, the machine tool, automobile and chemical industries, women were always taken
on at the lowest, most unskilled grades. Thus, the reason behind their being employed seems to have been an
attempt to break up the level of struggle reached by the more recent waves of male immigrants. At the same
time, as has already been mentioned, and will be examined in greater detail later, women’s new independence
had already created a tension in the relationship between them and capital, between them and the State,
because of the requirements of planned economic growth and the levels of reproduction (both procreation and
housework) that were needed in order to meet growth goals. This has increasingly become the cornerstone of
development, not only in Western Europe but also in Eastern Europe and the rest of the world. 12 We have
already mentioned women’s refusal to procreate and to pay the price of reproduction in general and how this
refusal has affected intra-class relations, new power structures, particularly in the case of women, and youth
who depend on women’s work.
Thus it is in this context that the employment of women in key sectors must be examined. And the
main questions are therefore:
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a) For how long will capital be able to use women as a means of breaking up the struggles of the more
recent immigrants who have often already assimilated and incorporated the struggles of women in the
community they come from?
b) How well can this policy realistically work, given that it is based on the traditional political weakness of
women in the factory, and seems to ignore the fact that women have already opened up their struggle
outside the factory?
c) To what extent can women be employed in the factory at the same time they are also being encouraged
to fulfill their reproductive functions – functions that women have learned to reject if they have to pay too
high a price, given the conditions of housework, of factory and office work, of the conditions of their lives
as a whole?
The hypotheses which we have formulated and will try to develop here, albeit briefly, also set out the
more general context in which another problem, that espoused by many politicians who claim to be responding to
the international emergence of the Feminist Movement: the problem of female employment.
In this context it seems unrealistic to suppose that the admission of women into the bastions of male
employment, the machine tool, automobile and chemical industries, represents an about-turn in capital’s
attitude towards female employment. That is, contrary to one line of argument, it cannot be taken as an attempt
on the part of capital to abolish the separation of male and female labor markets. It is no coincidence that the
people who now welcome the “mixed factory” as a means of abolishing this separation are the same people
who once denied that such a separation even existed.
II. During the war and in the postwar period the “equilibrium” of the relationship between production and
reproduction as embodied in certain geographical areas and community structures was broken.
Why start with World War II? Because World War II represented a massive attack on the value of labor
power and the starting point for the reconstruction of capitalist power at a multinational level. However because
labor power has for so long always been taken as male labor power this statement cannot indicate the true
complexity of the kind of attack we mean nor the complexity of the new relationships that were created and formed
during the process of forming a multinational working class.
In his very original reading of workers’ struggles during the Resistance in Italy, Romolo Gobbi 13 cites the
following important data, he says, “during this period the real wage was systematically eroded to the point where in
1945 it was only 22% of the real wage in 1913, thus it was only one fifth of the already low wage of 30 years
before.” 14 Moreover he continues, “During World War I, taking advantage of the growth of the workforce employed
in war production, the working class had launched a powerful attack on that earlier wage level, and by 1921 had
succeeded in raising the wage level to 127 taking 1913 as 100 on the index. During this cycle of struggles the
workers also won other victories, such as the 8 hour day and the recognition of worker’s representation in the
factory at the shop floor level.” 15 By contrast, in 1945, not only had the real wage fallen to one fifth of its 1913
level, but also, during the war itself, the workers had clearly failed to achieve a level of power in any way
comparable with that won during the First World War. This indicates that the Second World War was based on a very
different set of imperialist relations, qualitatively different, from those of World War I.
In the USA workers were largely successful in defending their wage. Of course, no army invaded the
US and there was a much smaller loss of life in comparison with that in European countries. 16 There was no
drastic food rationing: “calorie deficiency caused by inadequate diet is a problem the average American never
had to face, even in wartime.” 17 Women’s employment in factories and offices in the US did not take place in
the context of a violent attack on the whole community as it did in Europe. The highest levels of violence and
13
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deprivation all took place on the other side of the Atlantic and it was the consequent weakening and breakdown
of relationships that provided the base on which emigration was established.
The attack on the value of labor power in Europe meant: the use of forced labor – male and female
prisoners – in Germany, and the widest possible use and employment of women in factories, offices and services in
Great Britain:
“As long as there were jobless men on the labor market they did not resort to using women in war industry. At the beginning their existence
was forgotten. In .December 1939, the unemployed women officially registered were 270,000 . . . in March 1941, the government decided
to put women to work . . . their recruiting resembled in many ways the recruiting of men for military service. The only ones exempted were
the farm women who replaced their husbands who were called up for military service, the nurses, the midwives and the teachers. In May
1942, mobilization was extended to eighteen and nineteen year old women. In 1944, 7,650,000 women found themselves organized in
industry and the auxiliary services, or in civil defense. Another 900,000 worked part-time under the control of these same services. Yet
another million were unpaid volunteers in the Woman’s Voluntary Service. Eventually it became necessary to incorporate the farm women,
nurses and teachers etc . . . . and to decentralize production to the greatest possible extent. Deposits and factories were hurriedly organized
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in residential suburban areas, where it was possible to recruit mothers. . . . part-time work grew rapidly.”

On the whole it was this attack on the relationship between production and reproduction, on male labor
power and female labor power that undermined any possibility of working class defense (a defense previously
maintained at women’s expense) and that began the radicalization of the process of women’s autonomy. Women, as
labor power, were not only hit harder by the war but were also the ones who were made most responsible for
supporting and defending themselves and the community. In the face of the State’s arbitrary will, women discovered
that this community could no longer protect them from anything, but at the same time, precisely because of the
weakness and the dependency of their relationships within the community they had to pay a very high price in order
to support it. This is why later on women began to identify less and less with the community and also perhaps, why
they were the unexpected force that emerged in the aftermath of World War II.
As for Italy, let us return to Gobbi’s perceptive analysis: “The nosedive taken by working class wages
and the drop in calories which fell below the level of subsistence were the outcome of two concomitant factors:
inflation and the upsetting of the equilibrium of exchange between the city and the countryside.” 19
The costs of reproduction, women’s “primary” work, rose rapidly during the war. It was not simply
that work multiplied because of the difficulty of obtaining provisions and the cost of basic goods, (the echoes
of the women’s demonstration in Turin in 1946 “will last a long time”), 20 it was also the fact that women had to
take on “secondary” work, low waged jobs, in order to send money and goods to the soldiers who would not
have been able to survive on State pay.
