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Introduction 

Where should I, a Trotta, go now? 
Joseph Roth 

In 1 9 8 9, at one of the packed meetings to decide whether the PCI 
should change its name, a comrade put the following question to 
Pietro Ingrao: 'After all that has been happening, do you really 
think the word communist can still be used to define the great 
mass democratic party that we have been and still are, and that we 
want to renew and strengthen so that it can form the government 
of this country?' 

Ingrao, who had already fully explained his reasons for pro
posing a different course from that of the Party secretary, Achille 
Occhetto, replied in a jocular (though not too jocular) vein - by 
invoking Brecht's apologia for the 'Tailor of Ulm', a German 
a rtisan who became obsessed with the idea of building a machine 
that would enable men to fly. One day, convinced that he had 
succeeded, the tailor took his device to the ruling bishop and 
said: 'Look, I can fly ! '  The ruler challenged him to prove it, but 
when he finally took to the air he crashed to the pavement below. 
And yet centuries later - Brecht concludes - human beings did 
lea rn  to fly. 1 

I was present at  the meeting, and I found Ingrao's reply not only 
sh rewd but well- founded. How much time, how many bloody 

I. Th famous in ·iucnt that is th · ba ·kground to Br cht's poern ('Uim 1592') 
n -ruolly O'cur c I in Ill! ·1, lut Br ·hr siruut• I it in nn ·arli r · ·ntury on the usp 
of th • 1110 I rn 11j!.t'. 



2 THE TAI L O R OF ULM 

struggles, how many advances and clef a ts, w r r c ssa ry before 
the capitalist system - in a Western Europ i n i t i a l l y more back
ward than certain other parts of the world - f i n  l l y  ach ieved an 
unprecedented economic efficiency, new and n or open po l itical 
institutions, and a more rational culture! What  i r red uci b le con
tradictions - between solemn ideals (a com mon h u man nature, 
freedom of thought and speech, popular sovere ign t y )  and practices 
that constantly belied them (slavery, colonia l dom i nation,  land 
clearances, wars of religion) - beset libera l ism d u ri ng the centuries 
in question! These contradictions existed i n th rea l i ty of society, 
but were legitimated at the level of ideas: for example,  with the 
argument that liberty could and should only be granted to those 
who, by virtue of property or culture, or even race and colour, 
were capable of making wise use of it; or, conversel y, that the own
ership of wealth was an absolute, inviolable r ight that therefore 
precluded universal suffrage. 

Nor did the contradictions affect only the first phase of the 
historical cycle: they subsequently recurred in various forms, and 
only gradually diminished through the action of new social sub
jects and new forces that contested the prevailing system and ideas. 
If, then, the real history of capitalist modernity was neither linear 
nor straightforwardly progressive, but rather dramatic and costly, 
why should we expect the process of moving beyond it to be any 
different? This is the lesson that the story of the Tailor of Ulm was 
meant to convey. 

Immediately, and only half in jest myself, I put two further 
questions to Ingrao that seemed to me to be raised by Brecht's 
parable. Can we be sure that, if the fall had only crippled the tailor 
instead of killing him, he would have immediately picked himself 
up and tried again, or that his friends would not have tried to 
restrain him? And what contribution did his bold attempt actually 
make to the history of aeronautics ? These questions were espe
cially pointed, and especially difficult, in relation to Communism. 
For when it first took shape as a theory, it had claimed to be not 
an inspiring ideal but part of a historical process already under 
way, of a real movement that was changing the existing state of 
things; it had therefore implied constant factua l  verification, sci
ent ific ana lys is  of the present and rea l i st ic prognosis of the futu re, 
i n  orc l  r to avoid e l i  so lv ing i nt o  my t h . But w a l  o n  cl t o re>
is t -r an import a n t  l i ff r n· I 't w n t h l f·, s suff ·r • l l y t h  
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early bourgeois revolutions, in France and England, and the recent 
collapse of 'actually existing socialism' - a difference measured 
not by the number of deaths or the degree of despotism, but by 
their respective outcomes. In the first case, the legacy is immedi
ately apparent ( albeit much more modest than the initial hopes);  
in the second case, it is not easy to discern the character or scale 
of the inheritance, or to identify legitimate heirs. The last twenty 
years have not only failed to provide answers; the questions them
selves have not been seriously discussed. Or rather, what pass as 
answers have come in the highly superficial form of denial or selec
tive amnesia. A historical experience and theoretical heritage that 
marked a century of human history have thus been consigned, in 
Marx's expression, to 'the gnawing criticism of mice', which, as 
we know, are voracious creatures and multiply rapidly in the right 
conditions. 

The word 'communist' still appears, of course, as an obsessive 
theme in the crudest right-wing propaganda. It survives in the 
election symbols of small European parties, either to retain the 
support of a minority still attached to its memory, or to indicate a 
generic opposition to capitalism. In other parts of the world, Com
munist parties still govern a number of small countries (mainly to 
defend their independence from imperialism) and one very large 
country, where Communist rule serves to promote extraordinary 
economic development that is moving in an entirely different 
d i rection. The October Revolution is generally considered a grand 
i l l usion: useful at one time, and in the eyes of a few, but a disaster 
overall, identified with the most grotesque form of Stalinism, and 
condemned in any event by its final outcome. Marx has regained 
a certain credit as a thinker, for his far-sighted predictions regard
ing the future of capitalism, but these have been totally severed 
from any ambition to put an end to it. Worse still, the damnation 
of historical memory now tends to cover the whole experience of 
soc ia l i sm, even branching out to radical elements in the bourgeois 
n:vol utions and l iberation struggles of colonized peoples (which, 
t· ven i n  the l a n d  of Gandhi, could not always remain non-violent) .  
I n  short, the  ' haunting spectre' seems to  have been finally buried, 
w i t h  honou rs by some, with undying hatred by others, but with 
in l i ff r n by n o t, becau e it has noth i ng more to say to them. 
P · rh · rs t h  most s ·a t h i ng, but  i n  i t  way a l  o the most respect
f d, f u n  r, I om t ion wa 1 rono 11 d l y A u  u to d I No , on of 
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the finest minds in the opposing camp, when be said some years 
ago that the Communists had both lost and won . They had lost 
grievously in their Promethean quest to alter the course of history, 
in their promise to bring liberty and fratern ity to human beings, 
without God and without an afterlife. But they had won in so far 
as they had been a powerful and necessary factor accelerating the 
globalization of capitalist modernity and its va lues of materialism, 
hedonism, individualism and ethical relativism. An intransigent 
Catholic conservative, del Noce believed he had foreseen this 
extraordinary heterogenesis of ends, but he would have had little 
reason to feel happy about it. 

Anyone who did believe in the Communist project, and was 
in any way part of it, has a duty to draw up a balance sheet, if 
only a personal one, and to ask whether the burial has not been a 
little too hasty, and whether a different way of ascertaining rigor 
mortis might be required. In Italy there have been many ways of 
evading this central issue. For example: I became a Communist 
because it was the key means of fighting fascism, defending repub
lican democracy and supporting the workers' j ust demands. Or: I 
became a Communist when the links with the Soviet Union and 
Marxist orthodoxy were already being questioned, so that today I 
can combine my own limited self-criticism of the past with a posi
tive openness to the future. Is that not enough? In my opinion it is 
not, since it fails to account for all the good and the bad in a col
lective enterprise stretching over many decades. Above all it fails 
to draw useful lessons for today and tomorrow. 

Too often I hear people say: it was all a mistake, but they were 
the best years of our lives. For a time, when the blow was still 
fresh, this mixture of self-criticism and nostalgia, doubt and pride, 
seemed to me justified; it could even be a resource, especially for 
ordinary people. With the passage of time, however, and espe
cially in the case of intellectuals and political leaders, it has come 
to appear an easy compromise with oneself and the world. So I 
have begun to ask myself once again: are there rational, compel
ling reasons why we should resist the psychological mechanisms 
of denial and repressed memory? Are there, at least, good grounds 
and favourable conditions today for reopening the critical debate 
about Communism, instead of consigning it to th archiv ? It 
seems to me that there ar 

·� ·� 

., 
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A lot of troubled water has flowed under the bridge since that 
fateful year of 1 989. The changes expressed and ratified in that 
historical turning-point have become clearer and more defini
tive, while other developments have followed unexpectedly thick 
and fast. A new configuration of the world order, of society and 
consciousness, has been emerging. 

A victorious capitalism was left holding the field, in a position 
to reassert its founding values and mechanisms without coercive 
constraints. Technological revolution, together with a new surge 
of globalization, seemed to augur a long period of rapid economic 
expansion and stable international relations, under the leader
ship - shared or endured - of a single overweening superpower. 
Opinions still differed, of course, about the role that conflict and 
rivalry between the two systems of the twentieth century had 
played in advancing democracy and progress, and about the toll 
this had taken on individual lives. How to correct the worst social 
consequences of the previous period, how to introduce guaran
tees of transparency and propriety into market operations, and 
how to temper the unilateralism of the dominant world power: 
these were also open to debate. But the system was here to stay: it 
was not to be challenged, and indeed demanded support in good 
faith, on the basis of its own principles. Perhaps one day, in the 
distant future, it too would exhaust its historical function, but the 
system that would then replace it would have nothing in common 
with anything the Left had done or thought. Such was the new 
reality: any sensible politician had to face up to it, or keep baying 
at the moon. 

The picture has changed profoundly, however, in the space of j ust 
a few years. This too is a fact that can hardly be denied. Inequali
ties of income, power and quality of life have asserted themselves 
in new and often sharper forms, both among and within different 
regions of the world. The new functioning of the economic system 
has proved incompatible with long-standing social gains: univer
sa I welfare, stable full employment and elements of participatory 
democracy in the most advanced societies; the right to national 
independence, and some protection from armed intervention, for 
underd velop d regions and smaller cou ntries . New and urgent 
prohl m ar looming everywhere, from environmental degrada
rion to a 1 oral I ay in whi ·h individualism and consumerism, 
nth 'r lull Allin tl ' hu1 , n , 1 d , xio lo i ·al vacuum ·r ate I by 
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the irreversible (and in itself liberating) crisis of age-old institu
tions, deepen that crisis and transform it i nto a dichotomy between 
dissipation and neo-clericalism. The pol itical system too has 
clearly entered a new period of crisis and impotence as the decline 
of nation-states has spawned institutions insu lated from popular 
suffrage, itself hollowed out by the media manipu lation of con
sensus and the transformation of parties into electoral machines 
geared to the reproduction of governing castes. Meanwhile, in 
the realm of production, growth rates have been declining, and 
the economic equilibria seem more than cyclically unstable; finan
cialization begets the illegitimate twins of unearned income and 
frantic pursuit of immediate profits, stripping the market itself of 
the criteria to gauge its efficiency, or to judge what should be pro
duced. Finally, and as a consequence of all this, we are witnessing 
a decline of hegemony, the multiplication of conflicts, and a crisis 
of the world order. The natural response has been the deployment 
of military force, including outright war, which far from solving 
problems merely aggravates them. 

Let us concede, however, that this sketch is excessively gloomy 
and one-sided, that the alarming trends are still in their early stages. 
Let us also accept that other factors - technological innovation, 
for example, or the even more surprising rise and current success 
of major new countries on the world stage - may offset or check 
such tendencies. And lastly, let us accept that the breadth of the 
social layers that benefited from the earlier round of accumulation, 
or that elsewhere hope to attain a prosperity previously denied 
to them, might yet underpin a new consensus or generate fear of 
radical changes that offer no certainty of success. Communists 
have not infrequently committed the mistake of catastrophism, 
and paid the penalty for it. 

Yet none of this alters the fact that a turn has taken place, earlier 
and more forceful than anyone feared or hoped. Not only for tur
bulent or suffering minorities, but also in mass opinion, among 
wide swathes of the intelligentsia and even for some sections of 
the dominant class, the future of the world and human civiliza
tion seems scarcely reassuring. We are no longer in the high winds 
of the twentieth century, but nor are we breathing the qu iet air of 
the Belle Epoque (which, as we k now, d id not xactly nd w ·II). 
In just a few years, combative o ia l  movem 'Ots and i l 'Oio ri
·a l ·ba l l  ng b v bu rst ont o  t h  · · 'I ', S l lrj rising n t on! in 
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their breadth and persistence, but also in the range of active sub
jects they have mobilized and the novelty of the themes they have 
raised. Dispersed and intermittent, lacking a unitary project and 
an organizational structure, these movements are certainly more 
social and cultural than political. They have sprung from the most 
diverse situations and subjectivities; they reject organization, ide
ology and politics as they have known them in the past, and above 
all as these present themselves today. 

Nevertheless, these movements are in constant communica
tion with one another; they recognize common enemies and spell 
out their names; they cultivate ideals and experiment with prac
tices radically opposed to the existing order of things - and to the 
values, institutions and powers that embody that order: modes of 
production, consumption and thought, relations between classes, 
sexes, countries and religions. At certain moments, and on certain 
questions such as the 'preventive' war against Iraq, they have suc
ceeded in mobilizing a large section of public opinion. In that 
sense they are fully political, and carry weight. Should we, then, 
feel reassured that the 'old mole', finally freed from the doctrines 
and disciplines that held it back, has begun to tunnel once more 
towards a new world? I would like to think so, but I have my 
doubts. 

Here too the facts are clear enough. On the one hand, we need 
to confront the true evolution of the situation, without despond
ency but also without pretence. It cannot be said that things are 
gradually taking a turn for the better, or that the lessons of reality 
are producing a general shift in the balance of forces in favour of 
the Left. Let us mention a few examples, as we near the end of the 
first decade of the twenty-first century. 

The marriage of convenience between the Asian and American 
economies has facilitated an astonishing take-off by the former, 
while guaranteeing the latter imperial profits and allowing it to 
consume beyond its means. But the current arrangement has 
a lso contributed to European stagnation, and finally issued in a 
major new cri sis. The Iraq war, rather than stabilizing the Middle 
Ea st, has  ' l i t  a pra i ri e  fi re'. Europe has not forged ahead under its 
own stea m towa rds greater unity, but has deepened its subordi
nat ion to th An Ylo-American model - and to i ts foreign policy. 
L t i n Am ri ·a, after ma n y  y a r  , on aga i n  ha popu l a r, ant i 
i t  1 rial is t  1 < v l'n t  n ts ru n n i ng. v ral ou n t r i s ,  hu t  i n  C n t ra l  
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Asia, as in Eastern Europe, clients of the United States are con
tinuing to multiply. Zapatero has been re-elected in Spain, but in 
Italy, after the narrow and short-lived victory of a coalition of 
the Centre-Left, Berlusconi is back - and worse than before. In 
Germany the Christian Democrats have returned to the helm, in 
France the whole gauche is in disarray, and in Brita i n  New Labour 
has stuck to the Blair line and, if it loses, will give way to the Con
servatives. The trade unions, after some signs of recovery, remain 
on the defensive almost everywhere, and the real conditions of 
workers are under pressure not only from the political context but 
from the blackmail of economic crisis and budget deficits. In the 
United States there is likely to be a return from Bush-style poli
cies to the more prudent orientation pursued by Clinton, neither 
of which is up to the task of dealing with the world's new and 
pressing problems. In economics as in politics, no New Deal is in 
the offing. Everyone speaks of reform, whether out of necessity or 
choice, but each variant is more tepid and evasive than the next. 

How should we assess the forces ranged against the system? The 
outlook is not auspicious. It is certainly important that the new 
social movements remain on the scene, and have in some cases 
expanded to new regions or contributed to a replenishment of 
political energies. Moreover, they have drawn attention to critical 
problems that were previously dismissed: water shortages, climate 
change, defence of cultural identities, civil liberties for immigrants, 
gays and other groups. It would therefore be wrong to speak only 
of regression or crisis - but j ust as misleading to suggest that some 
' second world power' already exists or is in the making. For in the 
major struggles in which these movements have acted in unison 
- peace and disarmament, abolition of the WTO and IMF, the 
Tobin Tax, alternative energy sources, employment security - the 
results have been trifling, and initiative has declined. Pluralism 
has proved to be a limitation as well as a resource. New thinking 
about organization is all very well, but one cannot reduce it for 
ever to the internet plus blogging. Refusal of politics, power from 
below, revolution without a seizure of power: these may contain 
indispensable partial truths, but they risk turning into a fossilized 
subculture, in which rhetorical incantation gets in the way of self
reflection or any exacting definition of priorities. Finally, alongsi le 
the new movement - and through no fault of th irs- a liff r nt 
typ e of radical opposition ha m •r d, in pir J l r li rious or 
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ethnic fundamentalism, whose most extreme form is terrorism, 
but which influences and involves significant numbers of people. 

If we turn to the organized forces of the radical Left that staunchly 
resisted the post- '89 collapse, launching attempts at renewal and 
working alongside the new movements and trade union struggles, 
the balance sheet appears still leaner. After years of working in a 
society in ferment, these forces remain marginal and divided. Their 
share of the vote in Europe ranges from 3 to a maximum 1 0  per 
cent, trapping them in a dilemma between minority radicalism and 
electoral pacts, whose onerous constraints weaken them further. 
In sum, to paraphrase some Marxist classics, we are once more in 
a period in which 'the old world can still produce barbarism, but 
a new world capable of replacing it has not yet emerged'. 

The reason for this impasse is easy to see, although far from 
easy to remove. Neoliberalism and unilateralism, against which 
present struggles are rightly directed, are an expression of deeper 
and more durable tendencies in the world capitalist system that 
have been carrying its original proclivity to the extreme. These 
include: dominance of the economy over every other aspect of 
individual and collective life; dominance within the economy 
of the globalized market, and within the market of great concen
trations of finance over production; dominance of services over 
industry within production, and of induced needs for immaterial 
goods over real needs. We are also witnessing a decline of poli
tics, as nation-states are overshadowed by agreements made above 
their heads, and political systems are hollowed out by fragmenta
tion and manipulation of the popular will that should guide and 
sustain them. Finally, there is the unification of the world under 
the sign of a specific hierarchy, with a preponderant power at 
its apex. It is a system, then, which appears to be decentred, but 
in which the critical decisions are ultimately concentrated in the 
hands of the few who control decisive monopolies: in ascending 
order of importance, over technology, over communications, and 
over financial and military power. 

Underpinning it all, more than ever before, is capital in tireless 
purs u i t  of se l f-va lor ization, now entirely autonomous with regard 
to location and any  a l ternative goals that might otherwise have 
cons tra ined i t. With the vast means of the cu l ture industry at its 
d ispo a l ,  ·a p ita l i st prop rty is a ble to moul d needs, consciousness 
, n l l i f  sty l •s, to s I · t t h  po l i t i  a l a n  l i n t  I I• t ua l  st , to sh a p  
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foreign policy, military expenditure and research programmes, 
and last but not least to reconfigure labour re lat ions by choosing 
where and when workers will be recruited, and how best to under
mine their bargaining power. In comparison with earl ier periods, 
the most significant novelty is that, when the system enters a crisis 
or suffers a failure, it nevertheless manages to reproduce its own 
bases of strength and interdependence, and to fragment or black
mail the forces opposing it. It summons, and at the same time 
buries, its own gravedigger. 

To challenge and overcome such a system, what is required is 
a coherent systemic alternative; the power to impose it and the 
capacity to run it; a social bloc that can sustain it, and measures 
and alliances commensurate with that goal. Much as we can and 
should discard the myth of an apocalyptic breakdown, in which 
a Jacobin minority steps in to conquer state power, there is still 
less reason to pin our hopes on a succession of scattered revolts or 
small-scale reforms that might spontaneously coalesce into a great 
transformation. 

Thus, the current situation itself demands that a Left now drift
ing in confusion should reflect on 'the Communist question'. I 
do not use these words casually. 'Reflection' - not rehabilitation 
or restoration - indicates that a historical period has come to an 
end, and that the new times require radically new thinking about 
the origins, evolution and results of this (or any other) theoreti
cal or practical tradition. I say 'Communist' because I am chiefly 
referring, not to texts, variously interpreted in such a way as to 
revive lasting truths or noble intentions from which there had been 
a falling away, but rather to a whole historical experience that 
explicitly posited the theme of an anti-capitalist revolution led by 
the working class organized in a party. Parties operating in this 
tradition, in Italy and elsewhere, mobilized millions and millions 
of people over a period of decades; they fought and were victori
ous in a world war; they ruled major states, shaped societies and 
influenced the destiny of the world; and in the end - certainly not 
by chance - they degenerated and went down to a harsh defeat. For 
better or worse, they left their mark on a lmost an entire century. 

A first task, then, is to draw up a ba la nce beet of twentieth
century Communism - in  a spir i t  of tru t h , whatev r th i n i t i a l  
con vict ion or th fina l  on lrs ion ; w i t l  u t  f I r i  · ,  t i ng  any  fa ts, 
wit hou t  off r i r  ·u s ar I wi he . I• in� r h  • 
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from the context in which it was lived. The aim must be to sort the 
wheat from the chaff: to distinguish the contribution to major his
torical advances from the tremendous costs that this involved, and 
genuine theoretical truths from errors of thought. We shall have 
to clarify the various periods in the evolution of Communism, to 
identify, within each, not only the mistakes but also their subjec
tive and objective causes, and to consider what real opportunities 
there were to pursue a different path towards the desired goal. In 
short, we need to recompose the thread of a titanic undertaking 
and a spectacular decline, neither aspiring to (an impossible) neu
trality nor pleading for special allowances to be made, but seeking 
to draw closer and closer to the historical truth. In tackling this set 
of tasks today, we have the special privilege of knowing how things 
eventually turned out, together with the stimulus that comes from 
finding ourselves once again in a crisis of civilization. We must 
make use of the present to improve our understanding of the past, 
and understand the past so as to orientate ourselves better in the 
present and future. 

If we avoid such reflections and regard the twentieth century 
as a heap of ashes; if we delete from the record the great revolu
tions, the bitter class struggles and the huge cultural conflicts in 
which Socialism and Communism were the major driving force; or 
if we simply reduce everything to a clash between 'totalitarianism' 
and 'democracy', ignoring the origins and goals of the different 
forms of 'totalitarianism' or the actual policies of each democratic 
regime, then we not only tamper with history but deprive politics 
of its passion and arguments - needed to confront, both the old 
problems that are now back on the agenda, and new problems that 
call for profound changes and a rational discourse. 

The type of investigation I am proposing here is tremendously 
difficult - and the motivations that should guide it no less so. The 
'short twentieth century' is a long and complicated period, shot 
through with dramatic and closely interlinked contradictions, 
demanding an overview of the context as a whole; yet it is still so 
fresh in the collective memory that it is hard to attain the requisite 
critica l  distance. Moreover, such an investigation runs counter to 
the mainstream view today, which not only considers the chapter 
· losed , but denies that  history can ever be deciphered as a whole 
and  in t h  long t rm - and th refore sees no va lue  in situating 
ch 1 r nt within that his ory, or in I veloping appropria te 
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interpretative categories. To challenge this prevai ling wisdom, 
it would more than ever be necessary to break the continuity in 
our critical reading of the past: that is, to outline from the start a 
cogent analysis of the present and a project for future action (this 
was Marxism's strong point, even in aspects that proved to have 
been ephemeral ) .  

I know full well that I do not have enough time left to  me, nor 
the skills and intellectual resources, to be of much assistance in this 
massive undertaking. But I feel a certain generational as well as 
individual responsibility to make some contribution, first of all by 
reconstructing and examining some key moments in the history of 
Italian Communism. The motivation for this is not autobiographi
cal, nor is it provincially restrictive. On the contrary, although this 
choice is circumscribed so as to focus on one particular object, it 
implies a working hypothesis that goes against the fashionable grain 
by compelling, and perhaps ultimately permitting, certain general 
conclusions. Today there are two readings of Italian Communism, 
mutually opposed and driven by divergent purposes and thematic 
interests. The first maintains, with varying degrees of crudity, that 
at least after the war the PCI was essentially a social-democratic 
party, without wishing to admit it, and perhaps even without real
izing it. Its history was one of a long march, excessively slow but 
always steady, towards recognition of what it really was; the delay 
kept it out of government, but the Party's substantive identity gave 
it strength and ensured its survival. The second reading argues 
that despite its roles in the Resistance, the republican Constitu
tion and the extension of parliamentary democracy, and despite 
the evidence of its autonomy and hostility to insurrectionism, the 
PCI was in the last analysis structurally tied to Soviet policy and 
the goal of establishing the Soviet model in Italy. Only towards the 
end was it forced to abandon this goal and to change its identity. 

Both these readings, however, are contradicted by innumerable 
historical facts, and obscure what was most original and interest
ing in the Communist historical experience. The thesis I would like 
to put forward is that intermittently, and without ever fu lly devel
oping it, the PCI represented the most serious attem pt at a 'th.ird 
way' in its h istorica] period . That  i , i t  sough t t o  om bine par t i a l  
reforms , broad soc ia l  a nd pol i ti a l  a l l iru · s an I a ·ommit m· nt t o  
parliament a ry a t ion wi  h r so l u t  . ·i I strup;�lcs Lln ·I '11 cxpl i ·ir, 
sh. r d ·r i t i JU • o f  · p it� list so ·i t ; t ltdl l n I i� l l y · 1! •siv ·, 
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militant party, rich in ideologically trained cadres but with a mass 
base; and to uphold its affiliation to a world revolutionary camp, 
enduring the constraints that this implied but gaining for itself a 
relative autonomy. This was not a matter of mere duplicity: the 
unifying strategic idea was that the consolidation and develop
ment of 'actually existing socialism' did not provide a model that 
could one day be implemented in the West, but was the necessary 
background for the achievement of a different type of socialism 
in the West - one that respected liberties. It is this that accounts 
for the growing strength of the PCI, even after capitalist mod
ernization, and for its international influence even after the first 
glaring signs of a crisis of 'actually existing socialism'. But by the 
same token, its subsequent decline and eventual dissolution into a 
force more liberal-democratic than social-democratic require us to 
explain how and when this strategic project foundered. In identify
ing the objective and subjective reasons for this trajectory, we will 
ask ourselves whether better paths were available that might have 
served to correct it. 

If our thesis is correct, then the history of Italian Commu
nism may tell us something important about the evolution both 
of republican Italy and of the Communist movement in general, 
helping us to assess its better side and to grasp its insurmountable 
limits. (A comparable field for investigation, however different the 
context, might be the equally singular Chinese experience: greatly 
admired today for its economic successes, but with an unexplained 
past and an indecipherable future. )  

My second reason for focusing on Italian Communism i s  less 
important, but not altogether negligible. Many historians have 
written on the history of Communism, providing a wealth of 
i nformation and scholarly analysis about the period between the 
Russian Revolution and the years after the Second World War, as 
well as more episodic accounts, full of gaps and prejudices, with 
regard to subsequent decades. But in both cases we still lack a 
comprehensive and balanced assessment. At fault for this are not 
t he controvers ies that have justifiably arisen over various aspects 
so much as the discrepancy between accurate examination of the 
sou rces and partisan pamphleteering. This is scarcely surprising, 
o f  o u r  , s i n  e both i n  the pa t and more recently historians 
hav b 1 xpo d t o  pow rfu l  influences on the i r  work - first 

h • · l ima f b i t e  r po l i c i · I ·o n f l i  · r , c h  n t h  sudd n ,  u n  xp t d 
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collapse. The effect was to inspire some with the sobriety of the 
specialist, while prompting others to produce convenient simpli
fications. Over and above everything else, however, the limited 
nature of the sources and the difficulties of interpreting them are 
an obstacle to research and reflection for even the most acute and 
scrupulous historians. Communist parties - by virtue of their ide
ology, their organizational form and the conditions under which 
they operated - were far from transparent. Fundamental debates 
were conducted within narrow and often informal party gath
erings, their participants bound by confidentiality and careful 
to speak, even among themselves, in terms compatible with the 
concern for unity. Policy decisions took genuine account of the 
preoccupations of party activists, and debates were often lively 
and well attended in lower levels of the organization, but in the 
end everyone accepted and defended the majority decision, albeit 
with shades of nuance. Leadership selection took proven ability 
into account, but top-down co-opting on the basis of loyalty 
also played its part. In certain countries and periods, there was 
no hesitation in censoring the facts and providing only cursory 
explanations of policies, even to the party membership, because 
consolidation and mobilization took precedence over all else - at 
the expense of truth, if need be. But even where spaces developed 
in which some dissent was tolerated - within the Central Commit
tee, for example, as in Italy from the 1 960s on - it was expressed 
in prudent, partly coded language. Record-keeping was accurate 
at all levels, but it was also kept simple and often involved a degree 
of self-censorship, whether deliberate or out of official duty. 

At the time of the 'turn', the governing principle became that of 
'renewal in continuity'. Since the party was a living community, 
those who distanced themselves or were distanced from it suffered 
a deep human isolation which, in the long term, served to fuel 
j aundiced views on both sides. Serious reading of the newspapers 
and documents of the time, supplemented with a few posthu
mously published interviews and newly available archive material, 
does not provide sufficient basis on which to reconstruct the real 
history, free of ambiguities or censorship. We also need the media
tory memory of those who took part as protagonists or di rect, 
i n formed observers, who can say something a bout areas where the 
document are s i lent, orr ad th m a n ing and sign i fi an of what 
l i  b yon th words. To rak an  cr m 'an pi , im in how 
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much light would have been cast on the last fifteen years of the 
Soviet Union had Gorbachev given an authentic account of events 
and discussions, and offered his considered judgement of them, at 
a time when he was still in a position to do so. 

But we all know how many snares the individual memory 
contains - not just because of age, but also because personal 
responsibilities, or perhaps a past injustice, can make it selec
tive or tendentious. It is easy to reread history through the lens 
of one's own experience. There is nothing wrong in this. Proust 
and Tolstoy, Thomas Mann and Joseph Roth, afforded greater 
insights into their times than many of the historians who were their 
contemporaries. 

I spoke above of the 'mediation of memory' in a different sense 
- by both choice and necessity. I don't find my own personal expe
rience very interesting, and even if it were I would not know how 
to communicate it. My influence on policy was limited to a few 
precise moments in time, more at the level of ideas (often too early 
but recurring) than through successful activity within the Party. I 
therefore feel the need for documented facts and the memories of 
others to subject my own memory to an objective discipline, as if 
I were dealing with someone else's life; this alone makes it pos
sible to approach a plausible account of what actually happened, 
or might have happened. Autobiography will only feature below 
when it is strictly necessary. 

For reasons of age, I became a Communist ten years after the 
turbulence of fascism and the Resistance had ended - indeed, after 
the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union and the events in Hungary, and after I had read not only 
Marx, Lenin and Gramsci, but also Trotsky and the unorthodox 
Western Marxists. I therefore cannot say that I joined the Party 
the better to fight fascism, or that I was ignorant of Stalinism and 
the 'purges'. I joined because I believed, as I have continued to 
do, in a project of radical social change for which the costs had 
to be borne. I will therefore have to clarify, first of all to myself, 
whether th is was the right decision. I remained active in the Party 
thro ugh fifteen yea rs of l i vely debate and important experiences, 
a rg u i ng from m i nority posit ions and never playing any role in the 
pow r structure. But  I had  d i r  ct contact w i th the leadership group 
·IrH.I wa fu l ly  a war· o f  wha t  was happen i ng; I can even a y  I had  
:t · •rt n i n  i n  Au •r · •. Tl  ·y w ·r· · I ·  · is iv · y ·ars, a bout  w h i  ·h ven 
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today too little is known, or too much is repressed, and about 
which I am able to add something based on personal experience. 

I was expelled from the Party in 1 970, along with other com
rades, because we had created a journal, II Manifesto, that was 
seen as unacceptable. First, because its very existence was a breach 
of democratic centralism; second, because it called for sharper crit
icism of the Soviet model and Soviet policies; and third, because it 
urged a rethinking of party strategy and took on board proposals 
put forward by the new working-class and student movements. 
No one, I think, would accuse me of having remained silent, or 
of having parroted old orthodoxies. But I in turn am compelled 
to ask why - as a result of which errors or limitations - so many 
good arguments and often far-sighted analyses remained isolated 
and failed to make their mark. 

Together with a number of other comrades who had deluded 
themselves about extremist politics, I became aware of its limits 
in the early 1980s and decided to rejoin the PCI in 1 984. But I 
did not do so in a spirit of repentance, since Berlinguer's recent 
turn seemed to have settled many of the differences between us. 
As part of the PCI's leadership this time, I had direct knowledge 
of the processes that first hampered and then hollowed out this 
turn, revealing at once its belatedness and its limitations. It is a 
period about which there is still great reticence, and about which 
no criticism is seen as too harsh. In the early 1 990s, now serving 
in the front line, I fought against the decision to dissolve the PCI 
- not because the new course seemed too innovative, but because it 
innovated in the wrong way and the wrong direction. In liquidat
ing such a rich identity wholesale, it opened the way not simply 
to social democracy ( itself already in crisis) but to a moderate 
liberal-democratic force. The leadership disbanded an army that 
had not yet dispersed, and compensated for its lack of a project 
with a fanciful cult of the 'new'. I remain today one of the few who 
believe this operation to have been completely groundless - which 
compels me all the more to wonder why it carried the day. 

Finally, I took part in the foundation of Rifondazione Comu
nista - with some misgivings, because I feared it would lack the 
ideas, the will and the strength to take its name serious ly ;  feared,  
i n  other words, a max i ma l i st dr i ft fol low d by opportun i  t ac om
modat ion . l el i ranc cl my I f  from i t  b ca us , a l though I ont inu  c l  
t o  b l i  v i t t h  proj  · t , 1 e l i  I not s u ff i  ·i n t  d t rmin c i  n or 
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ability to carry it forward within that organization, or within the 
far Left diaspora. Scarcely anyone knows or understands much 
about the twists and turns of this latest venture, and it may prove 
useful j ust to speak honestly about it. 

I am, then, a living private archive, in storage. For someone 
already old, isolation has a certain dignity. But for a Communist, 
isolation is the gravest of sins, which must be accounted for to 
others and to oneself. The 'last of the Mohicans' may be a mythi
cal figure; the lone Communist, an 'angry old man', risks becoming 
a figure of fun if he does not draw aside. 

But if sin opens the way to the Lord - forgive this ironical con
cession to the fashion and expediency that today spurs so many to 
a sudden search for God - then isolation might permit a distance 
that will be useful for the task I have set myself. I cannot claim that 
'I wasn't there' or 'I didn't know'. In fact, I said one or two things 
when they were still unseasonable things to say, and so now I am 
at liberty to defend things that should not be disowned, and to ask 
myself what could have been done, or might yet be done, beyond 
the bric-a-brac of everyday politics. 

It is not true that the past - of Communists or of anyone else -
was completely predetermined, j ust as it is not true that the future 
is entirely in the hands of the young who are yet to come. The 'old 
mole' has been burrowing away, but being blind he is not sure 
where he comes from or where he is going; he may be digging in 
circles. And those who cannot or will not trust in Providence must 
do their best to understand him, and help him on his way. 





1 

The Legacy 

This book does not claim to be, indeed cannot be, a complete 
history of the Italian Communist Party, even though that is its 
chosen field of investigation. It is much less than that, and some
thing more. 

Less, because it concentrates on the decades from the Salerno 
turn in 1 944 to the 1 990s, the period when the PCI defined a cul
tural and political identity of its own and won major influence in 
Italy and around the world by virtue of its strength and capacities. 
More, because it selects some key sub-periods in this time span 
and uses the author's personal memories of them, along with testi
monies directly obtained from other witnesses, to make up for the 
grievous lack of information. It seeks to correct judgements and 
interpretations prevalent at the time, setting them in their histori
cal context and using the benefit of hindsight. Finally it explores 
certain carefully chosen elements of 'counterfactual history', and 
offers a number of conclusions regarding the present and the 
future. 

First of all, however, I will make some remarks on the general 
and  specific experiences out of which the PCI was born, and on the 
cu ltural heritage that was available for its attempt at innovation. 
These are grouped into two distinct sets, each with a deliberately 
provocative title. 'The burden of Communist man', which makes 
no c la i m  to or ig ina l i ty, recovers certain facts which are well known 
to h istor ians but  h a ve recen t l y  been ob l i terated, or adu lterated, 
i n  h ·olle · t i v  m mory a nd v n th offici a l  pa rty cu l tu r  . 'The 
Gr· t m · i g r .o rn  ' ·o n id rs t h  xt r ord i n · Hy  r s rvoir  of i d  as 
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t ha t  Gra msci bequeathed to the PCI, and which it used fruitfully, 
t h ough in partial ways that suited its purposes. 

THE BURDEN OF COMM U N I ST M AN 

1 .  In the last decade and a half of the nineteenth century and up to 
the eve of the First World War, a new social,  pol i tical and cultural 
subject took clear shape in Europe and elsewhere. Its long and 
troubled gestation had involved extraordinary moments of revolu
tionary insurgency ( 1 848,  the Paris Commune) sealed by crushing 
defeats; bitter, never fully resolved, ideological conflicts among 
anarchists, neo-Jacobins, utopian socialists and others; a variety 
of practical experiences (trade unions, cooperatives, community 
organizations);  and highly diverse national contexts shaping and 
integrating everything in particular ways. Marxist-oriented social
ism did emerge in the end as a hegemonic protagonist, however, 
organized into national parties with strong international links, and 
associated with trade unions, cooperative movements, newspapers 
and journals. It was the age of the Second International. There can 
be no doubt about the two progenitors whose historic encoun
ter resulted in its birth. On the one hand, a new class formed in 
the relationship between capital and labour, rapidly produced by 
economic growth and rapidly excluded from its fruits, which was 
becoming more and more concentrated in large-scale industry, 
capable of collective struggle and demands and, with the French 
revolution behind it, possessing a (still unclear) awareness of its 
social and political rights that made it more than a motley of plebs 
resigned to its fate; on the other hand, a powerful Marxist mode 
of thought, consciously rooted in and critical of modern culture, 
offering the new social subject not vague support but robust intel
lectual tools. Thanks to these tools the new class might be able to 
understand the structural reasons for its suffering, to interpret the 
course of history and locate itself within it, to develop a plausible 
project for transforming the system, and at last to equip itself with 
a political organization and to assume the role of a future ruling 
class. Difficulties and arguments persisted even after the fou nd
ing of joint organizations, and even between people who declared 
themsel ves sincere Marx ists. There were theoretical d isputes 
( from f atheder oziali mus, in A uenc cl by m chan ica ] po i t iv ism 
or I , n t i n n  n o ra l ism , to r rac l ·-u n ion isr 'Onom ism )  a n  I pol i t i  ·a l 
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controversies (on universal suffrage, the importance of parliament, 
colonialism or issues directly concerning workers) .  But there is 
no need to dwell upon these, not only because a vast literature 
is already available, but above all because they did not prevent the 
newly developing social subject from acquiring a cultural identity 
and a united political direction, albeit with certain mediations and 
ambiguities. 

It is worth recalling, though, how successful the venture was in 
its early days, since this was later obscured by a series of bitter divi
sions and has today been largely forgotten. The astonishing rise of 
the Second International over a period of little more than twenty 
years had a number of consequences, many of which would be 
permanent. The political gains included a major expansion of suf
frage in many important countries and greater freedoms of speech, 
press and organization, although an initial price had to be paid in 
the form of harsh repression, imprisonment and exile. The social 
gains included a reduced working week, the right to 'combina
tion' (that is, collective bargaining),  the first steps towards health 
provision and social security, protection for women and children, 
and compulsory elementary education. Party organization grew 
by leaps and bounds (nearly a million members in Germany), with 
electoral results to match (a general trend, but surpassing 35 per 
cent of the vote by 19 10  in Germany, where Social Democracy 
was the largest force in parliament). Finally, at the cultural level, 
Marxism began to penetrate the universities, no longer confined to 
factories, prisons and Siberia; while high-calibre leadership groups 
compelled intellectual opponents to take them seriously in argu
ment. There were also a few revolutionary upsurges against state 
authorities, defeated but not purposeless (as in Russia in 1 905) or 
crowned with victory (as in Mexico) .  One of the reasons for this 
astonishing rise was an underlying unity, which, over and above 
past disagreements or nascent quarrels, was sufficient to define an 
i dentity and to mobilize the hopes of broad sections of the popu
l a t ion.  No socialist, however reformist and gradualist, ceased to 
bel ieve that the overcoming of the capitalist system was both nec
·ssary and possib le and constituted the ultimate goal of his activity. 
No soc ia l ist, however revolutionary and impetuous, denied that 
pnrt i a J  batt l s were i m portan t  for improving the workers' living 
·on l i t ion  , or at J ast, i f  de.f a ted but wel l  fought, worthwhile for 
rnis in  h I v I of · >h s ion and mobi l izat ion a round the shared 
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cause. In this sense, Socialists and Communists were not at odds, 
still less poles apart: the former emphasized the complementarity 
between the transitional phase, long or short, and the destination 
towards which it led, whereas the latter laid greater stress on the 
differences between the two. 

The recollection of that founding period tells us something 
important about all the minor issues that provoke debate today. 
The first thing that stands out is the fundamental contribution 
of the Marxist workers' movement to the birth of a distinctive 
modern democracy, characterized by popular sovereignty and the 
nexus between political liberty and material conditions that allows 
it to be exercised. How decisive was the unity of organization, 
structured thought and mass participation in turning a plebe
ian 'multitude' of individuals into a collective protagonist of real 
history! And how absurd it is today to compensate for a vacuum 
of theory and analysis by dressing up and renaming ideas, such 
as anarchism, that were already worn-out and defeated a century 
ago; or to misuse old terms, like social democracy itself, to desig
nate ideas or choices that have nothing to do with what they were 
originally meant to convey. 

2. In the space of a few years, that movement which had seemed 
on its way to becoming a 'power' fell headlong into crisis and was 
shattered. The reason lies in an event which it found hugely dif
ficult to read and master: the First World War. 

It is both strange and telling that today's heated debate on the 
twentieth century, especially its tragic aspects, has obscured or 
sidelined that 'constitutive' conflict. The failure to put together 
a convincing account of its causes, significance and results is 
hardly surprising in itself. The generation that lived through it 
soon measured the scale of the tragedy: millions upon millions 
killed or crippled, economies in ruin, states and empires dissolved; 
nearly every layer of society was hit, together with certainties 
and cultures that had appeared impregnable. If the surprise was 
so great for everyone, it is because the causes and responsibilities 
remained unclear: no economic or social crisis had been impelling 
a military conflict on such a scale and at such a cost; the colonial 
division of the world had been more or less sealed by  agreement; 
and the undeniable struggl for heg mony among th grea t power 
had b n pr d i 1  on h t rr in ) f  f i nan • nd t hnol <  'Y· 
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Although the dominant classes had for some time been engaged 
in high-profile rearmament, they neither expected nor wanted a 
world war, their alliances were casual and contradictory, and they 
were reluctant until the end to take irrevocable action. Yet the 
spark at Sarajevo and the almost fortuitous chain of provocations 
that followed it had triggered a general conflagration, transformed 
by new weapons technology into an unprecedented 'total war'. 
Huge masses had taken part, prepared to accept the role of cannon 
fodder in the ardent belief that they were 'defending the fatherland 
and civilization'. These contradictory alternatives ( 'war as acci
dent' or 'war as self-defence against aggression') left a permanent 
mark on the collective memory, with the help of broad sections of 
the intelligentsia. Subsequently, the theory of an 'irrational paren
thesis' - Benedetto Croce is a case in point - offered a critical but 
limited view of the conflict. However, the reading that eventually 
gained acceptance portrayed the First World War as a struggle 
between Western 'democracies' (which also happened to be the 
main colonial powers of the time) and autocratic empires (a pity 
that the Kaiser and Tsar fought on opposite sides, and that the 
Americans only intervened towards the end) .  This is still the offi
cial version: the First World War as precursor of the conflict that 
flared up again in the Second World War and the Cold War. (Not 
by chance did an Italian president recently repeat the characteriza
tion of the First World War as a 'fourth war of independence' - a 
conflict that a Pope rightly referred to as a 'pointless slaughter' . 1 ) It 
would be interesting to look more closely at this conception, now 
that so many commentators absolve capitalism and liberalism of 
all responsibility for the dark side of the twentieth century, and to 
examine its links with the current theory of pre-emptive war. But 
it would take us too far from our main focus: the consequences of 
the First World War for the Marxist workers' movement, its divi
sions and metamorphoses, and the birth of Communism. It cannot 
be said that the Great War came as a bolt from the blue for Marx
ists. On the contrary, at the turn of the century the discussions 

l .  The First World War has traditionally been known in Italy as the 'fourth 
wa r of i ndependence', which, fol lowing the conflicts of 1 848,  1 852 and 1 860, 
completed t he pol i t ical un i fication of the country. Giorgio Napolitano, the ex
Comm u n ist pr s idcnt  of It a l y, r p '<l t ed t h is cha racterization in a speech on 4 
Nov •m b  ·r 200R. O r 1  "I 8 l�chruary 2008, Pop Ben d iet  X V T  had sta ted that the 
w ' I'Pc . s mo 11 1 1  I rnor·e ns 11 poinr less s ln ughrer' .  
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within Social Democracy not only paid increasing attention to the 
theme of war but went right to the heart of the matter, in a general 
analysis of the period whose seriousness and application make one 
nostalgic for what has been lost. 

It is commonly said that Marxism was always in thrall to a 
schema that made it incapable of grasping the constant changes 
of the system it opposed. But this trite refrain finds one refuta
tion in the great debate on imperialism, in which the problem of 
war was integral to various analyses of the great transformations 
of capitalism over the previous decades. This evolution, involving 
contradictory phenomena, made it necessary to revise many of the 
predictions in the Communist Manifesto and the strategies linked 
to them. Among the most important new trends were: the sys
tematic application of the new sciences to production technology 
(chemicals, electricity, long-distance communications, agricultural 
mechanization);  the recomposition of society due to the concen
tration and differentiation of labour in huge industrial plants; the 
decline of artisans and small tradesmen, and the growth of a size
able middle layer of white-collar workers, especially in the public 
sector; the greater scope for wage concessions, partly due to the 
proceeds of less primitive colonial exploitation; and the financiali
zation of the economy, with the rise of stockholding companies 
and large trusts supported by the banks. At the same time, general 
education had been reducing illiteracy and undermining class bar
riers. Rapid expansion of international trade and capital exports, 
within and beyond the confines of particular empires, had fuelled 
the struggle for hegemony and the arms race, increasing the politi
cal weight of military castes. And finally, a wider suffrage made it 
necessary to seek (and often obtain) a consensus by means of new 
ideological instruments such as nationalism and racism. 

Leaders of the workers' movement analysed many of these new 
trends with exemplary thoroughness, but their differing interpreta
tions and conclusions gradually crystallized into sharp divergences 
(Lenin, Luxemburg, Hilferding, Kautsky and Bernstein were some 
such leaders, each with the support of particular intellectuals and 
workers, parties, parliamentary fractions and trade unions) .  On 
one side, the new capitalism was thought to confirm the possibil ity 
of a gradua l , vi rtua l ly pa in less, road to socia l i  m,  a l mo t a natura l  
proc s ,  mea n i ng that priority h o u l d  b g i v  n to  pa rl i am n t a ry 

·t ion ; war and  a u r hor i t · ri 1 t I on t h  m< v r n n i h t  
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arise along the way, but they were avoidable and would not check 
the general tendency. On the other side, imperialism was seen as 
the final stage of capitalism - a stage of decay in which real power 
grew more concentrated behind a mask of corrupt and discred
ited parliamentarism. It was marked by ever greater unevenness of 
global development, antagonism among the great powers, and a 
tendency to seek overseas outlets for the recurrent crises of under
consumption, while rallying the wavering middle classes around 
the sound and fury of patriotism, and isolating the working class 
and the peasantry. War was part of this wider picture of imperial
ism, and it would either offer an opportunity for revolution or 
sink into pointless slaughter. Neither side in the debate, however, 
argued that war was imminent; and, for opposite reasons, neither 
thought that it would fundamentally alter the course of events. 
Thus it happened that the whole socialist movement adopted a 
firm anti-war stance yet neglected to develop the kind of mass 
campaign which, given the hesitancy of the world's rulers, might 
have at least delayed its outbreak or encouraged a refusal to 
participate in it. 