Thus to reproduce themselves, their children, the soldiers and the elderly, women were forced to take
on every type of work possible: in the home, the fields and the factory. But while working in a factory, in an
office or driving a bus gave women an idea of the power of having a pay check of their own, it also revealed
how low, how discriminatory their pay was in relation to that of men. 21
In Italy it was often easier to survive in the countryside, because of what could be gleaned from the land.
In England, the countryside became the centre for the organization of home working. “Villages in the peaceful
English countryside began to discover the novelty of being public clearing centers for equipment and for deposits
of raw materials that women came to collect. In the Midlands alone, it has been calculated that the work done in
the home using this kind of organization replaced more than 1,000 full time women workers. This
decentralization of production was a great advantage in a country that was continuously subject to bombardments
which were designed to upset its economy”. 22
In countries such as Italy, France and Germany, often the only way to survive in the city was to take
up prostitution. This work was accompanied by illegitimate births – the fruit of both the troops in transit and of
centuries of terrorism directed against the use of contraception and abortion – and by venereal disease and high
infant mortality.
As for women’s role in the Resistance, there is not enough space here to go into such a complex
subject. However, just to mention some of the biggest contradictions in their condition caused by the war, one
point should be made, that their role in the Resistance becomes clear if one looks at it from the point of view of
their work. Women as well as working in the home, the fields and the factories often performed the most risky
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political work, just like their Vietnamese 23 and Algerian 24 sisters. At the same time though, they had almost no
voice in political organization. 25
The postwar period meant, for most women, redundancy, sacking or relegation to the lowest paid,
most insecure jobs. In Britain, this happened, though on a lesser scale than elsewhere: “In December 1945 the
Minister of Labor tried to control the movement of ‘the return home’. Nevertheless the men came back looking
for work for themselves and expecting women to return to looking after the reunited family. The numbers of
officially unemployed women rose quickly. In order not to lose their jobs women were forced to accept lower
wages. No laws were enacted to force the employers to give equal pay for equal work to men and women.” 26
In Italy both the expulsion of women from waged jobs and the soaring cost of living were more
extreme. In Turin, 10,000 women wanted to throw the Prefect out of the window in 1946. 27 The Communist
Party accepted the Lateran Agreements; meanwhile in red Puglia Salvemini reports that women were
attacking religious processions with stones and in the North there was a general air of rebellion even in the
prisons. The Italian State’s response was repression. Repression started out by hitting at the weaker sections
of the class: women, youth and others and then moved on to hit at those sectors that the Christian Democrats
couldn’t affect. 28 Giving the vote to women was a mere gesture, a “fig leaf”, to cover up the discontent that
the reformist parties were trying to repress by every means possible. Simultaneously, there was an attempt to
re-launch the policy of demographic expansion that had been a feature of the years after 1929 – this time
though it went under the banner of anticommunist restoration. 29 In post war Europe in general, there was a
concerted effort being made to put everyone back into their traditional roles, the places they had come from.
Not everywhere though. In some countries women were not the subject of mass sacking and
redundancy. In the countries of Eastern Europe for example, female employment in wage work rose in
order to replace the millions of men who had been killed in the war. And in Western Europe, in
Germany, the level of female employment remained high until after 1960 when it began to fall off.
Throughout Europe demographic policies that centered on the introduction or expansion of existing
systems of Family Allowances were experimented with, and were generally coupled with other economic
incentives as well. France began to reduce its traditionally high level of female employment and established a
salaire unique allowance for the women who were sent back into the home. 30
This measure was not only intended to give a make-weight to these women but also to encourage a
rise in the birth rate. The main aim of all these demographic policies was to rebuild the relationship between
women and the family community. Their experiences during the war and in the postwar era had made women
realize that the family community, extended or not, was a centre of organization of work that not only did not
pay them but also left them completely defenseless both when the men were absent and when they returned,
that not only did the community oblige them to procreate but it also exposed them to a dual blackmail: by the
employers and by the men who expected them to return meekly to their “household chores”.
Cutting the umbilical cord that bound them both to the “general interest” and to the family became an
increasingly important issue for all women in the immediate postwar years.
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Above all the rupture came with the refusal to procreate 31 – a function that performed within the
family structure creates a high work load and restricted life style. For women, the war had come to mean not
only the decimation of “the fruit of their womb” but also a lethal attack on women’s condition both in work
and toil made at the risk of their lives.
Consequently, the struggle around procreation that spread throughout Europe was and is a struggle
against the organization of the family – an organization that instead of protecting women condemns them to
powerlessness.
As a result, the rebellion that began in the family extended beyond the confines of the unit itself out into
the community upon which the family depends – a community that both sustains and models the family: the
village, the urban network of relatives and friends, that help women to get by in cities and towns where,
especially in Southern Italy, access to a wage is limited. In this sense, the growth, spread and development of a
course of action led by women throughout Europe was also to determine to some degree the course of action
followed by men.
Women headed the flight from the rural areas into the towns; from rural small landowners (share croppers
or smallholder families), from family owned and managed firms 32 from the villages and smaller towns. And did so,
moreover, despite the restrictions on residence imposed by fascist laws that were still in force. It was a widespread,
very broad movement which, as will be seen later, revealed women’s lack of identification with their social
environment, their refusal to bear the costs of, or accept the quality of life that this environment imposed on them.
Marriage itself will be used as an instrument for rejecting that environment.
In countries like Italy during the Fifties and the Sixties the rejection of marriage was often used in this
way. 33 The high proportion of women workers at home and therefore unwaged in relation to the numbers of
workers working outside the home i.e., in waged work, rendered the Italian situation anomalous in comparison with
other European countries. Hence the rebellion against their situation as women could not have been simply a
refusal of marriage 34 even if their situation within the family had been revealed to them during the war and in the
postwar period.
The increase in the workload of housework during the war, the result of the difficulty of obtaining and of
the high price of goods, has already been described. Rationing continued in the postwar period until 1947 35 and at
the same time national income that had been halved in the period 1938 to 1945 “never rose above the pre-war level
until 1949”. 36 Furthermore, despite the fact that by 1948, production had reached 1938 levels again, and that by
1960 both national and individual income had almost doubled, “the national per capita income in Italy was still one
of the lowest in Western Europe”. 37
What this meant to women in terms of work and dependence, women who were left without any wage of
their own and at best seen as appendages to their husband’s wages, is succinctly revealed by the statistics. These
show that it was mainly women who died of the so-called diseases of underdevelopment, vitamin deficiency and
problems of blood circulation. 38 In other words, in the countryside, but not only there, women would go to bed
without eating in order to make sure others, husbands and children, ate 39 and would stand too many hours and
spend too much time with their hands in water. 40
Women and youth in the city had even fewer prospects. As Romita writes: “There was prostitution , a
sad sore that always worsens after war. In this case too I gave precise orders . . . but a good, efficient, welltrained police force would have been required to deal with this problem”. 41 “And”, he continues, “what is there
to say about juvenile delinquency? This was a huge problem particularly in the big cities. . . . I immediately gave
instructions . . . and the police did not fail (in their task) of searching out abandoned minors, who were often
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involved in illegal trading or in some way in danger of going astray. In the worst cases we attempted to
rehabilitate them, as far as we could, that is, within the limits of a shortage of places available in the various
Institutions. In other cases we were only able to warn their parents . . .” 42
This is not new. But all this has not been said in order to simply discuss what happens during and after
wars, instead, these statistics, and some facts and the analysis of certain crucial aspects (ignored until now in
political discussion) have been set out here in order to trace and find the drastic break in the relationship
between production and reproduction. A break that brought about the disintegration of whole social areas, and it
was on this break and the consequent social breakdown that emigration was founded. And it was from here that
women began definitively to separate themselves from the community that even before, they had already wanted
to leave to make their own path. Even before emigration began, the community had nothing to give to women.
Before concluding this discussion however, it is worth looking at what the farm workers’ struggles had
meant to women. While most people would agree about the backwardness of the slogan “the land to the tiller”,
(with all the ambiguities of the reformist program that went with it), what is of interest here is another
“backwardness” or better weakness, that lay in a situation where women still hoped to be able to use the
struggles of men at a time when the proletarian family was profoundly changed and not only for the will of
capital.
The mass emigration of men would anyway have ended the cycle of insurrections wherein women occupied
the land carrying red flags and barrels of water , becoming, together with men and young people, the defenseless
targets of the police; taking part in actions in whose organization they were allowed no say. Angelina Mauro’s death
marked the end of an era. 43 With emigration, only women, children and old people were left.
But the emigrants who now went North were able to send much less money back than their
predecessors, the American migrants, had done. And they were less willing to send it home, to support someone
else. Thus young women began to look for work, any work, domestic service in the cities, piecework at home,
seasonal jobs etc. even though such work would only ever yield enough money to put together a trousseau.
One positive outcome of the farmhand struggles however was that women were freed from the
infamous custom of having to serve the landowner’s wife for free. 44 As their husbands emigrated and became
factory workers and not farmhands women’s refusal was definitive. Simultaneously, now that there were
fewer men in the agricultural labor market women’s wages on the land jumped from 400 lire a day to 1,200 –
2,000 lire.
Besides at last having some money of their own, remittances from the men began to arrive – though
not always that regularly. And women began for the first time to administer money directly, and to administer
the property left behind by the men. They were still controlled by the elder members of the family, but all the
same it marked a definitive change within the Southern Italian community. Women never followed the men
on a large scale, although a few did, and this is why the South is full of women today. If the family had been
unable to give anything to women other than dependence and work in the area of origin, what hope had they
realistically that it would be any better for them in an immigrant ghetto? Women made another path.
III. Emigration is founded in and on this break, but it functions as a catalyst and in some areas massifies
women’s paths for their autonomy that are already underway.
a) The Italian Case: with the advent of Italian emigration to Germany, women’s struggle radicalized in both
North and South Italy, and took on many of the features of struggles in other European countries that were also
being restructured in a similar way. Emigration is the key factor in the process of the European postwar
reconstruction of the working class. It is used as part of a heavy attack on the value of both male and female labor
power: an attack that was first unleashed during the war. This use of emigration is founded on the breakdown of the
organizational structures of the proletarian community, the dislocation of whole communities and on the attack on
their possibility of reproduction.
It is reproduction that had to bear the main brunt of the attack – which is why the proletariat was forced
to enter the factory, to become part of the multinational working class.
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In 1943, women in Sicily burnt down the houses assigned to their family by the fascist government
in order to defend the sense of community that the village offered even if it was only offered in a limited way.
They did so despite their recognition of the contradictions inherent in that community. But when the men
emigrated, these tensions and contradictions finally exploded; the village no longer offered them anything.
Through emigration and the way it revealed the precarious nature of relationships one can trace the
progress of women’s tendency to refuse and to build on this refusal of State policy and control. Their refusal
to submit to the State’s planning for economic growth, planning that meant them having to bear innumerable
children, remain tied for interminably long hours to the house and the fields, planning that deprived them of
any personal freedom and autonomy and left them always in a position of dependence on others, the family,
the village etc. where now, in the absence of the men, the older generation held sway. In the South of Italy,
administering the remittances in a family where only the elderly remained, and where women had to face the
double burden of a large household and work on the land, meant paying a personal price that women would
no longer accept.
This situation was common to both South and North. In the latter area it was particularly true in the
context of small rural peasant farms. Wherever the State wanted to succeed in tying women to long hours and
in isolating them , they fled, they left the land. In her study, Women Against the Family, Leopoldina Fortunati
shows how, in the Italian context, women’s struggles against the family developed through struggles against
farm labor. She shows how this struggle spread and intensified as more and more women began to manage
the wage in new ways.
The movement from the land into the towns and cities took place on a very large scale despite
government attempts to control it, “residence is only granted to those who have a job and a job is only given
to those who have residence”.