When the great conflict erupted it overwhelmed the world, and 
the Second International along with it. Most of the major parties, 
with the timid exception of the Italian, reneged on their undertak
ing to oppose and denounce it. Lenin remained alone. 'Betrayal' 
is not a word I am fond of, and its obsessive use later became a 
regrettable barrier to the dialogue or convergence on the Left that 
was both necessary and possible. But it really does apply to that 
historical moment, and not merely to the support of Social Demo
crat MPs for war credits and belligerent governments, the way 
i n  which their leaderships went along with, or actually fanned, 
the patriotic fury among their membership and electorate, and 
the perversion of national defence into a lust for victory. Then, 
even when carnage, mass hunger and 'cannon fodder' policies had 
opened people's eyes, on the losing side but also elsewhere; even 
i n  t he context of widespread disillusion, anger, desertions and 
s t r i kes, those same leaderships stood by their agreement to 'main
r : l i n  order' a n d  ensure the cont inu i ty  of bureaucratic apparatuses 
a n d  n i l i t a ry castes . They rejected not on l y  revo lution - unlikely as 
t h i s w:L - l u t a l so a n y  ser ious a t t  m pt at pol i t ica l  democratizat i on 
:1 1 1  I sc · ia l r ' fo rm . That  i s ,  t h y l rok ·  w i t h t he i r own roots. And  
d1 'Y 1 n i I t l  • 1 ri · · for i t .  As n 1 o l i t i ·n l fore ' nn I worl · I v iew, wha t  
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still went by the name of Social Democracy remained marginal, 
scattered and powerless for decades; it regained an important role 
only after the Second World War, when it effectively switched to a 
liberal-democratic identity and, taking the rough with the smooth, 
became a left wing within the Western camp. 

Those who had been right about the war, and had expected to 
see a socialist revolution break out in the wake of popular insur
gency, were now faced with being a minority and began to look 
for short cuts. Suffering defeats and repression in Western Europe, 
they regrouped around Leninist thought (a resounding call to arms 
as well as a profound revision of Marxism, and the only revolu
tionary legacy of the war), in a vast backward country destined to 
remain isolated for a long time to come. Russia was the birthplace 
of the strength and appeal, but also the difficulties and limitations, 
of a new political subject that decided to call itself Communist 
- one that aspired to play a global role, and indeed did so for many 
decades. 

This brings us to the most controversial aspect of Communism: 
the interpretation and evaluation of the Bolshevik revolution, 
and of its consolidation into a major state and an international 
organization. No genuinely new reflection can avoid tackling the 
Revolution, but although it defined the limits of revision, criticism 
and abjuration it has remained secondary and merely implicit in 
the historical and political debates of recent years. 

Was it a disastrous choice that already contained the chromo
somes for degeneration, and eventually collapsed of its own accord 
after doing untold damage? If that were true, there would be no 
need to rack our brains reconstructing a historical process in all 
its contradictions: the conclusion would be that the 'impetus' of 
October did not exhaust itself, but never existed; it would suffi��� 
to identify the faulty chromosomes, to point to the final undoing,' 
and to archive the rest for the consideration of scholars. Or was 
the Russian Revolution a great event which propelled democracy 
and civilization forward, only to be betrayed by personal abuse 
of power and a bureaucratization unrelated to the historical 
context in which it originated and was inserted ? In that case a 
robust denunc iati on of Sta l in ism , together with frank  criticism of 
those w ho, out of a nti-fasci t pr ide, fa i led to condemn i t  i n  t ime, 
wou ld  u ff i  for L I S  to f I fr e to sta rt aga i n ,  frorn squa r 01 e, u1 
'a n w worl I ' .  
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My study of Italian Communism in the second part of the twen
tieth century will, I hope, contribute to a more serious and detailed 
assessment of what the Russian Revolution aimed to achieve. But 
it would be making a false start if it did not first briefly review 
the events of the period between the two world wars. For it was 
then that zones of censorship and misunderstanding first formed 
in our memory - zones that we must struggle to overcome. And it 
was in the events of that time that Italian Communism found the 
resources, limited though they were, to build a great mass party 
and to seek its own 'road to socialism'. 

3. The Russian Revolution would not have taken place, and would 
not have triumphed, without Lenin and the Bolshevik Party, which 
had its roots in a small but concentrated working class, and whose 
quality and firmness of leadership were not divided but expanded 
by the convergence with Trotsky's group and the return of numer
ous exiles trained in various corners of Europe. Still less would it 
have occurred without the First World War. It became an option 
because of the decomposition of the autocratic state, the hunger 
i n  the cities, the uprooting of millions of peasants to fight at the 
front, the insurgency within the ranks of an army in disarray, and 
the loss of legitimacy of the commanding officers. The soviets 
were not the invention of one party but an organizational form 
driven by necessity and anger; they already had the experience of 
the 1905 revolution behind them, and it was in the struggle for 
hegemony within the soviets that a clear authority and programme 
came to be recognized. Although Lenin had already formulated 
t he theory of uneven development, according to which the system 
would break at its weakest links, he long resisted the idea that the 
r ·vol uti on in Russia might have a socialist character, still less that 
n soc i a l i st revolution could consolidate itself in such an economi
cn I I  y and  culturally backward country. (For this reason, he rejected 
Trotsky 's theory of permanent revolution. )  At the beginning of the 
wn r, be was still convinced that Russia should and could be one 
l i n k  i n  a game that would be played out in the West, where social
i sm rested upon 'more solid' foundations. He eventually decided 
l o s · iz' power dir  ctl y and a t  a stroke, in  the face of much hesita-
1 ion m t h  part of h i s  comrad , on ly when the existing regime 
wn. i n  t rm i 1 1 · � l  ·r isi . A ma jori t y  of the popu la tion resolutely 
fnv <  u •d t h  r • 1 u � l i ·, I n d r d i t ri b u r ion and  imm d iat  p ace, 
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which the liberal-democratic parties were neither willing nor able 
to concede. All power to the soviets and the capture of the Winter 
Palace became the 'minimum programme', to which the Bolshe
viks added nationalization of the banks, an instrument of foreign 
capital. There was no alternative to the October Revolution, if 
autocratic power was not to be restored and the multinational 
state broken up in conditions of anarchy. In fact, the revolution 
was largely bloodless: fewer people were wounded in the storming 
of the Winter Palace than in the later reconstruction of the event 
for the cinema. And it had the consent of the broadest layers of the 
population, in so far as this was possible in a vast, illiterate country 
united by nothing but Tsarist mythology and religious superstition. 
It was in no sense a Jacobin venture, in which a minority takes 
advantage of an opportunity to seize power. The Bolsheviks held 
fast to their programme even when it conflicted with more radical 
tendencies, such as those that manifested themselves in relation to 
the Brest-Litovsk peace agreement. 

But did not the shaping of the new regime - weakening of the 
soviets, single-party system, restrictions on liberty, execution 
of the royal family, secret police - reflect the authoritarian side of 
Leninism? Was it not a consistent, extreme application of concepts 
supposedly formulated by Marx ( 'violence as midwife of history', 
'dictatorship of the proletariat' ) ?  That is not how it seems to me 
- or at least it is only a secondary part of the truth. One has only to 
reread two of Lenin's essays, written at a short interval from each 
other: State and Revolution centres on the idea of an advanced 
democracy which, though still a dictatorship ( like any state), is 
based on direct, participatory institutions, represents the major
ity of the people, and guarantees the class content of the new 
state; but The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade Kautskf� 

presents the proletarian dictatorship as 'unrestricted', and the dem
ocratic dimension as absorbed into the party that represents and 
organizes it. 

Two towering events were decisive for this shift. First, a long 
and terrible civil war, involving the popular masses, confirmed the 
legitimacy of the revolution but had a devastating effect on every 
part of the country, more even tha n  the world wa r had done. It 
was not fought aga i n  t l i b  ra J r bou rgeois forces, but  aga inst 
ru th I s Tsar i  t a rm i l n t  on r st ra t ion t h  t re ru i ted l ay  rs ' 

of t h  1 >1 u l . t i  n p v i us l  su i  j ·r i m r  ri I r pr ssion and  [ 
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enjoyed the support of the British and French governments. The 
Bolsheviks eventually won through, but at the price of iron-fisted 
militarization; chaos overtook every productive sector, the coun
tryside consumed whatever it had, the cities starved, the industrial 
proletariat was decimated and dispersed, and anyone with tech
nical skills opted to emigrate (except for one sector won over to 
the revolution, which the Red Army did not hesitate to swallow 
up) .  Merely to survive translated into a harsh centralization 
of power. 

Second, the mass upsurge in the West, especially Germany, 
which for a brief while had seemed to herald the possibil i ty of 
revolution, soon ran out of steam and became confined to a minor
ity in society. Lacking clear objectives, trained cadres or a secure 
political leadership, this spirit continued to manifest itself in occa
sional scattered revolts that were easily suppressed by the mil itary 
apparatuses and bands of nationalist volunteers. Summary execu
tions and selective assassinations (from Rosa Luxemburg to Walter 
Rathenau) were used to block the road not only to an improbable 
revolution, but also to political democratization and limited social 
reforms. The mindless impositions of the Versailles Treaty, arro
gantly administered by the victor nations, also weighed heavily in 
the scales at this time. 

In short, the whole picture changed. The Russian revolution, 
still isolated and threatened after its survival emergency, had to 
face all the problems of primitive economic accumulation, the task 
of rebuilding a state that had been almost totally destroyed, and 
the demands of an early literacy campaign targeting 80 per cent of 
the population. Lenin at least partly understood the real state of 
affairs. He brusquely put an end to the enthusiasms and passions 
of the war communism period, pushed through a New Eco
nomic Policy that soon bore fruit, and moved towards a prudent 
foreign policy that included the signing of the Rapallo Treaty with 
Germany. He also offered cooperation deals to foreign capital
i st companies, guaranteeing the security of their investments in 
Russia (although this was soon revoked) .  Finally, almost on his 
deathbed, he warned against the concentration of power in the 
hands of one leader. 

Bu t  th probl  m remai ned in a l l  its seriousness: how to con
solid t n w tat  a n d  a o ia l i  t ociety in a backward country, 
w l  i ·h woul l 1 1 a l  J h. v t ,. I on i ts ow1 r sour for a long 
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time to come. Am I trying to excuse everything as the consequence 
of overwhelming objective factors, overlooking the mistaken 
analyses and theories and avoidable macropolitical errors which 
impaired the Russian Revolution from the very beginning? On the 
contrary. I am trying to explain the dynamic of events - perhaps 
only to get it straight in my own mind - by placing them in context 
and measuring the undoubted successes against the difficulties; just 
as historians, myself included, have done with regard to the ascent 
of bourgeois modernity. In the Russian case, the gains included 
rapid economic development, even during the world slump of the 
1 930s; moves to raise the cultural level of the masses; upward 
social mobility and income redistribution amid grinding poverty; 
elementary social safeguards for all; and a generally cautious, non
aggressive foreign policy. All this was achieved over a period of 
years, forming the basis for a high level of consent and mobili
zation inside the country and, despite everything, sympathy and 
prestige abroad. I have no wish to be silent about certain avoid
able errors that could have been corrected when it was easy to do 
so, and that it is helpful, as well as just, to recognize today. The 
first error, to which Lenin himself paved the way, was an obses
sion with the 'correct line' in the centralized decision-making of 
the Third International, applied to tactical details in highly diverse 
situations; this led from the beginning to seriously flawed and 
inconsistent policies, such as the extremist course in Germany 
(for which Zinoviev and Radek were directly responsible) or the 
accommodation with the Kuomintang in China, until the moment 
when it began to massacre Communists. Over time the various 
national parties grew used to applying the directives of the leading 
party to the letter, without mediation, as in the case of the Hitler
Stalin pact. This undermined one of the top strategic acquisitions/ 
of the Russian revolution: a capacity for analysis in keeping with 
the specific situation of the day. 

The second fundamental error, at the end of the NEP, concerns 
the decision to go for rapid industrialization (necessary in itself) 
and forced collectivization of the countryside. Instead of increasing 
agricultural output, which would in turn have provided accept
able resources for the growth of i nd ustry, th i move in the l ate 
1 920s en ta i led a tragic h uman o t and t ran  form d agricu l tu re 
i nto Ia t i ng hand i  ·a 1 for t h  ov i  t ·onor 1 y. >n t ra l  p l ann ing 
a n  · I '< n t . i n  < f t h  k dt k . w ·r • pe h 1 s n · · '. s · ry, bu t  t h  
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frenzied planning and collectivization of every last parcel of land 
were another matter - not to speak of the mass deportations of the 
peasantry. 

A third error, initiated by Lenin and corrected only after fatal 
delay, was the branding of 'centrism' as the main enemy within 
the workers' movement. Social Democracy certainly deserved 
much of the blame, with its succession of broken pledges, unful
filled concessions and unprincipled alliances, but it was sheer 
sectarianism on the Comintern's part to write off a broad and 
still fluid milieu with which serious discussion would sometimes 
have been possible, to issue 'take it or leave it' ultimatums, and 
to propose no more than a united front from below that excluded 
other party leaderships. The result was a spirit of self-sufficiency 
that not even the victory of fascism could dispel, until it was too 
late. Stalin was no more responsible than his opponents for all 
these errors. 

If we do not consider both sides of the Russian Revolution, and 
of the first decade after its consolidation, we will be unable to 
interpret the next, even more contradictory, decade, which wit
nessed the hardest test of all and the most important achievement: 
the anti-fascist resistance and the Second World War. The central 
argument of today's historical revisionism, which has seeped into 
and distorted the diffuse memory of the period, is that fascism 
was a wild, delirious response to the impending threat of Bolshe
vism. This contention is groundless. Fascism in Italy came into 
being around the theme of a 'victory betrayed' in the First World 
War, and its campaign of violence 'against the Reds' began when 
the factory occupations - a movement with no aspirations to 
revolution - were already over; when peasant revolts were rare 
and sporadic, the Socialist Party was in disarray and heading 
for repeated splits, and the trade unions were led by their most 
moderate wing. Fascism later secured funding from the employ
ers and  comp l ici ty from the Guardie Regie (founded in 1919  as a 
repress i ve state force) ,  at a time when the Church had just signed 
a pact wi th the Liberals and, within the Catholic world, was 
keeping a wa tc h fu l  eye on Stu rzo and his newly founded Partito 
Popola re I t a l i a no.  Fasc i sm thus presented itself as a guarantee of 
or lcr i n  t b  last i ns t a nce. I t  eventua l l y  came to power in a non
' 1 1 1  ·rg n ·y s i t ua t ion , by roy a l  a p J. o i n t m· n t a n d  wi th the d i rect 

: l J  po!' t  of t n  l i r i ona l  ·ons · rva  i v  • fo ,· · •s i n  pa d i a m  · n t  ( · ven 
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Giolitti2 and Croce at  one moment),  which thought they could 
make use of it for a while and then rein it in by restoring the previ
ous oligarchic power structure. 

In Germany, National Socialism was a marginal and defeated 
force throughout the period when left-wing unrest was being sup
pressed in turns by Social Democrat governments, a rebuilt army 
and a decidedly conservative parliamentary majority. Its even
tual growth occurred on a tide of resurgent nationalism, amid an 
economic crisis intensified by the persistence of war reparations. 
Anti-Semitism and the selective violence of the SA brownshirts 
received explicit support from high places. The Nazis therefore 
surprised everyone by winning 44 per cent of the vote in 1932, but 
they were again on the wane in 1 933 .  Hitler was appointed chan
cellor by President Hindenburg, with the complicity of Von Papen 
and Bruning and the decisive backing of the Prussian general staff. 
In Hungary, Horthy came to power when Bela Kun's 'Soviet repub
lic' had already been crushed. And later, Franco launched a civil 
war in Spain against a duly elected moderate democratic govern
ment, while among the masses the anarchists carried rather more 
weight than the 'Bolsheviki'. 

The Communists undoubtedly bore some responsibility in all 
these cases, because they failed to recognize the gravity of the situa
tion and, with their theory of social fascism, impeded unity among 
the forces that could and should have fended off the danger. But the 
responsibility of the governing classes for the rise of fascism was 
much greater: they sowed the seeds, exacerbated the grievances 
that gave rise to it, and facilitated and legitimated fascist initia
tives - not in order to confront a greater danger, but to preclude 
any future challenge to the social and imperial order. In any event, 
when the economic crisis was raging in the mid 1 930s, fascism was i 
already entrenched in much of Europe and showing clear signs of \ its authoritarian and aggressive proclivities. This was the darkest 
hour of the twentieth century, and both the extraordinary, positive 
rise of the Soviet Union and the possibility of its degeneration had 
their origins in it. 

The Communists were embattled everywhere, especially in the 
West, where they were organizationa l ly and electora l l y  weak ,  i f  

. io l i t t i  ( 1  H4 - 1 9 8) :  t h  I n l inH l t n l i n r  Stilt · sm  n o f  r h  • l a t  -

r ly·r w nti t l  · 1 t u  y, who H rv I Rv t t'll1N nH 1 dm 1 1 1 i n ist r. 
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not outlawed, exiled, imprisoned or liquidated. The Soviet Union, 
despite the success of the first five-year plans, felt vulnerable to 
military aggression and unable to stand up to it alone. In less than 
two years it therefore executed a major political and ideologi
cal turn, well summarized in the later slogan: 'Raise the banner 
of bourgeois freedoms from the mire. '  Stalin not only accepted 
but promoted the turn, the Seventh Congress of the Communist 
International sanctioned it, and Togliatti, Dimitrov and Thorez 
translated it into the Popular Front experience. Much could be 
said about the short-lived Popular Front governments, which were 
poorly thought out from a strategic point of view. Here I wil l 
simply mention a few key points. 

a) They failed in their immediate objective of preventing another 
world war and launching a policy of reforms. But they did send the 
first signal of a great democratic mobilization of working peop l e  
and intellectuals against fascism and i n  support of  new economic 
policies. Showing an affinity with the American New Deal, though 
not always consciously, they laid the first stones of an edifice that 
took shape during the war and led to victory: they were something 
more than a military alliance. 

b)  Although they went into crisis and eventually succumbed, 
it cannot be said that this was due to extremism on the part of 
the Communists. With defence of the Soviet Union as their top 
priority, they took part in the experience with great convic
tion ( and heroism in Spain),  perhaps even erring on the side of 
caution. In France, major (and permanent) social gains resulted 
from a great grass-roots movement; the PCF intervened so that it 
would not go 'too far'. The Blum government, which the Com
m unists loyally supported from outside, soon fell as a result of its 
own uncertainties in economic and financial policy, the flight of 
ca p i ta l , and an investment strike. Franco's victory in Spain was 
< l Ss i  ted by the direct intervention of Italian and German fascism, 
w h i l e  the Briti sh l ine of benevolent neutrality was first imposed 
on B l u m  and  then copied by Daladier. Though the Communists 
tl< :a l r  ha rsh l y  w ith anarch i st attempts to radicalize events in Spain, 
rhc Sov iet Un ion stood a lone in supporting the legitimacy of 
the repu b l ic,  for as long as it was ab le. The criticism that may 
hl' mad of  t h '  Commun ists i s  t ha t  t he i r  new pol icy  was mainly 
!.\ ·nr • I t o  a 1  ' 1 1 1  r ' ' ·y s i t u a t ion ,  not i ns · r ib  c l  wi t h i n  a long
t nn s rnt 'HY· 
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c) The Italian party, though diminished by repression, formed the 
bulk of the International Brigades in Spain (along with the small 
Partito d' Azione);  it suffered heavy losses there, but also trained a 
new batch of cadres that would prove essential to the Resistance 
in Italy. Especially in the person of Palmiro Togliatti, it also began 
to adumbrate a strategic conception of 'progressive democracy', 
which was consistent with Togliatti's earlier Lectures on Fascism 
and picked up the tenuous thread of the Lyons Congress ( inspired 
by Gramsci) .  Beyond the Popular Fronts, however, and especially 
after their defeat, the real touchstone in the 1 930s was how to 
avert another war. This is the issue on which there is still so much 
reticence today, and so much distortion of the events and the con
nections between them. Hitler's belligerent frenzy could have been 
halted in time. There is abundant historical evidence that, despite 
his assumption of absolute powers, the idea of openly planning for 
war in the short term met with opposition in Germany, even among 
powerful forces that could have blocked or overturned it. First of 
all, the heads of the armed forces were convinced that another war 
- at least at that time - would be lost; and they made their views 
known. The militarization of the Rhineland, the annexation of 
Austria, the invasion of the Sudetenland, the effective occupation 
of the rest of Czechoslovakia: at all these stages, a coalition like the 
one that eventually fought the war against Hitler's dream of world 
domination could have put a stop to it with a show of resolve. 

The Soviet Union's proposals along these lines were repeatedly 
dodged or rejected by Western governments. Even Poland, the last 
victim in the run-up to war, turned down Moscow's offer of a 
mutual defence agreement. The successive acts of appeasement and 
capitulation fuelled the Nazi project; Munich is the best-known 
example, and it was no accident that Mussolini was considered 
a credible, if not neutral, mediator. Public opinion, unwilling to 
run the risk of war, breathed a sigh of relief. But within weeks 
Hitler had torn up the agreement and was demanding more. Were 
those who could have stopped him simply abject or ignorant? I 
don't believe they were, and almost no one else believes it either. 
The fact is that Chamberlain and Daladier - Roosevelt remained 
aloof, facing an isolat ioni st p u b l ic and  an ever hosti l e  WaH 
Street - had a p la n th y cou l d  not admi t  to, bu t  w h ich boasted a 

rta i n  logi : narn l y, t o  u and w •a k n rma n y  by t u rn i ng i ts 
imp  r ia l  n n  I i t i  ms nst w rJ , r h  1 .· k i l l i 1  t wo l i r  I w i t h  on 
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stone. At this point the USSR signed the non-aggression pact with 
Germany, to avoid becoming its isolated victim, to gain time and 
turn the scales. The aftermath proved that it was right to do so: 
Russia was invaded not long afterwards, but by then it was part 
of a military alliance strong enough to resist Hitler. The error if 
there was one - and the PCI was able to avoid it more easily - was 
to drag the Communist parties for a year or more into the absurd 
theory of an inter-imperialist war, which dimmed their anti-fascist 
commitment and forfeited some of the esteem they had won in the 
struggle. 

The above reconstruction is borne out by the fact that, even 
after war was declared and Poland invaded, the British and 
French did not make any serious moves until the German Blitz
krieg through Belgium had broken the Western front, France had 
collapsed and its parliament ( including eighty Socialist deputies) 
had delivered the nation to the puppet government of Marshal 
Petain. The Netherlands, Denmark and Norway were invaded, 
Switzerland remained neutral but did not refrain from lucrative 
business dealings, Romania and Hungary were already aligned 
with Germany, and Italy, shrewd as ever, joined the fray in order 
to share in the spoils. Europe was in fascist hands; only the British, 
protected by the Channel and bolstered by American aid, fought 
on intransigently - thanks, moreover, to the resolve of an intel
ligent Conservative of character, Winston Churchill. Fortunes 
began to change from the moment Hitler invaded the USSR. With 
the benefit of hindsight it is easy to say that this was the greatest 
of all his follies. Yet there is often a method in madness: Hitler was 
evidently convinced that it would only take one push to make the 
Soviet Union founder, from its internal more than external weak
ness, just as France had done a year before and Tsarist Russia thirty 
years before that. How could an inferior race stand fast, especially 
one that was poorly armed and ruled by an Asiatic despot? The 
collapse of the regime would have given Germany control over a 
vast country, an inexhaustible reserve of manpower and raw mate
r ia ls .  At that point Britain could not have held out alone, and the 
Un i ted States wou l d  have had further reason to stay out of the 
war. I ndeed, many of Hitler's enemies feared that his calculations 

' ot l n 
rha p  because Stalin had 
ns r a ·I d the out kirts 
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of Moscow and drew close to the oil-producing regions of the 
country. But then, launching the masterful idea of a 'great patriotic 
war', the Soviet Union proved capable of a miraculous mass mobi
lization and an astounding industrial effort. The Western Allies 
understood its vital importance and sent weapons and resources; 
Leningrad, encircled and bled of half a million lives, held firm; 
the Germans were stopped on the Volokolamsk road, then sur
rounded and annihilated at Stalingrad; the long march to Berlin 
got under way. Meanwhile, Roosevelt used the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor to bring the United States finally into the war, and 
an effective partisan struggle emerged in Greece and Yugoslavia. 
After Stalingrad the game was up for Hitler. When victory finally 
came, the Soviet Union had played a decisive role and paid with 
twenty-one million dead. Was Communism a myth? Even if we 
accept this, there were good reasons why it should have grown 
greater at that time. To depict the Second World War as a conflict 
between two 'totalitarianisms' is sheer nonsense: the Communists 
did not create a river of blood, they shed their own. 

d) But for the Communists the 1 930s had another side that 
cannot be passed over in silence, and which in the long run proved 
decisive. I am referring, of course, to the internal terror, and the 
cruel mass repression of potential or supposed opponents. This not 
only revealed the practice of an unfettered institutionalized power, 
but signalled a qualitative leap in the character and methods of 
Stalin's personal rule, and unleashed mechanisms that it would be 
difficult to reverse. The scale of the leap is apparent not only in the 
number of deaths and deportations, or in the arbitrary appoint
ment of executioners who, in many cases, soon fell victim in their 
turn. It may be gauged, above all, from two new aspects that 
marked a profound shift away from Leninist practices, however ! 
extreme, as well as from the brutal struggles against opposition- \ 
ists in the 1920s or the murderous 'class war' against the kulaks. 
The first aspect, most pronounced between 1 936 and 1 938,  was 
that the repression struck not only at the old Bolshevik elite - who 
had lost all influence in society and in the ruling apparatuses, and 
were generally disposed to accept party disc ipl ine - but a lso at  
the Communist Party i ts J f, n ot spar ing people  w ho bad i mple
mented Sta l i n 's d ci ions and r r n .a i n c l  loya l to h i m  t h roughout. 
Th u , f t h  l -l s to r h  v nr • 1 h :on r ss o f  r h  :p U i n  
1 . ·, I · - · l l ·u Vi · r I'. '  : 1 t' ss, f u - 1 1 f t hs w . ,. d ad o r  i n  
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exile a few years later - including 120 of the 139  members of the 
new Central Committee elected there. The terror reached its peak 
when the various economic and political options had been more 
or less successfully implemented, and the danger looming on the 
horizon was wholly external. Thus it was a terror with no rational 
basis or plausible justification, a terror that did not strengthen 
but weakened the system at every level (one extreme example: 
the liquidation of a loyal and competent Red Army leadership on 
the eve of a war, three lieutenant-generals out of five, 1 30 major
generals out of 1 68, and so on) .  Stalin himself was both source and 
victim of this lunacy. His daughter's memoirs record that, in each 
purge, he was driven by doubts about the quality of cadres and a 
neurotic suspicion of their loyalty, along with the fear of a self
stabilizing bureaucratic caste and repressive apparatuses that 
increasingly acted on their own initiative. Then, having realized 
that the purges led to the promotion of even more dangerous 
people, he hastened to get rid of them too. 

The second novel aspect of Stalin's rule, related to the first but 
insufficient to explain it, was the extraction of confessions and the 
character of other evidence used to justify the merciless verdicts in 
the major trials. The defendants had allegedly been provocateurs, 
terrorist plotters, fascist spies or Japanese agents from the start. 
It seems absurd, almost senseless, to ask of people - as so many 
still do, even of later generations - what did you know about all 
that? For how could anyone have believed, then or afterwards, 
that virtually the entire group that led the October Revolution had 
been working throughout to undo it, or that most of the cadres 
on whom Stalin had relied to do his bidding had been prepar
i ng to betray him? The result was not only an inexplicable hiatus 
between means and ends but a profound and lasting cultural defor
mation, in which reason was confined to the limits imposed by a 
fa i th .  Voluntarism and subjectivism, both at the top and in the 
consc ious ness of the masses, sowed the seeds that long afterwards 
wou ld  prod uce thei r opposite: mass apathy and bureaucratic cyn
ic ism. A n d  yet the power of an ideal, the sacrifices made in its 
n ; 1 me, t he uccesse ach ieved for one and a ll ,  to be capped by other 
su ·vsses i n  t he fu t u r , I· d ven t ho i n  the k now to justify the 
1 1 1  ·ans,  w l  i ·h t l  y r rd d as t ransi nt. A fter a l l ,  it was said, 
·nr· 1 ror I I d I 'n av rt -d, n I n w · wa op n i ng u p  for 
I m · r i · 1 d . · i . l t i r  t l  I i i  i o n  of n w opj. r d 
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peoples; the world really had changed, and those contradictions 
would be resolved in the wake of further advances. 

Such was the complex legacy that Italian Communism took over: 
the resources offered by history, and the limitations that it had to 
overcome in order to found a mass party and to define a strategy 
of its own - not a model to be reproduced, but a background that 
was necessary for it to 'go further'. Not for nothing did I adapt 
Kipling's famous, and deliberately ambiguous, formulation as the 
title for this section: 'the burden of Communist man'. 

THE GRAMSCI GENOME 

At the moment of its real take-off, however, the PCI also inherited 
a largely unfamiliar voice that had been locked away by the fascist 
enemy, and a self-standing resource in the shape of the Prison 
Notebooks. Antonio Gramsci, a brain that had continued to func
tion despite everything, bequeathed to the Party a veritable mine 
of ideas. 

I shall turn to Gramsci's thought several times in the course of 
this book, to elucidate points which always remained unclear in the 
policies and strategic thinking of the PCI, and which even today, 
or especially today, offer priceless material for discussion of the 
present - and an original reading of Italian history, in both its spe
cificity and general significance. For now, I shall consider the 'fate' 
of Gramsci: that is, how and when he influenced the gradual defi
nition of the PCI's distinctive identity and strategy, at first invisibly, 
then in public view, before waning to the point where he was little 
more than a guru of anti-fascism, a moral example and a multi
talented intellectual. In other words, I shall be speaking not so 
much of Gramsci as of Gramscianism, as part of the genetic mate
rial that composes a great collective force and a national culture. 

The Prison Notebooks required some mediation to become 
intelligible and to make a mark beyond a restricted circle of intel
lectuals. Prison conditions and censorship, frequent bouts of illness, 
limited information and reading material meant that Gramsci was 
forced to write al lusively in the form of notes, break i ng off a train 
of thought and retu rn ing to .it  l a ter, u n a ble to ach ieve the pu rpose 
he had  set for h i s  wr i t i ngs, w h i  h sus t a i n  d th h roic ffort of a 
bra i n  ba t  ·c n i n  1 d t <  t h i n k  i n s< l i t  1 d  . Pa i nstal  i ng p h i lologi ·a l 
I. I <  u 1·  w s t l  f >r no t e1 < U)l;l t > , m i l • t h  ' v. i >Us fr m •nts 
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and to interpret them faithfully. From the outset, a risky attempt to 
clarify their essential elements and offer a guiding thread through 
the vast mass of material was required, so that even opponents 
would be obliged to come to terms with it. In short, it was neces
sary to restore Gramsci's role as the head and animating force of 
a great political enterprise, and the character he himself had given 
his work as a philosophy of praxis. 

This mediation happened, with potent results. Gramsci soon 
became, and remained, a point of reference for political and cul
tural research in Italy and beyond, among Communists but not 
only for them. The mediation was achieved not by a few prominent 
intellectuals, or by a school, but through an operation planned by 
Togliatti with the participation of a mass party. It involved the 
dangerous work of conserving the manuscripts, organizing their 
publication in a provisional set of themes, and strongly encourag
ing their collective study. The recent fable that Togliatti entrusted 
the Notebooks to the Soviet archives to keep them out of circu
lation is a ludicrous inversion of the truth, and the notion that 
their first edition was heavily censored and manipulated has been 
artificially inflated. Of course, Togliatti did not simply wish to pay 
homage to a great friend, or to make a contribution to Italian 
culture; he also had the political objective - in the strong sense - of 
using a great body of thought and an authority beyond dispute to 
establish a new identity for Italian Communism. Something similar 
had happened once before, in the formative process of German 
Social Democracy and the Second International, when Marx was 
read and disseminated through Kautsky, to some extent with the 
approval of the ageing Engels. This came at the price of a certain 
reductionism. Indeed, shortly before his death, Togliatti himself 
recognized as much in a review article whose importance should 
not be exaggerated. We Italian Communists, he said in essence, 
owe a debt to Antonio Gramsci: we largely built our identity and 
strategy on the foundation of his work, but in order to do this we 
red uced h i m  to our size, to the needs of our own politics, sacrific
i ng ' m uch beyon d  that'. 

When I spea k of a red uct ion ist reading, I am not referring to 
1 1 1 : 1 n i p u la tion or censorsh ip  of the text, such as many doggedly 
so 1gh t t o  id n t i fy i n  l a ter y a rs. Va lenti no Gerratana 's exemplary 
w< rk ha showt  t hat  it was mor' a �u st ion of s k i l fu l  orga n izat ion, 
w l  i · I , f t  · r  , I I  was i n i  i I I  1 • •ssa ry:  sk i l l i n  f u r r ing · ; ra msci 's 
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notes together, in sustaining a long production chain, in comment
ing on the writings in a way that stimulated their publication. It 
is not difficult to detect in all this the limits of the epoch, which 
Togliatti accepted. Above all he tried for a long time to play down 
the areas in which Gramsci had innovated in relation to Leninism, 
or conflicted with its Stalinist version. But he also sought to bring 
out the things in Gramsci that would point to a continuity between 
'anti-fascist revolution' and his own conception of 'progressive 
democracy', and he more or less consciously deferred considera
tion of certain themes until the times were riper for them. 

The main focus, then, was on two great themes. The first 
was Gramsci's conception of the Risorgimento as an 'unfinished 
revolution' (due to its omission of the agrarian question), and a 
'passive revolution' ( little involvement of the masses, and a mar
ginalization of democratically more advanced political and cultural 
currents, resulting in a compromise between parasitic landowners 
and the bourgeoisie) .  The second was the relative autonomy and 
importance of the 'superstructure' - in opposition to the vulgar 
mechanicism that had also penetrated the Third International 
through Bukharin - and hence the role of intellectuals, political 
parties and the state apparatuses. 

These themes unwittingly elicited a particular interpretative 
slant. On the one hand, they underlined the links between Gramsci 
and radical-liberal, anti-fascist writers such as Gaetano Salvemini, 
Guido Dorso or Piero Gobetti (with their analysis of the fatal 
backwardness of Italy's 'lumpen capitalism' and bigoted national 
culture),  while downplaying the critique of Cavour's compromise, 
the swift corruption of parliamentarism into transformism, the 
ambiguities of Giolitti's periods in office, the polemic with Croce, 
the rising poison of nationalism, the 'Roman question' that contin
ued to fuel sovereignty disputes between the Italian state and the 
Church - in short, all the one-sided, distorted processes of mod
ernization that led to the crisis of the liberal state and the birth of 
fascism. On the other hand, the correct reaffirmation of the auton
omy of the 'superstructure' tended to foster a separation of the 
political-institutional dynamic from its class base, turning Marxist 
historicism more and more into h istoric ism tout court. 

Other Gramsc ian  theme r m a i n  d for a long t im margi n a l  i n  
t h  Pa rt y '  t h  o r  t i  a l r A t ion,  a nd a b  nr from i.ts pol i t i ·s. I am 
c h i n k i ng < f w l  t h wror m 'Am r i  ·an i sm ond  For l i sn ' ,  wl i h 

I I 
I 
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looked ahead to what would soon happen in Italy too and was 
already discernible, as a vague ambition, in fascist politics; or of 
his youthful passion for the factory councils experience, so differ
ent from the Russian soviets, which he himself had set aside after 
realizing its limits, but which, if revisited, would have helped the 
PCI to interpret the coming phase of the Resistance and, much 
later, the revolt of 1 968 .  The reductive reading of Gramsci, both 
in the early days and in the longer term, did not have only cultural 
consequences. Two points should be mentioned in particular: the 
persistent failure to recognize and analyse the sweep of the eco
nomic modernization process in Italy; and the conception of a new 
kind of mass party, capable of engaging in political action, not 
just propaganda, and of educating the people, but still a long way 
from the collective intellectual, engaged with grass-roots move
ments or institutions and committed to cultural and moral reform, 
which Gramsci had considered especially important in a country 
untouched by the Reformation. 

At least at the beginning, then, Gramsci's legacy offered itself 
- and was accepted - as the basis for a middle way between Len
inist orthodoxy and classical Social Democracy, more than as a 
synthesis transcending their common limits of economism and 
statism. It was a 'genome' that could either develop or merely tick 
over, either fully assert itself or waste away. We shall see it at work. 
But it seems to me that Togliatti's initial interpretation of Gramsci 
was neither false nor groundless. For the driving force behind the 
Notebooks really is critical and self-critical reflection on the causes 
and consequences of the failure of revolution in the Western coun
tries - in which he, like Lenin, had believed. Among the Marxists 
of his time, he was the only one who did not explain this failure 
only in terms of Social Democratic betrayal or the weakness and 
errors of the Communists; nor did he conclude at all that the 
Russian Revolution had been immature, and its consolidation in 
a state misguided. Instead, he looked for the deeper reasons why 
the model of the Russian Revolution could not be reproduced in 
tbe adva nced societies, even though it was the necessary hinterland 
( and  Len i n ism a price less theoretica l  contri but ion)  for a revolution 
i n  t he We t t ha t  wou ld  u n fold c l i ff ren tl y, a n d  be r icher i n  results. 
H is who!  ffort of t hou ht r ·s t  d on two fou ndat ions that may be 
s u m m  r iz  d i n  f w n t n · s .  Fi rst n ana lys is :  ' I n  t h  East the 
S t .  · w. s ·v ·r t h i n  , · i v i l s< · i •t y w. s 1 l"i 1  > l i u l  a nd · ] ,  t i nous; 
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in the West, there was a proper relationship between State and 
civil society, and when the State trembled a sturdy structure of civil 
society was at once revealed. The State was only an outer ditch, 
behind which there stood a powerful system of fortresses and 
earthworks.'3 Second, a theoretical principle constantly invoked 
with a quotation from Marx's preface to A Contribution to the 
Critique of Political Economy: 'No social order is ever destroyed 
before all the productive forces for which it is sufficient have been 
developed, and new superior relations of production never replace 
older ones before the material conditions for their existence have 
matured within the framework of the old society. '4 

For Gramsci, then, the revolution is a long worldwide process 
made up of stages, in which the conquest of state power, though nec
essary, occurs at a point that depends on the historical conditions; 
in the West it requires a protracted labour of capturing fortresses 
and earthworks and constructing a historic bloc of various classes, 
each with distinctive interests and cultural and political roots. At 
the same time this social process is not a gradual, one-way result of 
a tendency inherent in capitalist development and democracy, but 
rather the product of an organized will that consciously intervenes 
in history, a new political and cultural hegemony, a new human 
type at an advanced stage of formation. 

Togliatti was therefore not wrong in wanting to use Gramsci's 
thought as an anticipation and theoretical foundation for the 'new 
party' and the 'Italian road to socialism', continuous with, but 
also distinct from, Leninism and original Social Democracy; part 
of a worldwide historical process initiated and supported by the 
Russian Revolution, but not a belated imitation of the model that 
this revolution created. Togliatti was not wrong, but nor was he 
without motives of his own, in light of the major new developments 
since the Notebooks were drafted: the emergence of armed resist
ance movements in many parts of Eastern, Western and Central 
Europe, the victory over fascism, widespread recognition of the 
decisive role of the Soviet Union in the war, the rise of powerful 
anti-colonial liberation movements, and the revolution in China. 
All this forced capitalism into a compromise and opened up spaces 

3. Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, London: Lawrence 
and Wishart, 1 97 1 ,  p. 238.  

4 .  K a r l M a rx, A Contrilmt:ir m to the Critique of Political Ecmwm 1, LonJon: 
L:1wrcn · n n  ·1 Wisho n ,  1 97 1 , p. 2 1 .  
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for major social and political gains i n  the West too. However, the 
victories were obtained in alliance with a wide range of states and 
forces, including openly conservative governments and party lead
erships in Europe. In contrast to the aftermath of the First World 
War, the armed resistance showed no sign of spilling over into 
radical popular insurgency. A new power, left intact rather than 
exhausted by war, was establishing its global economic and mili
tary supremacy on the ground, if not yet in policy terms, after the 
Yalta agreement that had enshrined certain constraints as well as 
guarantees. 

Even those who, like Gramsci, had gone some way towards 
defining a new path, had been unable to predict either the head
long advance of Communism in the world, or the consolidation of 
capitalism in the West. Trotsky himself, who, lucid as ever, for w 
the Nazi attack on the Soviet Union and the aid it would re i v 
to fight back, noted shortly before his assassination that i f  a n w 
world war did not lead to revolution in Europe and the overthr w 
of bureaucratic rule in the USSR, everything would have to b 
rethought. Such a re-evaluation is also what Gramsci would hav  
undertaken, I don't know in  what way, i f  he  had lived. He w u ld  
have faced up to the new historical framework, recognized t h  
limits imposed by  the relationship of  forces in  Italy and the world,  
mobilized all  the new resources to preserve and strengthen an 
autonomous Communist identity in a new 'war of position ', and 
sought to transform a possible new 'passive revolution' into a new 
hegemony - which is what the followers of Mazzini had fai l ed t 
do, indeed not even attempted, in the Risorgimento. 

This reconstruction of the 'prior events' - which I neither tool 
part in nor witnessed, but have tried to outline, book in hand,  
with benefit of hindsight - contains nothing orig i na l or prev i 
ously unknown. Its purpose is to re-establ ish the truth, to cou nter 
strictures and judgements that have become today's ' idols of th 
marketplace' .  Th is should be the starting point for a reflection on 
the h istory of  I ta l ian Commun ism. 



A Founding Act: The Salerno Turn 

THE LIBERATION 

What would be the most fitting date to mark the birth of this new 
Communist party, whose particular identity enabled it to have a 
major influence on Italy's new, and also distinctive, postwar demo
cratic state? I will choose one precise event: Togliatti's return to 
Italy and the line he proposed - or perhaps one could say imposed 
- for his party and the whole of the anti-fascist movement, with 
not only immediate repercussions but long-term importance for 
the future. It enabled the armed resistance to become a popular 
insurrection, but defined the limits beyond which it should not 
go; it attached wide sectors of the masses to Communism, and 
outlined a strategy for them. The new line thus remained an active 
element for decades, in successive periods of history, giving rise 
to close scrutiny, varied interpretations and bitter controversies; 
it was invoked in support of fruitful innovations and doomed 
compromises. In the end it hardened into a conventional frame
work that could be hung on the walls of a museum of national 
unity, allowing for new approaches as for the removal of embar
rassing elements, so that successive ruling classes could pass by it 
with respect but without thinking or feeling anyth i ng . Someth ing 
s im i l a r  happened to that great i con of  the ea rl y R i sorgi mento, 
the fa mous m e  t ing at Teano b tween V i tt orio b.manuele and  

, a ri ba l d i , whi  h a l o rn  I t h  · ·ov  · r  of my s ·hoo l t •x t l ook 
U.' · I i l  I .  
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Now that the value, conflicts and decline of the First Repub
lic,1 with all their twists and turns, are past history, and now that 
the PCI itself is no longer with us, we should unhook the picture 
from the wall, dust it off and take a closer look at it in its origi
nal context. We are lucky that the Resistance, the aftermath of 
the war and the Salerno turn have for some time now been the 
object of serious, well-documented research by national as well as 
regional historians (Paolo Spriano, Aldo Agosti, Giorgio Bocca, 
Claudio Pavone and Roberto Battaglia are some of the names 
that spring to mind),  and the memoirs of key protagonists are for 
once ample and forthright (Luigi Longo, Pietro Secchia, Giorgio 
Amendola, Pietro Nenni, Ferruccio Parri, to mention only those 
at a high level) .  The archives themselves are less niggardly, which 
makes it easier to check and cross-reference the facts. The political 
pressures today lean in quite a different direction: the First Repub
lic is widely remembered as a time when kickbacks and rule by 
parties excluded the involvement of citizens in politics, while the 
PCI is thought of as a fifth column for the Soviet Union; anyone 
who disputes such crude notions finds himself forced to portray 
the Resistance as a spontaneous, undifferentiated popular epic, 
or to argue that the PCI, even in Togliatti's day, had little to do 
with Moscow. The task, then, is to reorder the wealth of historical 
material on that founding event and to arrive at a more accurate 
appraisal of its significance and eventual moorings. 

In March 1 944, when Togliatti returned to Italy after his long 
exile, it was no longer in doubt that the war would end with an 
Allied victory. What was completely uncertain was the future of 
the country. There was still a long, painful road ahead to win 
freedom and to safeguard national unity and independence, and 
the anti-fascist forces, partly divided among themselves, faced 
a n  obstruction in their path. This barrier consisted of rubble and 
moral debris from the many humiliating battles fought and lost 
on the national territory, and was further reinforced by older ram
pa rts where a rmed men stood, determined to keep it in place. 

I ta l y  wa not Yugos l av i a ,  where a lengthy armed struggle had 
f i rst  h - l ped to d i v  rt  Germa n troops from their Blitzkrieg on the 

I .  The per iod f r·om 1 94 7  to I �92 i s k no w n  in l m l y  ; ls  t he First Republ ic, whi le 
r hc i nst i t l l t ionu l n n  I pu r·ry-pol i r i ·n l  sysrcrn t hn t  rook shn 1  c n fter t he r is is  o f  1 992 
i s 1·d rr I to ns r hc S ·ond I epu h l ic. 
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Russian front and then advanced to victory in a national and civil 
war. It was not even France, militarily crushed and occupied, partly 
ruled by a para-fascist government imposed by the invaders, but 
with a long democratic tradition. The French resistance movement 
had taken up arms in 1 941 ,  won recognition from the interna
tional alliance, and liaised with an exile government in London 
under the credible figure of de Gaulle. It was no accident that Italy 
was the first country where fascism had imposed itself by force, 
enjoying twenty years of power in which to remould the state and 
its bureaucracy, to drive opponents into prison or exile, and to 
sink roots into mass culture. Having joined the war on the German 
side, Italy was now a country more 'occupied by the victors' than 
liberated. When the regime fell on 25 July 1943, it was due not to 
a revolt in the country but to a crisis within the ruling group, of 
which the king2 had prudently but reluctantly taken advantage. 
The people flocked into the streets to cheer their regained freedom 
and, above all, the promise of an end to the war. But those who 
took power were an oligarchy with scant interest in freedom. 
Political prisoners were released in dribs and drabs, while in the 
name of a 'continuing wartime emergency' the press was censored, 
demonstrations were banned, and anyone who refused to comply 
was courting arrest or a bullet. 

The aim was clear: to negotiate a separate peace with the Allies 
that would keep a semi-authoritarian state in place, in such a way 
that the masses remained immobile and the social order was pre
served. The talks dragged on for weeks behind closed doors, while 
the Germans had a free hand to occupy large parts of the country. 
The terms of the resulting Armistice of Cassibile were initially kept 
secret, not only because they amounted to unconditional surren
der, but also because the victor was given full power - at least until 
the end of the war - over political developments in territories grad
ually recaptured from the Germans, and because Marshal Pietro 
Badoglio's government remained formally in charge of the day
to-day running of the state. The armistice included no pooling of 
military resources to drive out the Germans more quickly, since at 
the time the Allies thought the way was open for them to advance 
without incurring any obligations to Italian forces. 

2. Vir r: orio Emanu le Ul, who r main  d K i 1  g of I t a l y  t h roughout r h  f:�s ·i t 
p ·rio I .  The cou n t ry finn I I  he ·n m n 1' 'I ubl i  · in 1 9  · fo l lowi lw; pi I i cit  . 
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The consequences were more disastrous than anyone had fore
seen. On 8 September 1 943 the king and Badoglio fled Rome, 
without leaving orders to oppose the Germans; the army dis
solved, despite a few isolated acts of heroic resistance, and the 
soldiers hurried back to their homes; people were in a state of utter 
confusion, not knowing whether to hate fascism more, for taking 
them into the war, or the monarchy for leaving them in the lurch; 
there was no attempt to keep Mussolini in secure custody, lest he 
join his forces in the North. Was this the result of felonious or 
incompetent behaviour? Not entirely, in my view. It was also part 
of a preconceived plan, which if the Allies had rapidly occupied 
the country would have had some chance of success (as in Japan) 
- with the help of a pope, Pius XII, who did not conceal that his 
main concern was the Communist threat. 