Among other strategies, women used marriage during this period as a way to leave the land. They
were less and less willing to marry men who would not or could not take them to the city. 45 Moving to the
city not only meant working for one person instead of for many, it also meant more opportunity to restrict
and control the number of children they had since it meant freedom from the pressures of the family and the
village. “Our hypotheses are confirmed . . . the voluntary control of procreation first spread and spread faster
among urban populations than among other sections of the population. Such voluntary control, coupled with
a lower propensity to marry had a considerable impact on the number of births.” 46
Writing about the fall in the birth rate in Italy between 1861 and 1961 Giorgio Mortara says that
“where birth control is practiced through celibacy or late marriage one can see a fall in the total number of
married couples, particularly young married couples; where the use of contraception or the suppression of the
results of conception are commonly practiced one can sometimes see a rise in the numbers of married
couples.” 47 He goes on to confirm our hypothesis that “the increased concentration of the population in urban
centers and the suburbs has encouraged the spread of practices designed to limit births.” 48
The city meant and means more power for proletarian women. Not only are they better able to
control the number of their children, they also have greater opportunities to improve the quality of both their
own lives and those of their children.
b) The French Case: The movement from the land to the city, towards a higher degree of a power
and control over reproduction, was a European-wide phenomenon for women. In the aftermath of World War
II women throughout Europe began to fight against the demands of procreation even in areas where the social
fabric had survived better, or rather disintegrated less, than in the South of Italy. Women everywhere were
finding that the price they had to pay within reproduction was too high and the dependency and isolation that
it brought were unacceptable.
The situation in France is closest of all to the Italian situation. 49 The State progressively cut female
employment to a very low level. Notwithstanding this, and in part going against it directly, women deserted
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agriculture and small family firms in growing numbers. Moreover, French women won a degree of control
over procreation earlier than women in other European countries. 50 This control created problems for
capital’s plans for postwar reconstruction. In 1945, De Gaulle appealed to French women to produce
“12,000,000 beautiful babies”; 51 simultaneously, the French government encouraged emigration from Algeria
in a move that was seen explicitly as a “policy of repopulation”. 52
This is not to say that De Gaulle’s grotesque appeal found any immediate solution through Algerian
emigration. The real problem was not simply one of the quantitative restoration of the working class, it was
rather more an attempt, on the part of the State, to neutralize women’s struggles which were threatening
reconstruction plans, The connection between the orchestration of France’s demographic policies 53 and
female employment 54 after the war and the “structure” of Algerian emigration is clear. Algerian emigration
was, as we have said, described as a policy of repopulation: it would be better to call it a policy for the
restoration of the working class: Algerian women came with their husbands and children, and continued to
produce more children, 55 children who were in the main destined to go into the factory.
It should be emphasized again that this is not a mathematical but a political relationship, and should
be seen in political terms. Although very few politicians recognize or even notice it, 56 the connection between
an ‘unacceptable’ rate of population growth – uncorrected by the provision of material incentives or by the
expulsion or further marginalization of women – and the use of emigration policies has a long history.
The path taken by women’s struggles in France is, as we said earlier, very like that taken in Italy.
The exodus from agriculture was massive. From 1910 to 1954 one in four agricultural laborers left the land.
The same percentage holds true for the period between 1954 and 1962. After 1962, the pace speeded up. 57 In
1962 there were 1,272,000 female farmers and agricultural laborers, in 1906, there had been 3,329,000. 58
Young women tend to leave the country first even before men. “The young peasants who want to stay
on the land look in vain for a wife. The girls have all fled to the city so as not to be treated like their mothers,
so as not to be treated more like servants instead of “Queens of the Fireplace”. 59
The country schools taught boys agronomy and agricultural mechanics and taught girls home
economics.
The flight from the country was more than a flight from personal isolation and slavery, from
backwardness. It was a flight from dual work from which even the new agricultural nationalization couldn’t
save women. The state tried once again to send women back into the house and the countryside and to
demand a reproductive function that none of the well known economic incentives could induce them to
provide. In this context, it’s worth noting that because the laws passed in 1920 – which prohibited abortion
and advertising of contraceptives – had failed to raise the birth rate significantly 60 from 1932 on, the French
government had been forced to set up a system of family allowances.
After the war, these allowances – the salaire unique – became a dangerously contradictory
provision, dangerous, that is, for a system that had traditionally managed to maintain very high levels of
housework – performed by women – precisely because housework had never been exchanged for a wage.
50

See William J. Goode, op. cit.p.53.
Marie-Françoise Mouriaux, L’emploi en France depuis 1945, Paris: Librairie Armand Colin, Collection U2, 1972, p. 35.
52
“Cet accroissement de la population en France entre 1958 et 1965 est dû pour 52.4% à un excédent de naissance sur les décés et pour 47.6% à
l’immigration. «Les Travailleurs immigrés parlent», in Les Cahiers du Centre d’Etudes Socialistes, n. 94-98, Septembre – Decembre 1969, Paris,
p. 19.
53
Besides the salaire unique there is a complete reorganization of the system of Family Allowances. “After World War II, a new organization,
the High Consultative Committee on Population and the Family, was established by decree on 12 April 1945.” (Translator’s Note: In English in
the text.) (The Population Council, Country Profiles: France, New York, May 1972, p. 8). This commission worked many changes in the family
allowances system in view of what was happening in all the European countries. (See p. 9-10.)
54
From the McCloy plan of 1949 to the Schuman plan of 1950, European economic integration postulated the profitability of a “political project .
. . based on a non-downward rigid wage, that is on a widening of the downward stratification of labor power, obtained through the maintenance
and expansion of highly labor intensive sectors.
This project implied a massive introduction into factory production of quotas of new and politically weak labor power . . . female labor
power fitted only partially into this project. . . . Women resisted being deskilled. . . .” Franca Cipriani, Proletariato del Maghreb e capitale
europeo (The proletariat of the Maghreb and European Capital), in this volume, i.e., Alessandro Serafini, et al., L’operaio multinazionale in
Europa, Milano: Feltrinelli, first edition: May 1974, second edition January 1977, p. 79.
55
At present Algerian women are also urged to perform this function through “courses of home economics” taught by “social workers.”
56
But with respect to the trends in French employment, Marie-Francois Mouriaux writes “Par suite d’une natalité très faible, la nation recourt de
manière très large a l’immigration.” (Marie-Francois Moureaux, op. cit., p. 29.)
57
Les travailleurs immigrés parlent, op. cit., p. 20.
58
Evelyne Sullerot, op.cit., p. 206.
59
Ibid.
60
A further step in this attempt was reached with the approval of the Code de Famille in 1942.