But it was not to be, because the front became stubbornly 
blocked at Monte Cassino, the Anzio landing failed to meet 
expectations, and the Americans and British had to move forces 
away in preparation for the Normandy landings. It was a tragic 
pause, but it gave both time and incentive for the political-military 
launching of a national liberation struggle. The first weeks were 
extremely difficult, as the Resistance set about collecting discarded 
or captured weapons and recruiting ex-soldiers and enthusiastic 
young people into uncoordinated groups in the mountains. But 
by the early months of 1 944, the anti-fascist parties were already 
working effectively together in liberation committees, which were 
recognized as the leadership of the struggle. In the large cities of 
the North, workers' strikes were sparked around basic economic 
demands, gradually becoming openly political, flanking partisan 
action though not yet coordinated with it, responding to indis
criminate fascist repression and forced enlistment. In this way the 
Resistance managed to influence broad sections of public opinion, 
and by the spring its take-off period was complete. Key parts were 
played by the network of Communist cadres formed in prison or 
the Spanish Civil War. The Allies had to take them into account 
and to weigh up their usefulness. 

When Togl iatti arrived, his potential base was caught up in a 
pa i r  o f  k notty problems th at needed to be swiftly disentangled, 
on rn i ng th cha racter and aims of the l i beration struggle and 

t h  a l l ian  t l  t would gi v i t  t he gr at st po s ible impetus. What 
wn t l • ri h t  w t o  ov r '< m · w, i r-a nd-s a t t i r ud and i n vo lv  a 
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majority of the population in its own deliverance? Which postwar 
outcomes were likely, and which should be fought for? Sharp divi
sions on these issues existed in both north and south, though to 
different degrees, and they threatened to paralyse, if not split, the 
anti-fascist forces as a whole. The first disagreement centred on 
relations with the monarchy and the Badoglio government, which 
the Allies had legitimated and were working with in the zones they 
occupied in their northward advance. All the anti-fascist parties, 
in both the south and the north, rejected more or less trenchantly 
the legitimacy of that regime, and refused to fight under its banner. 
But, whereas the parties of the Left (Partito d' Azione, Socialists, 
Communists) called for a republic and a government based on the 
National Liberation Committee that would put an end to equivo
cation and win the allegiance of the betrayed people, the moderate 
liberal forces wanted to compel or persuade Vittorio Emanuele to 
abdicate. They would then form a new government, which, though 
headed by a prime minister less compromised with the fascist regime, 
would maintain a line of continuity with the state that had existed 
before it. The Christian Democrat Party, only just reconstituted 
around the old leaders of the Partito Popolare, remained non-com
mittal, although some young people who were formed in Catholic 
Action were already active in the Resistance. The Communist Party 
itself conducted a lively internal debate: any agreement with the 
Badoglio government was unanimously ruled out, but, whereas the 
leading group in Rome (headed by Mauro Scoccimarro) considered 
this a priority issue, the milanesi around Luigi Longo did not want 
to waste too much time on diatribes, thinking that matters would 
sort themselves out with the development of the armed resist
ance. The Allies too were divided: Roosevelt, partly swayed by US 
public opinion, was hostile to the king and his government, while 
Churchill remained firm in his support for them, mistrustful or 
even contemptuous of the anti-fascist forces; the British, however, 
were the main military force in the Italian theatre. 

Togliatti cut through the knot in a few days. His proposal was 
that the question of the republic could remain open, pending a ref
erendum at the end of the war, and that Badoglio cou ld  rema i n  i n  
office with a government that included a l l  the ant i - fa sc i st forces, on 
condition that it waged war  aga inst  the fascists and the J rma ns, 
without a n y  more preva rica t ion,  so t ha t 1 a rt of t he n ·H iona l  
terri tory ou ld b e  l i b · ra t ·d at I ast s o m  · t i m l · f or • t l  · a r r i v a l  
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of Allied troops. With greater or lesser conviction, everyone soon 
accepted this proposal because of its intrinsic strengths: it was a 
realistic compromise, dictated by the internal and international 
relationship of forces, but it also gave a new boost to the armed 
struggle and the perspective of a people's uprising. It called on 
everyone to make the maximum effort, while guaranteeing that all 
would have space to vie for their views in the future. This would 
probably not have carried the day, however, without the authority 
and determination of the man who proposed it. Palmiro Togliatti, 
the undisputed leader of a force whose prestige had been earned 
on the battlefield, had the courage to argue bluntly for his posi
tion as if there were no alternative. Besides, Joseph Stalin - who 
enjoyed huge popularity, and not only among Communists, after 
Stalingrad and the Red Army's advance - had already created a 
fait accompli by recognizing the Badoglio government. 

Since then there has been much discussion about which of the 
two men instigated the policy, and which implemented it. But it 
is an artificial debate, since on this occasion at least the conver
gence was based on conviction, even if the two men's intentions 
were different. Stalin wanted to develop resistance in European 
countries still occupied by the Germans, to hasten the end of a 
war that was costing a huge loss of life; he did not wish to com
promise the Yalta agreement, or be drawn into supporting a series 
of civil wars in Western Europe that had little chance of success. 
Togliatti, for his part, rightly believed that only a unified armed 
struggle and a genuine popular uprising would enable the PCI to 
become a major force commanding widespread recognition, and 
allow Italy to consolidate its independence and tear up at least 
some of the deep roots of fascism. His policy soon secured results: 
the Allies explicitly recognized Italy's role as a co-belligerent, and 
the right of Italians to decide democratically upon the shape of 
their future institutions; the national liberation committees spread 
more rapidly on the ground; and new regions, new social groups 
( especi a lly farmers) and new political currents (especially Catholic 
ones)  streamed into the operations of the partisans. Over the fol
l o w i ng months, these conditions proved vital in overcoming the 
d i sor ien tat ion caused by the .i l l -omened 'Alexander declaration'3 

3. On '1 8  J u l y  1 94 Genera l AI xander, su preme cornma nclec of A l l ied forces 
in l rn ly, h, cl issued o pro I, mot ion l'iHH l i ssolvecl t h  fascist part y bu t  effec
t i vel y m n i n tn i ncd t he 1 crsonncl of r hc fnsc is t regime in posi t ions of a u t hori t y : 
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and the block on supplies to the Resistance that it had threatened 
to entail, and thus in preparing for the terrible winter ahead and 
the insurrection that led to the epic victory of 25 April 1945.  

But Togliatti had to face another problem, less immediate but 
more complex, after his return to Italy: the problem of tactics and 
strategy for the postwar period. This was already preying on the 
mind of the organizations, as well as the individuals, most deeply 
involved in the Resistance. Those who risked their lives fighting 
in the mountains, or risked deportation organizing strikes, were 
undoubtedly eager to drive out the Germans and liquidate their 
henchmen, to win freedom and redeem the nation. But they were 
also driven by more radical and ambitious objectives: they wanted 
the political, economic and military leaders who had supported 
fascism, and ultimately profited from it, to pay a just price for their 
actions; they wanted not only the restoration of pre-fascist institu
tions but a democracy open to control by the people, with worker 
participation in factory management. Many of them were also 
impatient to begin transforming society in a socialist direction. But 
how and when, and within what limits, could such ambitions be 
satisfied, given Italy's place in the international situation and the 
overall relationship of forces within Italian society itself? 

Stalin, still believing in the possibility of a favourable develop
ment of international relations - he had found an interlocutor in 
Roosevelt - and fearing an incipient tendency to cold war that 
might turn hot, did not veto any new course in advance. But nor 
did he provide any active encouragement, since his military victory 
and enhanced status in world politics strengthened his original 
misconception of a self-sufficient Soviet Union that would serve 
as a political guide and model. He therefore suggested tactical 
prudence to the Western Communist parties, with an unchanged 
strategy and ideology. Togliatti used the space this offered him, 
as well as the new strength of the PCI (whose limits and contra
dictions he nevertheless recognized), and moved boldly to make 
the Salerno turn the strategic starting point for a refoundation of 
Italian Communism. In speeches at Naples, Rome and Florence, 

'All administrative and judicial officials of provinces and communities and a l l  
other government munici pa l functionaries and em ployees, and a l l  officers a n d  
emp loyees of the state, mun ic ipa l or other pub l i c  services except su h offi  ·ia ls a n d  
pol itical leaders as a re r moved by me nrc r•q u i red to con t i nue i n per f o r r n n n  ·e o f  
t he i r  d u t ies s u b j  • · t to m y  d i r · · r ion . ' 



T H E  S A L E R N O  T U R N  5 1  

and again after the victory of 25 April, he put his cards on the 
table. It was neither possible nor desirable, he argued, to continue 
with ambiguous perspectives that failed to distinguish between the 
terms 'socialist democracy', 'people's democracy' and 'progressive 
democracy' .  The objective should be a democratic, multi-party 
democracy, with full guarantees for the freedoms of speech, press 
and religion, but constitutionally committed to a programme of 
deep social reforms and to regular participation of the workers and 
their organizations, which would guarantee national independence 
and a rejection of war and power blocs. There was no contradic
tion or Chinese wall between democracy and socialism that would 
have to be broken down soon through a new armed uprising. The 
road ahead called for a new party, a mass party - not only in the 
sense that it would be large in size, but also because people would 
join it on the grounds of its programme rather than its ideology. 
It would be capable of political action, not only propaganda, and 
while basing itself on the working class it would seek alliances 
with other social layers and the political forces that represented 
them. It would be cohesive and disciplined in action but allow 
space for discussion, solidly rooted in a world Communist move
ment but not taking any other party as a model to be imitated. 

Much remained to be fleshed out and clarified, but this was the 
first signal for the immediate construction and adoption of a new 
identity. This well-timed choice of perspectives and positioning 
claimed two major results in the decisive few years after the end 
of the war. First, a constitutional charter that was one of the most 
advanced in Europe in terms of values and guarantees, which, 
despite the intense political divisions of the time, was adopted by 
an overwhelming majority in 1 948 and has continued to hold to 
th i s  day, only slightly battered by numerous assaults; second, the 
birth of the largest Communist party in the West, whose simple 
presence stimulated the rise of other popular parties in Italy and 
ensured decades of active mass participation in politics. 

I t  can scarcely be denied that, in the context of its time, the 
Salerno turn achieved its main objectives and paved the way for 
a n u m be r  of poss ib le  sequels. But taking a longer view, and with 
r •g;m.i t o  the hope i t  aroused, the analysis and judgement have to 
I ' mor n uanced . 
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THE NATIONAL UNITY GOVERNMENTS, 1 944-7 

The years from 1945 to 1 948 were not only those of the Libera
tion, the Republic and the new constitutional charter. They were 
also a period of transition that saw the reshaping of society and 
the state, class relations and the conditions of life corresponding 
to them, economic reconstruction and Italy's place in the interna
tional order. This was the work of the national unity governments, 
whose scope gradually increased as the Allies relaxed their control, 
alongside an elected popular assembly that from 1 946 also exer
cised legislative functions. The Left, particularly the Communists, 
carried major weight in both branches - all the more so given the 
mobilization of the masses and the general climate of enthusiasm 
created by the national insurrection, the 'wind from the North'. 

The record of government action and early legislative meas
ures was rather meagre, however, both in their objectives and, 
even more, in what they achieved. 'Progressive democracy' existed 
only on paper, quite remote from the scrutiny, interests and hopes 
of the individuals and classes who had risked death or deporta
tion, and from the intentions of those who were writing it into the 
constitutional charter. Predictably, power was not even partially 
transferred to the national liberation committees. The partisans 
handed in their weapons, often without a grumble of protest; that 
too went as planned. Waves of unrest and isolated acts of violence 
were actively opposed by the Communists (and by none more than 
Longo) :  that was fair enough, at the end of a conflict that had also 
been a civil war. But it was neither just nor planned that the eradica
tion of fascism, so often demanded and promised, showed no real 
sign of happening in everyday reality, and kept being postponed 
until better times. No doubt this moderation was due to weighty 
objective factors. First, the calamitous situation of the produc
tive sector of the economy (and the services it needed in order to 
recover from dislocation),  as well as of the basic state administra
tive functions. Second, a string of electoral tests in which the whole 
nation (now including women) had spoken for the first time in 
decades and shown the Left to be a strong force but still a minority, 
with a sharp division between the north and south . The monarchy 
only just lost the referend um  on the futu re shape of the country's 
i n st i tution . And th i n terna t ional  i tuat ion r vea led t h  f i r  t s igns 
of cri is a mon t h  ma jor pow r of t h ' w rr i m  a l l  ia n · . 
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But these were not yet insuperable barriers. The parlous condi
tion of the economy and the state was the source of difficulties, 
but also of opportunities for reform, and served to delegitimize 
the classes that had brought it about. Moreover, the combined Left 
vote was over 40 per cent, and it was very difficult for a conserva
tive bloc to be successfully put together, given that anti-fascism 
still outweighed anti-Communism in the popular mind. 

There was still an interregnum on the international stage; not by 
chance was it between 1 945 and 1 949 that the Chinese revolution 
found the space to triumph without igniting a wider conflict. 

So why, in that brief transition between Resistance and cold 
war, was it not possible to carry through at least a partial and 
provisional programme of reforms, similar to the drafting of the 
constitutional charter (which, though always at risk and largely 
unimplemented for fifteen years or more, left a marker to be taken 
up in the future) ?  Can it be said that the Communists and Togliatti 
himself did the best they could, as they had in relation to the lib
eration struggle and the Salerno turn ? With the best will in the 
world, I honestly do not think it can. I have no intention of stir
ring up old polemics that were idle and unhealthy at the time, and 
are even more so today: for example regarding the disarming of 
the partisans, the failure to hand power to the national liberation 
committees, the amnesty law, the vote on Article 7,4 or the lack of 
nationalization - all the paraphernalia of the 'blocked revolution' 
debate. 

I would simply like to say something about what the Commu
nists in the government could have refused to accept or tried to 
push through, in a reasonable manner, even at the risk of a govern
mental crisis. Let us take a few examples. 

a)  Economic policy. After the brief and rather inconclusive 
parenthesis of the Parri government,S its successor headed by 
De Gasperi6 gave the effective leadership of economic policy to 

4.  A rticle 7 of the Constitution of the Italian Republic, which came into force 
on 1 .Ja n ua ry 1 94 8 ,  establ ished that relations between the state and the Catholic 
Church would be governed by the Lateran Pacts of 1 929. 

S .  F rru ·cio Pa rr i :  leader of the Partito I '  Azione, prime minister between .June 
; 1 1 1  I I) · t:mber 1 94 5 .  

6 .  A l ·id  0 Gasp •ri : foun ler an I I •ach of the Chris t ian Democrat Party, 

1 rim m i n i s t  r of ighr sue s · i v  �ov·r n m•nts bct w' n D· ·ember 1 94 5  and 
t\ u�u I' I . .1 . 
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ministers and governors who, though competent enough, were 
followers of the liberal school and somewhat antiquated in their 
approach: people like Epicarmo Corbino and Luigi Einaudi. Their 
main priorities were to reintroduce controls on incomes and pen
s ions, to restore order and authority at the workplace, and to ensure 
monetary stability. But they also had ambitions for the future that 
included restructuring and redundancies, as well as incentives for 
i nvestment and technological modernization, steering American 
a id towards large private corporations and gradually lowering 
customs barriers. The Left opposed this with a vision of rising 
consumption and rising employment - a gesture to Keynes (never 
read, never reflected upon),  but without a clear-cut content. It was 
an approach that had garnered both successes and failures. It had 
worked in the 1930s, when budget deficits had offered a realistic 
way to tackle an underconsumption crisis in a context of large 
excess capacity. But the postwar Italian crisis was quite different, 
involving structural weaknesses, technological backwardness and 
galloping inflation, so that a bold programme to revive production 
would have had to include elements of planning and investment
steering from the outset, as well as income redistribution to balance 
the reconstruction sacrifices necessary to control inflation. Other
wise it would have been unfeasible and widely repudiated. 

In fact, the economic programme of the Left remained at the 
level of generalities, useful only to back up trade union demands; 
wage struggles did take place, but they produced scant results 
and were undermined by redundancies and unemployment. Was 
anything else possible ? Could there not immediately have been 
struggles and mobilizations around tax policy? Could workers not 
have been given a charter of rights in relation to layoffs and collec
tive wage contracts, and a minimum of power over restructuring 
plans, new investments and the return of factories to their former 
owners ? Was it not possible to propose, or perhaps impose, a first 
but significant batch of land reforms: not perhaps 'land to those 
who till it', but at least abolition of the archaic sharecropping 
system, expropriation of large absentee landowners, and greater 
stability of farm contracts ? As for th e s izeable pub l ic i nd ustria l  
and bank ing sector, which fascism had been forced to crea te am id  
th  pressu re of the 1 930 cr i  i , cou ld  i t  n o t  h a v  b n r so.l u t  l y  
u d a a I v r for m a  ro- 'Onomi  p la n n i n  , no t  m r l y  a a 
su r 1 orr  f c  r J r i v  r n < nor  o l i  s ?  'o t i d  ·u n ·y r f c  rm n l t h  



L 

T H E  S A L E R N O  T U R N  5 5  

expropriation o f  war profits not have helped to improve the state 
of the public finances and to boost the first stages of reconstruc
tion, as in other European countries? 

All these battles were postponed, owing to the lack of clear 
definition and rigorous leadership. Only when the national unity 
policy was on the brink of collapse did the PCI launch a campaign 
for a 'new course', albeit without the enthusiasm it showed for di 
Vittorio's Labour Plan when it was already too late to act on it.7 

b) Reconstruction of the state. The state bureaucracy had 
hypertrophied in the fascist period, but its personnel had also been 
handpicked by the fascists, its powers redefined and the legislation 
covering it rewritten. The resulting problems could not be solved 
in draconian fashion: bureaucrats from the old regime could not 
simply be locked up or sent home en masse. But a purge at the top 
could have brought in a new personnel of intellectuals, non-politi
cal perhaps, but democratic. It would have been possible to tear up 
the repressive clauses in the Rocco code and elsewhere in criminal 
law,8 and to guarantee the independence of the whole judiciary. It 
would have been possible, without entirely reforming the educa
tional system established by Gentile, to eliminate the class barriers 
built into it, to revise syllabuses most blatantly in conflict with the 
new Republic, and to limit the powers of the academic barons. The 
autonomy and jurisdiction of local bureaucracies could have been 
broadened, and the power of prefects reduced. In short, it should 
have been possible to begin implementing what was written in the 
new Constitution. Yet this was not done, nor vigorously debated 
i n  parliament and the country. 

c )  Foreign policy. Italy's clout in international policy was very 
l i mited until the signing of the peace treaty. The cold war was 
::1 !  ready looming on the horizon, but this did not prevent the Italian 
or French Communists - while in government - from taking initia
ti ves ,  not merely on the propaganda level, to improve the situation. 
From the beginning, Togliatti emphasized the theme of national 
i ndependence and the rejection of new power blocs. But now it 

7. ( ; i ust:pl • di V i t t orio: leader of the Ital i an  General Confederation of Labour 
( < :< : I I . ), i n i t i a l l y  in · l usi vc but a fter ' 1 950 main ly  supported by the PCI and PSI 
Sm· in l i sls, u n t i l  h i s  d ·u r h  in 1 957.  Thl: La bour Plan that  he la unched i n  J 949-50 
1 1 1 11 i 1 1 l y  ·n i l ·d for an � l l l r i - ·y · l i ·a l progra mm · of larg '-s ·ale publ ic works. 

H.  Ho ·�o·o :o lc:  t h  r •vi� I p : nn l  ·o I ·  o f  1 930, so ·a l l  d , J fter t he jus t i c mi n
I N !  uf 1·h l'im , A l fr lo Ho · ·o. 
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would have been possible to go further - which, come to think 
of it, would also have been in the interests of the Soviet Union as 
he understood them. That is, after two world wars that had left 
Europe disarmed and without imperial fantasies, the PCI could 
have argued for the old continent to take the lead in promoting 
dialogue between the great powers and building global institu
tions to guarantee peace and international legality, and to shake 
off its onerous historical responsibility for colonialism. A coali
tion of forces, still a minority but with some real substance, could 
have been built around this idea. It could have encompassed states 
such as Switzerland, Finland and Austria that were now stably 
committed to neutralism; large social-democratic parties (Kurt 
Schumacher's SPD or the more cautious British Labour Party);  and 
a number of cultural and political currents or authoritative leaders 
( including, in France, the radical-democratic 'third force', sectors 
of Catholicism, Mendes-France or even, in one sense, de Gaulle), 
who, partly out of national pride, rejected the binary division of 
the world for moral and theoretical reasons. Dialogue among all 
these forces would not have been easy, but the initiative might I have caught on; only a decade later, it would have been able to link 
up with the neutralism of the Bandung conference. But no moves 
were made at the most auspicious moment, when the tragedy of � the war was fresh in people's minds and recent victories suggested 

· 

that the anti-fascist unity between different social systems might 
be prolonged. 

THE NEW PARTY 

I have dwelled on particular criticisms of the immediate postwar 
governments, but there is also a wider problem that would re
emerge later, in various ways: the question of a 'new road to \ 
socialism'. 

At the core of Togliatti's new strategy was the nexus between 
revolution and reforms, autonomy and unity, social conflict and 
institutional politics, involving a lengthy advance stage by stage, 
each tied to a historical period but inspired by a clear long-term 
purpose. As Togliatti freely acknowledged , it was not  a com pletel y  
new conception:  i t  w a s  present  i n  M a rx's thou h t, i n  t h b t ter 
period of  the Secon d  lnt  rna t iona l , and st i l l  1 < r · i t ; rnms  · i .  Th 
nov l ty was i ts r i t  t rod u · r iot i n to  t h  · v > i r·  >f ;< r n m u n ism, 
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its integration with the October Revolution, and the prospect of 
strengthening and developing it in the future. 

But a number of difficult conditions had to be met if this strat
egy was to be rigorously applied, for the first time, in practice; 
that is, if the programmatic nexus was not to end up in a minimal
ist reformism geared to compatibility with the system or, at the 
opposite extreme, to become a mere tactic for the accumulation of 
forces while awaiting a more favourable moment for the genuine 
revolutionary leap. To avoid these dangers, it was necessary to 
develop a clearer vision of the kind of society to be aimed at in 
the long term. The phase through which Italy was passing at the 
time and its scope for taking steps towards the ultimate goal, had 
also to be analysed. Wide and lasting social support had to be 
won, especially from the working classes, around a coherent pro
gramme; and a 'historic bloc' had to be constructed to pursue that 
programme as a real prospect. Finally, it was necessary to trans
form subaltern masses into an alternative leading class, capable of 
organizing social struggles and managing the spaces of power that 
were gradually captured. If, as Mao put it, a revolution is 'not a 
d inner party', a strong reformism is not the same as an intelligent 
pragmatism. 

In the immediate aftermath of the war, such conditions were 
l acking not only in reality but even in people's consciousness 
- and especially in the 'new party' that was supposed to be the 
key vehicle for overcoming the country's difficulties. The vision 
o f a mass party had come true, in an incredibly short time and 
with  results far beyond expectations. In 1 945 the PCI had a card
·a rry ing membership of 1 , 1 00,000, the majority of whom were 

ncr i ve; in 1 946 it reached the figure of two million, larger than 
: 1 n y  other Communist party in the West ( including France), and 
one of the largest in the world. Its strength was not ephemeral, not 
s i m p l y a byproduct of the emotions of the Liberation period or the 
t nyth  of the USSR; its organization held up for many years, despite 
d isnppoint ing setbacks and the conditions of the cold war. 

The soc ia l  compos i tion of the PCI was both a great resource and 
: 1  mn jor  prob lem . It was a c lass party such as perhaps had never 
1·x i stcd b · fore. Bu t  wha t  was that c lass, exact l y ?  Longo, with cus
l o 1 1 1 n ry ·u rt n  ss, one · sa id  a fter a t o u r  of the country that  it was 
not' n 1 ar ty I u t , ' t'< w I .  And I might  ad I ,  bas i ng my e l f bot h  on 
N l ntis t i ·s an I 0 1  n y < wn l i r ' · t kr < wl • lg  · nr t h  t i m  : a · rowd 
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of manual workers in industry and agriculture, many of whom 
had not completed elementary school and had trouble reading or 
understanding the national language, who were poorly informed 
about the world, who had had no experience of trade unions or 
political struggle ( even before fascism or in the years covered by 
the Vatican's non expedit),9 and who had then been exposed to all 
the rhetoric of fascism. Now they were taking their first steps in 
local Party branches, learning to write, to read books and news
papers, to understand the essentials of national history; and in 
the evenings, fired by a new passion, they would spontaneously 
gather in squares up and down the country to discuss the issues 
and form ideas of their own. The Communist cadres, whose job it 
was to organize and educate them, numbered no more than a few 
thousand and sometimes had to be brought in from different parts 
of the country. They too were mostly workers, trained through 
clandestine activity, the partisan struggle and the war in Spain - or 
else in the special school of prison and internment, where they 
had learned the ABC of Marxism-Leninism as imparted by the 
Comintern in the 1 930s, and strove to master the intricate rea
soning of the charismatic Togliatti. There were also a number of 
young intellectuals or students, who had turned against fascism 
and been recruited in the years immediately before the war, or had 
come straight from the partisan ranks. They were often valuably 
well-read, but more knowledgeable about the arts, literature or 
cinema (which the regime let pass) than about history or economic 
and political theory. 

The real leadership group, which discussed and adopted the 
decisions, was very small and of proven quality and loyalty. Only 
Togliatti (and, more marginally, Umberto Terraccini) had played 
any part in the founding experience of L'Ordine Nuovo. 10 The 
others, from very different backgrounds, had become Communists 
in the oscillating period of the Bordiga leadership/1 and under-

9. Non expedit ('it is not expedient' ) :  the policy of non-involvement in elec
tions and political activity, enjoined on Catholics after the formation of the 
Kingdom of ltaly in 1 86 1 .  

1 0. L'Ordine Nuovo: the weekly, founded i n  Turin i n  ] 9 ·1 9, w h ich became a 
ral lying point for the Communists who spl i t  away from t he I t a l i a n  Social ist 
.Party. 

l l . A madeo Bord iga's group fused w i t h  ; ra msc:i's I .'Ordine Nuouo grou p  i n  
1 9  I to form r h  :o m m u n ist Pn 1·ry o f  l r o l y, l u t  n f tr h is  n r rc:st i 1 1  I \12.1 h is n u t h O I ·
iry in r h  Pnrty lw ind l I 11 1 1  I he wns X I I I  • I in I Y.W. 
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gone the loss o f  Angelo Tasca12 and other dissidents. The group 
finally consolidated itself, with trouble but no repression, during 
the years of full Stalinist orthodoxy. Acting first out of discipline, 
but soon out of conviction (though not with full knowledge of 
the facts) ,  this leadership group had accepted the choices made by 
Togliatti. Pietro Secchia continued to harbour doubts (which he 
later made explicit) ,  believing that it might have been possible to 
obtain more from the partisan struggle, but also that it was neces
sary to prepare for a resurgence of reactionary forces. Longo, for 
his part, baldly admitted that 'you build socialism when you have 
power in your hands - and we don't yet have that'. 

In 1 947, then, for both material and cultural reasons, the mass 
party was still a long way from being the 'new party' advocated by 
Togliatti, and still further from Gramsci's 'collective intellectual' 
(capable of hegemony, generating the cultural and moral reform 
Italy had never had, gradually shaping the working class into the 
ruling class) .  Nor did it have the wealth of experience and capacity 
for debate that German Social Democracy had achieved by the end 
of the nineteenth century, or a leadership comparable to that of the 
Bolsheviks before the Russian Revolution, whose concentration of 
brilliant minds had been unique in Europe and rare in the whole 
history of politics. 

The PCI's shortcomings should not be overemphasized. After 
a l l ,  none of the other political and social forces was more pre
pared for the task of government. The divided Socialist Party 
wavered between contradictory positions: the extremist contor
tions of Lelio Basso and (at times) Rodolfo Morandi, the politique 
d'abord of Pietro Nenni, the breakaway by Giuseppe Saragat. The 
Christian Democrats soon proved their ability to collect votes, 
but De Gasperi had trouble steering the party with the unreliable 
a u thority of the Vatican. The real power to guide the Catholic 
masses, including many workers and farmers, lay firmly with a 
Pope who h ad always been more wary of Communism than of 
f a s  · i sm,  and who ran a formidable network of obedient cadres 
·over ing every v i l l age parish, university and religious association. 

The producti ve i n d u  tri a l  and agricu ltu ral bourgeoisie, politically 
d · I ·g i t i m izecl by i ts comp l ic i ty w i th fasc ism but  still bolstered by 

1 2 . A l lfl, ·lo OS 'Ll , llSHO ·in r I with 1\u k h n r i n  a n u  h is  SUJ J orr· rs i n  c hc So v i  t 
l l n ion, wn 1 II l f rom l' l  l n t y in l  
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i ts economic power, remained largely - as Gramsci, Gobetti or 
Dorso had foreseen - not only conservative but illiberal, and often 
inept and parasitic; it showed nothing like the mixture of reaction 
and modernizing dynamism typical of its counterparts in Germany 
and Japan. The state apparatuses had been noted for their sub
servience and incompetence long before the fascist period. And 
the diffuse intelligentsia, even when non-fascist, had remained 
- indeed, chosen to remain - in the wings of the great iconoclas
tic yet innovative debates and controversies which, for better or 
worse, had enlivened the first half of the century in Europe and the 
United States. Gramsci was still unknown, but even Pareto and 
Michels, Sraffa and Fermi, had gone abroad to work. It was a little 
while since Machiavelli's death . . .  

In short, the mass parties were more advanced than the society 
they represented. They could reach a progressive agreement when it 
was a question of defining institutional principles or arrangements: 
the Communists were then dealing with a secular or Catholic intel
lectual elite strongly linked to the Resistance (the likes of Giuseppe 
Dossetti or Piero Calamandrei) .  But when it came to challenging 
deeply rooted attitudes or specific centres of power in society, the 
road ahead would be long and hard, and the Party's ideas, strength 
and skill were still wanting. 

To educate and organize broad masses who had been down
trodden for centuries, to help them raise their heads and use them, 
was itself a great and lasting conquest - both for the PCI and for 
Italy. But it was not adequate to the task of dodging, or leaping, 
the new road block that lay just around the corner: the cold war, 
and the related political showdown among the founders of the 
First Republic. 



l 

On the Brink of the Third World War 

At this point in the book, I faced an unexpected difficulty that wa 
different from any other. For here I have to deal with a fifte n
year period of great risk (of a third world war), which neverthele 
ended with a relatively peaceful agreement between two antago
nistic systems. Everything seemed to be returning to how it had 
been before, yet the reality was a new world order destined to 
last for thirty years; everything in those times seemed frozen, yet 
they paved the way for huge changes that opened a new chapter 
of history. Here, not only individual or collective memory but also 
the 'benefit of hindsight' can obstruct critical reflection more than 
they assist it. 

The memory is not lost, so much as stiff and fragmentary. After 
all, they were years in which politics played a primary role, as 
never before or since; it became a collective passion, driven by the 
conviction that it was necessary either to defend the civilization in 
which we lived or to change it root and branch. Millions of people, 
from every social layer and with all manner of beliefs, participated 
in this process, adopting a conscious identity and choosing an affili
ation they considered permanent ( and which did indeed last longer 
r han one might have imagined) .  But they were also years of bitter 
conflict, when pol itics tended to be reduced to ideology, facts were 
conveniently selected or distorted, propaganda counted for more 
l hn n a rgurnent and loyalty more than a critical spirit. Personal 
· xp  •r i nc or oral t s timoni es endow d whole generations with 
i n  I • I il l m mori s,  w hi h lat r loubt or hoi mad i t  eas ier 
t o  �� �  r j w i t ! 1 r i  1 t l  n ul j ·t t< ·r i  i ·a l n, ly is. Ev n t oday, 
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in any discussion of the 1 950s in Italy, the Right uses schemas and 
language from 1 948; whereas those who reject them prefer to play 
down the conflict, considering it an episode imposed from abroad 
which the combined wisdom of De Gasperi and Togliatti - too 
often omitted from the picture - managed to keep under control 
and to close as soon as possible. 

The same applies to the 'benefit of hindsight'. Since the Third 
World War did not happen and the competition between the two 
systems ended without bloodshed, that harsh period of the 1950s 
becomes so much water under the bridge, with nothing to tell us 
except the obvious fact of its outcome. The great events of the 
second half of the century - so often the subject of analysis and 
debate - then appear separate from what immediately preceded 
them and, for good or ill, left its mark on them. 

Although it was then that I moved towards Communism, I too 
have tended to underestimate the significance of those harsh years, 
sticking to my convictions of the time and reacting with annoy
ance to belated, impromptu self-criticisms that actually deserved 
a longer, and better documented, reply. Forced now to draw up 
a balance sheet, I have been able to consult some recent, often 
little-known memoirs, as well as updated historical accounts and 
declassified archive material ( to be handled with caution, but not 
lacking in fresh insights). This has made me realize how important 
the period was as a whole, how many misjudgements or prejudices 1· cry out to be revised, and above all how many questions remain 
surprisingly elusive and in need of more convincing answers. 

�. The first task must be to clear up a curious misunderstanding. f 
No one would dispute that for those fifteen years international 
politics was the decisive and overriding element, including in the 
internal politics of each country. Yet, especially in Italy, the omis-
sions in relation to the cold war are striking and numerous, and the 
actual course of events is seldom examined. In fact, the meaning of 
the term is so generic, its specific reference so uncertain, that any 
discussion of it appears confused. 

THE LONGER COLD WAR 

To speak serious l y  of o ld wa 1� w need to d i  t ingu ish betw n 
two  t h i n  s: a h is t or ica I ph nom non of ons i  I ·  r bl  I u ra r ion ,  a t�' I 
n short  r p do I w h  1 I · l i k  l i h  o I >f n t l  i r  I w > l ' ld  war  l i  ·ta t · 1d 

I 
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certain preparations and was the reference point for everything 
else. 

In the first sense, the cold war had a clear beginning and end 
and constant protagonists, but was intermittent in character and 
variable in its forms and intensity. It began at the moment when 
long-subaltern classes and nations developed an ideology, built 
an organization and took advantage of favourable conditions 
to become a state by means of a revolution - a state whose land 
surface, resources and energies potentially equipped it to become 
a great power alongside others. This ushered in social, economic 
and geopolitical competition between the two systems, which was 
also expressed at the level of ideas. Alliances, trade-offs and, above 
all, armed might and the economic capacity to sustain it became a 
factor in the rivalry, either as an instrument with which to attack 
or threaten the other side, or as a means to resist such threats. The 
opening scene goes back as far as 1 9 1 8, when the major Western 
powers intervened informally but bloodily in the Russian civil war. 
This is worth emphasizing, because it occurred before the revolu
tion acquired a stable form, when the idea of crushing it in infancy 
might have remained little more than a vicious Tsarist dream. 

Shortly before the Germans surrendered in 1918 ,  they managed 
to snatch a significant chunk of the former Russian empire at the 
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk - an excision that was essentially confirmed 
by the Treaty of Versailles, and became a bone of contention again 
at the end of the Second World War. The victors of the first war 
sponsored or supported a series of assaults from every side to 
bring down the Soviet republic: Kornilov's army from the Baltic 
region, Kolchak's from Siberia, Denikin's from Crimea, Georgia 
and Turkestan, and Pilsudski's from Poland. What is less known, 
or has been forgotten, is that the Western intervention was not 
limited to political solidarity, funding, the supply of weapons and 
advisers and logistical support (which Churchill, then British war 
minister, publicly listed in accurate detail), but also involved the 
sending of combat troops into battle. In 1 9 1 9  the French foreign 
minister, Stephen Pichon, estimated the number of regular troops 
a n d  mercena ri es fighting alongside the Whites at 140,000 for 
F ra nce, 1 90,000 for Roma n ia ,  1 40,000 for Britain and 140,000 
for Serbi a .  The A mer ican a n d  J apa nese avo ided d i rect i n volve
, ,  n t ,  b I t t h  y prov i d  c l  loans  a n d  j o i n  l y  occu pied V l a d i vostock 
nr d < t h  · r Far E· s c n p< r·ts to n s u r  t ha t  ·on 1 1 1 L l n i  ·, c ion rou t  s 
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remained trouble-free. Local satrapies made i t  difficult to  coor
dinate attacks, while official corruption and savage plunder and 
abuses by the rag-tag-and-bobtail White armies alienated wavering 
populations and transformed early successes into costly retreats. 
Their enemy was poorly armed and had to organize on the hoof, 
but it knew what it was fighting for and had a solid leadership. 
In the end, the interventionist capitals aroused the hostility of a 
war-weary public opinion; the costs were too high, success too 
improbable. 

The long cold war was not formally declared, nor was it by 
any means cold: millions died in battle or from starvation and 
disease. Unexpectedly, the Bolsheviks emerged victorious from a 
conflict that had been both domestic and international. This was 
one reason for the debate that divided them in the 1920s - the 
most candid and painful of their history. Should armed support 
be given to the revolutionary thrust in key countries that might 
pierce the isolation of devastated Russia ? Should force be used to 
consolidate the Soviet state itself, and to embark on the 'impossi
ble goal' of socialism in one country? It became clear that Stalin's 
support of that goal, which won through and was never revoked, 
did not entail an opening-up of the regime or a brake on economic 
planning. It did imply a cautious, realistic assessment of the inter
national relationship of forces, which, with rare lapses, remained 
a permanent feature of Soviet external policy. 

A period of more normal international relations ensued in the 
1 920s - for example, as a result of the Rapallo pact with Germany. 
But then the cold war tendency gathered momentum again, even if 
the Nazi menace complicated the picture in the 1930s. Thanks to 
the large number of data, documents, memoirs and private letters 
that have lately become available, it is easier to understand how 
the long period of sufferance in the West that enabled Hitler to 
build up to war, and to score early victories in it, was linked to 
the hope of turning his aggression against the Soviet Union. It was 
a crazy objective, because if it had worked it would have made it 
almost impossible for the Western democracies to beat Nazism on 
the battlefield; it would have forced them instead into unsustain
able compromises, and opened the way to limitless use of force. 

The broad a nti-fa scist a l l i anc , part ly  i mpo d by neces i ty b,ut 
ry ta l l i z i ng i n to a f rv nt h p for t h  futur  , l a r  d th f i  lp 

>f t h  t i n  ·u bu b u  n l  for a hor r i m  , nd 1 o ·om I t �Y· 
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Worrying signs already appeared at the height of the Second World 
War, especially after Stalingrad and the Red Army advance, when 
victory seemed just a matter of time and thoughts began to turn to 
the future balance of power. One thinks of Churchill's proposal for 
spheres of influence in Eastern Europe, accepted by Stalin, or of the 
differences among the Allies over military strategy (the continual 
and costly postponement of a 'second front', then the question of 
whether to open it in Normandy, where it would be most effective, 
or in less practicable areas of the Mediterranean and Balkans, to 
keep the USSR at a distance) .  

In  any event, the long cold war persisted for decades. After the 
danger of a third world war diminished, the rivalry shifted to non
military fields; but it was constantly interrupted by unruly regional 
crises and accompanied with a reckless arms race. It ran through 
the whole of the 'short twentieth century' and came to an end only 
when one of the contestants wound itself up, in 1 989. 

The intermittent siege of the Soviet Union cannot explain away 
the degenerate aspects that finally led to its collapse; these had 
other causes. Still less do I intend it to excuse the late and foot
dragging manner in which the PCI distanced itself from Moscow, 
when it was both necessary and possible for it to do so. But it 
seems equally dishonest to ignore the extent to which the external 
threat weighed on events, or to apportion the blame for them in a 
Solomonic spirit. 

THE GREAT SURPRIS E  

The term cold war may also refer, more specifically, to the sudden 
and surprising shift in the international situation beginning in 
1946, which conjured up the real danger of a third world war. A 
danger that rapidly grew, before gradually receding again. 

How are we to explain the fact that only months after the end of 
a massive war that had cost millions of lives and immense destruc
t ion, i n  which each member of the victorious coalition had been 
necessary, governments and nations were speaking of another, even 
worse war to come - despite the fact that agreements had been 
signed and  solemn u nderta k ings g iven to cooperate for a lasting 
p -ac , a n d  t ha t  gr a t  n w i nst itut ions were being born to ensure a 
p a ·  fu l so l u t ion t o  fu t u r e l i . p u tes? Who and  what  was respon
s i l l ', i n  w h i  ·h l gr , fot· t h i s  sud  I n I ·va m r ing  t u rnaround ? 
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How did the new prospect take root in people's minds: through 
what specific acts, in which temporal sequence, by virtue of which 
arguments? How close did the world come to catastrophe? What 
price, both immediate and long term, was paid for depicting the 
conflict as a life-and-death struggle between civilizations, in which 
sooner or later force could not but have the final say? 

Looking back almost afresh at these questions, as we are able 
to do today, I have formed a slightly changed view, which is a 
little clearer than the one I had at the beginning. The 'new cold 
war', especially at first, was a free, conscious and unilateral option 
embraced for various reasons by all the major (and many minor) 
Western capitalist powers, which also came to include the countries 
against which they had recently been fighting. This choice soon 
won the active support of many political forces on the Left, and 
gradually percolated through to a majority of the public, by means 
of a persuasive propaganda campaign largely based on manipula
tion. The fault of the Communists and their few Socialist allies was 
not that they provoked or fuelled the new cold war, but that they 
had not seen or wanted to see it coming, that their response to it 
served to encourage rather than obstruct its progress, and that, not 
by accident, they committed many mistakes that made the risks 
and the costs greater for themselves. 

THE NEW C O LD WAR 

I would date the outbreak of the new cold war from the day of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt's death, since it is both too much and too 
little to present him in time-honoured fashion as the man of the 
New Deal and the wartime alliance. 

Too much, because when he became president ten years earlier 
he had seen the necessity for action but had not been able to offer 
a clear vision, still less a solidly based theory, of the reforms that 
were necessary to address the great economic crisis afflicting the 
United States and the world. His new economic policy only gradu

ally took shape (Keynes offered him a considered plan after 1 935) ;  
i t  scored early successes, but then encountered i n tractab le  obstacles 
and was in danger of peteri ng out by 1 93 8 .  As to the wa r aga i ns t  
fascism, America n pub l ic  opin ion w a  so host i l  to th i  i d  a t ha t  
J a pan 's a t of aggr ssion i n  Asia w n t  u n  h ·k d for y 'ar  , nd  
Roc s v • I t ·ou l  J t f i rs t  lo 1 o mor • t h , n ff I >. ns  1 J w"�P  > 1  s 



ON THE B R I N K  OF THE T H I R D  W O R L D  WA R 6 7  

for the struggle against Hitler in Europe. Only in 1 942 did Pearl 
Harbor give him the green light for intervention. 

Too little, because Roosevelt inspired the process that brought 
a 'possible America' into the light of day, encouraging intellectual 
circles, a new trade union organization and a radical democratic 
impetus. Above all, these two experiences - the economic crisis 
and reforms, the international anti-fascist coalition - shaped a 
long-term horizon for his own thinking and action. 

The crude attacks against Roosevelt after his death, accusing 
him of having divided the world and handed a large part of it 
over to the Soviet adversary, were completely unfounded. Roo
sevelt was neither a pushover nor a dreamer. He was a bourgeois 
strategist, as were Keynes and the late Schumpeter, persuaded that 
capitalism could and should spread through peaceful, constructive 
competition, so long as colonialism was gradually eliminated and 
a democratic system of government proved capable of regulating 
and steering the spontaneous appetites of the markets. He was 
further convinced that the United States possessed the strength and 
the ideas to achieve this. As a matter of fact, the world was not 
shared out at Yalta. Apart from negotiations on specific points, 
many of them unresolved, the discussion mainly focused on pros
pects and methods, and the solemn undertaking by both sides to 
rule out another world war in the decades ahead. Not by chance 
did it attach so much weight to a future international organiza
tion, underwritten by the great powers, which would not end in 
the laughable impotence of the League of Nations. In this connec
tion - as we can see from the memoirs of Harry Hopkins, Cordell 
H ull and ( indirectly) Sherwood Anderson - everyone agreed that 
a stable international organization would be necessary to preserve 
tbe peace, even when a new generation that had not experienced the 
horrors of the Second World War had taken the reins of power. 

Those who put Roosevelt 'on trial' soon afterwards had to prove, 
however, that his vision was only one of the 'possible Americas'. 
The man he had chosen to succeed him, Harry Truman, did indeed 
have a v i s ion of his own:  he began by declaring that he had not 
read a s i ngle document from the Tehran and Yalta conferences, 
s w i ft l y rep la  eel th US foreign pol icy staff, promoted a con
s • rva t i v  R � u b l i  an ( A rt h u r  Vand n b  rg) to the Senate Foreign 
R Ia  i ms ,01 m i t t  , an in J u l y  1 4 5  I r l i p  at Po t dam hi v1 w 
ti t t i t w • .  I • s . to .  t< r 'mo l l '( I '!lin  t l  . Russi I , 
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The point was driven home in deeds as well as words, when the 
first atom bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 
August 1 945 - a decision that served not only to finish off the tot
tering Japanese, but also, more or less deliberately, to display the 
new balance of forces to Russia and the world. Soon the American 
establishment was openly wondering whether the Soviet Union 
would be capable of acquiring the new weapon, and in what space 
of time. Could anything be done to stop them? The scientists who 
had developed atomic energy took the initiative in a lively interna
tional debate about how it could be controlled, but nothing came 
of this. However, the times were not yet ripe politically for a doc
trine of pre-emptive war, and the threat to use the bomb was put on 
ice until MacArthur revived it a few years later during the Korean 
War. Meanwhile, the slide into a new cold war showed no sign of 
slowing. Everyone has heard of Winston Churchill's 'Iron Curtain' 
speech in Fulton in March 1946, but few know where Fulton is or 
why the speech made such an impact. At the time Churchill was 
no longer head of the UK government, since the Labour Party had 
won a resounding victory in the postwar elections. It might seem 
that he was expressing no more than his own opinion, however 
authoritative, at a small-town college in Missouri. But this was the 
state for which Truman had previously served as senator. Church
ill had travelled to Washington for an interview with Truman, 
and the president in turn went down to Fulton to hear him. It 
was worth it. Churchill's analysis was fresh, and his proposals 
crystal clear. 

The Fulton speech made a huge impact, both among those who 
warmed to it and among those who were alarmed by its tone. For 
the speaker did not appear as an old man defeated electorally in his 
own country, but rather as a senior statesman seated alongside the 
president of the world's greatest power; this setting gave his asser
tions the eloquence of a new long-term strategy. 'Nobody knows,' 
he argued, 'what Soviet Russia and its Communist international 
organization intend to do in the immediate future, or what are the 
limits, if any, to their expansive and proselytizing tendencies.' If 
a new tyranny was to be avoided, there could be no repeat of the 
appeasement of Hitler; the military and pol it ica l supremacy of  the 
West had to be reasserted at a l l  ost . 

The atom bom b 01 i ro h i m  nd Nag 
I ar m s s  . A n  I h r i t  i n  mi 1  I ha h 

a k i  had a i r  a l y  n t  
r i t i .  h n Am n · ns 

! 
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were jointly engaged i n  a new race for weapons o f  mass destruc
tion, we can measure the new distance from their wartime ally, a 
nation ravaged like no other. Yet lending to the USSR was stopped, 
at the same time that Communists were driven out of government 
in the West. In breaking with Roosevelt's policy, the Fulton speech 
marked a sharp turn towards a completely different global order. 

Churchill himself repeated his ideas in Europe, adding in 
1 947 that his aim was to achieve a continental unity; the 'whole 
purpose of a united democratic Europe was to give decisive guar
antees against aggression.' But the Fulton speech also encountered 
hard-headed objections within the American and European ruling 
classes (and also among the Social Democratic parties 'behind the 
Iron Curtain' ) .  For the conservative political commentator Walter 
Lippmann, it was obvious that the United States and the Soviet 
Union could never win a war with each other outright, but only 
embark on a conflict that would continue ad infinitum in a snarl 
of civil wars, famines, devastation and annihilation. 

In 194 7, first in a speech, then in a document agreed with the 
new Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, Truman officially endorsed 
Churchill's earlier analysis and proposal, adding a few touches of 
his own that sanctified the defence of private property. The whole 
thing was then dressed up as the 'Truman Doctrine' and the 'con
tainment strategy', but the real idea behind it was to lay siege 
to the Soviet Union. Indeed the influential civil servant George 
Keenan, credited with formulating the idea of 'containment', soon 
changed his mind. Nor was it just a question of words: unambigu
ous actions were taken at the same time, although they have since 
been ignored or forgotten. Gradually a chain of American bases 
was put in place, while bombers equipped with nuclear weapons 
remained constantly airborne. Communists were driven out of 
every government in which they still participated. 

We should also mention a few events linked to the running of 
particular territories, some of which would merit more detailed 
attention and might come as a surprise. 

The American occupation of Japan, dispensing with any con
su l tat ion, estab l i shed the permanent right to a direct military 
presence ( w h i  h conti nues to th is  day), virtually dictated Japan's 
n w on ti u t ion,  and onfi rrn d the po i ti ons  of Emperor Hiro
h i to  a1 I t h  on mi na t  who had ba nkro l l  d the Japanese 
w r ff rt  I ,. u b 1 
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The French drive to restore their colony in Indochina, with the 
help of scattered Japanese forces, detached Vietnam from Cambo
dia and Laos and succeeded in confining the zone liberated by Ho 
Chi Minh's nationalists to a small area close to the Chinese fron
tier. The well-known sequel stretched over nearly thirty years. 

In Indonesia, British and Dutch forces re-established colonial 
rule, overthrowing Sukarno's new independent government and 
provisionally severing the largest and richest islands from the rest. 

The Iranian government was pressured into ending any Soviet 
presence in its country, and even to break off the commercial agree
ments that had allowed it to sell oil to the USSR at higher prices 
than those operated by Western companies. 

The Turkish guarantee of free passage through the Dardanelles 
was revoked, with major implications for the Soviet Union in 
particular. 

The French and British independently moved to redraw fron
tiers or to set up new satellite states in the Middle East, as a means 
of safeguarding their oil supplies. 

Washington stubbornly resisted the entry of newly emerging 
states into the United Nations, in order to retain a majority in the 
General Assembly based on the bloc of South American countries; 
a special dispensation was granted to Peron's Argentina, despite 
its pro-Axis stance during the war. Later, Chiang Kai-shek was 
granted a seat on the Security Council almost as a hereditary right, 
although by then he controlled no more than the offshore island 
of Formosa (Taiwan) .  

Violent repression in  Africa (from Madagascar to  Kenya, Congo 
to Algeria, Mozambique to Angola) kept a lid on that continent. 

I could go on, but this suffices for a brief look around a world 
in which Eastern Europe was for decades presented as the only 
instance of 'oppressed peoples' .  More needs to be said, however, 
about two particularly important cases: Greece and China. 

Greece rightly figured in Italian political debate as a warning 
of what could happen to the kind of abortive uprising that the 
Italian Communists had avoided. It was a convincing argument, 
and was borne out by later events, but it also helped to o bscu re 
memories of the time and to d istort the j udgement made of i t .  
For the Greek s ituat ion d i d  not come a bo u t  a s  a r s u l t  o f  a rm d 
i n s u rrection by a m i l  or i ty, a n d  t h  o m m u n i  ts l i d  not  i n i t i a l l y  
p l a y  t h  m a j o r  rol  ' .  N, t io 1  a l  r •s isr· 1 • a t · I 
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grown ever stronger during the war years, fighting fascist aggres
sion and German occupation until they managed to liberate the 
country before the Allies arrived. This struggle produced a strong 
organization, the National Liberation Front (EAM), whose objec
tive was a freely elected government that would prevent the return 
of the monarchy (which in its time had handed power to the 
para-fascist Metaxas regime) and exclude all who had openly col
laborated with the Germans. The British wanted almost the exact 
opposite, and tried to impose it by bombing Athens and firing on 
peaceful demonstrators, using a pliant Papandreou as cover, then 
rejecting a compromise agreement even with the moderate liberal 
Sophoulis. This is what provoked the guerrilla campaign, which 
the Soviet Union could not be seen to support, and which only the 
Yugoslavs and Bulgarians assisted from across their frontiers. It 
was the first and crudest application of external force to shore up 
one of the new 'spheres of influence'. Greece's guerrilla war was a 
(failed) response to the violent subjugation of a sovereign nation. 

Even more overlooked, though much more important, is 
what happened in China immediately after the war. For years 
Manchuria - then the industrial heartland - had been occupied 
by the Japanese, who gradually extended their control to the large 
cities ( Beijing, Nanjing, Shanghai) through a series of horrific mas
sacres. Two distinct armed resistance movements opposed this 
occupation: the official Chinese government in the south of the 
country, resting only on the legitimacy of an army organized by 
the Kuomintang and enjoying international recognition (some
what by default); and Mao's peasant army, which gradually won 
control of large swathes of mainly agricultural territory, carried 
out a series of social reforms and established new institutions. 
These two forces not only acted independently of each other, but 
had repeatedly clashed since 1926, as Chiang's army attempted 
(at  times with apparent success) to crush the Communists and 
t he nascent peasant rebellion. The clashes continued during the 
Second Wor ld  War, when Ch iang tried on several occasions to 
reach a modus vivendi with the Japanese in order to free him to 
dea l w ith a n  equ a l ly dangerous adversary. Meanwhile, the Allied 
powers k new l i t t l e a bou t  what was going on in Ch ina  and were 
u nab l  t o  i n t '" rv 'n d i r  · t l y. A ft r Pea r l  Ha rbor they tried to help 
t h  • <1 1  t i - . f ap n s st r l l ggl  , ma i n ly by ·ha n ne l l i ng a i  I ro t h  gov rn
' 1 ·n r  f< r · •s; r h  • n ri · n � 1 .  r, l .f <  s 1 h S r i l w  · I I ,  i n  h is ·a pa i t y  
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as chief of staff in Chiang's army, tried to coordinate the various 
forces in the field but met with such hostility from Chiang that he 
was forced to leave the country. 

Thus, with Japan on the brink of collapse, a huge and complex 
political problem arose as to how the world's most populous 
country would be ruled. The initial idea, of course, was a coalition 
government, and the Americans - the only Allied power repre
sented in that sector - sent out two emissaries (Patrick Hurley and 
later General Marshall) to investigate whether such a solution 
was possible. Hurley first met Mao - the tougher nut to crack 
- and was soon reporting that he had found him encouragingly 
amenable to a deal, so long as it was a genuine compromise that 
respected the balance of forces on the ground. But Chiang imposed 
three prior conditions: that the Communists should withdraw 
from their liberated zones, cancel the reforms they had already 
implemented, and merge their forces into the Nationalist army. 
This put paid to any agreement, and soon afterwards Chiang 
marched north in an attempt to decide the issue by force. Mar
shall could not prevent this; the new administration in Washington 
was neither willing nor able to break its alliance with Chiang, and 
so it supported his recklessness with money, aircraft and pilots, 
while realizing that the Kuomintang was so divided, corrupt and 
unpopular that victory was impossible. The first, and certainly the 
most important, contest in the new cold war was gradually lost by 
those who had promoted it. Then Washington refused to recognize 
Mao's China diplomatically, unleashing a crisis in the UN and the 
Security Council. 

Whatever one thinks of the social system and ideology of the 
two camps, this indisputable sequence of facts and accompanying 
discourses demonstrates that the initiative for the new cold war 
came almost entirely from the major Western powers, and that 
they had already marked Communism down as the new enemy. 

THE INVENTION OF THE ATLANTIC PACT 

The force that drove this sudden radical shift, and later gave it 
direction, was not only geopolitical and military. There were other 
factors more directly l inked to the i n tern a l  pol .it ics of each country, 
to th restoration or redefi n i t ion of it oci a l  yst m, a nd to the 
hi rar hi I r I c ion  h i p  m n t 1  na  1 n of  t h  .world . 

I 

/ 



ON T H E  B R I N K  OF T H E  T H I R D  W O R L D  WAR 7 3  

First among these was the economic factor, symbolized by the 
Marshall Plan. Here our analysis needs to be more complex, and 
our judgement less clear-cut, than it has been hitherto. The Ameri
can offer of economic aid to countries whose productive apparatus 
lay in ruins, and which lacked the financial means to rebuild it, was 
in itself an intelligent idea. It could be associated with a number of 
very different policies: removal of East European countries from 
the Soviet sphere of influence and isolation of their economies at a 
very difficult moment for them; gradual opening up of commercial 
and cultural relations between different economic systems, reward
ing European capitalist countries for their full and rapid alignment 
with US foreign policy; or the weaning away of former empires 
from their remaining colonies, by reshaping their economic poli
cies and overcoming their internecine conflicts (which had led to 
fascism and two world wars) .  

In the context of the new cold war, the first of these orientations 
prevailed over the others. In this sense, the Marshall Plan func
tioned as an accelerator of political change, since the offer of aid 
was selective and came with evident strings attached. Before it was 
proposed, the Soviet Union - which had suffered the gravest losses 
in the war - had requested not aid but a simple loan from the United 
States, as well as indemnities from the countries which had invaded 
it. Washington did not grant the loan - indeed, even before the war 
was over, the Senate blocked the Lend Lease legislation that it had 
supported until then. When the terms of the Marshall Plan were 
announced, the USSR suddenly found itself excluded from the list 
of beneficiaries. Various countries of Eastern Europe that still had 
multiparty systems expressed an interest in the Plan nonetheless, 
but they, and they alone, had to meet a number of stringent condi
tions, such as an end to their still very cautious economic reforms, 
and agreement with donors about how and where the aid would 
be invested. The talks therefore came to nothing. As to Western 
Europe, the political quid pro quo was already implicit and readily 
accepted: expulsion of Communists from government, and invest
ment of Marshall aid above all in large-scale private industry. 
Preparat ions were already under way for the Atlantic Pact, as a 
perm a n ent US- led m i l ita ry a l l i a nce. Economic aid and security in 
r tu rn for l i m i t  d o v  r ign t y :  t he trade-off was clear enough. 

B u t  i wou l d  b f t iou and m i  I d i ng r ot to m · nt ion t h a t, 
f r d > r  i l l , t l  r w c h i t  r to h M rsh a l l  P lan  
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that the Communists should have grasped as the years went by. 
For all his aggressive crudeness, Truman was not actually seeking 
to impose a return to either Hoover's free tradism or Taft's iso
lationism. The harsh lessons of the great economic crisis and the 
world war made a grander ambition both necessary and possible; 
the conflict with the Soviet Union was the primary issue, but it was 
also the means to a new global order based on American hegem
ony. So the aim of the Marshall Plan was not to restore an earlier 
economic policy in countries with a partly developed economy, nor 
to prevent the export of advanced technology, nor to breathe life 
back into old-style protectionism, but rather to stimulate a form of 
subaltern modernization and integration, in Germany, Japan and 
Italy first and foremost. In the underdeveloped world, American 
policy certainly helped to thwart liberation movements, but not to 
block decolonization processes. It paved the way for new forms of 
dependence at the level of lifestyle, mass culture and consumption 
patterns, attempting to spread the 'American way of life' shorn of 
the impurities of New Deal progressivism - all, of course, within 
the confines set by a hard-line, dyed-in-the-wool anti-Commu
nism. Anything that stepped outside those limits would be inviting 
repression, support for reactionary regimes, military threats -
hence rearmament and the spectre of a new war. 

The new cold war involved one final component, the most sur
prising and revealing of all. How and why, especially in Europe, 
did the dangerous new policy find such broad support, among 
populations initially moved by different feelings and different 
fears, and even among political forces that had played an active 
role in the anti-fascist resistance and shared the hopes of peace 
and dialogue that had seemed inseparable from it? The surprise is 
not so much the persistence of anti-Communism - which had deep 
roots and respectable justifications and, once the danger was over, 
could revive around the theme of democracy - but the fact that the 
social, political and cultural contest served to legitimize an arms 
race and preparations for war against a new enemy. No doubt 
this can be explained - and was explained - by the growing fear, 
bordering on hysteria, of an imminent Soviet attack. But it was an 
utterly groundless fear, contradicted by tne rea l shape of th ings 
and even by the words of many cold  wa rriors in Amer.ica . 

How ver un  lerhand th i n c  n t ions and  inord i na t  th a mbi-
t ion t ha t  mi rht  l t r ibu t  J to St , l in,  t l  Sov i • r  U�1 ion, ·s r  · · in l l y 
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in  the early postwar years, was in  no position to  attack anyone 
beyond the often shaky territories it had acquired. It was exhausted 
by war. Twenty million of its citizens were dead (com pa re th is  
with 450,000 British, 400,000 Americans, or even seven m i l l ion 
Germans), and countless others wounded or crippled; it wou ld t a l  
ten years for the population to return to its prewar level, v n i f  
the recaptured territories are included. The 'horseless soldier wi t h 
calloused hands'1 had more to live for than another war. Indu ry 
had been dispersed in various parts of the country, and need d 
be reorganized. Fertile farmland had been laid waste by retreati n 
and reconquering armies, 70,000 villages burned to the ground,  
whole cities demolished. People often went hungry, and in 1 94 
there was again a widespread famine. Per capita income stood wel l 
below the level of 1 93 8 .  Twenty-five million people were homeless; 
manpower was in short supply for the first time, so that the size of 
the army had to be cut at a stroke from twelve to two million; most 
of the men made their way back home on foot or on horseback, 
because the railways were in bad repair and there was a shortage 
of motor vehicles. Productive capacity declined in 1 945, and again 
in 1 946 and 1 947. Western Europe, by contrast, had few weapons 
but (even in Germany) an efficient industry to produce them; and 
the United States stood behind and above it, output up 40 per 
cent since the beginning of the war, productive capacity more than 
doubled, new technologies coming on stream, military bases and 
troops all around the world, often on the very borders of the cold
war adversary. And it had the atom bomb. Some congressmen and 
generals were speaking of a pre-emptive war, before America's 
overwhelming superiority was whittled down. 

Which madman in Moscow would dream of sending anyone 
to occupy the Place de la Concorde or St Peter's Square? Yet not 
only bigots and illiterates, but even educated opinion in countries 
awash with world news became convinced that an attack from the 
East was imminent. Why? Manipulation certainly played a major 
role, cynically building on ancient fanaticism not yet laid to rest, 
and on the expediency of doing something to deserve American 
a id. Perhaps there was also some ideological investment for the 

1 .  The a l l us ion is to t he open i ng l i nes of La Guardia rossa, the 'anthem' of 
t he ,o m m u n ist ;ar iba ld i  brign I s of t h  wa r t i rn  · ·  resi ranee: 'Ecco s'avanza uno 
stn1 1 10  sol laro/vi •n la i i ' C  1 · i  ' 1 1 !"C non mont a d ·st ri ·r/la man . , , l losa ed i l  volto 
n l l ronznt >I i l  pi L l  111 1orio�o d i t" u r t i  i IIIl i  1·ri 1·. ' 
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future. In my view, however, something more tangible and less 
avowable contributed to the success of that mobilization. Several 
key European countries were apprehensive of the collapse of a 
colonial system that had for centuries been integral to the national 
identity, providing resources and markets, raw materials at knock
down prices, and unpaid labour, whose profits were at least to 
some extent shared with the subaltern classes. 

Let us take the extreme example of Britain, for which there is 
ample documentation. In the 1 930s, the Conservative government 
had been so worried about change in the world that it had led the 
country into protracted appeasement of Nazism. The Labour Party 
opposed this and, during the war, developed a sincere sympathy 
and tolerance towards the Soviet Union. After forming a govern
ment in 1945, it did more than other European Socialist party to 
reform the social-economic system, basing itself on the Keynesian
inspired Beveridge report and the dynamism of men like Aneurin 
Bevan. But the opposite happened in the sphere of foreign policy: 
Labour adopted the line put forward by Churchill at Fulton, and 
the foreign secretary, Ernest Bevin, became one of its most zealous 
practitioners. The explanation for this is simple, as Keynes spelled 
out in a confidential memorandum to the government: Britain 
could not bear the cost both of building the welfare state and of 
keeping or regaining its colonial empire; it had to be one or the 
other. Special economic, political and military support from the 
Americans was necessary to put off this choice ( and doubtless not 
for long). The dream of saving the empire was 'worth a Mass' on 
the Atlantic altar, even for socialists, and much of their electorate 
was induced to accept the price. 

Italy is another limiting case that deserves a mention. It did not 
have profitable colonies to regain, nor could it have recovered the 
few it had lost, but there too a special international factor entered 
the picture from the beginning. I am not referring so much to the 
question of Trieste, which caused such uproar but for which a solu
tion was soon cobbled together, as to the polemics over Eastern 
Europe. I would not venture to say that this was a primordial factor, 
but I do believe its importance has been overlooked in the evolution 
of the country's largest party and public attitudes: I am speak ing, of 
course, of the Cathol ic b urch and th orientation of its h ierarchy. 
The pope a t  th t im , P i L l  X I I , had a l way  r a rd d th ommu-
n i  ts a h m i n  n my - t l  d [  h I I  d h m in 
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Bull in  1949 that excommunicated Party members and active sym
pathizers. Roosevelt's first contact with him was in 1 945, during 
the days commemorating the Fosse Ardeatine massacre2 and the 
deportations of Italian Jews, when a shocked envoy reported that 
Pius's main preoccupation had been with the Communist partisans 
in the surrounding countryside. Two years later, the same pope 
found himself facing an even pricklier and more dramatic problem, 
since in Eastern Europe - especially Hungary, Slovakia and Croatia 
- the Catholic hierarchy had not only supported but actually served 
as ministers in fascist governments, accepting the deportation of 
Jews and retaining vast ecclesiastical estates. The situation was 
less fraught in Poland, where many Catholics had supported the 
anti-German resistance, but fired by equal hatred for the Russians 
had gone on to back an attempt at guerrilla warfare against the 
national unity government. The conflict therefore bore on mate
rial issues, and a crusading spirit was necessary to distract from 
the weakness of the pope's arguments. A quotation reported in the 
memoirs of Paolo Spriano will give some idea of what I mean. In an 
official speech to a gathering of 500,000 Catholics, the influential 
Jesuit Padre Lombardi evoked the Resistance as follows: 'Mean
while, adventurers had come from evil faraway countries with lists 
of people to be brutally murdered. Thousands upon thousands of 
Italians were killed and their corpses torn to pieces. This horrific 
spectacle was repeated in all the cities of Italy. The murderers, who 
are still honoured, will one day be struck down by Justice. '  

De Gasperi, a moderate, anti-fascist Catholic, was for a long 
time in a weak position vis-a-vis the Vatican, as Togliatti would be 
vis-a-vis Moscow at a different historical moment. The para-fascist 
right wing of political Catholicism already showed a tendency to 
a utonomy at the 194 7 elections, and the Church's trust in Chris
tian Democracy was not at all firm, either at the top or at parish 
level, whose priests' role in giving guidance to the faithful was no 
less important than that of the bishops. The legitimacy provided 
by the Americans, as part of a worldwide bloc to stop 'the Reds', 
must have seemed a heaven-sent  means  to un ite ord i nary Catholics 
with a bourg ois ie l ong l i n ked to fa cism and a state apparatus 
s t i l l  l i ng i ng to pow r. 

2. ( n 24 Mnrch ' 1 944 G •rm n t roops C<H i d Oll t  a mass ·x C L i t ion a t  t h  
1\ r  I t i t · 1 v H i n  I om., in  r rriNt1 1 for n J n rtiNnn n na ·k . Th n n n i versn r is  r h  
o · · t ion o f  nn  i 1 1 1 1  c rt nnr  offi ·i n I ·on 1 1  morn r ion l l d  u ·h 1 1  M t h  i t  . 
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Once i t  had been embarked on a t  a global level, a s  a free choice 
but also an unequivocal responsibility, the road to the new cold 
war was very difficult to block. Senseless and dangerous though it 
seems, the mechanisms underpinning it were fairly straightforward. 
However, in order to trace its evolution and assess its results, and 
to gauge how Togliatti's PCI operated within it, we also need to 
pause for a moment over the political response of the Soviet Union 
and the world Communist movement. Here it becomes easier, and 
more important, to grasp the difference between two phases of the 
fifteen-year period: 1946-52, and 1952-60. 

/ 



The Communists and the New Cold War 

STALIN'S RIPOSTE 

Every war has two sides. Whoever starts it and keeps it going 
has to face the actions of someone else: the behaviour of the one 
influences, and is modified by, the behaviour of the other; the con
flict finally ends, after various phases, in victory or compromise. 
In the case of the fifteen-year cold war, I therefore cannot avoid 
reconstructing and evaluating how the Communist movement and 
the Communist states acted in relation to it. My first point is to 
distinguish clearly between the period from 1945 to 1952 (which 
brought us to the brink of a third world war) and the period from 
1 952 until the beginning of the 1 960s, when that danger gradually 
subsided and gave way to a different contest. 

Regarding the first phase, just as I am firmly convinced that the 
aggressive initiative came mainly from the big Western powers, 
I am by now equally convinced that the Communists generally 
responded in an unintelligent and ineffectual manner. They made 
mistakes in nearly every department - forecasting, analysis, strat
egy, tactics - w hich often, instead of containing or countering the 
aggressi ve thrust, made matters worse by offering ammunition to 
t he enem y. The mi ta kes should be l a id  at the door of Joseph Stalin, 
s i nce at t h a t  t i me a l l  decis ions of worl d wide i m port depended on 
h i m .  A l t hough 1 hav  cons istently r fu d t o  d mon iz th whole 

f h i  r • ·ord , r ha v' t o r · ·o n iz t l  t t h  l.a t f i v  y a r  wer 
I · worst . 
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In  the first two years after the war Stalin underestimated (or pre
tended to underestimate) the scope and severity of the change in 
American policy, remained confident (or tried to feign confidence) 
that the broad anti-fascist coalition might last or be rebuilt, and 
tailored his political actions to that confidence. He did not fret over 
the atom bomb, and had little time for those among its inventors 
who wanted to subject it to international control. He polemicized 
against Churchill's Fulton speech, without seeing that it heralded 
a general and permanent turn in American foreign policy. He was 
mild in his criticism of British actions in Greece. He advised the 
Chinese Communists to show caution, and went so far as to divide 
captured Japanese weapons equally between Mao and Chiang. He 
said nothing against the way in which the PCI and PCF had ended 
the partisan struggle and entered national unity governments. 
He acted with moderation in parts of Eastern Europe occupied by 
the Red Army. He pulled the few Soviet troops out of Iran, and 
did not interfere in the dramatic events in South-East Asia. He 
proposed the unification of Germany as a neutral, unarmed state. 
He advised Tito to be more flexible on Trieste, and recognized 
the right of the Israelis to form a state (while upholding the same 
right for the Palestinians) .  He argued that the construction of the 
United Nations should be speeded up, and that it should be given 
decision-making powers. In short, he showed willing to comply 
with the letter and the spirit of the wartime meetings in Tehran 
and Yalta. 

But in 1 947 such confidence was no longer sustainable; the new 
cold war was an obvious fact of life, and the Soviet Union and 
the world Communist movement had to adopt a general line to 
face up to it, at least for the medium term. They were not bound 
to choose the line they did. Without throwing everything up for 
debate, without abandoning the role the Soviet Union had won as 
a world power or the social model it had constructed, there were 
two roads open to them. One was to reject the ground chosen 
by the enemy - bloc against bloc, with an emphasis on ideology 
and military force - and to focus instead on peaceful competition 
and the terrain of politics and social struggle. The Commun i sts 
already had such a strategy in the i r  h i storica l baggage; .it bad been 
endorsed by Sta l i n  h i msel f at th Seventh Congres of th Com
muni  t ln t  rnat iona l ,  j ,  1 935,  t oo l a t  (gi v n i ts inad  q ua e for s 
a n  I t n a k s h i ft J rogra 1 1 1 1 1 1  ·) ro nv -r t t h  · war l L l t  9 f f  · r i ng som · o f 
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the conditions to win it, and to kindle a desire for social transfor
mation among the masses resisting fascism. In my view, conditions 
after the war were at least initially favourable for the persuasive 
development of such a programme. 

Togliatti's suggested course, though ineffectual within the limits 
of a small defeated nation, could really have come into its own 
in the fight against the senseless idea of another war, had it been 
adopted as an international strategy that allowed for adjust
ment to different historical and cultural contexts. Soviet society, 
though ground down by war, displayed an extraordinary energy 
for reconstruction in those early years. In Western Europe, the 
Communist parties put down new roots not only because of what 
they had done, but because the burden of reconstruction weighed 
especially dramatically on the living conditions of the poor. Some 
Social Democratic parties, even if anti-Communist, promoted 
experiments in reform that pointed in the direction of socialism 
(Britain, Scandinavia, Austria) .  In Italy, the Socialists took up posi
tion alongside the Communists and the Soviet Union. Economic 
thinking had been transformed by the shock of the 1 929 crisis; 
the trade unions were building themselves up again, stronger than 
before; and the most authoritative voices in the intellectual world 
(the Frankfurt School, Einstein, Picasso, Sartre, Curie, Russell, and 
so on) counselled against a mere return to the past. In the United 
States, Roosevelt's New Deal might have been cancelled at the top, 
but it had left huge traces in the national culture and in one of 
the two large trade union federations; and even the conservative 
elite and some top military men (Eisenhower, Bradley) were urging 
caution in foreign policy. At the level of popular culture, in the 
films I saw as a child - at least until the McCarthyite early 1950s 
- the enemy always wore a German or Japanese, not a Russian, 
uniform, and Frank Capra's meek model of American man was 
still the main one going. Above all else, however, the third-world 
l i beration movement was now seriously under way. The Chinese, 
a fter their peasant revolution, were building a great new state 
without Soviet intervention; India was conquering independence 
and  ta k i n g  u p  a neutra l  posit ion i n ternational ly;  Indonesia and 
Vi t nam  w r putt ing colon i a l ism unde r  grea t pressure; and s ig
n i f i  n t  for ( i v i l i an  i n  North A fr i  a, mi l itary i n  Egypt)  were 

l i n  f r i nd p nd n in t l  r l world. f , in ord r 
t <  t l  . IH·, i n  
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a way that brought out the internal contradictions in the new cold 
war, it was necessary to recognize national specificities, to raise the 
banner of bourgeois freedoms that Stalin himself had evoked, and 
to give some evidence of those freedoms. 

Once the country that had had the strength to attempt 'revolu
tion in one country' had become a world power, what was to stop 
it carrying out a modest reform of itself? As soon as a turn was 
made in that direction, not long after Stalin's death, the resources 
for the West to keep up the cold war began to fail and the world 
situation took a different course. It cannot be objected that such a 
road was blocked at first by America's atomic weapons superior
ity, since the kind of political and social initiative I have in mind 
was the best way to prevent the adversary from launching a 'pre
emptive' nuclear war, and offered more time to restore the military 
balance as well (which is what happened) .  The brains for doing it 
were there. 

Stalin, however, chose quite a different road. To understand 
why, it may be useful to mention the paradox that, in the final 
years of his life, Stalin was one of the chief victims of the 'per
sonality cult' for which he had been so voraciously enthusiastic. 
The enormous prestige of his image, the ritualistic but earnestly 
spoken eulogies, the stock gestures of obedience: all this not only 
stifled critical thinking, debate and research, in a world movement 
now so extensive and diverse that it badly needed them, but also 
paralysed the mind of the Leader himself, anulling the gifts of intel
ligence and political insight of which he had given many a proof in 
the past. The personality cult prevented him from seeing the new 
resources he had created, from assessing the situation as it was 
and foreseeing how it would develop. Instead of encouraging him 
to look for new answers to a new predicament, it led him to fall 
back on fossilized ideas and previous options. Chief among these, 
the idea that 'socialism in one country' offered a universally valid 
model to be followed in every particular, and justified the Soviet 
Union's long-term role as the leading party and state (hence, after 
the great Patriotic War of 1 941-5, as the leading nation);  or the 
idea that every advance of social ism produced greater polar ization 
and a sharpening of the c lass struggle; or the idea that cat i ta l i sm 
was in  i rrevers i b le  cr i s i s  and  head ing toward a not her i n ter
i mperia l i st  war. The assu mpt ions  a i r  a l y  det · rm i n  d how St l i 1  
wou ld r ·'S J. onc l  o t h  • 1 •w ·ol i W ' l l', Tl 1 i > l ' i  i ·� w · r· · ro l • c h  • 
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unity of Communist forces, and the struggle of camp against camp 
in ideology and politics, without adventurism but also without 
cracks in the edifice, until the unstoppable growth of the Soviet 
economy and a more favourable military balance carried the move
ment towards global hegemony. The search for alliances, and the 
autonomy of individual Communist parties, could not and should 
not be allowed to clash with these goals. It was a high-risk strat
egy, however: 'bloc against bloc' could move from cold war to hot 
without a conscious decision on anyone's part. In any event, it 
often made the image of the Communists much more like the one 
their enemies tried to pin on them. 

THE C OMINFORM ERROR 

This tragic prologue that dragged on for years is almost impos
sible to explain, except as a conditioned reflex on the part of 
apparatuses that had lost their powers of reason. In the hour of a 
great victory and broad consensus, and in an international context 
not yet torn down the middle from top to bottom, state repres
sion struck again at a society now bubbling with the vitality of 
reconstruction, further from the spotlight than in the past, but 
even more random in its choice of victims. The 'Leningrad affair' 
- that is, the summary liquidation of the leadership of the greatest 
and most heroic resistance of the Second World War - eventually 
engulfed the best mind, and the man most loyal to Stalin, in the 
field of Soviet economics: Nikolai Voznesensky. Not a few survi
vors of German prison camps, or veterans of the Garibaldi brigade 
who had risked their lives in Spain and later in various European 
resistance movements, ended up in Siberia, on suspicion of having 
deserted or surrendered to the enemy. Then doctors were charged 
with plotting to kill political leaders in their care, and finally the 
former Jewish association, which had supported the Bolshevik rev
ol u tion, was accused of Zionism - even though Moscow had by 
t hen officia l l y  recognized the Israeli state. It was a cruel and sense
less b low, favoured by the climate resulting from Stalin's political 
t u rn of Septem ber 1 947. 

The turn b a me exp l ic i t  at the meeti ng near Wroc law that gave 
l i rt l  t o  t h  �omm u n i  t I n formation B u r  a u  (Com i n form ) .  Th is 
w s 1 1 < a r · 1 l i · · of t l  ommun i st l n t  rnat ion I :  f i r  t ,  b aus 
< 1 l y  l l l t ra- lo · I ;< n rn 1 n i: t  p 1  ti s ( ! I l l . n '< l l l l · r h , r w > d I l a t 'r 
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be accused of betrayal, the French and the Italian) were invited to 
attend the meeting; and second, because in the course of its brief 
life it met only rarely to issue directives or judgements, after the 
decisions had been taken elsewhere. The meeting's lead player was 
unquestionably Andrei Zhdanov, whom Stalin then considered his 
spokesman, even though he often spoke his lines so emphatically 
that his 'Report' seemed to offer, in the crudest way, a new analy
sis of the situation and a new political line. His thinking is easy 
to summarize. The division of the world into two camps, hith
erto presented as an enemy objective to be opposed, was now a 
fait accompli that Communists had to adapt to and even turn to 
advantage; there was no longer room for equivocation on either 
side, and the search for alliances was a secondary, or slippery, busi
ness. The Soviet Union was not only the natural political leader 
but the finished model, whose imitation was to be proposed to 
everyone everywhere. The capitalist camp was already entering 
a new economic crisis and the cold war would develop into an 
inter-imperialist war; its ruling groups were turning towards a new 
kind of authoritarianism. There was no point in fooling around 
any longer with the concept of 'progressive democracy', which 
was inevitably sinking into mere parliamentarism and obscuring 
the class struggle. Political unity should be based on the organic, 
codified ideology of Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism, of which the 
'History of the CPSU, Short Course' was the finished synthesis. 
All sectors of culture ( including science, literature and music) had 
to adopt an explicitly political viewpoint and express themselves 
in simple forms close to popular culture, avoiding any comparison 
with Western culture, including unorthodox Marxism and 'degen
erate' avant-garde arts. This platform, conveyed in extreme terms 
that even Stalin would have avoided (and at one point slightly 
corrected), met with no resistance or objections at the Wroclaw 
meeting, only a few expressions of concern from Gomulka, Tito 
and Dimitrov, who subsequently became its targets of attack. The 
Chinese were not present, and anyway they were used to going 
their own way. Criticism and accusations - necessary, as always, to 
establish the limits of orthodoxy - were directed, as we sha l l  see, 
against the French and the Ita l ians .  

At  the leve l  of for ign po l i  y a nd int  r- tat  re l a tion w i t h tb 
W st, th i n fa n t  omin form on f i n  d i t  I f  m i n l y  t o  oun t  r
pro l u  t i v pro g nd . E · i l l  i n  c l  c rl c, t h  t' w, s 
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never any hint of expansionist intentions. Even the Berlin blockade, 
which caused a period of tension in 1 948,  was presented merely as 
a protest against the arbitrary and unilateral decision to unite West 
Germany into a permanent state entity. The blockade was soon 
lifted, because instead of re-launching the serious proposal for a 
united, neutral Germany it helped to fuel West German national
ism and to underline the powerlessness of the Soviet Union to do 
anything about it. 

Two facts speak volumes about this.  The first, more impor
tant than any other geopolitically, concerns the Chinese question, 
which entered its decisive phase in 1 94 7. The Americans directly 
intervened and the Senate called for the effort to be stepped up, 
yet the Cominform did not have much to say on the matter and 
the USSR maintained its usual caution. The second concerns the 
situation in Italy, whose Communist party was present at Wroclaw 
but only to be hauled over the coals. We have some interesting, 
and entertaining, testimony in connection with this. During those 
weeks Pietro Secchia was sent to Moscow at the head of a delega
tion, with the task of finding out what the Russians thought should 
be done differently. At a confidential meeting with the top Soviet 
leaders, which he recalled twenty years later, he frankly expressed 
his doubts about what he regarded as Togliatti's excessive parlia
mentarism and moderation. In his view it was possible to raise 
the level of the mass struggle in Italy, and besides, in the event 
of repression, there were enough forces to oppose it successfully 
without going all the way to an insurrection. Stalin, who had been 
silent, then interrupted with a few eloquent words: but you would 
reach that point, he said, and now is not the moment. Chapter 
closed: there were to be no adventures. 

The words of the Cominform had much greater force inside 
i ts own camp, where they were meant to produce a standardized 
way of thinking among the states and parties on whose obedi
ence Zhdanov was counting. They certainly had a dramatic effect, 
a l though not a lways in the way he had intended. First, in 1 948, 
ca me the attack on Tito, until then the Soviet Union's strongest and 

o l i d  pa rtner. It was of a sharpness that was clearly meant to 
h i m .  
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self-management, non-alignment and a rejection of blocs, did not 
feature at all in the text submitted by Tito and Kardelj . The issues 
in dispute thus appear studiously beside the point: the arrogance 
of Soviet technical advisers and the kind of economic aid given 
to Yugoslavia; secret approaches to some of the country's mili
tary leaders, and so on. The real problem was that Yugoslavia had 
been the only East European country capable of liberating itself, 
through a tremendous guerrilla war against enemies both external 
(Italian fascists and Germans) and internal (right-wing Chetniks, 
monarchist nationalists, Croatian Ustashe) .  The cause and result of 
this great epic struggle was the birth of a real nation, which united 
peoples, religions and ethnic groups who had been fighting one 
another for centuries, and the formation of a leadership that was 
very proud of its inter-ethnic composition. I love the Soviet Union ·' � 
- Tito wrote to Stalin - as I love my own fatherland, implying that 
he recognized the one as a guide, but claimed independence for the 
other. This was the heresy that gave him the strength to carry the 
people with him, but it was also a principle that might infect other 
countries. The stakes were now raised considerably, to include the 
very stability of the people's democracies. It was the weakest point 
in Stalin's strategy, and it cost him a price that would never be 
recovered. 

Eastern Europe was both an essential and a highly complex 
issue; it was from there, after all, that Russia and then the USSR 
had twice been invaded. Having liberated the countries in the area, 
Stalin wanted at least to see 'friendly governments' there, but the 
fact was that the situation on the ground varied greatly. Some 
countries, such as Yugoslavia, the Czech lands and to some extent 
Bulgaria, had undergone a regeneration in the anti-fascist resist
ance; others, such as Poland, had fought the Germans but, being 
Catholic and nationalist, also hated the Russians and showed 
as much over months of small-scale armed struggle. Still others, 
such as Horthy's Hungary, monarchic-reactionary Romania and 
Monsignor Tiso's Slovakia, had been fascist or para-fascist before 
the war and fought openly on the side of the Germans. The secret 
deal between Stalin and Churchil l , with its absurd percentages 
of influence in each country, did not guarantee m uch . Bes ides, 
Church i l l  soon v io la ted i t  terms by h i  act ions i n  

Tb on l y  ommon fa t o r  i n  t h  r was t ha t  t h  
p " d t h rou h ,n it. w, to f • l i n . A t  f l rs t , t l i 1  
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moral and material status this had given him, taking into account 
the diversity of the countries in question. He was neither able nor 
willing to give in over the 'friendly countries' principle, but he 
accepted the idea of a new experiment which he called 'people's 
democracy'. This has been stupidly treated as a verbal trick to 
cover up straightforward occupation regimes, but that is not how 
things were. The national Communist parties tried to give the 
term a meaningful content, stressing that, rather than a variant 
of the dictatorship of the proletariat, people's democracy repre
sented a new road to socialism. They could count on two sources 
of strength, apart from the evident guarantees provided by the 
Soviet presence. On the one hand, the social vitality and influx 
of ideas from the anti-fascist struggle had not only strengthened 
the Communists but also buoyed up other democratic forces more 
or less on the left (Social Democracy, parties representing rural 
smallholders ) .  The principle of multiparty politics and electoral 
representation could not be erased at a stroke. On the other hand, 
the fact that Germans, or their agents and accomplices, had for 
a long time been largely in control of major landed, industrial 
and financial interests meant that it was now possible, after their 
flight or expulsion, to redistribute land among small farmers and 
to nationalize large industrial or banking corporations without 
provoking major conflicts. Countless fascists and collabora
tors had also left vacant posts in bureaucratic apparatuses that 
had never known a jot of democracy. Franc;:ois Fejto, an anti
Communist but certainly a serious historian, grants that in most 
cases the changeover was conducted with conviction and in incre
mental steps, securing both popular consent and effective results; 
only the military and police apparatuses were suspect in principle, 
and kept under close scrutiny. 

The conditions attached to the Marshall Plan proposals had 
ca used some passing difficulties, but the new Cominform line 
tota ll y changed the picture: the people's democracies now had to 
t ra ns form themselves i nto socialist societies, the multiparty systems, 
with a l l  their v i rtues and  defects, became no more than a fac;:ade, 
nnd  t he economy wa statized (w i th some caution i n  regard to agri
·u l t u ra l o l le ·t i v i za t ion ) . As for for ign pol icy, there was on l y  one 

of t l  os - a n i ·v ryon · k n  w who we u l l d ide it .  Com mercia l  
nn  I ·u l t u r  J r • l t ion wi t h th  · W st w r· to I l im i t  I a r  d t i  h t l y  
• > 1 t < I I  · J .  I t  w : 1 1 > r· l i  I . , ·l , s t i t l l t t I n n · 1 i r< n · 1 rt , i 1 1 . 
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But Zhdanov would not have done enough, even if  he had not 
died suddenly in August 1 948; Beria stepped in to finish the job. To 
quash any objections, to safeguard the future and to make Tito's 
excommunication seem more credible, there now followed a series 
of horrific trials on trumped-up charges and the sentencing ( some
times to death) of supposed Titoists at the top of various East 
European Communist parties: Rajk, Kostov, Gomulka, Kadar, 
Clementis and (soon afterwards) Slansky - in Hungary, Bulgaria, 
Poland and Czechoslovakia. In my view, this brutal 'normaliza
tion' was the most severe price paid for the Cominform turn, and 
the greatest favour handed to the cold warriors in the West. It set 
up a long-term spiral of repression and revolt, had the most nega
tive impact on Western public opinion, and blocked or reversed 
the development of new ideas and organizational forms among the 
Communist parties. 

It is more difficult to express a judgement on the last chapter 
of Stalin's leadership, the Korean War. For some time this has 
been cited as an example of the Soviet tendency to export Com
munism through armed invasion - one of many legends peddled 
by cold warriors in the West. The story of the war is long and 
complicated, however, and s ince the danger of world war peaked 
in those years it needs to be reconstructed on the basis of docu
mentary evidence, not the propaganda of either side. Korea had 
been occupied and enslaved by the Japanese for many years, and 
during the war diverse centres of resistance developed with dif
ficulty in all parts of the country ( though more in the north than 
the south, because of the proximity of China and Manchuria) .  
In the closing stage of  the Second World War, the Russians 
reached the country first but, at the request of the Americans, 
stopped at the 3 8'" Parallel. The Americans then arrived in 
August and occupied the south, but being unable to find reliable 
local forces they negotiated with the former Japanese governor 
and installed a government under Syngman Rhee, a friend of the 
Japanese fascists who was linked to the big landowners. In the 
north, meanwhile, the liberation committees launched a land 
reform under the direction of Kim Il Sung, who had fought in 
the resistance in Manchur ia .  The agreement reached a mo ng the 
A l l ies ( u n i ficat ion and free e lect ions w i th i n  two y a rs of p a ·  ) 
t h  r for b a m d i ff i  ·u l t o  i m pl  ' 1 1 1  ·n t ,  , p · i a l l y  as  yngman 
Rh • s t , · l f .  k � · I · · t ior s, w i t h  ma r  l ·n t h:, · r Q l •s t t l l i sh  · 1 a 
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regime of his own that was swiftly recognized by the UN as well 
as by President Truman. 

With unification and monitored elections now postponed sine 
die, frictions and minor border incursions began to erupt on both 
sides. After an attack by the South, the better-organized forces of 
the North decided to cut the knot and swept on down to Seoul. 
Stalin could have prevented this, but he underestimated the risks 
and let events take their course, until an American expeditionary 
corps intervened with the authority of the UN Security Council 
(from which the USSR had been temporarily absent in protest 
against the refusal to recognize the new China).  Washington was 
not content to restore the status quo ante, but crossed the old 
border into the north, provoking the entry of Chinese 'volunteers' 
who broke through and established a new front line at Seoul. The 
Americans then doubled their forces and achieved a breakthrough 
of their own, with high casualties on both sides. A rational compro
mise seemed possible - and indeed one was eventually reached. But 
General MacArthur, the American commander-in-chief in Korea, 
thought it was necessary to cut the knot with a sword, by driving 
the Communists out of the whole peninsula and nearby areas of 
China. That required the atom bomb, and he openly asked for it 
to be used; things would then not have stopped short of a general 
war. Truman, however, now near the end of his second term, did 
not go for the nuclear option, after receiving advice from his Allies 
and the Pentagon. An armistice followed and has held ever since. 
The reader may judge this sequence of events - the recklessness of 
some, the aggressiveness of others. But one thing is clear: when 
the air becomes saturated with gas, an unintended explosion can 
occur; one spark is all it takes to start the chain of combustion. The 
world was on the brink of a precipice for more than two months. 
I n  retrospect, it was fortunate that two chance events occurred 
j ust in time to end the most acute phase of the new cold war: the 
death of Stalin and the election of Eisenhower. The consequences 
of both., bu t  espec ia l l y  the first, could not have been foreseen. 

T H E H A R D Y E A R S  

Th · inc  ·rn c ion I · i t u · t ion in t h  hard t y a rs of th n w col d  
w :  r I d an i n  r d  i n ,  · i 1 f l  L l  n · on l r l i  · 
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where a major party had some scope for autonomous thinking and 
action, we should examine how Togliatti's PCI developed, what 
results it obtained, and what price it paid. The difficulties it went 
through will tell us a lot about its staying power and its resources 
for the future. 

There can be no doubt that the turn in American policy, the 
threat of war against the Soviet Union and the Cominform 
response, together with the accompanying swing in Italian 
Christian Democracy, the incipient split in the Socialist Party and 
soon in the trade union movement, struck directly at the political 
line which Togliatti had begun to develop at Salerno. 

The room for manoeuvre was really very tight. Togliatti was 
both unable and unwilling to make any dissenting gesture in his 
own camp: Stalin would not have tolerated it; and the base of the 
PCI, as well as its leadership, would have disowned him. Not even 
his Socialist ally Nenni thought it a good idea: he recorded in his 
diary a meeting with Gomulka, at which the Polish Communist 
leader had criticized Togliatti in confidence for his 'docility'. Many 
intellectuals who became fearless lions after 19 56 demanded no 
less, and on the day of Stalin's death they mourned sincerely and 
declared that they had 'learned everything' from him. Togliatti's 
choice was therefore a question of 'damage limitation', willing to 
accept criticisms and promise corrections, but only to preserve the 
core of the political line he had charted until then: the 'democratic 
road', within the limits of the Constitution. It was an essentially 
correct decision, in my view - which does not mean it was applied 
as well as it could have been, with the proper audacity and the 
avoidance of avoidable mistakes. 

Let us first consider the PCI's position in Italian politics during 
those years, which began in 1 948 with a grave and not blameless 
defeat, and ended in 1953 with a major success. Togliatti, even 
more than Stalin, did not see or appreciate the scale of the 'new 
cold war', or else he did not want to recognize it publicly. When 
the Christian Democrats (DC - Democrazia Cristiana) announced 
in 1 947 that they intended to drive the Communists from govern
ment, and even more when they actua l ly ach ieved th is  objective, 
Togl iatti expressed his con v iction that the breach cou ld  soon be 
repa i r  d . H au ld  not t urn it a round and  u it for p ropaga nda 
r u r·1 os · n i ns t D 1<1 p r i ,  l ·a us · t h  ·' D : I a I r was a ·run l l y 
f l u  1 n t in� i t  t o  t h  vor s I • sou!J, I o w i r  ov . I � ·i l l l n l l y, 1 •rl , f s, 
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Togliatti's aim was to gain time before the inevitable showdown, 
so that the existing draft of a constitutional charter could be 
finally adopted by a large parliamentary majority. The game was 
worth the candle. For the principles and specific provisions of the 
Constitution made it one of the most advanced in Europe, forming 
a permanent barrier to reactionary temptations, and the vote in its 
favour consecrated a 'constitutional arc' that gave legitimacy to all 
the forces of the Resistance. These two outcomes would often be 
debated, or contradicted by real life, but they essentially held up 
for decades to come. 

Nevertheless, when we reread Togliatti's speeches of the time, 
we can detect a misguided belief that the Italian Left was already 
socially and electorally too strong and united, and too likely to grow 
further, for the DC to govern in the long term without its support. 
Before the Cominform turn, this led to the huge political mistake 
- proposed by Nenni's Socialists, but accepted by the PCI - of pre
senting a joint list for the upcoming elections, and campaigning a 
if victory were assured in advance. The Christian Democrats were 
thus able to present themselves as the only bulwark capable of ral
lying Catholics and Liberals, big business, middle layers and small 
farmers, in defence of the West and freedom. The elections took 
on the character of a referendum: either you were for the 'Reds', 
controlled by the Communists and in thrall to Moscow, or you 
were for the 'democrats' .  And, more than by the DC as a party, the 
show was run by Luigi Gedda's Catholic Action, Padre Lombardi 
and the parish priests, plus the 'independent' press (which at the 
time was unanimously pro-business ) .  Defeat was predictable, yet 
the Communists experienced it as a bitter surprise. The size of 
it took them aback: the Left reduced to 3 1  per cent, and the DC 
up to 4 8 . 5  per cent, with an absolute majority in both houses of 
parliament. Clearly the democratic road was going to be a long 
hau l ,  by no means easier than an insurrection. Neither a tactical 
error nor the money trickling in from Marshall Aid was enough 
ro expla in the scale of the defeat; something better was required, 
;l t lea t at the level of analysis. But it was not forthcoming, even 
when the spa for the Left began to become narrower. On the 
oth 'r hand ,  i t  i t o  Togl i a tt i 's credit  that some of the specific 
1 ol i · i dof t d a ft r 1 948 w r a eff ti ve as they were. 

h f i r  t ·ho i · w s m d < t · t ra i · r 01 nt, w hen an  assas-
1 f t  < g l i  t i  t I F opu lar  wav of  
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protest, on a scale never seen before or  since, showed that the 
organizational strength and social roots of the PCI remained intact 
after the electoral setback. Togliatti's appeal from hospital, 'Keep 
calm!',  was taken up by the leadership, while the government's 
disproportionately repressive response to the upsurge offered the 
PCI a chance to reaffirm its democratic credentials. 