51

Allowances did not provide a lot of money, but they did provide a monthly subsidy given by the state to the
wife. The parallel with the program that was institutionalized in 1945 in England as Family Allowances is
evident – both seek to encourage a positive attitude toward procreation, something that had deteriorated at an
international level. 61
Although the salaire unique was a small amount of money, a pittance, it was money which women
tried desperately to accumulate along with any pay they might obtain from unofficial jobs.
Had women declared these jobs, they would automatically have lost the right to receive this
payment. Thus, piece workers, domestic servants and part time workers never declared their occupation for
fear of not receiving the allowance. 62
Once in the city it was difficult for French women to find employment, to find a steady wage. 63 The
underlying aim of European integration was, as we have said, to further marginalize female labor power and
discriminate against it. Rather the novelty was that women began to be introduced into industrial sectors that
had been exclusively reserved for male workers.
On the whole, though, female employment in industry has been falling both absolutely and
relatively since the beginning of the century. During the postwar period, however, important changes have
occurred in the distribution of this decreasing amount of female labor power. One important example of this
can be found in the way in which the textile sector has been restructured, creating new, more skilled and
better paid jobs that are largely given to men. The women who have been expelled from this workforce have
found employment in electronics and the metal working industries at low skilled levels.
In the period from 1954 to 1962, women entered the machine tool industry on a large scale (the
number of women employed rose from 136,646 to 194,222, a rise of 42.1%). After 1962 the situation
remained more or less stationary. During the same period (1954-1962) the number of women in the electrical
industries rose from 65,500 to 114,000 (up 74%). Again in this period the number of women employed in the
chemical sector rose from 92,196 to 104,540 (up 13.4%) and in the food sector the number of women rose
8.8%, but here thousands of seasonal workers 64 have to be added to the figures for permanent workers. A
certain increase in female employment also occurred in factories producing drugs, cosmetics and plastics.
Both in traditional female sectors like footwear and porcelain and in “new” sectors such as machine
tools, female workers are always relegated to the lowest positions. The only partial exceptions are the women
who supervise female workshops in the clothing sector. But these jobs are not skilled, they are merely
supervisory. 65 In the electrical sector there are no skilled female workers, because skilled work is reserved for
men. The number of women employed as technicians in the industry is totally insignificant. 66 As Madeleine
Guibert points out, the introduction of automation seems to have had the consequence “d’accentuer le
cantonnement des femmes”. 67
c) The Algerian case: We cannot close an analysis of France in the postwar period (the 1950’s) given
the close relationship between demographic policies, female employment and immigration, without
considering what this meant for Algerian women. We need to examine whether the impact of immigration on
areas such as the Maghreb or Turkey is in any way similar to that in the Italian South. In Italy’s case we said
that immigration tended to set in motion forces that could break up the community, in particular the new
experiences women gained in managing remittances and minimal wages of their own 68 which gave them
moments of greater autonomy and power. Is this true of areas such as Algeria?
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It is first of all necessary to emphasize that the Algerian community was not devoid of tensions or
subversive ideas on the part of women. In the Algerian community there was, and still is, a lot of violence
towards women. The Algerian state has always been violent towards women both before and after the
revolution. Women are involved in a daily struggle against men and the State. Women’s position in Algeria is
revealed most clearly by the number of murders and attempted murders of women by men, 69 the number of
suicides and attempted suicides by women, and the number of infanticides by mothers, especially unmarried
mothers. 70
Marriage is still a bargain contracted by the parents 71 even among the better off strata, although it
has repeatedly been contested by women. The possibility of being repudiated still exists, even though now it
is called divorce, and given the condition of Algerian women it always was and still is a tragedy. 72
In 1972, in order to maintain this situation Boumediene espoused De Gaulle’s 1945 line about the
“twelve million beautiful babies’’. While speaking to student volunteers for the civil service on the subject of
the “demographic explosion”, Boumediene remarked, “I personally think that the solution does not lie in
family planning but lies instead in development. . . .” 73 – development achieved in Algeria as well as in
Europe by means of “an unlimited supply of labor power” whose costs of reproduction must be kept as low
as possible. Thus in this matter at least the post-revolution Algerian State has kept up tradition: the
exploitation and intimidation of women in order to ensure that women procreate. 74
In this context, one that appears to be different from that of Southern Italy, what changes could and
did emigration bring for women?
The Algerians who emigrated during the 1950’s were usually young men who rarely had a wife with
them. It is easy to see why they were without wives if one considers that the average price of a wife, the cost
of the dowry, was around 500,000 lire, and the average annual income of an Algerian agricultural laborer was
about 200,000 – 250,000 lire. The women who remained behind in Algeria found themselves living in an
ageing community, dominated by and the property of their husbands, fathers and brothers and left without
any control over money. The women who went to France after some emigrant Algerian worker had managed
to save enough money for the bride price, found that they had to face a new level of housework and moreover
a level that tended to escalate all the time because, for a long time, each new immigrant who arrived had to
join an already formed family in order to survive. Clans were formed, clans of men supported by one woman
(and her small daughters) who, in reproducing this growing community of men found that she was also
having to substitute for the women who had remained behind in Algeria. When, to support the War of
Liberation, the Algerian guerillas began to tax immigrants in France in order to raise funds, 75 this tax on an
already meager wage meant an even greater load of housework for women. Thus the emigrant Algerian
women also had a difficult role in the war, one not unlike that of women in other wars of Liberation.
Hence, during the Fifties, through its use of emigration, the French government managed to solve its
problem of “development” mainly at the expense of Algerian women. In the same way, it also managed to
resolve the problem of the relationship between production and reproduction and the processes of struggle
that this implies. In short, the French State built this, the second great wave of Algerian immigration upon the
weakness and lack of power of Algerian women both in the community and in reproduction. 76
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While in countries that had attained a certain level of industrialization – such as Italy – the war and
the postwar period acted as a catalyst for the contradictions present both in the community and in
reproduction, the same is not true in the case of Algeria. It could not be true because of the existing social
fabric. The war of Liberation could, on the one hand, trigger certain social tensions but could not, because of
this social fabric, facilitate any attack by women on the organization of reproduction nor even, in more
general terms, any attempt by them to win their emancipation from their conditions of backwardness.