The second choice was the peace campaign. Togliatti's imagina-
tive approach to this, especially in the second attempt, involved the 
collection of signatures against the suicidal use of atomic weapons: 
a total of sixteen million, twice as much as the vote for the Popular 
Front. Some of the people who signed were far from being Com-
munists: for example, the Christian Democrats Giorgio La Pira � 
and Giovanni Gronchi, or even the industrialist Vittorio Valletta. 

The third choice was the out and out struggle against the Legge 
truffa in 1 952-3,1 which, despite its importance, has faded from 
people's memory in recent years. To be sure, the law was seemingly 
less weighted than the one under which we are used to voting today 
(the premium applied only to a coalition that gained more than 50 
per cent of votes cast), and De Gasperi's plan seemed not so much 
to avoid a coalition with the far Right as to avoid being forced by 
the Vatican into forming a joint list with it ( 'Operation Sturzo' ) .2 
The real venom of the proposed change to the electoral system 
was that it would have allowed the centre parties - which could 
still be sure of gaining 50 per cent or more of the vote - to achieve 
the 65 per cent of parliamentary seats necessary to change the 
Constitution. For the Council of Ministers, under pressure from 
the American embassy, was discussing ways and means to outlaw 
the PCI, or to limit the right to strike and the freedom to hold 
public demonstrations. I emphasize this because no one without 
direct experience of it knows how widespread the repression in 
Italy was at that time. Strikes and peaceful demonstrations often 
ended in violent clashes with the police, and in a large number of 
cases (Melissa, Torre Maggiore, Fucino and Modena being only a 

1 .  Legge truffa, or 'swindle law', was the name given by the Left to the electoral 
topping-up system introduced by the Christian Democrats in 1 953, which assu red 
them of a control l ing majority in parliament. 

2. 'Operation Sturzo': so cal led a fter Don Luigi Stu rzo, t he clerical leader of t he 
prewar I ta l ian People' Parr y ( PP J ) ,  who form a l l y  took t h  i n i t iat ive in proposing a 
joint  l ist ir 1 952 b tw n r h  ;h r·is r in n I. mo · r· ts nn I r h  n o-fo� · ist Movim ·n ro  
So · i 1 i  l tl l in r  o ( M .'l ) . 
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few examples) the police beat, shot at and killed peasants occupy
ing uncultivated land or workers picketing factory gates. Inside the 
factories, workers were dismissed or isolated in special shops for 
nothing more than joining the FIOM metalworkers' union, while 
prestigious intellectuals such as Guido Aristarco and Renzo Renzi 
ended up in military prison for two years after writing a screen
play on the wartime invasion of Greece that was deemed insulting 
to the national honour. Others had their passport confiscated; a 
new job nearly always required the consent of the parish priest 
or the Carabinieri, and even the hire-purchase of Einaudi books 
(not only its pocket editions published jointly with the Communist 
daily L'Unita) would be recorded in files at the workplace. 

If anyone thinks I am exaggerating this everyday repression, they 
should take a look at some police reports from the time, which can 
now be consulted in the State Archives. I will mention just two 
examples. One of the most grotesque is a Carabinieri report on 
sharecroppers: 

The main wish is to regulate the right to strike. The pretexts for lively 
peasant agitation have been the well-known economic demands, but 
also breaches of prefect's orders prohibiting the display of banners in 
farmyards at threshing time. It is right to take measures against this 
unacceptable abuse, which forces landowners to endure Communist 
violence in their own home by threatening that the harvest will not 
otherwise be completed. [1950] 

And from an annual report by top police officials: 

Action by the forces of the state can no longer compensate for the inad
equacy of current legislation, since this represents an insurmountable 
barrier. It is therefore urgently necessary to issue laws that will regulate 
strikes, hit at the organizers of acts of rebellion, curb the freedom of 
the press, place legal constraints on the trade unions, and allow greater 
freedom of action for the police. [1952] 

/\s I can personally recall, the wind of the new cold war produced 
su ·h trends in the l ife of the country, long after the danger of the 
'Com m u n ists ta k ing power ' had disappeared with the elections 
of 1 948. l t  is t ha t  wind wh ich exp la ins  w h y  and how politicians 
p in y ·d fa t and loos w i t h  the Con t i tu tion,  and how they i ntended 
to r •v is  • i t . To l raw a t ten t ion to t h is, Togl ia t t i  made the reason
n i l • r ' 1 1  ·st t ha t  t h  • rw i <  r - i ty pr ·n i u m  sho r l  i b s t b ' low the 
I v I · t wl i · I t l  ·on:t i t u t i n I · In t •  '< u l l I · nrn ·r 1 • 1 .  D · 
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Gasperi's flat refusal then triggered a full-scale electoral mobili
zation by the PCI, flanked by smaller lists including symbolic 
figures of the anti-fascist struggle (Parri and Calamandrei for 
the Democrats, Corbino for the Liberals) .  The result was quite 
extraordinary: on a turnout of 93 .8  per cent, the Legge truffa was 
50,000 votes short of a majority; the Christian Democrats lost 
nearly 10 per cent of their vote, the Saragat Socialists nearly hal£,3 
while the Republicans and Liberals in the government coalition 
were virtually wiped out. From then on, the 'dual state' sank into 
behind-the-scenes conspiracies (although police abuses continued, 
at least until the DC government of Fernando Tambroni in 1960 
and the deaths caused by violent police action in Reggio Emilia) .  
The republican Constitution was now firmly rooted in the popular 
conscwusness. 

Togliatti's 'damage limitation' had therefore worked in internal 
policy, with some exceptions. Even today, for example, I cannot 
understand the indifference bordering on suspicion that Togliatti 
and the PCI maintained in that period, long before the papacy of 
John XXIII, towards the events shaking the political and ecclesi
astical world of Catholicism: the jurist Giuseppe Dossetti, who 
withdrew from politics in 1951  despite the sizeable support for 
him in the DC, had voted against the Atlantic Pact and rejected the 
economic policy of Einaudi and Pella; while Carlo Carretto and 
Mario Rossi had been leading a struggle against Luigi Gedda in 
the leadership of the Catholic Youth, and ructions in the Christian 
Democrat youth were impelling some { like Giuseppe Chiarante 
and myself) to move towards the PCI and others to form a new 
left-wing current within the DC. It is also hard to explain Togliat
ti's persistent ill-feeling towards left reformists like Riccardo 
Lombardi and Vittorio Foa, or progressive liberals such as Ernesto 
Rossi. 

In any event, 'damage limitation' proved more difficult in three 
other closely related areas that were very important at the time: 
international relations, the building and running of the Party, and 
the cultural-ideological training of its cadres and membership. On 
all these, the turn imposed by the Cominform left little scope for 
autonomy among ind iv idua l  pa rties. But  it i s  a l so j ustifiable to ask 

3.  Gius pp Sarag t :  I ad r of a fact ion t ha t  p l i t  away from t h  Socia l i  t Part y 
in 1 94 7, on t l  groun I R r hn t  i t  W lS roo · I< s · to t h  P : 1 , , nd � nt on ro foun I t he 
I t  l in n  [ emo ·r H i�: . > · in l i t P rty. \ 

I 



T H E  C O MM U N I S T S  AND T H E  N E W  C O L D  WA R 9 5  

whether the PCI leadership made use o f  such scope a s  did exist, 
and to consider the price that it paid. 

At the meeting in Wroclaw, where he stood 'in the dock', Luigi 
Longo responded with dignified prudence to the sharp criticisms 
levelled against the PCI. He admitted that it had made serious polit
ical errors, but did not specify what they had been. He declared 
himself willing to make corrections on non-fundamental issues, to 
highlight more the successes of socialist construction in the USSR, 
to give greater weight to class struggle than to parliamentary 
action, and to show greater vigilance within and over leadership 
groups. Upon his return to Italy, Longo minimized the event when 
referring to it at a meeting of the Party directorate; Togliatti did 
the same, adding that the basic line of the PCI had to be preserved; 
the other leaders - leaving aside some concerns on Terracini's part 
- agreed with this attitude and merely added a few self-criticisms of 
their own. Since the final motion in Wroclaw - the only one made 
public - had not emphasized the charges against the PCI, the shock 
in the Party was quite muted, and it died down still further after 
the attempt on Togliatti's life in July 1 948, when Stalin criticized 
the leadership in a telegram for failing to protect him properly and 
thereby reaffirmed his confidence in him as leader. 

But the first storm broke in 1 949, when everyone was asked to 
endorse the condemnation of Tito. The PCI leadership did not hes
itate to take sides - and, I repeat, it could not have avoided doing 
so - but there were, as always, different ways of taking sides, and 
in this case the one it chose was the worst. The Italian Commu
n ists could, in fact, have used strong arguments for taking Tito to 
task: the difficulties that his nationalism had caused over the fate 
of Trieste; his hasty and sweeping rejection of the very concept 
of people's democracy and a modicum of pluralism; his arrogant 
proposal of a Balkan Federation, which would effectively have 
meant the annexation of Bulgaria by Yugoslavia; his encourage
ment and support for the adventure of the Greek insurrection; his 
ex pl ic i t  and repeated criticisms of Togliatti's opportunism; perhaps 
n c n ,  exaggerating somewhat, his refusal to seek an agreement or 
com prom ise for the sake of national unity. In a cold-war climate, 
t h i s  was suffici nt mater ia l  for a condemnation of Tito that could 
I · shar  d wi h o h r . Mor  ov r, th Pa rty wa su rpri ed at the 
t u  1 of v r t r h 1 ppo l to t h  m ;  f w h r n I th re 
nsk u f r • I I  n t i < ns,  I u t  >I I t h  I S · r ry, 
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Valdo Magnani, disagreed so much that he resigned from his 
position along with Aldo Cucchi, without rebelling against Party 
discipline. 

But did the PCI really need to claim that Tito was a spy in the 
pay of the Americans, or that Yugoslavia had crossed into the 
other camp (a charge that was immediately refuted by the facts ) ?  
Did i t  need to transform a resignation into the expulsion o f  'two 
lice' with dishonour? Was it useful to blow up the 'betrayal' of 
the strongest among them, at a time when the key point was to 
strengthen the unity of Communist states and parties in opposition 
to the cold war? Was it to be feared that a more sober and truth
ful condemnation of Tito would have provoked the Cominform 
into new charges and a new excommunication, this time against or 
inside the PCI? I do not think so. Perhaps it was to be feared that 
there would be an acrimonious debate, a moment of tension, or 
even, if the leadership defected, that Togliatti would be replaced as 
Party secretary. But, in that extreme and unlikely event, he would 
have returned as leader a few years later, when Khrushchev made 
his journey of reconciliation to Belgrade, or after the Twentieth 
Congress of the CPSU; and his credibility, like Gomulka's, would 
have been all the stronger as a result. Instead, the PCI's crude way 
of handling the affair darkened the idea of the 'new party'. 

Nor was that all. Equally serious was the PCI's failure to show 
the sl ightest doubt or scruple when many leading Communists 
i n  Eastern Europe were tried on wild and senseless charges and 
r u th less l y l iquidated. What a miracle that socialism had scored 
such extraordinary successes under the leadership of spies and 
t ra .i tors! We are talking now of pointless and revealing mistakes 
on the PCI's part, beyond the limits of what might have been 
necessa ry. 

When I thought back to the period from 1 948 to 1 950, I realized 
that these were not mere episodes but the first signs of a general 
threat to the PCI's original identity - a threat that Togliatti subse
q uent ly managed to avoid, with great skill, tenacity and courage, 
as wel l as cons iderab le  good fortu ne, but displaying a basic wJCer
ta in ty a n d  pa y i ng a h igh price i n  terms of future p rospects. I a m  
r fer r i n g  t o  t he i n f l u  nc t ha t  Zhda nov's t urn had  on the o rga n i
l.a t iona l forms, i I "olo ry a nd ·a I re t ra i n i ng of th o rn m u n is t  

s r l  ' n c l  o f  t h  • Sov i  • t  U n i o n  a n  I h worsh i r  of  
I 0 ) ,  
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In his last, and i n  some respects most acute, work on the history 
of Italian Communism, Paolo Spriano devotes a whole chapter to 
this theme, starting with the undoubtedly extraordinary turmoil 
following the death of Stalin. The Stalin cult was not a myth -
Spriano says - but a blind, absolute love that sought confirmation 
from the beloved. In trying to explain this, he relies both on a 
quotation from Gramsci - 'Among the masses as such, philosophy 
can only be experienced as a faith' - and on the indelible histori
cal context of the victory over fascism, all the more necessary to 
preserve in a period of harsh defeats. However, not only does this 
seem to me an unconvincing explanation; it takes us off track and 
easily becomes a blanket justification or dismissal of a many-sided 
and contradictory process. 

At a theoretical level, the Gramsci quotation is actually mis
placed. Read correctly - that is, within his thought as a whole - it 
does not point at all to something that is necessarily the case, still 
less to a lever that can or should be made use of. On the contrary, 
it indicates a limitation to which the masses have been confined by 
age-old ignorance, but from which they should be liberated. For 
Gramsci, then, the party qua collective intellectual, in promoting 
a cultural and moral revolution that will transform the proletariat 
into the ruling class, must carry out the (now historically possible) 
task of emancipating the proletariat from faith and drawing it into 
the world of reason; that is why it bases itself on historical mate
rialism, on 'scientific socialism'. To be sure, it does this at various 
levels of simplification, in accordance with an analysis of the facts 
of the situation, but always with a respect for reality and a sincere 
relationship to the truth. It may also hazard predictions that will 
fuel people's hopes, and provisionally buoy up their trust in dif
ficult times, but without foisting on them beliefs that contradict or 
disguise reality; these can breed cynicism if they are too frequent 
or protracted, as the decay of the socialist societies illustrates. This 
is the difference between Leninism and Stalinism. 

It is historically quite inaccurate to say that the myth of the 
Soviet Union rested entirely on spontaneous or irrepressible mem
ories of v ictory i n  the Second World War. Objective elements did 
p lay  a rol - bloc r iva l ry, ideological virulence in the other camp, 
per u t ion in veryday l i fe - but there can be no doubt that the 
myt h was ;:II o t h  r u l t  of a I r - a l  orga nizat iona l  and cu J 
t· m ,  l op r. t i  >1 1 i n  p J l y t h ' ;< n i n for·r 1 t u rn,  wh i h t h  P J 
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conducted intelligently and in a way that contained its effects, but 
too often out of conviction and in mistaken forms. 

But why did the PCI pay a lesser price (in terms of membership 
and votes) than other Western parties and retain effective anti
bodies for the future? Why did it later expend so much time and 
effort in shaking off the ideological stereotypes and organizational 
forms that it had acquired during those years? In any event, the 
operation needs to be more carefully analysed. Those were the 
years when the Party organization acquired a more stable form, 
and when the cadres were trained who would lead it for decades 
to come. To put it a little schematically, my own memory tells me 
that it is possible to identify two lines of development. The first, 
truly original one stemmed from the choice made by Togliatti (but 
also by Secchia, then the chief person running the Party) to build 
a 'people's party' - unlike a vanguard partly, mainly restricted 
to the working class. I am thinking of the great effort that went 
into the recruitment and mobilization of new subjects and social 
strata, drawing on experiences of life that had previously been 
relegated to the margins of politics: above all women, both as 
Party members and in relation to issues of particular concern to 
them, which were taken up mainly, but not only, by the Italian 
Women's Union (UDI). I am also thinking of proselytism among 
family members, across generations, and in groups of friends and 
neighbours, which, in addition to increasing the Party's influence, 
established a permanent sense of belonging, a mutual commitment 
among individuals. And I am also thinking of organizational func
tions in areas distinct from politics proper: leisure activity, popular 
culture, entertainment, sport, the case del popolo, the many-sided 
ARCI,4 the paperback libraries. No less important was the growth 
and differentiation of the Communist press: the Party daily, which 
volunteers helped to distribute in every village, sometimes achieved 
a circulation of more than a million; but there was also a large 
readership for weeklies and monthlies, both popular and intellec
tual, from Vie Nuove to Noi Donne, from Calendario del Popolo 
to Rinascita and Societa. Not an army, then, but a real community 
linked by ideas, feelings and common experiences. I have recen t ly 
come across Carabin ier i  reports that tel l  us a l ot about  th is :  some 

4 .  A RC! :  Asso inione R i  T'a t iva C u l t u ra l  I t a l ia n o  ( l t a l i i tn ,u l t urn l Re · r , , _ 
r ionnl  i\sso ·i n t ion ) , f i rst stnl l i sh · I  in 1 9. 7, w h i  ·h grcn d y  xpand d its nrcns of 
n · r iv i t·y ovcr· t hc fo l lowin�o� dt•l.'rtd N. 
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discuss the late time o f  the day set for meetings and conclude that 
they were intended to organize clandestine activity; others under
line the danger that the Casa del Popolo will 'attract more than 
local orators, since they also have dancing there'. This model of a 
people's party clashes with the idea of a sect imbued with hatred 
or suspicion of 'non-believers'; it sometimes made it possible to 
live happily with a few cents in your pocket, to feel protected by a 
social web of solidarity, and to feel useful even if you had limited 
personal abilities. Given the hostile climate of the 1950s, it would 
have been impossible without all this to hold together a movement 
of two and a half million members (including 500,000 young and 
very young people), some living in the zone bianche of unplanned 
housing development. In the evening you went to a meeting on 
your bicycle or moped, where you would discuss newspaper arti
cles or membership campaigns; then you came back late to eat a 
plate of tripe or have a drink or two at the cafe attached to the 
House of Labour (because the trade unions too were part of the 
alternative society) .  Anyone who thinks the old PCI was gloomy 
and militarized and contrasts it with today's 'new social move
ments' is either ignorant or stupid: if anything, the resemblance 
between them is too great. This type of 'people's party' was able 
to cultivate bonds with society: to both understand and reflect it. 
Yet there was a limit beyond which it could not go, since by neces
sity or by choice it reduced the scale of political organization at 
the workplace, leaving this as the domain of trade unions in their 
more immediate functions. 

During these hard years up to and beyond 1954, a second, very 
different, reality was developing in tandem with the first. I am 
referring to the huge investment in the selection of leaders at every 
level - full-timers paid less than an average worker, without social 
protection but held to a rigid discipline, closely watched over at 
successive Party schools and even in their private lives, promoted 
only through co-opting from above, and trained not so much in 
the 'classics of Marxism' or other works (the main material in the 
'pr ison schools' ) as in the 'History of the CPSU (Short Course)' ,  
from w h ich no one ever deviated. The building of this 'second 
pa rty' wa l a rgel y  en trusted to Secch ia ,  the d i rectly elected vice-see
r tary, who w r SJ on i b l  for t h  many  ta k of the organ ization 

m t  i s ion.  L u l · [ r. hi  l i d  1 ot hav an  ov rb a r i ng 
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young people (Bufalini, Di Giulio, Pirani), retained a constant 
and humanly sympathetic rapport with other Party members, and 
agreed with the core of Togliatti's policy, though with quite a few 
reservations about his way of running the Party. Secchia was a 
cadre trained in the Third International of the early 1 930s, before 
the period of its bureaucratic-repressive degeneration. The real pri
ority for him was a disciplined vanguard party, mainly composed 
of cadres with a working-class background, indissolubly linked 
to the policies and destiny of the Soviet Union and its supreme 
leader, and therefore prepared to deal with any political climate 
that might develop. He was not a soldier, nor an aspiring member 
of parliament or mayor, but a professional revolutionary, intel
ligent and creative within the limits that had been laid down and 
accepted. He gave priority to the formation of that human type, 
and for the duration of this period the model functioned well . 

The myth of the USSR, the Stalin cult and the tendency to ideo
logical rigidity were together moderated, but also together fuelled, 
by a combination of naive faith and Jesuitism. Intellectuals were 
less naive but often more intransigent, and even when they excelled 
in the study of history they tended to engage in non-controversial 
specialist research, keeping within the limits of Italian history and 
culture so as not to have to measure themselves against modern 
(often Marxist but unorthodox) international thinking. Events 
such as the anti-Titoist campaign or the elimination of the people's 
democracies therefore intersected, as both cause and effect, with 
the twofold process of the PCI's development. 

During the same period, this rich and contradictory process -
and indeed international history generally - reached a juncture that 
could have had irreversible consequences. For in the late autumn 
of 1 950 Longo, Secchia and D'Onofrio told the still convalescing 
Togliatti that Stalin was planning to transfer him out of Italy to 
lead and 're-launch' the Cominform. The origin of this proposal 
and the thinking behind it are not altogether clear, and we cannot 
be sure how definite or binding it was meant to be. Years later 
Togliatti himself confided to Barca5 that he suspected the proposal 
had emanated from someone in Italy. It is doubtful whether it was 

5. Luciano Barca: member of P I leadersh ip  bodie in the 1 960s a n d  1 970 , 
and va ri.ously d i t c H  of t h  Part y da i l y  L'Unita a nd the cu l t: ura l-t heoret i al w k l y  
Rinas ita; lorct· l i c o r  of  Politi a e 1 :  onomia, < 1  r ·v i ·  w publ ish d by t h  ·on om· 
i 'R I 1 t't m nt of t h  : nt nl ;oml11ittc , fc r whi  ·h h wnR long r 1 on i l l . / ---------._ 
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a direct order, however, given what we know of Stalin, and in the 
end he seems to have dropped the idea. As for its purpose, it may 
not have been intended only to remove Togliatti from the PCI lead
ership; it may have partly reflected a wish to adjust the orientation 
and functioning of the Cominform - the kind of shift that used to 
happen in the Comintern. Nevertheless, Togliatti's removal from 
the leadership would have followed, and it was in that light that he 
interpreted it. Before travelling to Moscow, he told Longo, Secchia 
and D'Onofrio that he had decided to reject the proposal. And 
when he was there, feeling sure of his ground, he requested the 
whole leadership of the PCI to first discuss it in his absence. In a 
memorandum he sent to Stalin before their final meeting, speak
ing in the third person to soften the impact, he clearly stated that 
he did not find the proposal convincing. His arguments were not 
rigid but pointed to objective circumstances: that he had not been 
long back in Italy, after many years in the Soviet Union; that he 
had started to build a major party, and taken on a public role; 
that he should therefore continue with his work, so as not to put 
everything in jeopardy; and that he would have personal diffi
culties in resuming his life in exile, since he wanted to build a 
family. Meanwhile, however, news came through that left him 
'stupefied': the Party leadership in Italy had decided almost unani
mously to accept Stalin's proposal (only Terracini voted no, and 
Longo abstained) .  It seemed impossible to escape the crossfire, but 
Togliatti acted firmly and skilfully in response. First and foremost 
he managed to persuade the PCI leadership, Secchia included, to 
postpone implementation of the decision for a few months, until 
after the forthcoming elections. In the final discussion, Stalin said 
that this amounted to killing it stone dead, but though visibly dis
appointed he accepted the postponement. Things ended well, then, 
and no one heard any more about it. The incident had demon
strated Togliatti's intelligence and tenacity, and given further proof 
of h i s  courage, but his isolation could be gauged from the danger 
of find ing h imse l f  in a complete minority within the Party leader
s h i p . A d isc ip l i ned relationship to the Soviet Union now expressed 
more than mere love i n  the heart of the masses, and embraced 
l a y rs w l l  beyond tb old cad r  s from the ' u nderground struggle' 
ngn i nst  fas · i sm.  'Damag· l i m itat ion ' had nab !  d the PCI 's identity 
ro surv i v , l u t  t h  h, rd y '!l l". of t h  · '1 · w ·o ld war' had i m p  led 
i ts d v · I r 1 1 1  n t  1 1 1 1 1 1 1 \ I · i s f  l tU  • ' ( L l  •• • 1 1 101" . l i f l1 ·u l c . 



The Shock of the Twentieth Congress 

In 1952 the 'new cold war' entered its second phase, changing 
character and direction and finally ending in a partial compro
mise. Although the new turn originated in Moscow, it did not have 
the improvised and disruptive quality of the previous one. It pro
ceeded by small steps, starting and halting intermittently. It was 
perhaps not fully conscious in those who took part, and did not 
operate uniformly throughout the world; only at a certain point 
did it pick up speed and become noticeable to public opinion in 
general. But its scope is immediately evident at the level of the 
decade as a whole. 

Although the danger of a third world war occasionally resur
faced, it had in reality been headed off. What remained were two 
structured blocs, which reopened certain channels of communi
cation and agreement between each other, while new states that 
rejected the discipline of either entered the field. All this was not 
only the fruit of an international policy correction by the major 
powers and their ruling groups, but resulted from, and was driven 
on by, profound changes at the level of the economy, culture and 
social relations, which only became fully apparent at a later date 
but were already present and active. 

The gradual shift to a bipolar balance of power, involving peace
ful competition between two systems and a limitation of m i l itary 
confl ict to region a l  fra meworks, brought other factors to centre 
stag : id ologica l a nd u l t u ra l  hegemon y, economic d v lopm n t  
and so · i 1 • n f l i  t ,  1 l i t y  o f  l i f  an ff i i n y o f  in  t i C L J t ion . 
B for w I >k o·r · I s I h i s  pr · ss, w sh > u l d  r "< 1 i z  
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that a 'balance of terror' was both its prerequisite and a long-term 
encumbrance. This is another of the major omissions and hypocri
sies that still mark political and cultural discussion today. 

I chose 1 952 as the date for the new turn because it was the 
'year of the Bomb' - with a capital 'B' to emphasize its two-fold 
novelty. The dropping of the atom bomb on Hiroshima was a 
purely American decision: it demonstrated the military superiority 
of the United States, which could use it to threaten the Soviet Union 
or even defeat it in a possible war. But, even in the new plutonium 
version, the destructive capacity of the Bomb was still not great 
enough to prevent a long drawn-out war that might prove very 
costly to the state that unleashed it. On the other hand, the sci
entific information needed to develop it was fairly widely known: 
Soviet intelligence could obtain other details through espionage, 
and it had scientists and technicians capable of producing results; 
it was only a question of time before these were achieved. In 1 949 
Moscow succeeded in detonating an experimental device, so that 
all it had to do was build up an arsenal and develop the means to 
propel it over long distances; that too would not take long. This 
was one of the reasons for the early fervour of the new cold war, 
for MacArthur's rash proposal to use the bomb in Korea, and for 
the reluctance of European governments to accept it. 

Washington, for its part, had for some years been looking to 
a much more effective means of establishing its supremacy on a 
long-term basis : namely, the thermonuclear hydrogen bomb, with 
a destructive power several thousand times greater than that of the 
Hiroshima weapon. But this required a solution to new theoretical 
problems and the deployment of much more advanced technologi
cal resources. As Oppenheimer and Fermi refused to be involved, 
and were anyway under a cloud, a new team under the trusted and 
enthusiastic Edward Teller was put in charge of the research. But 
then the unforeseen happened, as the physicist Zhores Medvedev 
(brother of Roy and, like him, all the more believable for being 
later persecuted as a dissident) has only recently revealed. While 
Tel ler banked on American technological supremacy rather than 
theoretica l physi cs, Stalin - by good sense or by chance - gathered 
a l l  the lea d i n g  Soviet theoretical  physicists and pure mathemati
· ia n of th t im to worl on t h  project. A n d  w h ile the A mericans 
lo t m u  h t i m  on con r pt ions t ha t  r q u i r  d ra r a n d  x p  n s i v  
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Landau, came up with highly advanced theoretical solutions that 
showed a way round the technological difficulties. The Russians 
made the breakthrough to a thermonuclear bomb in August 1952, 
a few months before the Americans . Meanwhile they had also been 
making rapid advances in missile research, which a few years later 
culminated in the launching of the first artificial satellite; this made 
up for their lack of forward bases for large bomber aircraft. After 
this dual qualitative leap, both powers had terrible bombs and 
the means to deliver them - so terrible, in fact, that to use them 
no longer meant victory but rather collective suicide. It was a true 
'balance of terror', which held back anyone who was not crazy 
from launching total war. Like it or not, the effects could not fail 
to be colossal and long-lasting; my generation lived for decades 
under this shadow, and with this obstacle to the future. But the 
actual course of events, and the final denouement, would depend 
on politics, in all its forms and with all its players. For the whole 
scenario was suddenly about to change. 

THE BEGINNING OF DE-STALINIZATI ON 

Here I will concentrate on what happened in Soviet politics and 
society between 1 952 and the early 1 960s - on what goes by the 
approximate name of de-Stalinization. This period, which saw the 
Soviet Union assume a superpower role and express the 'forward 
thrust' of the Russian Revolution for the second and last time, 
would have a direct and major impact on developments in the PCI 
and the rest of the Italian Left. 

The early signs of change, though much more episodic, are 
very important for an understanding of the great spurt that came 
in 1956. Paradoxically, some hints can be found before Stalin's 
death and were even advanced by him in an ambiguous kind of 
way. For it was he who called the first congress of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union in ten years; he too who, at the congress, 
imposed a leadership shake-up that strengthened his absolute 
power, making Politburo meetings irregular and superfluous, but 
also downgraded loyal old collaborators such as Ber ia  or Molotov 
and  promoted younger, less comprom ised men such as Khrush
chev. I n  tb l a st of  hi wri t ings, Economic Problem of So iali m, 
t h ·on t r di t ion a 1  I · -' n i 1  fu l l :  >I t h  on hand,  no m n t ion 
< f t l  ' ,. s tora t ion >f 1 •ga l i ty or • ·ono1 i · I' ' fon ; 01 r h  • ot l 'I' 
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hand, assertions that overturned the Cominform line by stressing 
the avoidability of war, the possibility of different roads to social
ism ( including peaceful ones),  and the usefulness of allowing a role 
for the market in the exact determination of prices. Some of these 
positions were taken up and made official in Malenkov's opening 
report to the Nineteenth Party Congress. 

When Stalin died without an appointed heir, power passed 
into the hands of an inevitably heterogeneous collegiate: Beria, 
Molotov, Kaganovich, Voroshilov (the four most authoritative but 
also the most leaden),  alongside Malenkov, Khrushchev, Bulganin 
and Mikoyan (younger, and harder to pin down) .  Significantly, 
whether out of conviction or necessity, this whole group opted for 
renewal: it publicly affirmed the principle of collective leadership, 
recognized the need for economic reforms in favour of agricul
ture and mass consumption, began to release political prisoners 
(instead of just talking about it), and cancelled the judicial prepa
rations against the 'Doctors' Plot' and the 'Jewish Alliance'. 

The reasons for this new course were both the state of the 
economy (again in trouble, after a strong postwar revival) and 
the fear that each of the leaders had of succumbing to another 
power struggle. The once-omnipotent secret police was purged 
and partly dismantled, and the army, with Zhukov at its head, 
was given a new role as guarantor. A second sign of renewal came 
in agrarian policy. Khrushchev, who had responsibility for it, sud
denly lifted the lid on the ongoing output crisis, for which the 
peasantry had been paying the price. He no longer blamed the war 
for everything: something had to be done, and done soon. A series 
of reforms, though uncoordinated, had an immediate effect: peas
ants were given the freedom to produce and sell what they wanted 
on the little plot of land individually assigned to them; the state 
raised the prices it paid to collective and state farms (to discourage 
hoarding) and lowered the prices they had to pay for industrial 
products (consumption goods, farm machinery) .  New virgin lands 
were brought under cultivation with the help of young volunteers, 
prod ucing resu l ts that fell short of expectations in the first year, 
beca u e of i nexper i  nee a nd lack of mach inery and fertilizer, but 
were a I read y  r nor  ncou ragi ng i n  t he second yea r. Khrushchev won 
·ons id  ra b l  pr s t ig a n  I popu lar i t y  from t h  e measures, eventu

a l ly 1 · >m i l  1 1 1 m l  r on in t h• Pa rr y T t r ia t .  M a l  n k ov wa 
l i sm iss �< l' i 1  • 1 1 t n · n f t · j iS < 1 • ar a t  r h  h ·n d  of t h  
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government; an investigation into the 'Leningrad affair' (the purge 
of the Leningrad Party organization in the last years of Stalin's 
life) revealed that he had been directly responsible for it. He kept 
his seat in the Politburo, but a hierarchy was already beginning to 
take shape in the collegial leadership. 

In foreign policy, which the world was naturally watching 
closely after Stalin's death, the signs of change were at first more 
limited, perhaps because it was Molotov's area of responsibility. 
The proposal to unify Germany as a neutral country - not a new 
idea, in fact - was too ambitious to elicit a response in the West, 
at least until there was a turnaround in the international situa
tion. A meeting of foreign ministers of the WWII victors had been 
no more than a goodwill gesture, without content and without 
results. And a peace treaty with Austria, locking it into neutral
ity and securing the departure of all foreign troops, had been 
scheduled for some time. But these small steps were contradicted 
by choices that displayed the worst kind of continuity with the 
past. Moscow showed great hostility to the Mossadegh govern
ment in Iran, which nationalized the country's oil resources, before 
being brought down in a CIA-staged coup d'etat. The Iranian CP 
shared this hostility, in accordance with the Cominform princi
ple that anything that moved without or against the Communists 
was to be suspected. I stress this because the ( largely forgotten) 
position taken by the Communists at the time gave rise to the rap
prochement between the Iranian masses and the fundamentalist 
clergy in the struggle against the Western-installed Shah, with the 
consequences we see today. 

It was precisely in relation to foreign policy, however, that the 
first rift appeared in the top Soviet leadership. On 1 6  May 1 955, 
Khrushchev flew to Belgrade to patch up relations with Yugo
slavia and to reacknowledge the socialist character of its society. 
Back in Moscow, he openly declared that the excommunication 
of Tito had been an error. It was a highly symbolic act on his 
part, since it implied that even the model Soviet state could make 
the wrong decisions, and that not only different roads to social
ism but also different ways of organizing society were poss ib le  
(that is ,  i n  the Yugos lav  ca  e ,  worker  ' se lf-ma nagement gu ided 
by th o r n rn u n i  t Pa r ty  w i th i n  t h  fra m work of . a p la n ) .  Th 
r on i l ia ion w i r h  B lgr d wa al o i m portant  t t h 1 v I of it t r-

n i on I el c i  t , s i t • i t I I · ·n t ly r r u  1 • I f 01 t h  g 
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conference at Bandung, attended by representatives of twenty-five 
states and parties, which he had jointly sponsored with Zhou Enlai, 
Sukarno, Nehru and Nasser. It was the birth of the Non-Aligned 
Movement. 

A careful if summary reconstruction of the early years of de
Stalinization makes it clear that the Twentieth Congress was not 
a brainwave that came to Khrushchev in the context of a power 
struggle, nor a mere flash in the pan lasting a few months between 
his Secret Report and the Soviet intervention in Hungary. Rather, 
it was the most dramatic event in a long and tortuous process, 
intertwined with changes in Soviet society and obstructed by estab
lished powers and deeply rooted sentiments. The process should 
be judged as a whole, within its historical context. Only then can 
we understand its value and limits, its lasting successes and the 
knots that it left entangled. Only then can we correctly analyse the 
particular events that make up the broader canvas. 

THE TWENTIETH CONGRESS AND 

KHRUSHCHEV'S SECRET SPEECH 

The Twentieth Congress of the CPSU took place over ten days in 
February 1 956, but it fell into two parts that were widely disparate 
in form and conte�;( The first, occupying nearly all the ten days, 
began with Khrush hev's report on the international situation and 
the state of Soviet s ciety; it put forward a line on each, quoted 
Stalin only twice in passing, and was presented in the name of 
the whole leadership. After a debate in which everyone spoke in 
its support, albeit with differing emphases, it was adopted unani
mously and immediately published. The second part, lasting just 
a few hours, consisted of a speech by Khrushchev, with no debate 
and no vote. It leaked out gradually, through many different chan
nels and in a number of versions, and for this reason it is still 
known as the Secret Speech. It consisted entirely of an implacable 
den unc i ati on of Stalin's faults and the personality cult he built up 
a ro u n d  h imsel f. 

Was i t  a good idea to d i vide the congress so sharply into two 
pa rts, a n d  to d nou nce Sta l i n is m  i n  such a crude and personalized 
m a n n  r? o u l c l  p ·h on t b  p a  t , w i t h  a nece sa ry element of 
s I f- r i t i  i s m ,  1 h v b n i 1 1  l " t  d i r  t o  a mor sob r, round d 
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basis for valuing what should be preserved and a clearer idea of 
the areas where innovation was possible and necessary? These 
questions were already asked at the time, by Communists and by 
people friendly to Communism, and even by those who considered 
the Twentieth Congress as a whole to be a historic step forward. 
In my view they did not become any deeper, and adequate answers 
have still not been given. 

On the first question it has been said that, whereas the whole 
leadership backed the main congress report, the Secret Speech was 
a surprise initiative that Khrushchev took at his own risk, at a time 
when the whole matter was still under review. No doubt there is 
some truth in this, especially in light of the split in the leadership 
only a year later, but it does not really hold water. All the later 
research and memoirs agree that the text of the Speech was shown 
in advance to all but a few members of the Politburo, and that 
they accepted it with a greater or lesser degree of wholehearted
ness. Still less convincing is the argument that it was a 'secret' 
speech, designed to circulate only within a closed group so that 
it would have limited impact on the masses at home and abroad. 
The fact is that the speech was soon being read out and distributed 
at rank-and-file Party meetings open to the public, that it was sent 
to foreign Communist parties (who were free to use it as they saw 
fit),  and that it was eventually published in American papers, Le 
Monde and L'Unita. Never in the history of the Soviet Union had a 
text been so widely read and discussed by so many people around 
the world. 

This tells us a few very interesting things. First, the painful jolt 
was inevitable; no one could oppose it head on, for the simple 
reason that the thousands or hundreds of thousands of people 
returning from the camps, plus countless families who had suf
fered an irreparable loss, would have become a dislocating force 
in the workplace and society if political amends had not been 
made to them. Second, unless something was done to shake up 
routine ways of thinking and to replace cadres and procedures that 
had become fossilized over the decades, any reform or new mass 
mobilization would soon have ground to a halt. To be sure, many 
workers and Party act iv i sts were un wi l l i ng to remove the portra it  
of Sta l i n  from their wa l l ,  or from th i r  h a rt; many i n tel lect uals 
wou ld h v l i k  d th s I f- · r i t i i m t o  t n d  t o ot h  r ·omprom i ·d 
. < r i  s a n  I I d r·s; 1 I 1 1 1  jor f i  L ll'  s s 1 · h ns M ,  , ''h e r ''l. n r l 
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Togliatti, each in his way, distrusted the bluntness of Khrushchev's 
speech. All these groups of people agreed on one thing at least: it 
was not possible to eradicate everything that Stalin had done and 
said, still less attribute the degeneration in toto t0 the personality 
cult. That was also my opinion. However - and �ere I must add 
my own little self-criticism - these attacks did no� face up to one 
simple fact. Among the many things in the Secret Speech that I 
had long known and digested - for example, those relating to the 
assassination of Trotsky and Bukharin - there was one that even 
Togliatti, I think, had not known or been willing to recognize: 
that is, the mass scale and random nature of the terror, the preva
lence of Communists (some of proven loyalty) among the victims. 
Perhaps this was the element that called for a stern denunciation 
and resisted rational explanation (why the terror was necessary, 
what its motives or purpose were) .  

When I reread Khrushchev's speech after all these years, I was 
struck by something which, as in Poe's Purloined Letter, had 
been so obvious that it had escaped my attention. The critique of 
Stalinism, however detailed and dramatic, was clearly subject to 
self-censorship, since it failed to reach back into the 1 920s. It said 
nothing about how the construction of socialism in one country 
was radically redefined in terms of self-sufficiency; nor about the 
transformation of the regime inside the Party; nor about the use 
of force in the collectivization of the land, or the mistakes bound 
up with the theory of 'social fascism' (though these were later 
corrected by the Seventh Congress of the Comintern) .  In short, 
Khrushchev left out everything that lay at the origins of Stalin
ism, which could have thrown light on the objective conditions 
that had contributed to it and on the goals that it had set itself 
and achieved. This offered the key to my reading of the value and 
limits of the Twentieth Congress. For I was in for a number of 
surprises when I looked again at the main report, and the policy 
options that translated it into practice. 

The first surprise was the boldly optimistic tone that perme
ates Khrushchev's opening report. Was this mannered propaganda 
designed to cu h ion the i mpact of the coming denunciation, which 
would erta i n l y  a rou  e passions among Communists and offer 

rnm u n i t ion t o  t h  i r  n m i  ? Such a vi w is contradicted by the 
f t h  Tw n t i t h  ongr d id  in  t h  n I ,  a ft r m uch u l -
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sense of belief and rebuilding unity among their parties for some 
years at least. Paradoxically, the enemies of Communism saw it 
not as a sign that the movement was beginning to unravel, but as 
the prelude to a new period of expansion that would force them 
to seek dialogue, and to gird themselves for a new challenge. Isaac 
Deutscher, a historian of the Soviet Union noted for his seriousness 
and sharp insight, and author of Trotskyist-oriented biographies 
of Stalin and Trotsky, modified many of his judgements around 
this time, arguing that the Twentieth Congress revealed a Soviet 
Union which, after the terrible price it had paid, might be capable 
of reforming itself. Just as the cold war edifice was starting to 
crumble, partly because of the balance of terror, partly because 
of the turn in Soviet policy, a new world that had previously been 
hidden was eloquently emerging into the light of day. After years 
of 'containment' and attempted 'rollback', the Communists were 
governing a third of the world; the colonial empires were being 
swept away, and a broad group of new states, impoverished and 
fragile but 'non-aligned', entertained greater sympathy for social
ism than for their former rulers. A new culture was coming into 
being: it was not 'orthodox Marxist', but focused mainly on the 
Third World (dependency theory) and on a conception of social 
rights as the necessary basis for democracy (Keynesianism). As for 
the economy, the situation in the Eastern Bloc countries did not 
correspond to the official propaganda, but their pace of develop
ment was generally remarkable, with some ups and downs, and 
their scientific research was excellent in parts, even if they found it 
hard to translate this into technological progress across the board. 
No major advances were yet apparent with regard to political 
democracy, but the restoration of legality and a more tolerant cen
sorship were rightly considered significant. All this was not only 
a promise for the future but part of a 'de-Stalinization' process 
already under way. A faith was beginning to crack, but a hope 
might compensate for it. I remember scarcely any comrade at the 
time, however jealous of his past (or, like me, doubtful about the 
future),  who did not think and say that we were moving forward. 
At least for the short to medium term, the hawks of th e 'new cold 
war' had lost .  

Yet in th pro p ts b Jd  out at th Twenti  th ongr s, and in 
r h  a · t ua l I· ol i  i pur u d by I I r 1 sh  · h v, < n a l r  d y  l i m p  d 
l I ·k c f f t i l - · ·  I f>rn c f t l  1 d c · i t , i t  • r h  y 
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made no mention of political democratization and failed to address 
the issue of the total statization and centralization of the economy. 
This is not to deny that Khrushchev had an innovative drive and 
introduced partial but courageous reforms with varying degrees 
of success, nor to suggest (as his opponents claimed) that he was 
merely improvising without a compass, or was just a bureaucrat 
who talked Communism without believing in it. He was an ener
getic, impetuous man of peasant stock, limited in his culture, who 
had fought as an ordinary soldier in the Civil War and earned his 
spurs running an agricultural region. He was curious about the 
outside world, and had a real desire to change things that were 
not working properly. He believed in peaceful coexistence in his 
way, and sought detente with the rival superpower (which he no 
longer regarded as an evil empire), seeking at least to establish con
tacts that would exclude a nuclear war 'by mistake', but capable 
of reacting to displays of arrogance such as the American U-2 
spy flights over Soviet territory. He put forward some proposals 
for multilateral disarmament, and supported national liberation 
movements (in Palestine, Algeria and Cuba, for example), while 
accepting their independence and even their right to absorb or dis
solve local Communist parties. He forged a substantial agreement 
with China, which had until then been 'distant', and which later 
became even more so, partly through his own fault; and he showed 
some interest in dialogue with European Social Democracy, which 
was never reciprocated. It was not a foreign policy that proceeded 
in a straight line, nor was it matched by complementary changes 
in internal policy, but it did help to limit the cold war and to build 
a number of important alliances (for example, with Nehru's India, 
with forces in the Middle East, and with the not yet clearly defined 
Cuban revolution) .  

Khrushchev also initiated reforms in economic and social policy. 
I nd ustry was reorganized into a number of relatively autonomous 
regions, rather than centrally governed sectors - a change which, 
though meeting dogged resistance in the Gosplan apparatus, imme
d i ::tt e ly  had the effect of stimu l ating activity and reducing waste, 
b u t  wh ich a fter a few yea rs generated a l oca l corporatism that was 
·ou n tcr d wi th  a de facto return to old-style ministries. As the 
l i r  · · t or of on , gi a 1  t ·ompl  x (U ra lmas )  pu t  it: 'Organ izat ional 

i 1  1 1  >V<H io t  s · r not  mu · I us · i f  s · i  ·n · ·· lws not  giv prec is in  tru-
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scope to implement them.' The reform left major traces only in a 
debate between different schools of economic thought, which was 
as heated as those of the 1920s, but unlike them left the political 
leadership and public opinion indifferent. 

A new reform of agriculture had greater impact. It confirmed 
and extended the scope for whole kolkhozes (not just holders of 
small plots) to decide what should be produced beyond the fixed 
targets and how it should be sold; and it transferred the owner
ship of farm machinery, as well as responsibility for its upkeep 
and employment, from the state to the cooperatives. It was a bold 
and radical reform, which could have opened new horizons for 
productivity and income distribution. But it did nothing to put 
its prerequisites in place: that is, entrepreneurial competence at 
local level, an improved capacity to repair or replace broken-down 
machinery, greater availability of suitable fertilizer, an expanded 
long-distance transport network to deliver farm produce in time, 
and the development of markets and prices that encouraged its 
sale. Thus, the great hopes placed in this sector did not yield 
brilliant or lasting results. 

The reform of the educational system was more innovative 
and also more successful. Funds were made available for greatly 
increased access to education and a campaign to achieve higher 
literacy levels (the number of pupils completing secondary school 
tripled in a few years, and the number of university students rose 
above two million) .  Above all, however, for the first time anywhere 
in the world, experiments were made with a combination of edu
cation and work, which was meant not only to help people in the 
most menial occupations, but also to promote equal opportuni
ties and upward social mobility for all groups in society. But this 
advanced aspect of the reform was only ever partly implemented. 

The policies that did more than anything to achieve popular 
consent and participation were those relating to what we would 
today call the 'social state': small but steady increases in real 
wages (which had been stagnating for some time); reductions in 
the income gap between workers and technicians; a widespread 
improvement of healthcare facilities, and a rise in pensions and in  
the number of those entit led to  receive them. Th i s  rema i n  c l  the 
boa t of  tb y t m ov r t h  nex t  f w d cad . 

n t wo J. i n ts, t hough, i n t  ova t ion wa m i n i n  · I < r v n m i  ·-
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and State meant that their pyramidal structure exercised direct and 
absolute power over the economy and in society. The restoration 
of legality heralded by the Twentieth Congress was not cancelled, 
even if there were still some limited areas of arbitrary power. But 
the boundaries that the law established between legality and ille
gality did not shift much; freedom of the press and freedom of 
speech were still restricted, as was the scope to have any real say 
in decisions; sometimes a bizarre concession came down from the 
top, only to be contradicted by an opposite one (for example, the 
publication of Solzhenitsyn's One Day in the Life of Ivan Deniso
vich, but the continued banning of Pasternak's Doctor Zhivago 
- and later the closure of the journal Novyi Mir). In the second 
place, the ideological crisis took the form of a pathological dis
sociation. Official Marxism-Leninism, not accidentally assigned to 
Mikhail Suslov, gradually became little more than a catechism by 
which to judge assorted heresies, incapable of arousing passions 
in the population and a barrier to the research work of intellec
tuals - no more than an empty shell. But the vacuum was filled 
by an idea that inspired Khrushchev and gradually became more 
explicit: the idea that the competition between socialism and capi
talism was reducible to a contest over economic results, and that 
socialism would be fully accomplished and open the door to Com
munism when the Soviet Union had caught up with and overtaken 
the productive level of the United States. It was an implausible 
objective, even if many in the West took it seriously at the time. 
Above all, however, it cut off that belief in a qualitatively differ
ent society which is the driving force of Marxism, perpetuating 
Stalin's great misconception of the self-sufficiency of the Russian 
Revolution, and offering a new and poorer justification for the 
guiding role of the Soviet Union. Furthermore, the definition of 
the Soviet state as a state 'of all the people' - presumably intended 
as a milder alternative to the 'dictatorship of the proletariat', as 
wel l as to Sta l in 's theory ( justifying any arbitrary action) that the 
c la ss struggle i n tensifies with the advance of socialism - failed to 
recogn i ze 'contracl ictions wi th in the people', and therefore the 
poss i b i l i t y  o f  ocia l  or c u l tu ra l  confl ict i n  Soviet society itself. It 
·o r responc l  d t o  w h a t  K h rushchev, i n  a de l i berately crude turn 

o f  1 I ras , ·a l l  I 'go u hs h  so i a l i sm' .  The wa y  was bei ng paved 
for r l  i ·y p r io I f l r··z l n · v ism,  w h i  h r p i a  e I S ta l i n i s t  h y per
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masses, and fear of purges with bureaucratic cynicism among the 
Communist cadres. 

The trajectory of Khrushchevism - from early successes to 
almost silent downfall in 1964 - was therefore written into its 
initial premises. 

POLAND OR HUNGARY 

l 
' ! 

! 

:j 
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An account of 'de-Stalinization' cannot conclude without some ref
erence to what happened in Eastern Europe immediately after the 
Twentieth Congress. I use the term Eastern Europe here, because 1 f the crises in Poland and Hungary were the most dramatic manifes-
tations of a problem that could quickly have spread elsewhere, in , 

�u· 
a much larger region with a major symbolic role in the cold war. 
In 1 948, one stroke of the Cominform sword had put paid to any 
gradual attempt to build a socialist society in the form of a 'peo-
ple's democracy', including a multiparty system and a two-sector � 
economy, so that the differences with the Soviet model were sud- t 
denly annulled instead of being slowly reduced. All the countries 
of Eastern Europe were integrated into the Soviet system, in both 
their foreign policy and their economic structure. 

It was clear that the Twentieth Congress would produce huge 
shock waves. The longing for deep reforms and a change of rulers 
was more than legitimate and impossible to control. Not only 
would it have been difficult to satisfy it by returning overnight 
to the status quo ante; in the specific conditions of the time, this 
would probably have led to the restoration of the prewar regimes 
and their integration into the Atlantic economic and military bloc. 
The Soviet leadership did not know how, and perhaps did not 
want, to look for a manageable intermediate solution; the local 
governments, realizing they would inevitably be targeted by any 
movement for renewal, were stunned by the Twentieth Congress. 
A political turn could only begin with spontaneous protests from 
below, without leaders or clearly defined programmes. 

First came Poland, then Hungary. It would be wrong to con
flate the two experiences, however: they differed not on ly i n  their 
outcomes but a l so in the i r  premises, dynamics, lead ing p layers, 
objecti ves and i nt rna t iona! ant xt . At th nd of t h  wa r, Pol and 
ha  I b n t h o u n t ry i n  wh i  h i t w mo t d i ff i  u l t  o pu t t t h  r J ov nn n , i t  I r i · r , Lt n · I l t l r h v ing  I n r rl gi ·a l ly 
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repressed, as well as internally divided. Driven by intense patriot
ism, after centuries of being squeezed between two large, arrogant 
empires, the national movement detested the Russians (who had 
agreed to the country's partition before liberating it) more than 
it did the Communists, but reserved its fiercest hatred for the 
Germans, who had invaded and butchered it. Catholicism was an 
important element in national identity, caught as the country was 
between Protestantism and Eastern Orthodoxy. The Communist 
Party was therefore a minority force, but it too had incorporated a 
sense of national pride and made inroads among the workers and 
poor farmers, distributing lands confiscated from refugee Germans. 
It also had a strong and publicly recognized leader, who, not by 
chance, had spent time in prison during the Cominform years. 

The Polish revolt began on 28 June 1 956 in Poznan, in the form 
of a workers' strike for wage demands, but when this turned into 
a political demonstration the police attacked it, with the loss of 
dozens of lives. A week later, at the trial of its leaders, it filtered out 
that the government had not intended to use excessive force, and 
the judges, recognizing legitimate grounds for the strike, passed 
very light sentences. That was not the end of the story, however, 
because the protests spread to Warsaw shortly afterwards and 
became openly political. The regime rehabilitated Gomulka in the 
hope of establishing a dialogue, but the protest movement con
tinued to gain momentum. Virtually the entire Soviet Politburo 
then left Moscow for Warsaw, with the intention of promising, or 
imposing, a Red Army intervention. But when it arrived it found 
that the Central Committee had unanimously elected Gomulka to 
the position of First Secretary. A long hard night of talks followed, 
during which Gomulka stood firm and convinced the Soviets to 
reach a compromise. Khrushchev recognized the full national 
independence of Poland, the autonomy of its Communist Party in 
fol lowing its own road to socialism, and the dismissal of Konstan
t i n Rokossovsky (a Soviet general with Polish citizenship) from the 
command of the Polish army. Gomulka, for his part, committed 
h i m  e l f to maintain the socialist character of society in Poland and 
t o r main loyal to the Warsaw Pact. Economic measures including 
wag rises a nd  a r vi ion of in vestment plans in favour of consump-
t i on I l 1 d t o  r s tor  ord r i n  th country. A further key element 
was t h  ' I for lm '  i u d by a rd ina l  Wyszynski ,  who had 
F > J'  • \ t  l 1 l i  i n  s · l td l i f  i n  mona c ry, but  w h o  

I 
i l , 

I 
, I 



1 1 6 T H E  TAI L O R  O F  U L M  

now returned to his post and negotiated a mini-concordat between 
the Polish state and the Vatican that recognized religious freedom 
and secular public education (with the possibility of religious edu
cation for those who wished it). The final touch was single-party 
elections with a plurality of candidates, which succeeded without 
compulsion - as everyone recognized - in bringing out 98 per cent 
of the electorate. It was a surprisingly positive outcome, within the 
limits of a compromise agreement. 

The Polish crisis soon had an impact in Hungary, although there 
the starting point was very different. After an impromptu socialist 
revolution had been drowned in blood following the First World 
War, a fascist admiral had taken power and ruled the country until 
October 1 944, flanked by Nazis during the war years. Historically, 
the aristocracy had channelled a strong current of nationalism 
to ensure it a place as partner in the Austro-Hungarian empire; 
the intelligentsia was a dazzling force, cosmopolitan and liberal
minded, while the landowning class was largely parasitical, partly 
consisting of farmers linked to a reactionary Catholic church that 
itself owned large estates. As for industry this had for a long time 
been in German hands. Of course, this picture changed massively 
with the postwar expropriations of large estates and the property 
of German refugees. But when the Red Army appeared on the 
scene, it came not as a liberating force but as a victorious army; the 
Communist Party was therefore weak ( 14 per cent of the vote in 
the first free elections), and its leadership was chronically divided. 
After the elimination of Laszlo Rajk, Matyas Rakosi - a man 
linked to Beria - ruled the country by making brutal use of the 
secret police (AVO), of which he was the de facto head. Malenkov 
therefore had him replaced with lmre Nagy, a more open figure, 
but not hugely energetic or sharp-witted. Then in 1955, in the 
run-up to the Twentieth Congress, Khrushchev made the incom
prehensible mistake of allowing Rakosi to return to power. 

The Polish events therefore stirred up feelings in Hungary, 
without suggesting a course that the country should take or a 
leader to direct it. The first sign of opposition came from Buda
pest University, mainly from academics and i ntel l ectua l s  who 
roughly shared Gomu lka's l ine .  But w i th i n  a d a y  the  students 
took the lead a n d  consid ra b l y  ra i d t h  t a k  s :  i m m  d i a te 
a ppoi n t m  n t  o f  Nagy t o  t h  o v  n rn n t ,  d i sm 1 t l i n  o f  t h  s ·r t 
r c l i · •, Hr , t  t' fr e >I of J l' s i c n .  Al v ·  J l , h ·y ·n l l · l < 
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demonstration for 23 October and, at little street meetings and in 
makeshift leaflets, urged the workers to take part. A veritable mass 
revolt now quickly got under way, in a series of stages that are 
not easy to reconstruct objectively. There are numerous detailed 
accounts of what happened next, often contradicting one another. 
Fuller and more dependable information can maybe be gleaned 
from the American press, which could afford to be present in force 
from the beginning, or from the works of historians who have 
conducted systematic research into the events. Here I will mainly 
draw on this material, without neglecting reports by courageous 
and impassioned journalists who left Italy 'for the front'. 

The demonstration of 23 October, first banned, then 'moni
tored', soon took on a mass character, mainly involving students 
and young people, but not yet industrial workers. Starting from 
the J6zsef Bern statue, it marched to parliament and the main radio 
station (which refused to broadcast its appeals),  while Erno Gero, 
who had hurriedly replaced Rakosi as Party leader but was l ittle 
more than his double, delivered an arrogant, intimidatory speech 
calculated to stoke up the anger. More than two hundred thousand 
people were in the streets. The first scuffles broke out, Stalin's statue 
was pulled down, rumours began to circulate about someone who 
had been killed, attempts were made to occupy the radio station. 
Then the order was given - no one knows how or by whom - for 
the police to use its weapons. The political police opened fire, 
causing the first casualties, but the army mostly refused to follow 
suit; indeed, some units handed over their guns to the young people. 
Real fighting took place in the streets, and workers began to arrive 
in trucks from the factories, especially the key Csepel iron and 
metal works. Little by little the revolt began to draw in the 'old 
reactionary belly' of the capital. During the night Gero made two 
grave mistakes: he asked for help from the Soviet troops stationed 
in Hungary, and at the same time appointed Imre Nagy as prime 
m in ister, without announcing it to the country or allowing him to 
say  that it was he, Gero, who had called in the Russians. Soviet 
t a n ks a ppea red on the streets of the capital. Suslov and Mikoyan 
a rri ved from M oscow, unable to comprehend an intervention that 
hn I on l y  mad t h  i tua t ion worse; bu t  they absolved Gero and 
s ' 1 1 t  h i m  o ff to Mos ·ow. M anwh i l  , th few Soviet tank drivers 
- w h  h r r :d d t <  do > r·  vol u 1  t a r i l y  - r ma i ned i nactive,  

> t 1 · h t t i 1 wi h h r l I . h v io l  n · and  
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confusion ratcheted up on the morning of 25 October, when units 
of the political police fired down from the rooftops at groups of 
demonstrators milling around the Soviet tanks (some bedecked 
with Hungarian flags) on Parliament Square; hundreds of people 
were killed. The Soviet tank men, convinced they were under 
attack from counter-revolutionaries, fired back in the direction of 
the roofs. As the revolt spun out of control, many tanks were set 
on fire, the soldiers were unsure what to do, sporadic hunts for 
Communists broke out, and Party offices were besieged. Instead 
of taking firmer shape, the search for an agreement and the pos
sibility of imposing one seemed to vanish. In a last-minute move 
on 30 October the Russians issued a formal communique from 
Moscow, backed by the Chinese to give it greater solemnity, in 
which they offered more concessions on the issue of independence 
than they had given to Gomulka. The text even envisaged the com
plete withdrawal of foreign troops from Hungary and from any 
other country that wished it; we now know that this was passed 
by a majority of the Soviet Politburo, though only thanks to the 
additional votes of Zhukov and Konev, respectively defence min
ister and commander-in-chief of the Warsaw Pact. But there was 
no longer anyone they could talk to in Budapest who was in a 
position to halt the spontaneous revolt. Its aims and leaders were 
gradually changing: there were widespread calls for Hungary to 
leave the Warsaw Pact, and for the immediate holding of elections 
and the drafting of a new constitution; Cardinal Mindszenty was 
calling for Communism to be overthrown everywhere and had 
decided to set up a Catholic political party without further ado; 
a general who had been part of Horthy's wartime general staff 
became commander of the 'national guard' and Nagy's military 
adviser; the Voice of America issued inflammatory calls for revolt 
in all the East European countries, promising a support that would 
never materialize. After much hesitation, Nagy acceded to many of 
the demands placed on the government, including the return to a 
multiparty system and a free choice of international alliances. This 
created a dramatic dilemma, taking things well beyond the point 
at which the revolt had started. Should Moscow leave Hungary 
to pursue its destiny, now turned toward the West, with a h igh 
probab i l i ty that other tat such a !oval ia  or Romania  wou ld 
i m itat i t ?  bou ld  i t  1 un  h r d p y a t  v n b av i  r 

1 ri ? I on op i n w , 11 d ,  l ut t h  f ,  f t l  
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decision had still not been taken at 2:30 on 30 October. At four 
o'clock it was announced that British, French and Israeli forces had 
occupied the Suez Canal. 

This changed the rules of the game. At stake now was not just 
Hungary but the whole global balance, victory or defeat in the 
'new cold war', the survival of Khrushchev as Party secretary. 
Whether after consultation or on their own initiative, all the Com
munist countries - including China and Yugoslavia - called for 
a drastic solution to the Hungarian crisis. And drastic it was. A 
desperate resistance which the Americans abandoned to its fate, 
having previously egged it on, ended with a thousand or more 
dead, not all of them Hungarian. The British, French and Israelis 
were soon persuaded to back out of Suez. 

Was this denouement unavoidable ? Far from it: it was the con
clusion to a series of colossal errors on the Communists' part, in 
both Budapest and Moscow, and to a clash of rival hypocrisies . 
My own view (which later events confirmed) is that the Hungarian 
crisis of 1 956 was a tragic and costly setback, but did not mark 
the end of a tendency to the relaxation of tensions. Poland defined 
better the value and the limits of this tendency, since Kadar, who 
shouldered the harsh legacy in Budapest, acted in much the same 
way as Gomulka in the years ahead. 

I remember once accompanying Emanuele Macaluso to a private 
meeting with Kadar.1 What I recall most clearly is his fascinating 
face, at once composed and tragic, reflecting a life that had led him 
into prison at the hands of his comrades and later involved him in 
repairing the damage of a drama in which he had had no part. We 
went to talk with him because at the time, in 1963, we wanted to 
prevent a world meeting of Communist parties to excommunicate 
Ch ina  (another trauma), and knew that he too was not in favour. 
He told us that while such a conference would be untimely, he 
cou l d  not simply reject the idea. When we asked why, his right
hand man,  the editor of the Hungarian Party daily, replied: 'We 
have a say ing here, that if you miss a buttonhole when you're 
d o i ng u p your wa istcoat, the best thing is to start all over again. 
Hut  we are not ab le to do that . '  

I . F . m .  r u lr Mn ·nl uso: Si · i l in n t rn lc u n ion n n  I Com n w n isr: I ·ader, who joi ned 
t hr P :)  : 1 1 1 1'11 1 :om m i t t  i r r  I 'J% nnd  i l H  r r r l l' ion n l len l cr·Hhi 1 i n  1 %0. 



The PCI and De-Stalinization 

The first signs of a turn in Soviet policy, and of lesser harshness in 
the cold war, came in 1 952 and especially 1 953, after Stalin's death. 
The PCI's victorious campaign against the Iegge truffa should have 
encouraged it to make use of its greater room for manoeuvre; the 
road on which it struck out with the Salerno turn could have been 
not only more openly affirmed, but further developed and clari
fied. It cannot be denied, however, that instead of actively taking 
the lead the Party and Togliatti himself followed a little passively, 
and sometimes uncertainly, a process whose importance they had 
already grasped. At least that was true until the wrenching year of 
1 956.  

When I say 'uncertainly', I am mainly referring to the PCI's 
internal policy - that is, to its way of intervening in the confused 
but real crisis that had opened up in the government coalition. It 
wasted months playing up the 'Montesi affair'/ made overtures 
to the appalling Pella2 government and hurriedly withdrew them, 
behaved erratically in relation to a proposed 'opening to the Left', 
underestimated the election of Gronchi, 3 and remained indifferent 
to the emergence of a left wing in Christian Democracy (at first 

1. Montesi affair: sex and drugs scandal that engulfed Roman high society 
and the DC establishment in 1 953--4, fol lowing the d iscovery of the scant i ly  clad 
corpse of Wilma Montesi on a beach i n  Ostia outside the capita l .  

2 .  Giuseppe Pel l a :  C h r i  t ian  Democrat prime min ister from A ugust 1 953 t o  
January 1 954 . 

3. . iov. nni ; ron ·h i : I l in1  :h risr i  1 1 1  I nH · ror, who s •rv I as t h i r  I prcsi -
d Ill' ( f It· ly I !.'I'W II 1 .H L11 I 1 9  2.  
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quite distinct from the pro-establishment current around Fanfani ) ,  
as well as  to the early initiatives of Mattei4 and Saraceno5 and 
to Catholic minority movements independent of the DC and the 
Church hierarchy that prefigured the papacy of John XXIII. 

The Party's immobility and great caution were most striking in 
relation to three major opportunities for debate and renewal. First, 
Khrushchev's bridge-building towards Tito should have induced 
the PCI to make not only a self-criticism of its own concerning the 
excommunication (which it had fully endorsed at the time), but 
also a general critique of the Wroclaw meeting at which Longo 
himself had stood in the dock. Yet it avoided doing either. Second, 
the defeat of the major strike at Fiat in 1 954 might also have 
encouraged new thinking and initiatives on technological inno
vations and the organization of work, but instead it was merely 
put down to the repression organized by company boss Vittorio 
Valletta. Third, the dismissal of Secchia from the PCI's organi
zational commission - which, being due to real disagreements, 
should have been explained in some degree - was simply lumped 
together with the sad 'Seniga affair',6 so that any new leadership 
orientation was more or less blocked until the Eighth Congress 
in 1 956, and the running of the Party became only a little more 
flexible and tolerant. 

It would be ungenerous to overlook the objective factors involved 
in this impasse. For the new cold war dragged on in Italy, and even 
flared up again in 1 954-5, when the Scelba-Saragat government 
rekindled police repression (four demonstrators were killed by the 
police at Mussomeli on its very first day in office) .  Communists 
were disbarred by law from important posts in public adminis
tration, politically motivated dismissals and punitive actions 
became more common in factories, and open or covert censor
sh ip  did increasing damage to cultural activity. A first, still limited 
wave of recruitment for work in industry operated with political 

4.  Enrico M a ttei :  left-w i ng Ch ristian Democrat and public administrator, 
dos · l y  iden t i fied w i t h  t he activ ity of the powerful National Fuel Trust (ENI) until 
h i s  d · :uh  in a m ysterious p l a n e  crash in 1 962 . 

. . P:1sq u: l lc Sa r;lc •no: Cn t ho l ic founder in ·1 946 of the Association for the 
' ' 'd us r r i n l  D · v · lo1 1 1 1  ·nr o f  rh · Sou t h  (Sv imt:z). 

h. ( ; i u l i o  Sen ign : 1 · r i v • in t h  · 1\csi ·rnn ·e and t h · post war orga n izat ion of 
t hl· P :1 , h nbs ·on dc I f rom Ron • i n  I \154, l l ·��;cd ly  wi t h Po rty funds nnd s ·cr t 
do�'\ 1 1 1 \  1,\tN. 
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criteria, and bitter divisions among the trade union federations, 
together with the influence of Coldirett? and the Federconsorzi, 8 
underlined the difficulties in the way of social struggles. Moreover, 
the American embassy intervened even more directly during this 
period, expressing concern over a possible admission of the Social
ist Party into government and demanding tighter discrimination 
against Communists. 

Nevertheless, subjective factors also played a part in impeding 
any renewal. The hard years had turned the Party in on itself and 
fostered ideological rigidity, with the paradoxical result that it 
sought a way out in political manoeuvring at the top and in parlia
ment, more than through an expansion of its social and cultural 
presence in society. Thus, the PCI was not in the best shape to face 
the stormy weather of 1 956.  

TOGLIATTI AND THE SECRET SPEECH 

Yet Togliatti's 'new party' had prefigured much of the thinking of 
'56 and the Twentieth Congress. What I have called his 'damage 
limitation' policy had kept alive such vital elements as the avoida
bility of war, the existence of different roads to socialism ( including 
the 'democratic road') ,  the need to move beyond the cold war and 
to seek broad alliances, and the necessity of greater autonomy in 
culture and the arts and of less rigid and less centralized plan
ning of the economy. It was therefore a source of great satisfaction 
and hope to see these directions finally legitimated by the Soviet 
leadership and borne out in practice by such developments as the 
successful anti-colonial struggles. In the end, this was the side of 
things that meant most. 

The same cannot be said of the response to Khrushchev's Secret 
Speech, which left the PCI feeling more exposed than its counter
parts on every level. It was a mass party that faced another great 
mass party, Christian Democracy, which controlled all the means 
of communication. It also combined the features of a 'people's 
party' and a 'cadre party', bound together by a strong faith. It was 

7. Coldiretti: organization representing sma l l  farmers, founded in 1 944 and 
currentl y cla i m i ng a membersh ip  of more t ha n  one and a half  mi l l ion.  

8 .  Federconsorzi :  i ta l ian Fed rat ion of Agri  •t d t u ra l onsort ia ,  t he va riously 
privat and StlltC-I'L 1 1 1  n1-1ri  ·t d r u ro l fun l i nj.l og •ncy foun Jed i n  " 1 892 nnd ov r
wh l n1  I by ·n nd t l  in 1'11 I 0 , 
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this faith that had enabled it to withstand unrelenting pressure 
from its opponents, to step up recruitment even at times of down
turn in the mass movement, to endure persecution and sacrifices, 
and to prioritize unity rather than competition in dealings with 
the Socialist Party (which was already showing some cracks) - a  
faith, moreover, that was based on memories of the anti-fascist 
struggle and belief in the Soviet Union and its leader, Joseph Stalin. 
The hasty dismantling of the Stalin cult therefore cut deep into the 
hearts and minds of Party activists - not only, or perhaps mainly, 
because of the revelations (some of which could be met with incre
dulity, or put down to historic necessity),  but because the Soviet 
party itself had suddenly sprung them on the Communist move
ment without any explanation. 

More than fear of being made to share responsibility, or annoy
ance at Khrushchev's crude language, it was concern for the pain 
and disorientation caused to the Party that accounted for Togliatti's 
thinly disguised hostility to the Secret Speech. But he was astonish
ingly naive to imagine that he could avoid trouble by ignoring its 
existence, and then by questioning the reliability of versions of the 
text that gradually leaked out over a period of months. 

He did not report anything about the Secret Speech to the PCI 
leadership, or even the secretariat; nor did he mention it in the 
report he gave on the Twentieth Congress to the Central Committee 
meeting of 1 3  March. After the first abridgements had appeared in 
the New York Times, unchallenged by Moscow, Togliatti described 
them as a 'pretty crude manoeuvre' on the part of 'shrieking apes' .  
At the National Council meeting of 3 April, held in preparation 
for upcoming regional elections, he spent little time on the 'hot 
potato' of the Twentieth Congress - which caused evident disquiet 
in the hall and led Amendola and Pajetta9 to insist, in their differ
ent ways, on the need for profound renewal. Yet his concluding 
rem arks, which referred to 'the good things that Stalin did, despite 
certa i n  mistakes' ,  brough t the house down and reflected the turbu
lent state of mind in the Party. 

Such reticence may wel l have kept the electoral losses to a 
m i n i m u m  (-0 . 8  per cen t, m a i n l y  accounted for by the big cities of 
rh · North a nd work i ng-c ia  d ist rict ); th i s  suggested that most of 

'7. ;ian ·a r lo f >n j t n :  1 1 1  1 1 1 b  ·r o f  rh N n r iont l l  S '  · rcr a r i�l t  from 1 94 H  to  '1 985,  
1 1 1 1  I n I . ,  l i nK f igure i 1  rh mil(liorista ·u ,. nr  i n  th  • Pnrry n lonf!si I ·  A mcndoln 
1 1 11 I Nnpol i r  1 1  1.  
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the dissent and resignations from the Party were a protest against 
the assault on Stalin, rather than against its lack of severity. But, 
when the full text of Khrushchev's speech was published in early 
June in America and France, Togliatti, unlike Thorez, ceased to 
ignore it and, without prior discussion with the leadership, pub
l ished a long interview in Nuovi Argomenti10 on the whole issue of 
'de-Stalinization'. If one reads this out of context today, forgetting 
that it mainly addressed the work of the Party and the attempts by 
its enemies to write off the whole Russian Revolution along with 
Stalin, then it is easy to underestimate its value. The points it made 
were by no means new (with one exception); it left out a number 
of delicate matters, despite its emphasis on the importance of his
torical depth; and its argument was often flawed in its inner logic 
or its relationship to the facts. Nevertheless, I consider it to have 
been a political masterstroke in the situation of the time. 

Togliatti's postulate - which seemed too obvious to need dem
onstrating - was that however one judged or defined Stalin's 
errors, they had not prevented the Russian Revolution from laying 
the structural foundations of a new socialist society, or cancelled 
out its propulsive power. Despite the backwardness from which 
it had started out, despite the fact that it had spent eighteen of its 
forty years in the throes of war and reconstruction, despite the 
isolation and constant threats, Soviet society had created a modern 
and dynamic productive system in the space of just a few decades; 
it had conquered illiteracy, united diverse ethnic groups from the 
old empire, repelled a military onslaught from the West, trained 
a high-quality scientific elite, secured broad popular consent and 
passionate political involvement, and eventually spread its model 
to other countries and established a new global balance of forces. 
A l l  this was plain for all to see. The mistakes, including crimes 
and arbitrary uses of power, might have slowed or in some cases 
deflected the process, but they did not halt or distort it. And even 
the self-criticism, itself debatable in some respects, was a symptom 
not of crisis but of a new ly acquired strength, and would contrib
ute to further developm nt  in the years to come. 

The po tu l a t  reassu r d most Party activ i sts as wel l  as the Soviet 
lead rsh i p . J- Ion  t o� ponents m igh t ·r i t icize i t, but they cou ld not 

I 0. Nuovi r�oml!nii: l i t  ru ry mng zin  found I i n  I . 3 by rh writ  rs Alb rt< 
; I'< 1: ·i 1 1 tJ A l h  rro Monwin .  
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dismiss i t  in toto; i t  allowed for the possibility of  serious discus
sion, instead of disorientation and squabbling. Togliatti's interview 
brought new arguments into the debate, trying to give it a direc
tion without choking the life out of it. It may be useful to recall 
some of its main points, without passing over its weaknesses. 

1 )  Togliatti finally took Khrushchev's speech on board. He did 
not try to minimize the gravity of the revelations it contained: not 
only major errors but cruel and arbitrary actions that were not 
due to objective necessities and had caused needless damage, for 
which Stalin bore the main personal responsibility. After all his 
initial reticence, Togliatti now went beyond mere admissions. 'One 
cannot blame everything on the "personality cult" and reproduce 
it in reverse, by attributing every fault to Stalin after attributing 
every merit.' Without softening the criticisms, it was necessary 
to examine how and where such deviations originated, and why 
they had lasted for so long; deeper and more level-headed histori
cal research into the period was required. In this way Togliatti 
responded to the unease of Party activists, who did not want 
to ditch wholesale the faith for which they had given so much, 
and finally directed his criticism at Khrushchev too. Nor could 
the Soviet leader brush it aside, since Communists in the Soviet 
Union, and a fortiori in the Chinese and Yugoslav parties, had 
been demanding the same. 

2) Togliatti himself initiated the process of historical reflection, 
violating the taboo that restricted criticism of Stalin to events in the 
second half of the 1 930s.  He pointed to the origins of Stalinism in 
the 1 920s: for example, the top-down reorganization of the Party, 
or the hasty implementation of the (correct) policy of agricultural 
collectivization. He also drew a distinction between the illegal acts 
committed in 1937-8, in the context of a merciless struggle against 
real dangers of subversion and terrorism, and the abuses of the 
postwar period, which had lacked any justification or standards. 
At the same time, he mentioned some of the positive changes in 
pol icy that Stal in had promoted, as at the Seventh Congress of 
t he Commun ist International, and great achievements under his 
leader h i p  such as  the war victory and the heroic mass mobiliza
t ion tha t  made i t  pos i bl . There was no reference, however, to the 
Comi n form t u rn  and i t r p r u ion in the PCI .  

. ) I n  noc h r i m 1 c rr n t i  n of t h  i n t  r v i  w, dea l ing with 
t l  pr bl t f m ·r· ·y, T< > l i . r e i 's om is ion an ounted to a 
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contradiction. He brought out more effectively than he had done 
for years the limited, formal character of classical parliamentary 
institutions. And, in order to counterpose 'socialist democracy' to 
them in a way that was not too facile, he redefined the concept 
of 'dictatorship of the proletariat' by appealing to the Lenin of 
State and Revolution (democracy based on soviets ) ,  very different 
from the author of The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade 
Kautsky. This innovation was hardly negligible, since it gave a 
more advanced meaning to the idea of a 'democratic road' and 
found positive echoes on both the left and the right of the Party. 
But was it credible to say that substantive power in the Soviet 
Onion lay in the hands of the soviets? 

4) A similar contradiction appears at a key later stage of 
Togl iatti's argument, where he courageously asserts that the errors 
of the past were not solely political. They were also both cause 
and  product of a partial 'degeneration' in certain phenomena 
of Soviet society (the bureaucratization of some sections of the 
admin istration, the humiliation of the masses in some areas of the 
conomy).  There can be no doubt that he convinced the Party and 

many others on this point, since he went beyond recrimination to 
express a genuine will for reform. But it was very difficult for the 
Sov iets to accept this, and in fact their criticism of this part of the 
i n terv iew mainly focused on Togliatti's use of the vaguely Trotsky
ist-sounding term 'degeneration' (which, as matter of fact, did no 
h.a rm) .  What should be stressed, rather, is that this message did 
not sit wel l  with another statement that followed it: 'Our criti-
al reflection concerns institutions and behaviour in politics (the 

superstructure), not the social system (which has been and is fully 
and  consistently socialist).' 

5) Another question posed itself, however. If Stalin's errors were 
spread over a l ong period of time, becoming more glaring and 
noxious towards the end, why were they not identified and recti
f ied ea rl ier? Togl iatt i 's a nswer to this was sincere and effective. 
H for Sta l i n 's dea t h , not on ly  woLt ld  it  have been personal ly dan
gerous  t o  s ·I t o  u nci rm i ne h im.; it would hav been thorough ly 
·oun r  ·rr  rod u ·r i v · .  For h is a u t hor i t y  and popu l a r  pr stige w r so 

�r ' < l t  r h n r  s u  ·h a n n t t  ·n  1 t wou l d  hav prod u · · ·c l ,  n o t  a corT t ion , 
I t i t  op 'I s t rug!l,l • n n  I -ris is  i n  r l  · w l  ol  so · i t y. Ev n f t  r h i  
d t l , t l  1 ,  h A t·. r in  p i v  w \ S t <  h p; i 1  ·orr r i ng · • r a in I • 
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within the new collective leadership. Next, there had to be a shock 
in order to end a way of thinking and acting that had become 
endemic at every level of power. Togliatti himself could not help 
wondering: if the crux of the problem was the 'personality cult', 
would it not have been possible first to tone down the praise of 
Stalin and to curb some manifestations of the cult? But he left the 
burden of answering this 'to the Soviet leaders, who knew these 
things better'. On the other hand, he avoided asking himself and 
his own party why they had not shown moderation or expressed 
perplexity about the break with Tito, or about the summary trials 
that followed it in Eastern Europe. 

6) The final part of the interview, which deals with relations 
among Communist parties and the leading role of the Soviet Union 
after the Twentieth Congress, contains perhaps the most advanced 
and fruitful innovation. Togliatti did not confine himself to reit
erating the now-accepted principle of the independence of each 
national party, of 'unity in diversity' among multiple roads to 
socialism; he went on to provide a firmer basis and broader scope 
for this principle. The enlargement of the socialist camp to take 
in many new countries around the world had made autonomy an 
indispensable condition for future unity, but it also meant that 
diversity of history, tradition and social structure could actually 
be a resource for the enrichment and development of the whole 
movement. The national roads were not different ways of reach
ing a predefined goal, but a way of better defining and adjusting 
the goal itself. So, beyond 'national roads' and 'national parties', 
Togliatti introduced another new term: polycentrism. 

Unfortunately, the historical situation and the current level of 
theoretical elaboration did not allow him to define the active sub
jects of polycentrism more precisely, still less to say how, when 
or why each of them - Communist countries, Third World, the 
West - might contribute to a greater polyphony. And the vision 
remained long term: no attempt was made to develop it until it 
was too late. 

In short, the who le  interview is an example of how to overcome 
a d i fficu l t, d i stress ing s i tuation, not by simply trying to mediate, 
but  by tak ing a bold step forwa rd .  And,  a l though the wounds 
wer not y t hea led,  t h  wh o l P � 1 ,  from top to bottom, recog
n iz d i t · I f  i n  To l i a t t i 's r- f l  ·t ions. K h rush ·h v h im  el f  made on l y  
1w  r i na  I · r i t i · i sn : , nnJ • v  • t  I n l an  · · d  c l  · n  l r '  ·ogn i:z. in  t h  
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'major' contribution Togliatti had made; various interlocutors or 
opponents objected, but with respect. 

By the middle of the year, the situation had changed and discus
sion was no longer muffled but constructive; the focus of dissent, 
even for minority currents, had shifted from the Secret Speech 
to the more fertile ground of what the Italian Communist Party 
had done and should do to renew itself. Togliatti's merits must be 
recognized here. For on perusing the complete set of leadership 
minutes - and, based on experience, I do not have much faith in 
them - the mediocrity, reticence and exclusiveness of the collective 
discussion during those months are quite amazing. 

THE SECOND STORM 

But it turned out to be the calm between two storms. The second, 
no l ess violent, upset came with the events in Poland and Hungary, 
a l though this time it affected the Party's national and local leader
sh ips, and relations with intellectuals and other parties, more than 
it d id the broad popular masses. 

(Note. To tel l  the truth, in my periodization I am not sure where 
to p lace the end of the unity in action between Communists and 
Social ists, which was unquestionably an important phenomenon 
for the PCI and Italian politics in general. If I mention it here, it 
is because, contrary to an almost universal perception, the break 
began before the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU and gradually 
deepened in subsequent years over issues of government. In 1 956 
i t  expressed itself noisily only at  the meeting in  Pralognan between 
Nenni and Saragat to decide on the unification of their two Social
ist parties, which took ten years to seal and lasted for rather less. It 
is illuminating to add that that meeting took place before the Hun
garian crisis and the Soviet invasion, not as a consequence of it. ) 

The Hungarian and Polish crises of autumn 1 956 were of con
s iderable importance for the PCI. They aroused heated debate in 
I ta l y, but entered and sti l l  remain in  people's memory only in  a 
d i lated form, as i f  they were the centra l event of the second h a l f  
o f  the century, ma rk ing the key mom n t  when the PC£ ,  re fus i ng 
to br ak  with th US R,  lost th opport un i ty  to p n up  I ta l ia t  
d mo ra y, to  avoid n t  onv ntio ad ludendum, 

nd co forr t r i · f p bl f br at i 
c l  ,h i t i  I 

' l  
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For my own part - although years later I was expelled from 
the PCI mainly, but not only, because of what I had written about 
the occupation of Czechoslovakia and the unreformability of 
Soviet autocracy - I am in complete disagreement with the posi
tion just outlined; I will give it short shrift in this reconstruction 
of the history of the PCI and Italian politics. I shall not deny, 
though, that the Italian Communists - especially their leaders, 
Togliatti included - understood little about the revolt in Eastern 
Europe and adopted wrong-headed, poorly motivated positions 
that soon had important negative consequences. Here it is appro
priate to quote the famous words of Joseph Fouche, a cynical 
man but a sharp-sighted politician: 'It's worse than a crime; it's 
an error.' 

What was the error? I believe its roots stretch back a long way, 
to the habit of playing things by ear on the basis of highly abstract 
principles and a disciplined acceptance of superior authority on 
all major decisions. This meant that it was difficult for the PCI 
to exercise the autonomy it had only just conquered. Many said 
breezily at the time, 'We're on one side of the barricades and there 
we stay, even when mistakes are made'. Turati said as much long 
ago: I side with the party, even when it's wrong. But which was 
the side to be supported in this case? Obviously the Communist 
movement, in a difficult moment of transition, still hemmed in 
by the cold war. But what if that side was in a crisis of confusion 
and uncertainty, in faraway places of great strategic importance ? 
How then should I defend the barricade, shore up my side and 
help to solve the crisis? There are many ways of manning a bar
ricade, even if you're there to shoot it out, with no idea of flight: 
you can replace your leaders, you can move the barricade back or 
make a sortie to the front, you can seek a truce, you can appeal 
for reinforcements. Especially if you are a long way away, you can 
send he lp, or argue for a favourable compromise, or simply con
centrate on ho l d ing the rest of the front. But, in choosing among 
· 1 l l  the options, decla rations of solidarity or hasty condemnations 
:1 re not enough . I t  i essenti a l  to know and say, at least to oneself, 
wha t  t he rea l i ty is on the ground,  to foresee its probable dynamic, 
to ass ss t he l i k  ·· l y  conseq uences, ta k i ng i n to account the context 
i n  w h i  · I t h  con f l i  · t i s  ta k i n  r pia · , a n  I to comm u nicate a l l  this 
to h · 1 ass ·s whos · s u r  1 or t o 1 s ,  k ,  a n d  i n  re la t ion t o  whom 
you ' l SS L I I  t l  • r · .· J 1 : i t  i l i r  f I n l · rsl i f . P ·r l  n 1  s t h is is h 
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greatest difference that separates Lenin from Stalin and so many 
other politicians before and after him. 

In those critical weeks, however, the PCI proved unable to do this: 
it committed a series of blunders and drew a number of conclusions 
that erred in both content and timing. The first blunder was to con
flare the origins, evolution and to some extent even the outcome of 
the Polish and Hungarian events, viewing them both as unaccept
able revolts against a socialist government, quite apart from any 
particular mistakes. The strike and demonstration in Poznan were 
workers' actions in support of a demand for more equal wages, 
the right to strike, and a mitigation of the heavy sacrifices required 
by the economic plan. The police repression was therefore unjust, 
just like the police repression in Italy ordered by interior minister 
Scelba, and Di Vittorio and the CGIL union federation were right 
to point this out. But the Polish Communists understood the lessons 
and drew the right practical conclusions, so that when the insur
gency spread to Warsaw and took on a more explicitly political 
character they appointed a man who had spent the early 1950s in 
prison, but who knew how to wrest an effective compromise from 
the Soviets - regaining the support of the workers, and winning the 
backing of the Catholic primate. It was a compromise that could 
have spread to other countries in the area, and the PCI could and 
should have actively wagered on that possibility, essentially in line 
with the Twentieth Congress. It did not do so. 

The Hungarian crisis had quite a different background. The 
Communist Party there was shaky and divided from the outset; 
the dynamic of the revolt developed in stages, and it was much 
more difficult to find a solution that did not entail full-scale dis
solution, at a moment of Western aggression against Egypt. This 
is the key point. If there was a minimal possibility of reaching a 
solution by political rather than military means, this still required 
external assistance, for which both sides would have to pay a 
price, although it would avert a revival of the cold war or worse. 
The Soviets were not against the idea of political 'aid':  their fi rst 
military intervention was decided on local l y  for demonstrative 
purposes, and they subseq uently got r id of  Gero and put Nagy 
at the head of the government. The do ument they f i na l l y pro
po ed as a ompromi  of f  r d v · n mor con ' ion t ha n  t l  
a r m n t  t h  y h d r h ' l w i  h t h  • Pol s. Bur  v r t h i ng ha � -

•n ·d tc c I r , so t h1 t i t  l i  I 1 c t 1 v •nt b l t  n t i n tu i r  t h  
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evolution from protest to revolt, from revolt to armed confronta
tion, from demands for greater democracy to a struggle to topple the 
regime - in a country that was experiencing not so much plots as a 
bubbling up of reactionary sediments from the past. 

The PCI, and the Italian Left generally, neither understood this 
dynamic nor followed its unfolding, still less intervened to offer 
a solution. Di Vittorio was wrong on 25 October to interpret the 
first Soviet intervention in Budapest as a repressive move, or to see 
nothing but a democratic political protest in a movement that was 
beginning to assume the features of an irreconcilable jacquerie. 
And Togliatti was wrong to lump everything together, writing off 
the protest from the start as a counter-revolution in the making. 
When the options finally ran out and Khrushchev, egged on by all 
the Communist parties, decided on a real invasion, the PCI gave 
him its support. 

So, was that the moment to break with the USSR and desert the 
degenerate camp of world Communism? I did not think so then, 
and I remain of the same view today - for a number of reasons, 
including three whose importance I realized only later. 

Point number one. To have broken a link that was central in the 
formation of the PCI, and to have done so at a time when the USSR 
had begun a process of renewal and the camp associated with it 
was displaying major successes, would not have been understood 
or accepted by the great majority of Communist cadres, activists 
and voters. A struggle would certainly have ensued, leading to the 
break-up of the PCI. Perhaps what would have emerged would 
have been a more hardline party on one side, consisting of a minor
i ty tied to the USSR, and a small splinter party to the right, geared 
to convergence with the Socialist Party. The outcome would surely 
not have been a great force such as Swedish Social Democracy 
- rather, something along the lines of French Social Democracy, 
perpetua l l y  forced to govern alongside the DC in a subaltern role. 
Proof of th is  is that the PSI did not move to occupy the space that 
t he s i tuation seemed to offer it. Indeed, it soon suffered a split to 
t he left , and  the p rogress i ve democratic minorities, which included 
some va l u a  bl i n  te l l  ctua Is, remai ned as pol i ti ca l l y  dispersed and 
i rr ·I 'van t  as v r. 

Poi n t  n u m b  r t wo. By 'a r ly  ' 1 957 t h  Sov i  t lead rsh i p  i tse l f  was 
· t l i t - l < t ot ly s · n u f t  r- f f  · t o f K i rus · l ·h v's r t Sp h, but 
n s  ' "  • p :si > I  >f g 1 r I 1 > l i  • l i:ngr· • ' 1 1 1 t v ·r r forr s, h 
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events in  Eastern Europe, and the meaning of peaceful coexistence 
with the West. As we later discovered, these were not just disagree
ments but irreconcilable differences. A majority of the Politburo 
- the body from which power radiated outward - was now deter
mined to remove Khrushchev. And in early 1 957  Khrushchev took 
an unprecedented risk: he assembled enough Central Committee 
members on a military aircraft to form a quorum for an emer
gency session, then prevailed on them to accept the expulsion of 
the so-called anti-Party group. We have only to recall the names 
- Molotov, Voroshilov, Kaganovich, Malenkov - to appreciate the 
k ind of policy turnaround they would have imposed on the Soviet 
Union, which was already a great power and had the weapons 
necessary to ensure that it remained one. Had Hungary been left 
to drift the previous October, had it even provoked similar crises in 
neighbouring countries, the showdown in Moscow would almost 
certainly have gone the other way. What effect would all that have 
had on relations with China, which was developing in quite a dif
ferent direction after the elimination of Liu Shaoqi? Nor should it 
be forgotten that the war in Suez seemed to point towards a re
launch of the cold war. 

Point number three. Granting that a change in Moscow might 
have resulted in a new compromise (something like the Brezhnev/ 
Suslov takeover eight years later), would that have been good 
news for Communists and everyone else? For all the limitations of 
Khrushchevism, and the path it was destined to take, I think the 
answer is definitely no. 

We may now calmly consider the argument that the PCI's real 
function in Italy was to consolidate democracy, gradually evolv
ing into a social-democratic and then liberal-democratic party, and 
that it would have done better to complete the evolution more 
consciously and rapidly than it did ( even if recent developments 
make this open to question). Be that as it may, the idea that such a 
wrenching change of camp and identity should have been carried 
out in 1 956 seems to me utterly senseless - an ill-thought-out self
criticism, dictated by a need to shed the burden of a delusory hope, 
or of a past responsibility now considered to be a ta in on one's 
character. I sha l l  not even p a k  of the pos i b i l i ty of an  A m  r i
can i nterv ntion i n  1 956 - a  sol u t ion that many  t oday on id r 
a im  t r i  h n I pro p  r - i n  i t  wou ld  i mply h a v  I d co mu t ua l  

d t 



T H E  P C I  A N D  D E- STA L I N I Z AT I O N  1 3 3  

The errors the PCI made in those months of crisis did, however, 
have a number of significant consequences. They opened the way 
for, or anyway speeded up, the PSI's shift to participation in a 
DC-run government and, above all, its acceptance of a moderate 
policy that split the Party and pushed it further towards subal
tern integration. They alienated important intellectuals from the 
Communist Party - men and women who were priceless bearers 
of various cultures - although it must be added that these not only 
voiced their dissent loudly and in unusual ways, but used it as 
a lever to remove Togliatti and shake up the rest of the leader
ship, trying to involve an unwilling Di Vittorio in their efforts and 
thereby weakening the authority of a major resource for renewal 
in the labour movement. Finally, the PCI's errors over Hungary 
handed the enemy an argument it could use obsessively, over and 
over again, to accuse the Party of duplicity and lock it into per
manent opposition - and to sanction its own total complicity with 
the United States, even at times of its most ferocious involvement 
in plots, coups d'etat, terrorist outrages and direct aggression in 
various parts of the world: from Guatemala to Brazil, Chile to 
Indonesia, Vietnam to the Middle East, to mention only a few. 

THE EIGHTH CONGRE S S  

As in  June, so too in  December 1 956, Togliatti had the intelli
gence and ability to propose his own platform for renewal, instead 
of resisting change or being swept away by it. His Report to the 
Eighth Congress of the PCI contained much that was new, while 
refraining, as always, from substantial self-criticism. 

The report clearly separated the Polish crisis and the Hungarian 
tragedy from each other, while recognizing that the roots of both 
lay in the original fragility of socialism throughout the region; it 
admitted that it had been an unforgivable error to impose a 'servile 
and accelerated' imitation of the Soviet model, and that the stub
born resi stance of the i r  leaders to the new impulse of the Twentieth 
Congre had g iv  n reactionary forces the space for a revolt (and, 
in H unga ry, th po s ib i l i ty of ca rryi ng one through),  at the very 
morn· nt wh n t h  W t rn pow rs were eek ing to re-launch the 
·o ld war. A f r t h- q u t ion of t h  l a d i ng role of the USSR, the 
r 1 rt r t ror bu a l  o poin t  d ou t  that th oviet 
h d h · i J i  m 1 id t r  1 s d i ff i  L J l t i  , w l  i h 
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had left their mark on them; their success against the odds pro
vided an ever sturdier pillar for the world Communist movement. 

On the 'Italian road to socialism', Togliatti's report went 
beyond his earlier positions, playing down the 'national' aspect 
and focusing more on the historic changes in the world that had 
made it possible. Above all, he tried to define it better as a strategy, 
rather than a tactic: no longer the classical 'intermediate goals' to 
accumulate strength for a future revolutionary break, but 'struc
tural  reforms' prefiguring a socialist perspective, achieved through 
social struggles and written into the legal system on the basis of 
the advanced principles of the Republic's Constitution. Not yet 
social ism, but a step closer to it. This marked a clear distance 
from social-democratic parliamentarism but also from strategies 
that implied waiting for the Big Day; the revolution was a process, 
which at a certain point could and should express itself in the peace
fu l conquest and democratic management of state power, already 
rest ing on subjective and objective supports within society. 

Of course, this did not solve the problem but only shifted it. 
For it remained unclear how the leap would be made to a new 
princ iple of social organization, if and when the anti-capitalist 
reforms produced by class struggle, and guided by a Communist 
pa rty, opened up a crisis of the system. It was neither necessary 
nor possible for Togliatti to give an answer, because this could 
ta ke  shape only in the concrete situation in which the question 
was posed. That was still a long way off in Italy and the West, and 
for the time being it was only possible to keep advancing along the 
thin line he had traced between gradualist reformism and socialist 
revolution. 