Because of the conditions from which they had come, as well as the conditions which they met with
in France, Algerian immigrant women who found themselves managing a wage for the first time, initially
found they were unable to use it as a means of gaining a new level of power within the community, or outside
the community. Their conditions were far more restrictive than those of European women, even of women in
Europe’s “pockets of backwardness”. Their opportunities of gaining more power were continuously being
undermined because the wage had to support a community that increased with the arrival of every new
immigrant.
The way in which Italian women used the wage as a means of rejecting the patriarchal peasant
family, or the extended family in general (also in the South albeit with some differences) and chose instead a
smaller family that could live better on a given wage 77 was simply not possible for the Algerian women in
France. They could not use the wage in order to improve the quality of their lives or the lives of their children
because they had to reproduce an entire community and substitute for the women still in Algeria.
These comments on Algerian emigration provide a basis, a perspective, for interpreting the
hierarchies of power that exist within emigration itself: either in the community of origin or in immigrant
communities abroad. The Algerian case can be used to examine other flows of immigrants, e.g., Africans,
who contributed to France’s development in much the same way as did the Algerians.
Lastly, the almost continuous flow of migration into France from Italy, Spain and Portugal must also
be seen in relation to both French women’s early refusal to procreate and carry out reproduction work, and to
the State’s desire to keep them in a condition of backwardness (especially on the farms). It is a flow that the
French State has always more or less openly encouraged – a flow that was at first channeled towards the
same French fields that French women were deserting.
d) The German case: Germany, a country with a high level of industrialization that, in the postwar
years maintained an exceptionally high level of female employment. 78 What we have said concerning both
the relation between women and the State and the difficulties women have caused for capital’s reconversion
at all levels, from which the need for a broader use of immigration derived, applies to Germany as well. The
Fifties in Germany were the years in which women, finally freed from Nazi restrictions, developed their
refusal of housework, of agricultural labor and of work done as “helpers” in family-run firms. 79 They also
refused all the professions based on some kind of domestic economy. So great was women’s refusal of
housework that some people were led to envisage a “domestic service” organized like “military service” set
up to fill the gap left by women. 80
However, women’s flight from the countryside was hindered by a considerable flow of immigration.
This included a large “political” flow from the East, and after 1957, a growing tide of Italian immigrants as
well. Until the end of the 1960’s these migrants (about 12 million) tended to settle in rural areas at first, areas
less damaged by the war, and only later on did they move on into urban areas. 81
As both immigrants and Germans deserted the land and moved towards the cities, rural women
changed from being “helpers” to being managers of farms in their own names. In areas such as Bavaria, it is
not difficult to find families where the man works in industry and the women has had to take on both
housework and work in the fields, work that was formerly shared.
Likewise in the craft industries one begins to find “daughters of craftsmen who manage their
father’s firm alone when the son is no longer interested, and thus become the owners of bakeries,
bookbinder’s and decorator’s”. 82 However it was still more usual for women to be employed in unskilled jobs
within the craft industry.
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In general, the bargaining power that women had developed against Kinder Küche Kirche (Children,
Kitchen and Church), did not translate into bargaining power in relation to working outside the home. The
State saw to that by intervening with a decision to use immigrants from the East and Italy thus preventing
women who had rejected procreation from entering the labor market and finding employment on equal terms
with German men. The fact that a flow of Italian immigrants had already been guaranteed during the 1930’s 83
and then again during the war 84 by joint agreements made with Italy shows that the reproduction of the
national working class was already inadequate even then.
The German State, afraid that there might be demographic gaps in a period of economic growth,
continued rigidly to forbid abortion despite the fact that during the second half of the 1950’s most countries
in the East introduced a degree of liberalization. However, in Germany, as in other European countries, the
dreaded “unfortunate demographic development” did occur and from the mid-1960’s on, got worse.
Although German postwar development relied upon the extensive use of labor power, 85 long work
hours, a lot of overtime and the progressive depletion of agricultural labor, 86 women were heavily
discriminated against with regard to industrial employment.
As in the case of France, women were eventually introduced into those industrial sectors from
which they had been traditionally excluded. 87 Between 1950 and ‘60 all industries increased the numbers of
their female workers: in the steel and metal working industries, the number of women employed rose by
162.3%, and the electronics sector was not far behind. Female employment also increased both in traditional
sectors, textiles, clothing, food, tobacco, sweets etc. and in precision mechanics, optics, watch making and
photography, 88 areas where the consummate female skills of dexterity and precision reveal allegations of
their lack of skill to be nothing more than a pretext for low wages.
IV. In the 1960s the lines traced by the previous processes are scored more deeply. The young working
class is born out of refusal, rebellion and the struggles of the women behind it.
In the 1960’s the movement that women had started during the postwar period grew and spread.
That is, their refusal to function as appendages of development plans that wanted them to be the producers
and providers of numerous children, tied to long hours of work at home, in the fields, in the factory and the
office, chained and ghettoized in conditions of personal dependence. The drastic fall in the birth rate that
began in 1964 gives an almost photographic image of the amount of control women had already achieved
over procreation. As we said at the beginning, on a European scale this phenomenon is not simply the
consequence of the spread of contraceptives. Furthermore, the fall in the birth rate was most rapid precisely
in those strata that had previously been the least successful in controlling their fertility. 89
As we have seen, this fall in the birth rate expressed the level of power that women had won and is
not an “event” that can be explained by this or that factor. A level of power built up through a process of
struggle that has tended to offset the general “backwardness” to which every postwar or post-revolutionary
government 90 has always tried to confine women; a lever of power that increasingly allows women to bargain
for a new quality of life.
The control of women, close to the hearts of European planners since the beginning of European
integration, 91 grew in the 1960’s. But the basic instrument of this integration – emigration – has proved to be
a double edged sword. Not only have immigrants become the spearhead of rebellion – as is fairly well known
– but emigration has definitely radicalized the centrifugal forces set in motion by women and youths. This is
also true for the elderly, who have increasingly demanded a certain quality of life, whatever the price,
(though in Italy today it would be difficult to shout “grey power”). 92 One dividing line still functioning in
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favor of European integration (although less so during the 1960’s) is that between areas where women can
manage a wage, totally or partially (either remittances or their own) and where they cannot. In the latter areas
survival is based on a rural income or expedients and women are totally dependent either on the men of the
family or on older women. In this case, the emigration of some men, especially the youngest who are not
responsible for supporting the community does not undermine the community itself. The case of Algeria is
typical in this respect and is different from that of the Italian South which has areas of industrialization and is
part of an industrial country. Not by chance is it possible for young women in the South of Italy to flee from
the countryside, a type of behavior which is unthinkable in Algeria. 93 And if some Southern Italian women
come to the conclusion that they had better find a dowry on their own because no money is likely to come
from Germany any longer, whatever they decide, alternatives are open to them that are not available to
Algerian women.