The main weakness in the Report to the Eighth Congress lay 
elsewhere - in its inability to see the profound transformation 
looming in Western society, to envisage its likely course and to 
encourage research into ways of facing up to it and exploiting its 
contradictions. I do not wish to reduce the critique of the PCI 
to banalities (as many of us have done at times), by suggesting 
that it was fixated on the idea of Italian capita l i sm as  a ' l umpen'  
capitalism. At the Eighth Congress Togl iatti , u n l i k e  the French 
Commun ists, refused stereotyp ica l  v i s ions  of a decad nt cap i ta l
i sm i ncapabl of furth r dev lopm n t ,  a nd t h  id a t ha t  t h  bu l k  
o f  worl I· r i  n i ng < I  so l u t  i 1 1 1 1  ov 1·i hm n c . H 

t n t  ·h 1 '. r .  k i n  1 I .. in t - · l mol >g 
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the organization of work, and was in favour of bringing the PCI's 
platform of demands up to date. But in essence he repeated the 
image of a monopoly capitalism closed in on itself, skimming 
off the profits from technological progress and imposing classi
cal forms of social inequality and exclusion. This image still had 
some basis in reality, but only if one focused on the back of the 
moving train, not on the power and direction of the locomotive 
pulling it. It was an image that failed to engage with the general 
social and cultural ferment already in the offing - almost the oppo
site of Gramsci's theoretical effort in 'Americanism and Fordism', 
written in his prison cell, whose bold, if risky, prognoses long 
remained in the archives. All this was the Eighth Congress, the val
uable but limited outcome of a battle between conservatives and 
modernizers. 

Much as the first tangible results of the Twentieth Congress of 
the CPSU had been a change of cadres, a restoration of legality, 
the release of political prisoners and a relaxation of censorship, the 
PCI's Eighth Congress produced a generational change, a definitive 
commitment to the 'democratic road' (with no clear idea yet of 
how to travel it), and a more open climate inside the Party, allow
ing greater freedom of discussion and research, but still respecting 
the code of 'democratic centralism'. 

An entertaining personal anecdote may serve to illustrate this. 
In late 1958,  not having been a member for long, I returned from 
Rome to Bergamo as the local PCI secretary. At the same time, 
front-ranking leaders of the Catholic Youth were joining the Party 
and being co-opted onto the Federal Committee. In the run-up 
to the Ninth National Congress, Michelangelo Notarianni and I 
published an article in Rinascita - nothing special, just a piece 
emphasizing the necessary link between democracy and social
ism. At the provincial congress, Luciano Lama came to preside on 
behalf of Party headquarters, and the provincial secretary, Eliseo 
M ilani,  and myself followed custom by inviting our illustrious 
guest to lunch in a good restaurant. After a while, evidently not 
remembering m y n a me, Lama turned to me and asked whether I 
h n d  read the Rinascita p iece by a couple of Trotskyists. My blood 
i m med ia te ly  be > an  to boil :  who, me a Trotsky ist? But I calmly 
r 'I l i  · d :  ' l  do r ' t  n ·d t o  r ad i t ,  b ·a use I ' m  th one who wrote it. '  
1\ f ·w y ' <HS b f > r  , su ·h a s 1spi  · ion wou l d  hav b n t he pr lucie 
to ; n i n · om hl · f · z i n -o 1 t ,  l t r t  1 1 <  w w · I . ugh ·d a l  ou t  h is  •a ffe 
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and went on chatting amicably. This gives a good idea of  the new 
l imits to dissent, but also of the growth in tolerance. The following 
year I was even promoted to the position of regional secretary. 

Innovation did not advance easily in these early years, however. 
The Ninth Congress was essentially a repeat of the Eighth, one 
central focus being the interesting but inconclusive 'Operation 
Milazzo' in Sicily.U Political discussion concerning the centre
l eft was confused and vacillating; the elections of 1958  pointed 
to stability more than new advances for the PCI, and optimistic 
hopes centred on the Soviet sputniks, one of them captained by 
a small dog. There is no reason to feel either surprised or regret
fu l about that. Real innovation in a major organization does not 
occur through parthenogenesis: it comes on the crest of great social 
and cultural waves, and there were not many of those in 1 950s 
I ta ly. The economic miracle, still in its early stages, a llowed the 
bosses to make a few concessions without being forced to do so 
by mass struggles; the Christian Democrats were moving towards 
su btler forms of rule, without a clear sense of direction; the Social
j ts were gearing themselves up to participate in government, but 
faced much resistance and internal strife; peaceful coexistence was 
running into the ground. The Algerian war was hotting up, but its 
fi rst consequence was the rise of de Gaulle and the exhaustion of 
parliament in France. 

To be frank, it should be added that Togliatti himself was pressing 
on the brake a little. I shall give three examples. First, his report to 
a spec ial conference on Gramsci emphasized the genius of the his
toric leader, but also his perfect consistency with Lenin's thinking. 
Second, a speech in Moscow (where he sensed a certain distrust, 
on top of open criticisms directed at him by Paris and Beijing) 
revived the language of triumphalism regarding the Soviet Union 
and its exceptional economic results, even endorsing Khrushchev's 
i dea that it would overtake the American economy within ten to 
fi fteen years. Third, he shared the almost unanimous reading of 
de Gaulle's r i se to power as a classical conservative-authoritarian 
restorat ion, not a modernization from above tbat would  include 
i nd  pendenc for A lger ia .  (On tb is  po int  I put  a d i fferent v iew i n  

1 · 1 . r m t ion M i l azzo: s o  ·o i l  d a ft r S i l v io M i lazzo, who was el· ·ted first 
mini t r of Si ·i l y i l  I 58 wi th  rh vot s of  ass mbly 1 1 1  mb r. of  bot h t h  R ight 
md rh L fr , tnd w 1 on pr ly  " I I I d f rom :h iNt i n D mo ·r ·y. �ommun i  t , 

1\ITI n� 1t h rM, p1 rri ·ip t J 1 !1 hlH lirHt �ov . rnm nr .  
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a long article for Nuovi Argomenti, but was not censured in any 
way for doing so. )  

In some channels, however, and on the margins of the Party, 
research and debate were already beginning to show results. I am 
thinking of the zeal with which certain trade unionists (Trentin12 
and his research department, Garavini in Turin,13  Leonardi in 
Milan14), but also a few organizations on the periphery of the Party 
(Minucci and the Turin Unita) ,  were examining the new organi
zation of factory work; or the introduction of cultural 'sources', 
the new attention to the reading of Capital, the discussion among 
young intellectuals for and against Della Volpe, the influence of 
non-orthodox Marxist writings (early Lukacs, Korsch) and the 
debate in France (Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, Hippolyte, Kojeve) 
or the interpretation of Husser! put forward by Antonio Banfi and 
his students. The Party's Youth Federation and its weekly Nuova 
Generazione managed to stir things up a little by dabbling in all 
these unorthodox currents. 

But to give all this a major political value, to treat the 'demo
cratic road' as an open-ended problem rather than a stable formula, 
was something very different. It meant addressing the revival of 
workers' struggles (first electricians in Milan, then auto workers in 
Turin, then textile workers) ;  the anti-fascist movement that started 
in Genoa and spread rapidly to involve surprising numbers of 
young people (the 'striped vest streetfighters') ,  followed as always 
by repression (deaths in Reggio Emilia) ,  only this time not pas
sively accepted; the mass migration from the South to the North 
of the country, debilitating the areas of origin but pouring new 
political lifeblood into the urban destinations. It meant facing the 
impromptu emergence of new lifestyles and needs which economic 
growth would eventually satisfy (but first stimulated and sum
moned up) .  Lastly, it meant grappling with a newly mature, albeit 
fitful and hazily defined, government majority - and with the 
election of Pope John XXIII and John F. Kennedy. 

1 2. Bruno Trenti n : Communist head of the engineering workers' union from 
1 962 to 1 977, later secretary of the CGIL. 

13 .  S rgio Gara v i n i :  Piemontese labour leader and later secretary of the CGIL; 
one of t he lea d i ng i n spir  r, in 1 989 of R i fondazione Comun ista, which he left in 

004 to th •r wi t h M agri a n d  ot hers. 
1 4 .  Si lv io L on<Hdi:  nn np;in r l y l o ·kground, ,om m un i t depu t y i n  th I ta l i a n  

p '  l i  1 1n 'I r f rom 1 3 n l  in  rh • ,u roJ nn P t ' i i  rn nr f rom 1 969 to 1 984 .  



The Italian Case 

The PCI entered the 1960s in promising conditions. Representing 
a quarter of the electorate, it still had nearly two million members, 
many of them active. It was part of an international movement 
that governed a third of the world, within which it had finally 
achieved autonomy. It commanded sympathy, or at least attention, 
in countries and movements that were shaking off colonialism; it 
had major influence in the trade unions, without thinking of them 
any longer as a 'transmission belt'. It found encouragement in, and 
gave encouragement to, an expanding working class that showed 
new signs of combativeness; it faced a politicized younger genera
tion and an intelligentsia that was at last absorbing a non-dogmatic, 
non-canonical Marxism. It was in dialogue with minority Catho
lic currents that had gradually freed themselves from Pope Pacelli's 
intransigent anti-Communism; and it governed important regions 
of Italy, not only correctly but with good results. Above all, it was 
united behind a strategy that had been defined, at least in principle, 
by the Eighth Congress as the 'Italian road'. The alliance to which 
Italy had signed up kept the Party in permanent opposition, but 
the new global relationship of forces protected it from American 
military intervention in the event that it d id manage to w in  a role 
i n  government by peacefu l and legal means. Al l  th is obl iged i t, and 
permitted i t, to veri fy whether the 'democratic road to socia l i sm' 
was feas ible, at lea t in th m dium term, and whet her i t  led where i t  
actua l ly  want  d to go, i nstead of down OJP or a not h r h is · path.  

I t  was a n  w ga m for t h · P : 1 ,  t h  ·n ,  i n  w h i  ·h i t. ·a r fu l l y  on
s t r u  ·t d i d  n t i t ' ,  1 I its f l l r t l r  • ·x i st •t · '  w .,. · on t h  · l i t . I n  i l ,  
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the stakes were even higher: if no change came about in the West, 
if the confrontation between the blocs remained only a 'war fought 
with different weapons', then other parts of the world (the USSR 
or the non-aligned countries) might soon fall prey to the retreat 
and division that was already visible on the horizon. Perhaps only 
in Italy did some of the conditions - the strength and the will -
exist to begin such a change. 

But was the game ever really on? Fifty years later we know how 
it ended: the PCI gave up the ghost as an organized force and a 
body of thought. And almost no one claims its legacy. It did not die 
from a sudden stroke; it had for some time distanced itself from the 
Soviet Union and was not swept away when that collapsed. Nor 
did it succumb to exhaustion, since it retained a sizeable electorate 
(28 per cent) and a major cultural-political presence right to the 
end. It wrote itself out of history, with the aim of making a 'fresh 
start' .  The fresh start failed to happen, and it is now clear that, 
even if the experiment had been more successful, it would have 
been the start of something completely different. That is a fact, so 
obvious and already long-established that it cannot be dismissed. 
But it does need to be explained. Why did a force that reached 
maturity in the 1 960s, continuing to grow and throwing itself into 
an original and ambitious project, begin to decline after years of 
success, and finally dissolve? 

Those who consider that project to have been a mere illusion, 
or a necessary manoeuvre to ferry the bulk of the army to firmer 
shores, will obviously have little interest in the PCI's discussions 
and activity during that long decade. If anything, they will focus 
instead on its later turn to national unity as the necessary prelude 
to a politics more solidly grounded in reality - that is, to a politics 
in which the goal of developing an alternative to the system was 
gradually discarded, in favour of a model in which two rival forces 
competed within the general limits of the world as it was. 

The few l i ke myself, however, who think that the project had 
a v iab le  fou ndat ion and,  w i thout succeeding in full, could have 
develop d d i fferent ly with va luable resu lts, will pay special atten
t ion to t ha t  long I cad when so many  th ings were in flux, and 
wh n t h ·on t  st b t w' · n a n  a i l i ng ca pita l ism and a commun i sm 
I <  o k i ng for ways t o  r d hn- i ts I f  s· 1 1 1  d to b - p rbap was 
- 0 1. ·n- 1 d L Tl i s  v i  ·w < d li t I s  som · s u p� < rr i n  r b fa t t ha t, 
t l th > 1 h h • I : 1 1  · I 1 u f u  1 ·r f . < n t i n  ', I n I is not • a 't l ' 
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flourishing. This is not a sufficient argument, however. Other 
political projects, and the social players associated with them, 
proved disappointingly incapable of giving the stress on innova
tion a more definite shape, and it was not long before updated 
versions of an even shakier past, or mediocre schemes for running 
things as they are, ended by generating more gloom than hope. 
But this is not enough to demonstrate that the distant ambitions 
of the 1 960s were plausible or correct. Of them too we can ask 
whether they did not, from the first, involve profound errors and 
face insurmountable obstacles. 

The first point to be demonstrated, then, is that there really was 
an open-ended contest. Only if we grasp the reality of the time 
will we able to understand and judge the lively discussions in the 
PCI at the beginning of the 1960s and the choices that resulted. At 
the risk of harping on familiar points, it may be useful to review 
what was then so exceptional about the 'Italian case', in a long 
decade that in some respects may be said to have started earlier 
and to have finished later. We may identify two key periods within 
it ( 1 960-5 and 1968-74),  although they had many common or 
convergent threads. In fact, two distinct tremors were profoundly 
shaking Italian politics and society: the 'economic miracle' and the 
trade union offensive, which the projects for a centre-left govern
ment sought to use as the lever for a 'reformism from above'; and 
the student revolt and workers' struggles seeking to produce a new 
social order 'from below'. Both these perspectives failed in terms 
of their main objectives, but they left deep and lasting marks on 
the country, as well as opening up something like a systemic crisis 
in the short term. The PCI was unable, and in part unwilling, to 
take a direct role in promoting or leading either process, such as 
it had played in the Resistance and the foundation of the Repub
lic. But it did help to initiate, support or shape them, and they in 
turn affected and crisscrossed the Communist movement. Only at 
the end did the Party gather the fruits, while having to shoulder 
the responsibility for an acceptable outcome to the social conflict. 
It also had to define and impose or reject a role in government 
that the evolution of events offered it, without having sufficient 
strength or ideas to meet the challenge. 

We must now look more c lose ly at each of thes two tr mors 
that were shak ing I ta l i a n  ociety, before fina l l y  n id ri ng wha 
un i t  d th n . 
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THE ECONOMIC MIRACLE 

Between 1 953 and 1964, Italy's gross national product ( in constant 
prices) rose from 1 7  billion to 30 billion lire; per capita annual 
income from 350,000 to 571,000 lire. The growth rate, which 
began at 5 per cent, rose above 6 per cent and stayed there until 
the seventies, with the single exception of 1 964. Nothing compa
rable has been seen before or since. Other capitalist countries were 
also expanding during this period, but it is still surprising that the 
more backward Italy, short of natural, financial and technological 
resources, not only succeeded in jumping on the train but found a 
place near the front: a little slower than Japan, equal to Germany, 
a little faster than France, and much faster than Britain or the 
United States. The term 'economic miracle' was imported from 
abroad to describe this, but neither word really does it justice. 
There are no miracles in economics - if we leave aside the one of 
the bread and fishes, as exceptional as the nature of the man who 
performed it. And, in the Italian case, the 'miracle' was not only 
economic; it went hand in hand with a number of major social, 
political and institutional transformations, whose guiding thread 
we must try to identify. 

The process was set in motion by two political events - the anti
fascist revolution and the cold war - which together permitted the 
rapid dismantling of protectionism (an old legacy of Italian capi
talism, rendered even more burdensome by fascist autarky) .  This 
forced Italy to look to trade with more advanced countries which 
had become politically close to it, and which were themselves in 
the throes of postwar reconstruction. It could have been a leap in 
the dark, since sections of both the employers (fearing competi
t ion)  and the workers (fearing redundancies) were reluctant to go 
a long with it. But the United States had good economic reasons to 
seek market outlets, and good political reasons to integrate high
r isk I ta l y  into its bloc of client states. It therefore called for the new 
t u rn and promised to support it (as it did in the case of Japan and, 
la ter, South-East As i a ) .  This early option for free trade marked the 
1 1  ·w E u rope as a suba l tern a l l y  in the Atl antic bloc. 

I t  ·e rta i n l y  offered h igh-priced e x port markets, but it could not 
n l or t hat  I t a l y  wou l d  b omp t i t i ve on them, given 
t h . r I l y ' p n ion w • I t r i 1  nd n ou n t er d many 
I i f f i · I i t h  w . A r _  i j i f  t h  · r l y  y a r  o v  r d 
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little more than the food emergency and the costs of the occupa
tion army, and then was geared to plugging the public deficit (a  
currency reform being excluded) and to  halting runaway inflation. 
The true engine of the 'miracle' - in the 1950s and for a long time 
after - lay in what I would call, in slightly Maoist-sounding lan
guage, 'using backwardness as a development resource' .  Or, a little 
more pompously, an original version of 'primitive accumulation'; 
or, more prosaically, a combination of technological leap and very 
low wages. 

Technological leap did not mean only the application of better 
equipment and better work organization to a productive apparatus 
partly out of use (as in Germany or France) .  It meant revolutioniz
i ng both the one and the other and involving large areas previously 
excl uded from modernity: that is, moving quickly from a narrow, 
and sometimes craft-based, industrial base to a Fordist indus
try that was already (at its most advanced) on the threshold of 
automation, and then extending it to new sectors and new types 
of production and consumption. It meant leaping over the inter
mediate stages that other countries had previously crossed with 
difficulty. This and only this could enable a number of companies 
to achieve the large and rapid productivity increases that would 
g ive them access to foreign markets. The United States, with its 
industrial equipment and its technological, organizational and 
ma nagement know-how, could offer this opportunity (plus a little 
d i rect investment) to those who were capable of buying and using 
them and were prepared to accept American leadership. But it was 
a very difficult leap to execute, especially at the start; many under
deve loped countries (not even in the Third World) were able to 
attempt it only much later. The countries that had a 'major revolu
tion' carried it out unaided, but they were successful only in certain 
sectors and paid a heavy price, isolating themselves from the world 
economy. First they had to obtain the initial funding, then devote 
near ly all the increased output to financing new investments and 
bui lding the necessary i n fra tructu re. Only much later, after much 
pinching and scrapi ng, was consumption g iven a share, in accord
ance wi th a development model i m posed by foreign ma rkets. A 
bus iness sens was a l  o r q u i red, a s  were a s izeabl  number of 
sk i l l · d work rs a J  d H x i bl t h n i  i a n s, and th support of pub l i  
a J t hori t i  s · 1 bl · of  st ' f  ping i n  wh r t h  pr iv  . t  s, ·cor  wa 
i n  ·a r I I  < f ,  o u 1  i n  ,. sr i i n ,  g ·r t i ng t h i n  s c l 01 ·. 
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Postwar Italian capitalism benefited from some of these condi
tions. History had made of Italy a mostly backward but uneven 
country: ancient excellence slumbered in the 'city centres'; a 
number of major industrial concentrations went back a long 
way; and the still predominant agricultural sector, though on the 
whole very poor, was also quite differentiated, with large absen
tee landowners, smallholdings that were not uniformly wretched, 
rapacious sharecropping systems that had sometimes been given 
a more civilized form by advanced farmers, and large estates that 
Enlightenment despotism had once transformed from afar. Much 
of the population was only semi-literate, but a minority had access 
to high-quality traditional education, and prestigious islands of 
research existed in fields such as physics. Fascist provincialism 
had insulated some but not all areas of culture, and the country 
did, after all, have a great cosmopolitan tradition. The family was 
still strongly patriarchal, but in many cases it was an extended 
family that functioned as a labour unit ( including the women) and 
a savings and social welfare centre, even continuing to operate as 
such over long distances during the painful transition to something 
new. A repressive moral code, especially in sexual matters, had 
been shaped by the Counter-Reformation and imposed by various 
traditions and conventions, but not everyone had internalized it, 
and society was therefore amenable to secularization. 

In this diverse archipelago of modernity and backwardness, 
t wo elements had a decisive synergic effect in launching a par
t ic u lar model of expansion. The first, paradoxically, stemmed 
from a legacy of fascism: an anomalous economic form devised 
hy the regime to confront the 1930s slump, involving the public 
ownership, but autonomous management, of large industrial cor
porations and nearly all major banks. This constituted a 'third 
pole',  a real 'mixed economy'. At first perhaps by chance, but 
n ft e r  the Liberation certainly because of the political climate, the 
v : 1 r ious ly  minded men (Beneduce, Menichella, Mattioli, Senigallia, 
Sar : 1  · •no,  Matte i )  who ran these entities showed great entrepre-
1 1  ·u r i · 1 l  O a i r  a n d  were su itab ly honest and conscious of their role, 
t'O i l 1 1 1 1 i t t  d t o  i nvest ing pu bl ic funds to give the country a modern 
i n  l us t 1· ia l bas · ( for ·xa mpl e, a steel i n d u  try that  used mineral ore 
i i L' t •n I of  s ·r, r m ·t a l ,  or o i l  ·xp lorat ion g a red to the prod uc
t ion of  r t rc ·h mi ·a l .  1 d sy 1  t l  r i  · f i t  r s ) .  n a mor l i ppery 
H in t 1 1 I t o  m . k U J  f <  t l  · n1 n r ': . ru nr  · I  a n d  sr u l a t i v  

I 
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stock exchange, Enrico Cuccia's Mediobanca used the savings col
lected by the semi-public banks to reorganize a private financial 
sector and to forge links with large industrial groups. Later, both 
the public entities and the Mediobanca system became the instru
ment of a perverse private-public network - a growth-inhibiting 
resource that enabled the government to run a pliant clientelism 
and to control information. But this should not obscure the fact 
that, in the take-off period, this idiosyncratic mixed economy was 
a powerful propulsive force. 

The second and decisive growth factor, however, was the per
manent wage freeze and the capacity of the proletariat for both 
sacrifice and initiative. This aspect of the 'miracle', though often 
noted, has not been sufficiently analysed. In 1946 real wages in 
Italy were 40 per cent lower than in 1938,  and inflation was eating 
up almost any rise won through hard struggle. Only in 1950, with 
the tasks of reconstruction complete, did incomes return to their 
prewar level. In 1959 they were up on average by approximately 
6 to 7 per cent, while labour productivity had soared by more 
than 50 per cent. These figures already speak volumes. But every
one had to pay for accumulation, and the powers-that-be decided 
that workers and farmers should be the first to pay and the last to 
profit. This option did not even need to be discussed in public: it 
was imposed by unemployment, redundancies and the closure of 
obsolete factories. The state merely helped out by brutally enforc
ing 'public order' and by keeping public expenditure low and 
selective. Furthermore, as everyone knows, unemployment can 
act powerfully to hold down wage levels and to stimulate labour 
i n t  ns i ty, thereby fuelling profits and investment; but once it rises 
a bove a certain limit it constricts the internal market, pushes down 
the level of savings and forces the state to feed an inactive popula
t ion, result ing in stagnation and depression. That limit was being 
reached prec i se ly at the time in question, mainly because there was 
no longer enough work in the countryside to guarantee even a 
su bs istence level . But, contra ry to what happens in the mode l , the 
extreme surplus of l abour  in the cit ies actual ly became a resource 
- thanks to th ree great m igra tory f lows, which, despite thei r d i ffer
ences, wer as i nva lua ble for the developmen t of t he econom y as 
t h 'Y w r mom n tou for r hos · 'a ugh t up in them. 

Th · f i r  r f low 1 o u t·-·d i n t< for •i n ou n t ri ·s i n  n d of n an 1 ow r. 
t o  W< n i l l i  1 w I s •m i  r · r d ov · rs · s ( I , rr i · J i . lt · l y  t > 
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Australia and Argentina), shortly followed by another wave to 
northern Europe (France, Belgium and, once it had absorbed 
German exiles from the East, the Federal Republic of Germany) .  
These migrants were forced to  live in  shacks and to  perform back
breaking work for exceptionally long hours, depriving themselves 
to maintain their families back home or to save up for the day 
when they could escape their hostile and uncomfortable environ
ment and return to build a little house of their own. Their hard 
work and scrimping helped Italy's balance of payments or slowly 
added to the bottom line in savings books. It was a fine example 
of 'popular stakeholding'. 

A second migratory flow was more local - that is, from the 
country to nearby cities, with the intention of remaining there, but 
keeping an active link with the family and the land. It began in 
central Italy, but then became more widespread. Young sharecrop
pers with little or no land of their own, but already accustomed 
to labour and to a slightly greater share of the produce than in 
the past, found employment in small firms, in the nooks and cran
nies of the market, for a third less than the minimum earned by 
regular workers. Or else they worked at home with their wives 
and children from dawn to dusk, on jobbing contracts from 
firms that provided them with old machinery, paying a share to 
agents who set up little businesses of their own. Alternatively 
the urbanized workers branched out into some petty commercial 
activity, and paid through the nose in rent. In all of these cases, 
the workers often supplemented their income with produce from 
the little family plot, on which they worked seasonally. Something 
similar, but not identical, happened in the better irrigated areas 
of the South, where day-labourers working seasonally for various 
employers might wrest some benefits through local struggles and 
agreements. We are talking, then, of a 'grey area' between country 
and  town, agricultural labour and a thousand other activities: 
a d i st inct i ve model of primitive accumulation based on self
explo itat ion ,  wh ich  in the short term contributed to development 
a n d  u rba n i zat ion, a nd from which the Third Italy of tiny firms and 
' zo n  s' was born . With i t  a lso came a new kind of middle layer, the 
u l t i ma t ro a n d  de l ight of the ' I ta l ia n  model ' .  

Th t l  i rd a n d  mo t i m p u l  iv migratory flow moved from the 
s >u h t c h  nor  h > f I t  l y, f i rst  co t h  big m t ropo l i  e , then to the 
n e . l <  d r i ng < L I m . M n of i c  ha rdsh i p· r · m b l  d t ho of 
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the first wave: separation from family amid a hostile local popula
tion, added to either accommodation in makeshift huts with few 
amenities, popularly known as 'Koreas' because of their unhomeli
ness and ugliness, or hours of commuting to and from a job on an 
unregulated building site. But, as in the second wave, the workers 
planned to settle down in the new place, bringing their relatives 
to join them as soon as possible, with hopes of finding a perma
nent job and a brighter future in one of the expanding industries. 
Careful recruitment, combined with anti-strike clauses and threats 
to dismiss anyone who stepped out of line, were very effective for 
a few years in controlling the new additions to the workforce. But 
the real novelty of the third wave was the economic circumstances 
in which it took place, towards the end of the 1 950s cycle of 'prim
itive accumulation', as a new and original model of development 
was taking final shape. 

The construction of a modern, largely state-owned, industrial 
base was already completed, or nearly: the steel works at Con
egliano and Bagnoli were up and running, and another one was 
under construction at Taranto. Enrico Mattei, soon to die in a 
mysterious plane crash, had signed or was negotiating oil deals 
with Algeria and the Middle East, which brought him and ENI 
into conflict with the world's top seven oil corporations (the 'Seven 
Sisters', as he called them); in petrochemicals, work was progress
ing on ANIC in Ravenna and the refinery in Gela. As to the private 
sector, Fiat had forged ahead with the launch of the 600 model at 
its gigantic, ultramodern plant at Mirafiori, where an adequate 
infrastructure was indispensable. Thousands of plastic products 
were pouring out of the petrochemical plants. The textile industry 
was introducing automated machinery and switching to synthetic 
fibres. The modern agricultural sector required fertilizer and 
farm machinery, which the Federconsorzi was helping to market, 
and to transfer, with public assistance, to farmers grouped in the 
Coldiretti organization. And, very recently, new medium-sized 
and even large firms had sprung up from virtually nowhere, in a 
leap from semi-artisanal industry to the large-scale production of 
household electrical appliances. All these devel opments ca l l ed for 
workers with few sk i l ls or pretens ions, who wou l d h a ve to wa i t  
before they cou l d  b e  o ffered decen t  l i v i ng condit ions .  

Th i expa ns ion o f  m a n u .fa · t u r .i ng h a d  t wo m a j o r  o · i a l  a n d  cu l 
t u ra l  ons  ·q l J  •n s. Fi rst , i r  rc l r  •w t h  · m a p  of r •a l pow r i n  I t a l y, 
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beyond the palace walls o f  the Montecitorio parliament i n  Rome, 
penetrating deep into society, regulating its conflicts and steer
ing the consensus. The large industrial and financial bourgeoisie, 
having emerged from the war politically delegitimized and eco
nomically shaky, unable to face international competition, express 
political or cultural hegemony, or dominate the latest outbreaks 
of social struggle, thus came back as an autonomous organized 
p layer. It was once more in control of the factories, resting on a 
coalition organized and dominated by the Christian Democrats. 
Yet, as we have seen, the economic take-off owed much to public 
industry and to the support of the state and its apparatuses. 

From the mid 1 950s on, big capital found itself in a position 
to take the lead with explicit policies of its own. Public indus
try had served its purpose, and was not to claim any guiding role 
for the future; the fiscal system was not to stifle profits by chang
ing the balance between direct and indirect taxation; trade union 
demands must continue to be resisted, and public spending to be 
channelled in ways that benefited corporate competitiveness. In 
advancing this programme, big capital could rely for support on 
the privately owned press (with the exception of II Giorno, during 
Gaetano Baldacci's short-lived editorship),  and had no scruples 
about threatening to mobilize all of Italy's surviving reactionary 
forces behind it. De Gasperi himself already referred to this as the 
'fourth party' with which he had to deal. 

A second consequence of the industrial boom concerned the rela
tionship between production and consumption. We might speak 
here of 'early consumerism': not a conjunctural but a structural 
phenomenon. Industrial development, and future investment, were 
now strongly geared to the European Common Market, which for 
a long time remained little more than a customs union (apart from 
some residual agricultural protectionism in favour of the strongest 
cou n tr ies) ,  so that Italy, still a medium-poor country, was exporting 
consumer durables (cars, televisions, household appliances, furni
t u r · ) to a region that was on the whole more advanced than itself. 
The r i s - of the  telev i sua l  med i u m  pointed the choices and aspira
r ions of l t a l i an  consumers i n  th same d i rect ion, even for those 
w h o  st i l l  Ia ·k cl bas ic i nd i v i dua l ,  not to spea k of col lecti ve, goods. 
Th wor I ·onsu m r· ism should be us cl with ca u t ion, however, 

s s t i l l  I r I • n a t t  r o f  sa t isfy i n  pr imary 
s · i I ·ot r · t of t l  t im : n l i t t l  · v ·h i  · I · 

II ' 
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of one's own to drive to work or on holiday, for lack of decent 
public transport; a TV set as a first window on the world after 
centuries of isolation. But this cultivated a new lifestyle tendency, 
already present in the American model, to give the individual pri
ority over the collective, to raise status symbols above real needs. 
Public spending itself helped to reinforce this trend, both for the 
sake of the economy and for reasons of social integration. In 
1 959, for instance, the government allocated 36 billion lire to the 
a i l ing railways, compared with 2,000 billion to highway (above 
a l l  motorway) construction. For a long time the health insurance 
system excluded much of the population, and was funded not out 
of ge neral taxation but by the workers themselves. 'Consumerism' 
t herefore preceded 'affluence', and a fortiori a more even distribu-
ion of income. 

I could go on listing the social and cultural upheavals induced 
or anticipated by the Italian economic miracle. But enough has 
been said to illuminate its novel interlinking of modernity and 
backwardness, and how it fuelled imbalances and regional or 
class conflict between North and South, capital and labour, and 
old and new middle layers. To complete the picture, however, we 
should add another element that is often overlooked. The eco
nomic uphea val did not altogether bypass the political and social 
l lo u pon which Christian Democracy had built its undisputed 
su 1. remacy - a bloc that it presented as an emergency coalition to 
blo k the 'Communist threat', and which was fully backed by the 
A m -ricans, by middle classes not immune from para-fascist influ
·n · , and above a ll by the mostly rural Catholic masses, loyal 

to P i us X I I  but still mindful of traditional peasant solidarity and 
r · · nt i nvo l vement in the Resistance. De Gasperi had success
f d ly un i ted th i s  bloc with the support of Cardinal Montini and 
t l  s t ate a pparatus.  A right wing had broken from it as early as 
1 953, only to be pu l led back on board as the economy picked up 
s t am.  But  the very resu l ts of the 1 950s - migration, urbanization, 
depopu la tion of the countryside, increasing bourgeois autonomy 
of n state bur a ucracy that lagged in terms of i ncome and socia l  
r · ·ogn i t ion - rea t d a n u mber of crack a n d  d ivergences o f  i nter-
st . As t h  ·old war  wan d ,  t he ' ommu 1 1 i st th r at'  lost some o f  

i ts bondi 1 1  f ow •r. Ev 1 1  t h  Vat ican, u pi iou of  ·u I a  r iza t ion, 
wns now h l a prud n t  ·on · ot • rn l t 
k 1 t l  e � t l  I i · w rl I i t  r ·r t l  n r I i n p ) I i i · . 
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The supremacy of Christian Democracy was therefore in danger, 
and the regime had to redefine the bases of its strength. 

I hate to recognize it, because my sympathies lie more with Moro, 
but Amintore Fanfani was the only establishment politician, Chris
tian Democrat or otherwise, who quickly understood the problem 
and had the wits and nerve to confront it ( if not actually to resolve 
it) . First, instead of seeking new political alliances, he did all he 
could to construct a new social bloc. He was an unlikeable, and 
in my view dangerous, figure, but he was a high-calibre politician, 
not a man given to politicking or restraint. He concentrated on 
society and the interests that ran through it, seeking to build a real 
political party. The compromise he tried to achieve was far from 
historic, but it was not insignificant, and had some lasting aspects. 
Or perhaps it would be more accurate to speak of several com
promises, pointing in different directions. Fanfani reduced and 
consolidated the public presence in the economy, bringing it under 
a single ministry, appointing men who would do his bidding, and 
providing for autonomous bargaining with the unions through the 
Intersind organization. At the same time, rather than allow the 
most efficient public enterprises to take the lead in economic plan
ning, he encouraged their gradual integration with mainstream 
private industry, while others became reserves of clientelism and 
welfarism that 'socialized' losses by means of imprecisely calcu
lated government deficits. 

In the mushrooming cities, the postwar promise of popular 
affordable housing under the auspices of INA-Casa1 had given 
way to profit-driven construction free of planning controls, the 
demand from private individuals and pseudo-cooperatives being 
ensured by tax breaks and long-term bank loans. This gave rise 
to a 'housing bloc' that tied part of the middle layers, especially 
public employees, to the general defence of property rights. 

Higher incomes, as well as better pensions and educational 
provision, were offered to public employees and dynamic small 
to med i u m-s ized farms. As for the general regulation of wages, 
repres ion a n d  u nemp l oyment lost much of their effectiveness, and 
for ome yea r a pparent downsiz ing served as a cover for separate 
lo a l  agre men ts a n d  compa ny u n i ons. 

1 . I N A - :nsn: rh  p lnnn ·d sm te-1 d h ousing pr·ogro mmc, • J ssocioted wi t h th 
INti t uto Nn�.ionn l de l l e  ANsi ' l lrl11.ion i . 

: i , . 
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Particularly clever use was made of  a totally controlled public 
t lev is ion network, which had a clerical slant but was of good 
1 1a l i ty and well run. 

Last, and most important, there arose a peculiar kind of 'welfare 
s t a te' mainly based on monetary transfers to sections of society 
l ·· ft out of the economic boom - not as a universal entitlement, 
l 1 t  in the form of subsidies to particular regions or a quid pro 
q u o  for political assent: for example, agricultural price support 
fo r notional products, often unsubstantiated invalidity benefits, or 
d u bious loans to non-existent small firms. 

So, the party-state and the perverse nexus of public and private 
I a J s u n k  roots in society before it began to shape alliances or 
·v ·n coa l i tion governments: the iron centralism of Mario Scelba, 
sh i ft i ng a l l iances with minor parties, so-called 'summertime gov
•rnments' (which kept things ticking over and left the serious 
l us i ness for later), or occasional agreements with forces further 
to t he right .  The hegemony of Fanfani's style of politics persisted 
·v ·n when h i s  own authoritarian central i sm impelled the major

i t y of t he DC to clip his wings, for it was an expression of the 
• ·onom ic mi racle and a preventive response to the problems that 
ttros · from i t. An other example of the intermingling of modernity 
t n I [ , , ·k wa rd ness. 

THE LABOUR REVIVAL 

Tl · who!  ed i f ice cou ld  last only  as long as its supporting pillar: 
t hn r  is, t h  · acq u iescence of a class that had borne the costs of 
I ·v · lopm nt a n d  made the principal contribution to it. 

I f  w · look for the gu id ing th read of the 1 960s, the key to its 
v a r ious t w i sts a n d  tu rns, then I think we will find it in the long 
an I l i s t i n  ·t i v · proce s of ' l abour  rev iva l ' .  The term is appropriate, 
h · 'tH I S · i t  evokes o lder roots, but i t may lead one to underestimate 
r l  · m n n y  nov ·I fea t u res. The d istan t  roots l a y  i n  a powerfu l nexus 
of · ·onom i  · s t rugg le , c lass consciousness and  pol i tical struggle; 
01 1 1  I i t· was i n i t i a t i ves fro m below, overflow ing i nst itutiona l  chan -
1 1  · I s n n d  I ypass ing  I ·n lersh i ps, w h ich p layed the m a i n  part i n  
l' V ' I HS. Ea · h o f  t h  · s  · n spe ·ts was i n  keep ing w i t h  t he sp i r i t  of the 
t i m •:. S i m i !:.. r ·I i ngs w ·r  happ ·n i n ' i n  a n u m b r of ot h · r  E u ro

·ou n rr i  • - I r i ta i n  · 1 n d  ' rmany, for •xam 1 l - a l t hougl 
n · 1 • · r l i  I not n i 1  I w i r l , n I f< J't i f t h  o t l  ·r l 1 t  
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tended to exclude it; the fragmentation of the British shop stew
ards was very different from German-style harmonization and 
participation in management. 

In Italy, the Resistance had begun with the strikes of 1943 and 
1944, which, though launched on bread-and-butter issues, offered 
mass support to the anti-fascist movement; economic and political 
struggles merged with each other and moulded a new class con
sciousness. Armed workers defended their industrial complexes 
from sabotage by the fleeing Germans and, in the space vacated by 
collaborators and expatriate bosses, created a short-lived factory 
council experience that remained long after in their memory. Fol
lowing the end of the war, social struggles against a backdrop of 
poverty achieved only limited results in terms of pay, but won 
rights that would never be reversed, such as contractual bargain
ing over redundancies, a sliding scale of wages or recognition of 
workplace committees. This led to a particular kind of trade union 
organization, which in the early postwar years, resting on a pact 
that spanned all the anti-fascist forces, took the lasting form of 
a confederation, at both central and regional level, in order to 
obstruct corporatist tendencies by sector or trade, and to unite 
struggles on issues to do with social protection and the defence of 
constitutional democracy. 

At its first congress, in 1 947, this movement had 5,700,000 
members, which meant that more than half the industrial workforce 
was unionized. A total of 4,900,000 votes were cast: 2,600,000 
for the Communist current, 1 , 100,000 for the Socialist current, 
650,000 for the Christian and 200,000 for smaller secular currents. 
The split in the union movement that ensued in 1 948 was almost 
entirely a reflection of the breakdown in the ruling coalition and 
the onset of the cold war; the Americans intervened directly and 
put their money behind it. However, the unity between Socialists 
and Communists allowed the Confederazione Generale Italiano 
del Lavoro (CGIL) to maintain its organizational strength and 
to take some l ive ly initiatives, such as the proposal of a national 
Labour  P lan;  it also enabled groups of workers to stage a number 
of exemplary actions, such as the occupation and running of 
Regg ia n , t h- long-es t a b l ished a i rcraft manufacturer, with the 
su ppor t of  t h  w ho! po1 u l a t ion of R ggio Emi l i a .  I t  was not 
s u ff i  · j nr ,  h< w ·v ·r, t> pr v n t t h  ompl t o l l aps of n tra l wage
[ , , g· i1 in 11 1 J • ion  i l  s I J  1 rt >f ri •v ,  n · •s. Th is ·ol la r se was 
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due to several overwhelming factors: a new wave of redundan
cies associated with the restructuring or closure of whole factories; 
concerted moves by the state and the employers to put a lid on 
social conflict; and, somewhat later, social differentiation within 
the working class, linked to new technology and great dispari
ties in the size of companies. The near-elimination of previous 
vanguards from the factories completed the process of erasing col
lective experience. Even when visible economic growth began to 
offer some margin for improvement, the 'silence' of the workers 
remained a feature of the situation almost until 1 960. The 'new 
unions' resulting from the split of 1 948 contributed to this, since 
for a number of years they actively collaborated with the employ
ers by signing separate agreements and breaking strikes. One 
little-known sequence of events is enough to gauge the orientation 
of Catholic trade unionism during those years, and the correction 
that was subsequently made to it. I will reconstruct these events 
from memory and from meticulous documentation. 

Everyone remembers FIOM's2 dramatic defeat at Fiat in 1 955.  
Having always won an absolute majority in elections to the works 
committee, it suddenly fell to 35 per cent of the vote, against 5 1  
per cent for CISU and 2 5  per cent for the even more pliant UIL.4 
A debate immediately began in the CGIL and the PCI, to consider 
how much the results owed to repressive actions by the employers, 
how much to the new organization of work, and how much to the 
CGIL's own slowness in understanding and confronting it. It was 
a difficult question to answer, because everything had played a 
role. But, three years later, fresh elections at Fiat offered a key. The 
CISL national secretary, Giulio Pastore, supported by the Chris
tian Democrat Carlo Donat-Cattin,5 declared his unwillingness 
to present candidates in rigged elections and managed to get them 
cleaned up. But the results were surprising. While FIOM regained 
some percentage points, the CISL vote collapsed from 20,000 to 

2. FIOM: Federazione Impiegati Operai Metal lurgici, the largest metalwork
ers' union, affiliated to the CGIL. 

3. CISL: Confederazione l ta l iana Sindacati La voratori , the rival trade u nion 
confederation l i nked to Christian Democracy. 

4. U I L: Unione T ta l iana del Lavoro, t he t rade union con federa t ion ori n rcd 
towards the PSDI (Soraga t  So · i a l i s t ) .  

. . :n r lo I o nn t-C H t i n : o ne of th  · foun l • r·s o f  t h  • CISL, lend r o f th  Forz 
N t i i >Vt: 'l tl' t'CIH in r h  • D :, n n  I I  H t' vi ·c-�c ·r •tnry of r hr 1 11rt y. 
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7000, and its membership in Turin fell from 1 8,000 to little more 
than 1000; its place was taken by a proper 'yellow union', SIDA. 
This simple fact said it all: CISL owed its previous success at Fiat 
to its role as mere figleaf, which was now giving way to a dif
ferent arrangement; and the workers' acquiescence was not only 
due to blackmail, but had become a form of passive consent, an 
ideology beneath which individual rage was lurking. It could be 
broken only by developing a more adequate programme, in which 
rank-and-file initiatives based on memory would foster a new class 
consciousness and motivate ideas. To put it in Gramscian terms, 
the 'Catholic question' no longer concerned only the peasantry; it 
was now also a 'working-class question' .  

As Italy moved into the 1960s, this passivity suddenly seemed to 
give way to a quite unforeseen combativeness. A first wave began in 
1960 - not by chance in Milan, where the threads of memory had 
not been entirely broken - when the electrical engineers, though 
cautious on the wages front, raised demands for supplementary 
benefits in a way that implied they should be subject to collective 
bargaining at company level. The employers tried to stonewall, 
insisting that 'in the end only one person can decide in the factory'; 
national agreements were supposed to cover everything during the 
period of their validity. The dispute went on for months, from 
September until the following February, and the rank-and-file 
gradually had its say as the more militant company workforces 
carried the others along with them. December witnessed a new and 
moving Christmas celebration, when two processions a hundred 
thousand strong, one CGIL, the other CISL, marched towards 
the Piazza del Duomo and merged together. Other people in the 
square expressed their solidarity. For the first time, students also 
took part in an organized manner. Cardinal Montini came down 
to bless the workers. At that point the Intersind signed a prelimi
nary agreement with the workers, and one private company after 
another bowed to its terms. It was the first trade union and politi
ca I v ictory for many years; unity had found its feet again. 

I n  1 96 1 a nd the first few months of 1962, a new round of 
na t iona l  barga i n i n g  secu red pay increases of between 7 and 13 
1 ·r  ·enr . D ispu t · s t hen broke out at  Alfa, Siemens and CGE, 
whos ' 1 1 1 J. Ioy rs ·o 1  t i n u  · I  t o  r s i st the pr i n cip le of supplemen-
t n  · l l l  i v  I r ny I v I .  Fia t tried to head this 
of f I · 1 · l u  l i t  g n •t r w i r l t h  y l low u n ion .  



1 5 4  THE TA I L O R  O F  U L M  

Then the metalworkers' unions decided to move before their 
national agreement came up for renewal and called a strike for 
7, 9 and 10 July. The first day was a complete success in all the 
companies in Turin, except at Fiat. But there too militant workers 
immediately launched a vigorous campaign against strike-break
ing, both at the factory gates and door-to-door, and on the 
second day Fiat joined the strike action. Young people, students 
and social marginals, demonstrated and clashed with the police 
wherever the workers involved were inexperienced southerners. 
On 29 December, Intersind signed an accord recognizing the right 
to workplace collective bargaining over bonus payments and 
assembly-line speeds. The national agreement was signed in 
February, but only after an industry-wide general strike; it made 
a number of economic concessions, amounting to an increase of 
32 per cent over the previous agreement. At the same time, a new 
contractual arrangement went beyond the old quarrel between 
'generalist' and 'company-oriented' trade unionism: the agreement 
covering each trade continued to provide guarantees for every
one working in it, especially with regard to minimum pay levels, 
but it could now be combined with local agreements on working 
conditions or higher pay linked to company performance. It was 
important that these results were achieved partly through strike 
action by the 'new working class', and that rank-and-file involve
ment had often gone beyond the levels seen in previous disputes. In 
1963 struggles were more widespread at company level, while the 
national total of strike hours reached a new peak. 

This bare account already helps to explain the scale and sudden
ness of the labour revival. For, in addition to the long wage freeze, 
the heavy sacrifices of migration and new stresses associated with 
Taylorist work organization had led to a huge accumulation of 
pent-up anger. It was an explosive mixture, and, once ful l  employ
ment created the right labour market conditions (at least in some 
regions), it took on the radical character of a 'liberation struggle'. 
The workers' rights might be questioned; they could no longer 
be rejected out of hand. But that would not have been enough i f  
other factors had not a l so been present. F i rst of a l l ,  soc ia l  con
flict was re-emerg ing in a country which,  u n l i ke ot hers, had a 
strong un ion mov m n t  and a st rong pa rt y tha t k pt a l i v  clas 
a t t i t ud s a nd g •n u i n  · host i l i t y  to t h  dorn i t  1 so i a l  y t m .  
A t  t l  ' s• 1 e i n , d . r i  ' I • l i f f i • t l l  i s 0 1  J t h  l n r  ·n ss o f  r l  i r  
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breakthrough, the workers now had the capacity to see - and the 
will to take on board - the new characteristics of class conflict. 
Second, trade unionists and politicians - whether Communist (Di 
Vittorio, Trentin, Minucci) or Socialist (Foa, Santi) - and intellec
tuals such as Panzieri or Leonardi made a frontline contribution to 
this. Changes in the Catholic world also proved deeper and more 
lasting than they had initially seemed: the openness discernible 
in John XXIII's Mater et Magistra encyclical offered new scope 
within CISL and later in the Italian Christian Workers Associa
tions (ACLI) .  Soon Pacem in terra and the build-up to the Second 
Vatican Council indicated that something more was in the offing. 
Third, there was the generational changeover. Young people in 
the 1960s, in Italy and elsewhere, were ever less willing to accept 
the chains of established authority, felt the attraction of new life
styles, and conformed to them even if they did not yet have the 
means to live them to the full. Nor was this just a question of 
music and personal behaviour. Another element was the memory 
of anti-fascism and a still-unresolved ideological conflict, so that 
the new lifestyles tended to encompass politics, albeit instinctually 
and often outside any organization. In July 1960, a popular revolt 
i n  Genoa caused by Tambroni's overtures to the fascists6 spread to 
the whole country, resulting in a number of deaths but eventually 
forcing him from office; again, it was the 'young people in striped 
vests' who played the leading role. 