Another phenomenon connected to women’s growing independence which should be analyzed in
order to understand the wave of working class struggles in the late 1960’s is the fact that women have been
able to impose a different use of the wage within the family – either when the elderly were not present or
when they failed to subordinate women. Increasingly, the wives of Italian men who left for Germany and the
wives of workers in Naples and Gela expected to administer the remittances and pay checks their husbands
sent home, or even their own wage. These women chose to invest the money that the elderly would have
traditionally saved or invested in land, in their children. The young proletarians from the South who went to
work at FIAT in the 1960’s had assimilated this new form of investment and with it the expectation of a
higher standard of living.
We do not wish to underrate the innovative aspects of the rebellion of each new generation of
workers and students, but we want to emphasize that this rebellion involves more than a direct confrontation
outside of the family context. It also involves a certain level of disintegration of the family itself. We need a
new perspective on the family. 94 We must consider the erosion of authority emerging in the 1960’s even in the
proletarian family and relate this phenomenon to women’s management of the male wage. This management
has taken root among increasingly wider sectors of proletarian women as European integration (based on
emigration) has progressed in the postwar period and as the process of urbanization headed by women has
spread throughout Europe. In addition to the woman’s own occasional wage (often earned in the underground
economy: cottage industry, piecework, part time work etc. but in many cases the only source of support for
the entire family) this management of the man’s wage gives women more power in relation to men and leads
to a different relationship between the children and their mothers and fathers, giving rise to a certain crisis of
authority.
In countries like Italy, during the 40’s and 50’s, certain sectors of proletarian women first
experienced the management of a wage. Emigration did not affect these women in the same way it affected
women in countries such as Algeria. In Italy emigration catalyzed women’s first steps towards independence.
While in the latter countries, at least in the short term, it worsened women’s position. In countries with high
levels of female employment the breakdown of the family associated with increasing insubordination among
youth, inside and outside the factories were the results of the tensions stemming from the fact that women
were working at home and outside the home. 95 However in both cases the young working class set in motion
an entirely new cycle of struggles: in Italy (Turin, Piazza Statuto, 1962) and in Europe in general. This new
cycle of struggle was born from the increasing refusal and rebellion of the proletarian women who had
created and sustained the conditions for the struggle to grow in. 96 As we have already said, the attack on
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women, present since the beginning of European integration, became more intense during the 1960’s, this
tendency was accentuated by the wave of workers’ struggles at the end of the decade.
Although the Left has ignored it, in Italy the expulsion of women from the factory that began in
1962 is not over yet: another million women have joined the unemployed. 97 In Germany after 1960 capital
intensive development and rationalization of the process of production gave rise to a further worsening of the
situation of female work outside the home. 98 Women were increasingly expelled from the factories, and were
forced to resort to part time work, piecework and temporary jobs: from 1961 to 1971 part time female
workers increased by 83% reaching 2.3 million. 99 Immigrant women were employed either as unskilled
(60%) or semi-skilled (1/3) workers. 100
In France the percentage of women employed in the new industrial sectors from 1962 to 1968
increased: the electrical industry rose 11.1% from 114,000 to 126,660; chemical industry rose 14.2% from
104,500 to 119,440; food industry rose 8.6% from 126,100 to 137,000; the machine tool industry rose 4%
from 194,220 to 202,160. However, these changes did not significantly alter the sexual composition of the
sectors. 101
In 1970, speaking at the Fourth National Congress of the CGT on female labor, Christine Gilles said
“the second figure, that of 33%, that I mentioned, represents the difference between the real wages of men
and women . . . In 1945 the coefficients of a female machine operator in the clothing industry were equal to
P1 and P2 in metallurgy. They are far from being equal today. Last May minimum hourly wages were 3.93
francs and 4.10 francs.” 102
As for immigrant women, and Algerian women in particular, it should be remembered that in ‘62 –
‘63, fiscal policy forbade any Algerian to leave the country with more than 10 francs. This provided one more
reason to have someone already established in France to go to a group of men supported by a few women.
Since 1967 further restrictions forbidding Algerian immigrants to send francs back to Algeria
worsened the already bad situation of the women there, because, without remittances, they couldn’t buy
certain goods which could only be bought with francs.
After Liberation, Algerian emigration changed. Small family nuclei or single women also began to
emigrate, single women who rejected rural life or impositions in the city life, like eating in a kitchenette
separate from men, as expected by the leaders of “Islamic socialism”. Most of the women who emigrated
alone to France were not proletarians. In fact most managed to enter the country by means of a tourist or a
student visa. Once in France, however, these single women – unlike single men – could not, and cannot,
integrate with the Algerian community, because it does not accept women unless they are under the control of
a man. Therefore they end up at best as waitresses, but often as prostitutes. Proletarian emigrant women in
general – from Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, Turkey, Yugoslavia, Portugal – either become waitresses or
unskilled workers in the machine tool sector.
V. After 1968, the 1970s. Women began to bargain about reproduction. The community of immigrants has
no longer to reproduce itself.
After 1968 the investment that women in Europe had made in their children (improving their
children’s lives as well as trying to improve their own), is revealed by the potential for and level of struggle
expressed by the working class on a European-wide scale.
Following these struggles there was a further cut back in the flow of Italian migration, 103 and
Italians moved up the scale of immigrant employment. Now, the flow of immigration from other areas of the
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Mediterranean increased; Turks, Greeks, Algerians, Tunisians, Spanish and Portuguese moved in to take over
the lower skilled and unskilled jobs.
Although one should not be too optimistic, it is clear that over the last few years emigration has, as
the Financial Times openly admitted, brought the “spectre of revolution” rather than social peace. 104
Because of this there has been an attempt, though fairly limited, to discover a source of labor power,
a sector, that no matter where it comes from, is weaker, more easily blackmailed, than male immigrants:
women. Here lies the problem of the 1970’s, for in these years, the path trodden by women has reached a
decisive turning point. In Europe, as well as in the United States, it has become a mass movement that
expresses women’s need for independence and autonomy – a life no longer paid for at the price of the factory
or of the home.
If men are less and less willing to submit to factory discipline is it unlikely that emigrant women
will prove any more pliable. In this instance too the power difference that exists between men and women
particularly among immigrants must not be forgotten. But given the direction in which women are moving –
both in more “developed” and in “less developed” areas – it does not seem very likely that the use of women
will or can provide a long term solution for the problems of European capital. In the midst of other better
known images of “paper tigers” and “white elephants” perhaps the best image of this particular capitalist
game is of “a cat chasing its own tail”.
European planners are now faced with a problem that appears to be as difficult as that of “squaring a
circle”. In Germany, France and Italy (in FIAT after 1969) there have been further attempts to introduce
women, particularly immigrant women, into the work force to replace male immigrant workers who have
proved disinclined to accept factory discipline. In Sweden at Saab’s Scania’s of Sodertalje, comparable only
with FIAT at Cassino, one finds “star like” 105 ways of organizing labor - especially adapted to be suitable for
housewives including older women. At the same time however, European women are themselves less
amenable to accept unwaged housework along with factory work, and are becoming more and more
determined to make their reproduction work cost. Thus on the one hand, capitalist development is founded
upon determinate levels of reproduction that must be continually guaranteed and that so far have cost the
State very little, and on the other hand women have begun their attack precisely from this base: reproduction.
It is true that the State does still succeed in blackmailing the politically weaker strata of women with work in
the factory and work in the home, but in Europe at least, the State is being forced to respond to women’s
demands for payment of the costs of reproduction. Among the most important examples of this are: the
proposal presented in France by the Union National des Associations Familiales for a wage for housework
that would be the equivalent of 50% of the minimum wage, which would be subject to taxation and
considered to be a wage in every respect. 106 The proposal already has some support in government circles.
Another example is that of Italy, where women receive a monthly 50,000 lire check to pay for the extra
housework involved when they look after a handicapped relative at home instead of leaving him or her in an
Institution. 107 In the same country laws are also being proposed to raise the amount of the Family Allowance.
While Family Allowances do not constitute a “wage” for housework, they are nonetheless a clear indication
that reproduction is already an area of bargaining.
Before concluding, we should look briefly at the case of Great Britain, a country that has only
recently joined the European Community, and which remains closely tied to US capital which explains some
similarities found between the two countries’ policies and strategies around both population and female
employment. The traditionally high level of female employment in Britain has already been mentioned.
During the 1970’s, the government encouraged and financed broad studies on the condition of women and
their levels of employment. The commissions set up for this purpose continually ended up by recommending
maximum flexibility in the organization of work so that “women could choose between part-time and fulltime jobs”. They recommended a “rapid expansion of daycare centers and nursery schools, with flexible
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schedules adjustable to the mother’s needs” (mother’s who should then go to work), they also recommended
setting up cafeterias which would provide “meals to youngsters and children whose mothers work, even in
the school holidays (our emphasis). Furthermore they recommended that the “Minister of Education should
keep in regular contact with women’s organizations”, and that an “adequate investigation be made on the
proportions and conditions of home-working” (which apparently is not only a Mediterranean problem). 108
Yet despite all this it has still proved impossible for the British government to persuade British
women to take factory jobs and replace West Indians, Africans, Indians or Pakistanis. British women have
already shown resistance to accepting the discriminatory jobs they are constantly being offered, thus it
seems unlikely that they will quietly accept jobs such as secretary, typist etc. which 109 are the ones offered as
a result of the talk about the need for more widespread employment of women at a certain skill level. Also
the struggle around the costs of reproduction, for a wage for housework has already begun in Britain and has
reached a national level in the campaign around Family Allowances. 110 Not only was the government forced
to abandon its plan of abolishing the Family Allowance (the only money which women receive directly), it
also had to face the growth of a movement that has irreversibly opened up a struggle and begun bargaining
about reproduction.
At the same time, the community of male and female immigrants has reached a level of subversion
that is already too high to permit the State to use women against men. Indeed the numbers of immigrant
women in waged work is very high, remarkably high in the context of a labor market where the division
between the sexes is very rigid. The degree of subversion of the immigrant working class has been raised by
the new generation of workers, the sons and daughters of the original immigrants, these young men and
women, particularly women, who were either born or have grown up in Britain are freer from the innate
constraints of their parents, who came from social areas where any wage was already a conquest, and have no
illusions that they will be able to move more easily up the social and labor strata.
But the stability of a waged job has allowed the second generation to achieve a new level of power
high enough to break that very stability itself. These young workers have the same attitude to wage labor as
any of their peers internationally, although their struggle is sharpened by the struggle against racism within
the labor market. It is also sharpened by the fact that a supervisor is often seen in terms of the slave driver of
old. Specific to women is the struggle against and refusal of the limitations imposed by family life, a family
life that the parents’ wages both sets up and requires. Women’s protest in the factory and at school has not yet
reached the levels of that of the young men, but the force with which they confront their mothers and fathers,
a struggle they often have to carry on alone and isolated within the family is a sign of their preparedness to
struggle. Since these young women are rarely to be found in the streets in battle with the police their struggle
for independence is often not even seen.
Also the Black Movement has, in Britain too, completely neglected women’s condition in its
programs and aims. However, the results of their efforts can be surmised from the way in which the parents
of these young people are increasingly more willing to become involved and help youth in clashes with the
police and in dealings with the authorities in general. But while the young men remain the visible
protagonists, the young women’s struggles although hidden, are often as effective.
Sometimes, a Black West Indian, realizing he was unable to support his family at home would
escape to Britain, leaving his wife and children at home. Women had to go very far from home in order to
achieve any independence of their own either with or without a man. Often it is the women who send money
back so that their children can join them when they settle. It did not take long for such a situation to generate
a crisis of authority. The British government, while long promoting limitations on immigration, now in the
Seventies has promoted the exclusion of these children by attempting to stop West Indian women from
procreating; it attacked the Black birth rate by encouraging doctors to sterilize Black Women. This is in line
with US policies of the 1960’s both towards its own blacks and towards the Third World in general. When
emigration ceases to work well, it is better to export capital, to take the factories to the workers. But Third
World men and women do not seem to accept them peacefully.
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