I n  the short term, all this found expression in the electoral 
growth of the PCI. But it proved to be the prelude to a broader and 
more diverse upheaval in society, which in the long decade of the 
S ixti es would bring not only students but also young workers to 
� · n t re stage, and over the years carry even wider strata along with 
i t .  I f  one ignores or underestimates this thread, one will understand 
not h i n g  of the 'Italian case' - still less of the PCI's debates and the 
role i t  p layed (and could have played better) amid the turmoil. 



The Centre-Left 

The Centre Left - that is, a government coalition mainly between 
'h rist ian Democrats and Socialists - was the political expression 

of the economic and social upheavals we have been describing, 
and an attempted response to them. The Socialist Party, which 
t ook the lead in advancing the idea, was also the chief victim of 
i t  ol lap e. 

I confess that, a few years ago, I would have found it difficult to 
avo i I a crit ique that was not only harsh but hasty and somewhat 
f · t iou . I do not think the critique should be abandoned, because 
l i t t l  by l i tt le it bas been fully borne out by events. The negative 
·ons q uenc s of t hat policy have also become more evident and 
· n c r  nched .  But I now think I should approach it in a different 

.'f i r i t  and ask myse l f  some new questions - for a reason linked to 
t h  pr n t  that is not at all obvious, and might even seem to point 
i r  n d i fferen t  d i rection, towards the kind of blanket demolition of 
n ·omplex h is tory that I accuse many others of performing in rela
t ion to I t a l i a n  ommunism.  Today, whereas the word 'communist' 
hns r ·n ra l l y  been written off as too compromising, the word 
'so · i : 1 l is t ' has become overworked . A host of people fight over the 
term in  ord • r  to cloak themse l ves i n  i ts mantle of legitimate trad i 
t ion, or, more s imp l y, to l i n k  u p  with Eu ropean part ies that sti l l  
coun t  for sor 1 1  t h i ng. O n  closer consid ra tion, however, fa te has 
not t r  ·a t · I th  · t wo t rms so l i ff r n t l y. For 'so i a l ist '  i s  now u d 
w i t h m u l t i p i · m a n i n  s - or, mor oft n, w i t h  non - i n  ompl  t 
i n  i f f  n · t <  l I< 1 g nd mp l  h i  t ry b h ind i , a u t  I y, 
L 1 m i L t l'K n 'I t • t i n , P lmc, M I I  t r I I i to,  N nn i ,  
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and Saragat, Lombardi, Basso and Craxi: all merge into an indis
criminate hotchpotch. Italian Socialism does have an interesting 
and original history, made up of mighty struggles, j ust defeats, 
successful initiatives and failures; and it all came to a humiliating 
end. One of the key episodes was precisely the experience of the 
Centre Left, whose short-term and long-term consequences there
fore require serious assessment. 

First mooted early on, the project went through a variety of 
phases and versions. The proposal came in 1 955 from Rodolfo 
Morandi, who conceived of it as the first step towards a political 
turn that could not yet include the Communists but ruled out a 
break with them. The Christian Democrats, apart from a small 
minority, did not take it seriously. The Vatican and the Americans 
sensed a trap and vetoed it without a second thought. The events 
of '56 and the meeting in Pralognan (see p . 127) put it onto the 
agenda, but when Saragat explained that it would only involve an 
expansion of the Centre majority and take the PSI into the Atlantic 
camp, a majority of Socialists opposed the whole idea. Meanwhile, 
Fanfani had lost all power in Christian Democracy, and the hard
line Dorotea current, 1 which had no intention of surrendering DC 
supremacy, was on the lookout for ad hoc alliances with subaltern 
forces. None other than Aldo Moro put it clearly in 1959:  'Anyone 
who is not against Communism is necessarily with Communism. 
The Honourable Nenni must therefore choose, in the knowledge 
that half-measures are not enough. Until then the PSI cannot be 
used for the defence of Italian democracy. ' 

Between 1957 and 1 959, the Zoli and Segni governments, and 
then the Scelba government, were kept in power by the votes of 
the far Right. And early in 1960 L'Osservatore Romano wrote: 
' Even in its most moderate forms, even if it repudiates Marx and 
the class struggle, socialism cannot be reconciled with the profes
s ion of Catholicism.'  However, the dramatic and grotesque events 
tha t bedev i l led the Tambroni government made it clear to every
one th a t  Ch rist ia n  Democracy could not continue navigating by 
guesswork . M a jor new economic developments and social con
t rad i  · r ions, t ogether w i th the new international context and the 
t· u rn  t l  n 1 1 1  I r way i n  the , hu rch,  made i t urgently necessary to 

I . I oror 1 ' l l rn:n t : so ·n i l  d o f t  ·r t h  • Convent of St Dorot a in Rome, where 
l h . lllll jOI'ity ( ( l'h ·u rr n t d ·ide I to II ·c rr Fn l l f  n i 's r ·s i��;nntion from t he pa rr y  
N 'L'I' t·n t· in t 11 1HI ro hlo · lil lY  ot 1 1 i 1 1�  to t h  I . ft.  
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chart a new course for the government. But which course, and in 
alliance with whom? By 1 961  the 'Centre Left' was becoming an 
urgent political issue, to be confronted without delay. Inevitably, 
it could be confronted for different political purposes and with 
different agendas. Would the choice fall on Morandi's proposal of 
1 955, or on the line that emerged from Pralognan (and Saragat's 
explanatory follow-up) ?  

The most interesting aspect was precisely this initial ambiguity, 
which could be resolved in more ways than one. In the preliminary 
discussions, before all the actual forces had been mobilized, the 
Centre Left was quite an advanced project, floated by people who 
were both intelligent and influential. I am referring to a couple of 
national meetings: one called by the DC at San Pellegrino (where 
Ardigo2 and Saraceno gave the main reports) ,  and one called in 
Rome by the 'Friends of II Mondo',3 and by Mondo Operaio,4 
where notable speakers were Scalfari,s Lombardi,6 Manlio Rossi 
Doria7 and Ernesto Rossi .8 At both meetings, the discussion 
downplayed directly political (especially international) issues and 
focused on the economic and social situation in Italy, so as to clarify 
an economic policy programme. It was forthright in this respect, 
denouncing the negative results of completely market-centred 
growth while advancing proposals to correct them. Beneath a sin
cerely reformist discourse - nationalization of electrical energy and 
war on corruption; prioritization of the Mezzogiorno as a national 

2. Achille Ardigo: wartime anti-fascist Catholic, later prominent m the 
'Bologna Left' of Christian Democracy. 

3 .  Il Mondo: influential economic, political and cultural weekly, independent 
and secular, founded in 1 949 and instrumental in the evolution of political life 
until 1 966. 

4. Mondo Operaio: cultural-political periodical founded in 1 948 on the initia
tive of Pietro Nenni and, from 1953,  the fortnightly organ of the PSI. 

5 .  Eugenio Scalfari: an influential journalist, founder in 1955 of the weekly 
L'Espresso, PSI deputy in the 1 960s, and founder and editor of the influential daily 
La Repubblica from 1 975. 

6 .  Riccardo Lombardi: then a leading figure in the PSI, who had sided with 
Nenni in 1 956; in 1 964 the current associated with his name criticized the evolu
tion of the Centre-Left project and w ithhel d its support from the second Moro 
government. 

7. Ma n l io Rossi Dori a :  former lead r of ch Pa rt ito d' Azion , who in 1 959 
had found· I th E ·onom i  -Agra rian R a r  ·h , n t r  for th M z�< giorno. 

8. Ern to RoR i :  pol i t i  ·i n n I jol l rn 1 l i. t ,  on of t h  foun I t'N c f t h  Pnr t i ro 
I 'M,i n , nn I n  ·c nt l'ihuto to t h  foundntion c f 1'11 I di ·�1 1 1 11 rty. 
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problem; critique of primitive consumerism; a new deal for Italian 
farmers; urban development reforms - the underlying idea was 
that public companies should play a vanguard role, coordinated 
by a 'plan' but without abandoning efficiency. The two meetings 
reached substantive agreement on this platform. It was therefore 
not unthinkable that Moro, Nenni, Vanoni and to some extent La 
Malfa9 might give it the thumbs-up. 

I followed the two meetings with genuine interest, but also with 
mistrust. The mistrust, I admit, was partly due to my ideologi
cal prejudice against generic use of the term 'reformism', which 
opened the way to a pragmatism that might serve any number 
of purposes. But it was not without reason: I could not see how 
that policy direction could take hold without breaking the existing 
political equilibrium, or how it could overcome the intransigence 
of Confindustria if it shunned in principle any support from the 
PCI and trade union or other forces close to it, and if it did nothing 
to alter its international choices. I remember reciting to my old 
friend Luigi Granelli, as we came away from San Pellegrino, the 
proverb that Giorgio Amendola had taught me: those with the 
most yarn will weave the most cloth. But mistrust did not stifle my 
i n terest. In fact, I confidently involved myself in the field of town 
p lann ing, where the PCI carried considerable weight thanks to the 
presence of many intellectuals, and where I had a definite task 
- to support the attempts of Antonio Giolitti and his right-hand 
m a n  Michele Giannotta to get Sullo's draft legislation adopted.10 
Hut short and happy was the life of Francis Macomber! After the 
fn l l  of Tambroni, the Socialists were again left standing on the 
doormat. Fanfani and Saragat formed a government coalition, and 
1 h '  PSI supported it only with an unrecognized and unnegotiated 
a bsten t ion, which Mora, apparently without irony, called 'parallel 
n l l l  vcrgences' . 

Th ' f i rst overt attempt to reach a political accord between the 
I H ;  : 1 nd  PS I  fina l l y  occurred in 1 962; the PSI still remained outside 
p.ov · r n rnen t , bu t  it co m m itted i tsel f  to some of the reforms mooted 
11 1 S; 1 1 l  P · I I  · gr ino. This too was gu ided by Fanfani, who, no longer 

'1. l JKo l .n M: l fn :  lender of t h  I t a l ian R puhl i  an Party ( PRI) ,  a minister in 
� 1 1( \'rHH i vc Kovc r n m n rs in r h  · ' 1 9. Os , n I in t l e Cen t re- Left government formed 
I l l  I IJ 2 .  

I 0. i o' i !  r 1 r i t  o S t l lo : ot of r h  
I H'I IJ lO• I N  ( 11· l l l'hnn t• fort 1 wet· 
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being secretary of the DC, had moved to the Left and was accus
tomed by temperament to wrapping things up quickly. The budget 
minister, La Malfa, helped out with a note of his own proposing 
a n  economic planning committee, which was in fact entrusted to 
Sa raceno.1 1  Thus, nationalization of the electrical industry, a with
hold ing tax on dividends to prevent evasion, and the establishment 
of a u nified secondary-school system followed one another in quick 
succession. Paradoxically, the Centre Left appeared most forceful 
and  resolute during the period before the deal had been signed and 
sea led .  

Yet i t  was already possible to measure the obstacles and oppo
nents standing in the way of the project. Nationalization of the 
hyd roelectric industry was a historical objective of the whole 
Left, and it was difficult to mobilize opinion openly against it: for 
Ed ison and its satellite companies controlled a natural (and there
fore objectively public) resource, owning plant that had long been 
amortized and acting essentially as financial groups. Nevertheless, 
1 re sure from the Bank of Italy and the Christian Democrat Right 
nsured not only that the blow was softened but that its purposes 

w re d istorted by means of huge compensation awards - not in the 
form o f bonds distributed to the mass of small shareholders (and 
t h  refore in the service of a long-term public investment plan with 
f i x · l pr iori t ies ) , but directly to the narrow groups controlling the 
• I • · t r i ca l energy industry. These groups then blew the money in a 
vnr i  't y of ways for their own benefit, accelerating the formation 
o f  :h i nese-box finance that combined the public and the private. 
Thl� v iolent  death of Enrico Mattei, the rise of Eugenio Cefis to 
t h ' t op of the ENI and then his move to the Montecatini chemi
·a l s com bine, symbolized this drift towards a permanent economic 

o l iga rc hy, powerfu l and often corrupt. As to the withholding tax 
on d i v idends - the first measure in a never to be completed fiscal 
reform - this was soon amended in a way that encouraged the 
s '  · ret e x port of cap i ta l , which was then reintroduced into the 
cou n t ry with the usua l  tax breaks .  

The pre-em pti ve wa r of  the R ight d id not stop th ere . I t  turned 
i n t o  a fu l l -sca le pol i t ica l mobi l i za tion,  espec i a l ly ta rget ing the 
re f orm t ha t  was su pposed t o  end t he rnass .ive ci rc u m ven t ion of 

I I . Pnsl J ml lt' Snru 't't 1o: len l i n).� :h riNr in n I 1 110 ' t'll t c:�o:onomist 11 1 1d S J �: in l i s t  i n  
1 he Sout h rn ql lt'"don . 
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town planning regulations and to separate land ownership and 
construction rights (so that local authorities would be able to buy 
up development land at the price usually paid for farmland and 
give approval for construction at a price that included the costs of 
urbanization). This would have eliminated the profit that landown
ers or builders made from converting farmland into building land 
- which often involved corruption, and saddled the local authority 
with all the costs of urbanization. The rationality of such a reform 
was indisputable: it would have ensured honest and civilized prac
tices at a time of turbulent migration to the cities, and protected a 
country so rich in artistic wealth and natural beauty. But the Right 
managed to convince not only speculators and businessmen but 
even numerous smallholders that the reform threatened wholesale 
confiscation of land, and to scare homeowners into thinking that 
the state wanted to evict them. It was also implied that the reform 
was part of a general trend to eliminate the market and private 
property. The immediate result of this campaign was to block every 
point in the agreed programme: the creation of regional authori
ties, the adoption of an economic plan, and, of course, any review 
of international policy options at a time when the issue of install
ing nuclear weapons in Germany was being considered. 

The Centre Left was therefore already in crisis by the time of the 
general elections of 1 963. The Communists increased their vote, 
a little ahead of the Socialists, while the Christian Democrats lost 
huge ground among their conservative electorate. But the most 
important novelty was that Moro felt compelled to clarify his policy 
perspective; he was sympathetic to what Saraceno or Ardigo repre
sented, but he was not willing to endanger the unity or supremacy 
of Christian Democracy. As was his wont, he did not dwell on any 
disputed areas of the programme, since these could be settled or 
deferred as the need arose. But he did speak of the principles from 
which the Centre Left could not depart: no uncertainty could be 
tolerated on re lations with the Communists; the regions would 
be created i f  and when the Socia l i sts undertook not to ally with 
the PCI i n  them; and the Centre Left meant amplifying, not aban
don i ng, t he pol i t ica l c ntre and  Atlant ic ism. To show he meant 
bus in  ss, Moro su pport · d S gn i 's 1 2  nominat ion for the presidency 

1 2 .  A n l ' O n i o  S gni :  t w i  · c  1 r i m ·  min i .  t· • r i n  t h  · I 950s, o n  · I 1 r ·� idcnr  of t h, 

R ·pu bl i  · f 1·< m I 6 t " o  I . 1-1 I'Ci r • cnt .I for · in :h riHI" in n I c:n m:rn ·y 
01 1 o c I to 1 1 1 1  OJ n i l  1o1 t 1 t h  P.'l .  
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of the Republic. In June 1 963, however, on the celebrated 'St. 
Gregory's Night', the PSI Central Committee refused to participate 
directly in a government headed by Moro. This was the position 
of the left of the Party, but Lombardi and Giolitti also supported 
it, with more reservations than Santi.U De Martino14 sided with 
Nenni, but he hesitated because both of them feared that a split 
would make it difficult to patch up the dialogue with the DC. The 
matter was referred to a special congress of the PSI, which met 
in November and changed the policy again to one of negotiating 
with Moro for a coalition government. Lombardi accepted this, in 
the belief that the key thing was to discuss the programme. In the 
talks that followed, Moro was as adroit as ever. He confirmed 
his previous undertakings on urban reform and a five-year plan 
(without specifying dates or instruments), knowing that Lombardi 
would fight to his last breath for them; he again set rigid condi
tions for the activation of regional authorities, but without saying 
when and how they would be introduced; he shelved the issue of 
nuclear weapons deployment until there was greater clarity, and 
so on. As for the allocation of government posts, the idea was 
that the Socialists would be in charge of areas where it would be 
difficult to keep to their commitments (for example, Giolitti in the 
budget ministry without any real power over planning, Mancini in 
public works to promote a town planning reform that would not 
actually happen) .  This is how the Moro government got off the 
ground, in an atmosphere of reticence and suspicion. A third of the 
Socialist deputies voted against it and had to face disciplinary pro
ceedings; the result was a split which in itself did little to change 
the political landscape. 

Togliatti was against this split, on the reasonable grounds that 
it might drive the Socialist Party even further away. But, at a con
fidential meeting with the PSI Left, he failed to convince it to hold 
back. At an even more private meeting, Lelio Basso explained the 
thinking of the Left: 'If all we faced was a step towards truly social
democratic positions, we could remain inside and try to influence 
and correct it. But what is actually going on is a race into govern
ment that will quickly lead the PSI to change its nature and  soc ia l  

l3 .  Fernando Sant i :  h i st oric leader of the PSI ,  jo in t  secret a ry of t h e  CC I L, and 
a parl iamenta ry l puty from '1 94 ll  to 1 968. 

1 4 .  Fro n · ·sco De M n l"t i no : n Sl i J  1 orr  ,. o f  N ·nni 's 1 osi t ion,  wl o bee on • s •crc
o n ry o f  r h  • P. ' l w hen N n o l i  jo in  I Moro'N fi rN!' :C'm rc- I .L·I'I gov 1'1 1 1 1 1  IH i n  I �63. 
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base, and it is not possible to take part in that without becoming 
caught up in it and transformed.' From today's distance, one might 
describe the split in those conditions in the words that Gramsci 
used in 1921 :  'unfortunate but necessary. ' 

A few months later, the state of play emerged more clearly. A 
supposedly private (but in fact highly public) letter from the DC 
treasury minister, Emilio Colombo, stated that the economic situa
tion was so grave, and the reaction of the markets so threatening, 
that it was necessary to suspend a number of ambitious pro
grammes and to adopt at once a deflationary pay squeeze. Guido 
Carli was calling for the same on behalf of the Banca d'Italia. The 
government sank into crisis, and the DC imposed the umpteenth 
'policy review',  more drastic than the ones before. Lombardi and 
Giolitti again called the agreement into question and refused to 
accept ministerial posts; rumours fuelled by meetings between 
the President and top military brass, together with Confindustria 
blackmail, persuaded Nenni to soldier on and broke down resist
ance at both the top and the bottom of a confused party. The 
coup de grace came the following year, when a foolish attempt 
to rush a fusion with the PSDP5 turned into a power struggle and 
soon ended in failure, leaving the Socialists decimated and without 
perspectives for the future. 

The Socialist Party began to be reborn ten years later, but from 
different loins and with altered chromosomes. After an attempted 
left turn led by De Martino, Bettina Craxi was elected leader with 
the support of Signorile and De Michelis. Everything about this 
seems perfectly clear: the aims and the results, and the respon
sibilities of each player. In fact, it was by no means a foregone 
conclusion that things would work out precisely as they did. 

I do not wish to be misunderstood. The notion that the PSI could 
or should have marched in step with the PCI at the end of the 1 950s 
and renounced any claim to independent thinking or a distinctive 
pol itica l role, including a possible agreement with the DC on a 
coa l i t ion government, is an unhelpful scholastic abstraction. Right 
or w rong, dangerous or not, the idea of a Centre-Left opening 
c a m  u p  i n  th cou rse of events and was already implanted in the 
heads of t ho e who had to decide whether to pursue it. A more 

, I  
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likely sequel would have been the formation of weak governments 
of the Centre, with the unreliable and compromising support of 
the far Right in parliament and the backing of a hesitant Confin
dustria outside. The PCI would have been more on its guard, and 
would have responded more boldly to the events in Prague. The 
PSI would not have suffered a split and would have reopened inter
nal discussion. And one can certainly wonder how things would 
have turned out three years later, if the great wave of struggles 
involving workers, students and other democratic forces had been 
in a position to aim at bringing down a weak conservative govern
ment that lacked popular support. It is reasonable to think that 
Italian history could have taken a different road, less rocky and 
more alive with opportunities for reform. If, in the changed inter
national situation, the DC had been forced into a compromise, or 
if the PSI had sought to reach one, the underlying relationship of 
forces would have been much more favourable, and the leading 
actors would have been different. The PCI would not have found 
itself having to choose between the premature forcing of a govern
ment crisis, and abstention in the face of a monochrome Christian 
Democracy presided by Andreotti. 

If, however, we accept that the PSI could realistically have taken 
a different road in the 1960s, we must ask ourselves why it followed 
one that took it round and round in a vicious circle . Let us leave 
aside one marginal factor: the influence that a subtle, repressed 
and not always unjustified streak of anti-Communism might have 
had at certain moments on some leaders of the PSI. It is probable 
that such a streak had always been there, especially among those 
with a background in the Partito d'Azione; the ideological reasons 
for it were respectable enough, and the PCI had unwittingly fuelled 
it with its air of self-importance. Paradoxically, its later policy of 
seeking broad agreements with the DC may have done more to 
kindle than to douse it, but it is hardly possible to argue that those 
who had stood beside the Communists at the toughest moments 
of the cold war and the Cominform would have let themselves be 
carried away by such sentiments at a time when ant i-Communism 
was on the wane, peacefu l coexistence was making headway, and 
the Soviet Union,  though op n to cr i t ic ism, was aga i n  on the  rise. 

The mom ntu m to t i  k w i t h  th  n t r L ft, a t  a gro w i ng 
pr i  t i t  I f, t h  r for• · m fr m · I s wh r and i I rv i n  of 

t" i <  us 1 • l y. i . . I t  w s h i  or wh- t t h  wo 
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main Socialist forces in Europe - the Labour Party and the SPD, 
both with a class base and some link to Marxism - had recently 
executed a major turn. Neither Anthony Crosland's writings and 
Hugh Gaitskell's policies in Britain, nor the new SPD programme 
adopted at Bad Godesberg, contained any reference to Marxism 
or a specifically socialist end goal. This reorientation was not just 
implicit: it was openly stated as necessary in order to operate 
within a new social structure, to win the support of broad middle 
l ayers, and to aim at a role in government from which Socialists 
had too long been excluded. Each of these great parties held that its 
task was to redistribute the benefits of economic growth that nco
capitalism had provided and would continue to provide; it would 
achieve something in this respect after much time and effort, but 
only once it had obtained a majority and only if it actively placed 
itself within the Atlantic camp. Nothing conveys what this meant 
better than a passage in Kissinger's memoirs, where the former US 
national security adviser remarks that he does not recall any criti
cism of the Vietnam war from a European leader. Both Brandt and 
Wilson voluntarily decided not to comment on it. 

Ideologically, during the Centre-Left period, the PSI was much 
more cautious in speaking about a radical turn, although it could 
not fail to be influenced by the analysis that accompanied it. Politi
cally, however, it feared that any proposal which lost it American 
support would lead to its removal from the 'nerve centre' .  East
West detente was in the air, but strict Atlantic discipline was 
necessary to participate in government - and that was now the 
number one priority for the PSI. What unified and drove the 'go 
it alone' majority was the idea that, without a place in govern
ment, there could be no hope of changing anything in society and 
gaining the people's support. Nenni was totally convinced of this, 
a n d  Lombardi, for all his stubbornness regarding the programme, 
cou ld not br ing himself to disagree. Some tried to put their foot 
down over interpretation of the agreements, while others placed 
too m uch fa i th i n  promises on paper: but all concealed, even from 
t hemselv s, the way th ings were actua l l y  going. Moro was a past 
m a st 'r at t igh ten i ng the rope and d ragging them a long: the time's 
not y ·t r i 1  , bu t  soon w i l l  b , so I t's press on patient ly together, 
ov r ·on i ng r ·s is t an  · a n  I · I · a r ing t h  · obs ta  I s i n our path. 

M ni r  h r · hn · I n to st . s t h  im1 h ·a ble 1 1 1  ·han ism i n  
i .  t n t  v • r  . , i t  · · i t wou l l tum i n  r l  · I 70s ro 01 rat 
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within the national unity governments. Craxi learned to use it 
again in the 1 980s, with controlled, retractable gestures, as things 
went steadily downhill. Today it has become the default reasoning. 
First you try to win elections with a catch-all programme. Then, 
if successful, you decide on what you will actually do and work 
to convince people that this is the right, or unavoidable, thing. We 
have seen this over and over again. 

,, 



The PCI Facing Neocapitalism 

I am now entering a minefield. Records and historians offer only 
rough and ready maps, while the signs left by travellers are often 
cryptic and tendentious. To reconstruct and evaluate this period, 
I shall therefore also have to rely on my own memory, which is 
not failing me, but which it is only proper to distrust. After all, 
I was then not only an informed observer but also a party to the 
disputes: not in a lead role, but as an irregular soldier or a behind
the-scenes instigator. In retrospect, therefore, I am less marked 
by responsibilities but quite prone to bias. I have three means of 
avoiding this risk. 

The first is to insert things that I myself said and did, whenever 
these were of at least minimal importance, and to apply to them the 
same critical standards that I use for others' positions, both recog
nizing the mistakes and asserting the merits. No false modesty, then, 
and no touching-up for the sake of comfort. The second resource 
against any parti pris is to use the conceit of one who claims to 
be still i ntelligent - or, anyway, intelligent enough to identify the 
reasons  for the errors I shared and the important elements of truth 
m i xed i n  with them, whether recognized or repressed. The third 
resou rce, obvious but crucial ,  is a commitment to draw as much 
as possi b le u pon facts that can be documented. 

R I  HT A N D  L E FT 

h t h  f i r  h a l f of  he 
I 
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difficulties that the PCI then faced. New space was opening up 
for it to act as a social and cultural opposition, even to achieve a 
degree of cultural hegemony. And it was well equipped to occupy 
that space, both because of its long tradition and by virtue of recent 
updating. Instead of relying on well-aimed propaganda to confront 
the new cordon sanitaire that the myth of affluence sought to build 
around it, the Party attacked it in society itself- through united and 
victorious workers' struggles, a re-launch of militant anti-fascism 
and anti-imperialism, campaigns among young people for world 
peace, and a new interest in, and understanding of, what was hap
pening in the Catholic world beyond Christian Democracy. In the 
specifically political domain, Togliatti did not decry the 'betrayal '  
of  the Socialists, but pointed up the risks and misguided ambitions 
involved in their Centre-Left operation, while expressing interest 
in their reform proposals and leaving it to the future to pass judge
ment. The PCI's strong advance in the 1 963 elections (unmatched 
by any other Communist party in Europe, and accompanied with 
a drop in the Socialist vote and a sharp decline for the Christian 
Democrats) was the reward for its strong and effective opposition. 
It seemed to have won the first hand in the game. 

So what was there to discuss and argue over? A great deal, in 
fact. To say that there was an unresolved and inescapable problem 
of strategy would be more than excessive: it would be imprecise. 
The 'democratic road', already charted by the Salerno turn, had 
survived the difficult stretch of the Cominform and the cold war, 
before being confirmed and clarified at the Eighth Congress. Yet 
it had left a vacuum in the PCI, since the Salerno turn owed its 
value to the fact that it was not only a statement of principle but 
a policy that accepted the risks, and recognized the limits, of a 
particular historical situation. It therefore involved precise choices 
or objectives, and workable alliances: the encouragement of armed 
resistance, unity in the anti-fascist struggle, a new Constitution 
and Republic, and a certain international role. 

But much had changed since then - the economy, the global 
order, the main social actors - and the pol i tical equil ibri u m  was 
in the grip of a general crisis. It was no longer enough to rea ffirm 
principles, or to bu i l d  up strength on a wave of soc ia l  con (J ict, or 
to ga i n  n w voters by pro f i t i ng  from t h ' l i ff i ·u l t i  s of on ' oppo
n nt . l n d  · d, t l  · mor ass·rr i v  t h '  I ny I ·a m i 1  Of pos i t ion, 
r h  r 1or · i t  n · 1 · 1 t o n I • ·orr· ·t v l t a t ion , f r l  • 1 w p r io I ,  
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and to work out programmes, political and social alliances and 
organizational forms that offered a solution. Activate the Consti
tution? Sure, but that was a trifle vague. 

The Italian Left was not alone in feeling the need for a funda
mental rethink. For good or ill, a heated debate was under way all 
over Europe. It was agitating some of the major social-democratic 
parties: Willy Brandt and the new Bad Godesberg programme in 
the SPD; Crosland and Gaitskell ( 'New Labour' Mark One) in 
Britain; the rise of Olof Palme in Sweden and Bruno Kreisky in 
Austria. But something was also stirring in a number of Commu
nist parties: in France, the clash between the PCF leadership and 
young dissidents and intellectuals (known as 'ltalianizers' )  which 
ended in multiple expulsions or resignations, yet forced the Party 
to again pick up the thread of L'Unite de la Gauche; in Spain, 
Santiago Carrillo's break with Claudfn and Semprun. Even more 
was this true of the intellectual Left, on both sides of the Atlantic: 
witness Sweezy, Baran, Galbraith, Marcuse, Wright-Mills, Fried
man, Braverman, Strachey, Thompson and the 'New Left', Mallet, 
Touraine, Sartre, Gorz, and so many others. There was also analy
sis and discussion of and in the Third World: from Fanon to the 
theorists of neo-colonialism, dependency and polarization ( Samir 
Amin, Andre Gunder Frank).  The answers they came up with were 
very different, often opposite, but the question at issue was the 
same: how should neocapitalism be interpreted, and what should 
be the response to it? 

So, when I speak of 'the Italian case', what I have in mind is 
not at all an anomaly - since Italy was more than ever part of a 
global process - but a specific case of enormous interest for every
one. For it was especially there that neocapitalism displayed such 
a tight nexus of modernization and backwardness, which had 
become even more complex and explosive in the latter part of the 
l 950s. A causa l contemporaneity of phenomena that had occurred 
elsew here i n  a tem pora l sequence permitted Italy's initial take-off, 
l a te r  fac i l i tated a perverse modernization and dreary Americani
zat ion, and ventua l l y  ended in destab i l ization and crisis. More 
t ha n  · 1 ny where else, i t  was n cessa ry - and  perhaps possible - to 
d · f i n · · 1 n •w m l i u m-t rn p r p '  · t i v  that d id  not in volve subal
t • rn  on formity t< t h  · ·ou r of •v ·n ts . Tha t  was th i sue to be 
d i s  ·us u i n  t h  I : r .  An I, wh t •v r t l  ' r su i ts , it wa d is • · d 
w i  I n r  1s. i n 1 1  I n n im  Hi n . 
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The first counsel that my memory gives me is one of prudence. It 
is a delicate task to reconstruct that discussion, to clarify its content, 
to identify the various forces that took part, to assess its conclusion 
and consequences. Simplistic schemas and abbreviated timelines 
cannot do justice to a complex and lengthy process involving so 
many leading figures and so many thousands of activists - on the 
contrary, they amputate all the things that emerged confusedly yet 
proved over time to have been valuable and prescient. 

I used the word 'process' for several reasons. The discussion, 
which eventually turned into a political battle, developed in a 
number of phases over a critical five-year period. It did not start 
out from predefined schemas, but involved the gradual, never 
completed, coming together of multiple experiences and cultures. 
It took place on the terrain of research and analysis, more than of 
conscious political disagreement. On many key issues, individual 
positions evolved over time, groupings changed their composition, 
and the leaders were mere points of reference that did not command 
any loyalty. The debate inside the Party was linked with what was 
taking place on its margins or outside, in a wider Left that ran 
from Quaderni Rossi to the Rivista Trimestriale. And finally, the 
unity of the party was not merely an obligation to be respected but 
a value that was largely internalized by its members. 

Two important moments, which date the beginning and end of 
the five-year period, may give some idea of the initially open and 
shifting character of the debate, and of its candidness. The Central 
Committee meeting of 1 961  discussed Togliatti's report on the 
Twenty-Second Congress of the CPSU, where Khrushchev - prob
ably in a bid to block a creeping restoration of old ways of thinking 
and exercising power - had further sharpened his criticisms of Sta
linism. Togliatti was against Khrushchev's demarche, not because 
he was unaware of the need for renewal in both the USSR and the 
PCI, but because he considered it pointless and misleading to start 
with a repeat of the Secret Speech. However, instead of proposing 
a different way forward, he again avoided all mention of the most 
delicate part of the congress, at which he had been present, and 
about which everyone was talking. Many members of the Centra l 
Committee soon showed their unease and irr i tat ion : they d id  not 
want to start poring over ta l in '  gu i l t  aga in ,  but th y would no  
longer pu t  u p  w ith th o ld  m t hod of  I f- n r h i p; t h  y want  d 
t d i  ·us t h  . v i  t m e  d I n o f r  1 I I , 1 I < I  v · I I  t h  y 
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wanted a bolder approach to renewal of the PCL For the first time 
the unease expressed itself in an explicit critique, to which some 
members of the leadership contributed. Aldo Natoli, an isolated 
but authoritative figure, straightforwardly called for a special con
gress to be held.  But it was Giorgio Amendola who spearheaded 
the dissent, supported by Giancarlo Pajetta and Mario Alicata. 
Togliatti grew more rigid and threatened an open confrontation. 
His polemical conclusions were neither voted on nor made public, 
and were later replaced with a collective document whose tone 
was altogether different. Togliatti not only acquiesced in this, but 
accepted the impulse behind it; indeed, he now began to take an 
active and conspicuous part in innovatory thinking, wrote a piece 
on the formation of the PCI leadership in the 1 920s that broke 
with many mystifications, and published in Rinascita the whole 
polemical exchange of letters from 1926 between Gramsci and 
himself, which had never before been recognized as genuine. The 
right to engage in this kind of uninhibited reflection on Party tra
ditions was not reserved for Togliatti and other top leaders. An 
open clash followed in the PCI journal Critica Marxista over the 
Popular Front experience (whether it should be taken as a model 
or understood to have been limited), between Emilio Sereni and a 
mere nobody like myself. And later, in an official volume on the 
theory of the Party, I took the liberty of arguing that Leninism had 
incorporated a shade too much of Jacobinism - a position that 
drew many reproofs but also many words of praise. (Not long 
ago, as I was happily moseying through the texts, I came across 
another detail from that stormy session of the Central Commit
tee in 1961 .  In a section of his speech, which was later published, 
Amendola asked that everyone should have the right to voice their 
dissent, and stressed that it would useful to form, not organized 
tendencies, but majorities and minorities on the most important 
issues i n  question. He used words almost identical to those for 
wh ich I ngrao wou l d  be crucified four years later, at the Eleventh 
Congre s . )  

A cond exampl  of sharp but not yet brittle debate comes 
f rom an i mport a n t  l abour  movement congress i n  1 965, at which 
Lu iano Bar ·a had t o  giv t h  i n t rod u tory report on beha l f  of 

l n  or · I ,. to t ru 't u r t h  ion ,  a ma l l  group 
1 d I , I • i ·h l i n , Tr 1 t in ,  J rwi n i ,  M i n u  i ,  

n I f w t h  . , i n  · I 1 l i np, 1 I f , m t t 

' I I 
I 
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Frattocchie near Rome. The agenda was binding, since what had 
to be discussed was not the situation in the trade unions but the 
weight and significance that should be given to the working class 
and its new struggles, in relation to the impending economic crisis 
and Party strategy in general. Many issues were connected to this, 
and a heated debate had already developed around them. Some 
considered that, because of their scale and the nature of their objec
tives, the new struggles should be the main axis for the building 
of political and social hegemony, as well as the starting point for 
a more participatory democracy inside and outside the workplace. 
Others took the more traditional view that such struggles were ·,· 

one of many movements emerging to confront Italy's backward-
ness, which together might produce a new balance of forces at an 
i nstitutional and political level. The emphases and priorities were 
different and, so to speak, transversal to one another: for example, 
some attached greater importance to direct action in the factory, 
others to the link between workplace struggle and a turn in eco-
nomic policy (thus accenting the role of the Party),  and others to 
the extension of new forms of struggle to backward but evolving 
regions and social subjects, particularly in the Mezzogiorno. 

Amendola, though sensing he was in a minority, did not mince 
his words at that meeting. His chief worry was the general drift 
towards a policy excessively centred on class struggle - which 
in his view might take the Party away from the 'Italian road' by 
narrowing the scope for alliances, diverting attention from imme
diate demands and, at the same time, setting too little store by 
parliamentary action and relations among different political 
forces. If I understand him correctly, he saw the main danger in 
a revival of 'Ordine Nuovo' politics and a doctrinal rigidity that 
would make the Party's programmes interesting but abstract. He 
therefore sharply criticized the meeting as a whole and referred 
the matter to the Party leadership, where he succeeded in con
vening the Central Committee not simply to address the usual 
'struggle on two fronts', but to clamp down on a dangerous 'left 
tendency'. Longo was given the task of introducing the session. 
But, in accordance with custom, he asked com rades in the centra l 
apparatus to supply h i m  w i th materi a l s  for the prepa ra tion of h is 
report. I d id  my d uty and s t out  my onv i  tion i n  a mor los l y  
a rgu d n nn  r t han  b for , fo  L l .  i n  � · i l l y  on th  q 1 s t i < n of 
a 1  ·o 1 1 <  1 1 i  • 1 ol i ·y ·ons i . t ' I  t w i  I r l  ,·s , t r·ugg[ •. J r w. s 1 l y  
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a contribution, thirteen pages in all, but Longo, open-minded as 
ever, found it persuasive and put much of it into his own Report. 
This was nothing special, except that it meant the 'struggle on a 
single front' was suspended for the time being. Those who knew 
about the meeting at Frattocchie were surprised, others were not. 
Amendola stopped me outside the Central Committee and said: 
'Don't think I'm not aware of what you've done; I won't forget 
it.' So, Barca was confirmed as reporter to the Genoa conference 
on the labour movement; he toned down some of what he had to 
say but basically stuck to his guns; Amendola criticized him in his 
concluding remarks, but was in turn criticized in the leadership 
by Ingrao, Reichlin and others. It was a Pyrrhic victory, however, 
since at that very moment the political discussion turned into open 
warfare between two orientations. 

Using both familiar and forgotten examples, I have insisted on 
the open and shifting character that the debate inside the Party 
maintained for a long time - not to put a 'good face' on its internal 
life (which is nowadays so often depicted as an army barracks), 
but because I think it useful to raise a question that I have always 
avoided asking myself. Was it inevitable that, instead of blossoming 
into a responsible (non-factional )  pluralism, those disagreements 
should harden into an intolerant confrontation, sometimes involv
ing petty personal hostility? Here I had better clarify the exact 
issues over which differences emerged at this point. They were 
issues that had been lying beneath the surface, not only at official 
meetings and events, but also in articles, conferences and jour
nals, and in personal squabbles and conversations unknown to, 
or neglected by, historians and writers of memoirs. The summary 
and selective material contained in the archives is not sufficient to 
explain what had been going on. I shall try to do this by tracing 
as clearly as I can the thread that links my own and other people's 
memories, as well as some of the texts that they enabled me to 
select. 

T E N D E N C I ES I N  N EOCAPITALISM 

pol i t ica l l i ne at key moments is always 
of t l  J r iod .  Thi wa true i n  the ear ly 
1 ' , 0 , i n  I '  4 , i n  1 9·4 8 ,  i n  1 56, a n d  

I h s ,  h • · I I i ns id h P J 
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first got going around an analysis of the capitalist tendencies of 
the time. It cannot be said that it began suddenly, because there 
had already been many telling hints, but it really drew attention 
to itself at a well-attended conference at the Gramsci Institute in 
1 962. This had wide resonance, especially but not only inside the 
Party, and it has remained engraved in people's memory, albeit in 
very distorted versions. To appreciate this point, it is enough to 
consult the two thick published volumes containing the record of 
its proceedings. 

I t  is not true, for example, that Giorgio Amendola, the effective 
organizer and main reporter at the conference, put forward the 
t radi tional vision of a 'lumpen' capitalism incapable of keeping 
up the expansion of the productive forces. Indeed, the truly novel 
idea at the conference, shared by everyone there, was that Italy 
had completed a qualitative leap from an agrarian-industrial to an 
industrial ized country. And Trentin's report, which commanded 
una n imous approval, rounded off the picture with a critical analy-
is of the tools that American sociology had offered, and was still 

t t i ng out, to control social conflict in the factory and to gain 
t h  support of new middle layers - with particular attention to 
t h  a mb iguous reflections of this in Catholic trade unionism in 
l Jy. The d isagreement that Foa, Libertini, Parlato, myself and 
ot h · rs expressed in varying tones during the course of the discus
s ion c n tred on two important points. 

1 ) [ n  Amendola 's report, and even more in his polemical 
·onc l u ions, the development of the Italian economy and the 
i nd  1s t ri a l iza t ion that had been its driving force and result coex
is t  ·d w i t h  regional  imbalances and areas of backwardness so 
op1  ressive that they could not continue for much longer without 
provok i ng attempts to correct them, and bringing about a politi
· a l t u rn t hat inc l uded the Communist movement. It was therefore 
bot h poss i b le a nd necessary to k eep pursuing the Centre Left as it 
1 rov d i ncapa b le of accom pl i sh i ng what it had promised; to chal
l cng · t he ru l ing c lass i n  the na me of a more extensive development 
n n d  a fa i r  r d is t r i but ion of income. This  wou ld req u i re v igorous 
so · ia l st rug y J ·s for ach i vab le  immed ia te objectives, n ot chas ing 
n f t  · r  w i l l -o'-t l  -w i p i n st i l l  d is t a n t  fu t: u r  but  eeki ng to 
·onsol i d d n o . ,. ·y w i t h i n  i ts · I ss i a l  l i m i t  . 

2 )  I n  j 1 t ri -l l i z  c ion  1 d t l  d ··v lopm J so · i a t d wi t h it w r 
U l  bt l l y  I • I I d il 1 1  ' l' ( f th 



T H E  P C I  FA C I N G  N E O C APITA L I S M  1 7 5  

changes under way. But were they all that was new? Or was Italy 
part of a much deeper and more general change in the capital
ist system? In the first case, the task was obviously to reaffirm 
and keep updating the line the PCI had defined some time ago, 
with the finishing post now finally in sight. In the second case, 
however, the task was to focus on longer-term trends, to identify 
the contradictions in them that might provide some leverage, to 
analyse the difficulties that needed to be overcome, and to define 
the corresponding new alliances, programmes, social subjects and 
organizational forms: in short, to hold certain principles steady, 
while developing theoretical and practical innovations. Right from 
the start, a 'left' critique inside and outside the Party homed in on 
this second hypothesis. In his concluding remarks, Amendola by 
no means ignored the scale and substance of the dissent, and he 
met it with a firm but skilful response. Actually he chose me as 
his 'whipping boy' - as Luciano Barca put it in his journal - not 
only for the obvious reason that I carried the least weight among 
the dissidents, but also because he did not have much time, and 
my recent written contribution, despite having won some accept
ance, offered ample scope for his criticism. For my analysis had 
emphasized individual consumerism as a characteristic feature of 
neocapitalism, leaving itself open to the charge of abstractness 
and 'ideologism' in a country where prosperity was still far off 
and many vital needs remained unfulfilled. I soon realized the mis
understanding I had helped to create, which perhaps also partly 
existed in my head, and I took the opportunity of a commissioned 
article for Sartre's Les Temps Modernes to amplify and correct 
what I had written.  I tried to clarify my view that, on the one hand, 
consumerism resulted from tendencies not in the culture but in the 
mode of production, from the capitalist use of major new means 
of mass communication and, above all, from the fragmentation 
and a li e nat ion of labour; and, on the other hand, that right from 
t he sta rt the phenomenon had been opening up a contradiction in 
the Cathol ic worl d that was of directly political significance. This 
c la r i fica tion served to sa ve my sou l and to develop my own think
i ng a t  t he t i me, wh ich f now recognize to have had a premonitory 
·ha ractcr. B u t  it had no b a r ing u pon the ba s ic assumption of the 
Crams ·i ·on f ·r ·n · ·: t h ' ' 1 1 1  ·r •n · · · of <.1 n u m b  r of  more advanced 
iss ' •s, c n i o f · L · f r r hn r  wns  lo i ng w >rk on t h  1 1 1 ,  ev n though 
i t  wns ;ti l l  i n ' I  1 1 l l • < f n < v i 1  p, l 1 I t  n ,  I sis to o f f  r "  I · f i n i t  · 

I I  
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political line. On the contrary, it  was the Right that had the capac
ity to express one of the new themes clearly, if not adequately. 

DEVELOPMENT MODEL AND STRUCTURAL REFORMS 

Between 1 963 and 1 964, the discussion in the PCI on the above 
points began to assume the features of an openly political contest, 
as two currents of opinion took shape. One of these was the 
cu rrent identified with Pietro Ingrao, who was then in the course 
of  working out his positions. Here too, the memory that has come 
!own is not only sparse but confused and approximate. It there

fore has to be supplemented and corrected. Has there ever been 
such a thing as 'Ingraoism' ?  And, in so far as there has, what 
posi t ions actually characterized it? 

My answer to the first of these questions - indeed, my sworn 
t st imony  - is precise and verifiable. Ingraoism, understood as a 
m i 1  i ma l l y  organized or consciously cohesive group, never existed; 
i t  wa i nvented posthumously, even unwittingly, by Ingrao's oppo
n nts, and stemmed from a journalistic need for simplification. 
Over long years of debate, even in the final period when debate 
I ame a s ha rp political contest, there was never a single meeting 
t o  d ide on a common course of conduct, still less to create a 
l i n d i n '  d i scip l i ne .  Ingrao told his closest friends that Ingraoism 
n i t l  r cou ld  nor shou ld exist - not out of prudence, but because 
t ha t  was what he believed. In the leadership he bluntly expressed 
t h' id as of wh ich he gradually became convinced, and more 
r· r l y, i n  a less c lear-cut  form, he published articles or intervened in 
1 u hl ic debate in the Party press, but he never wove these together 
i n t o  a p latform .  Many  recogn ized themselves in these ideas, and 
h · l p  d t o  give them clearer shape; others shared them, while 
som t i m  s t a k i ng a distance, depending on what they considered 
01 porr u n e  to say at a particular time and place. It is therefore 
I ·g i r i ma te t o  spea k of lngraoism as a diffuse current that gradually 
·a r 1e t oge t he r a ro u nd i m portant  pol itica l-cu ltural questions and 
·mbod i  I a c r t a i.n pol i tica l  i nsp i rat ion.  I t  i s  practica l l y  impos
s i l l · ro l cf i n  • i ts I ou ndar i  s or to l i st i ts adherents: th i s  or that 
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of great authority and popularity did not lead the current, but one 
did inspire it and bond it together. That is all. 

The themes and proposals that were becoming characteris
tic of the 'Ingrao Left', and which eventually led it to clash with 
Amendola and a majority of the leadership, have passed into the 
collective memory in a similarly distorted and confused version 
that makes little or no sense. Perhaps the greatest misunderstand
ing arises from conflating that particular controversy with the later, 
much more radical, conflicts that followed the havoc of 1968 and 
the purging of II Manifesto. 

So, Ingraoism was written off as a high-minded utopian devia
tion that envisaged an anti-capitalist and radical-democratic 
alternative, denied the importance of intermediate objectives, 
counterposed direct democracy and social struggle to parliamen
tary action, and rejected the possibility of forging new alliances 
with the Socialists on the grounds that they had become incorpo
rated into the dominant system. In short, Ingraoism was al leged 
to be undermining, perhaps without realizing it, the Togliatti road 
to socialism. This was the version put around by the victors: both 
the victors in the internal Party struggle, who congratulated them
selves on having rescued Ingrao and many others from a passing 
fancy; and the external victors, who ceaselessly called upon the 
PCI to turn itself more quickly into the robust force of thorough
going reformism that Italy needed so badly and the PSI had failed 
to become. Ingrao ?  A noble, visionary spirit: the image became so 
much part of the canon that even he sometimes indulged in it. The 
truth of the matter was very different. In the mid 1 960s Ingrao 
was much less subversive, and his battle inside the PCI much 
more down to earth, than people believed. It was a battle over 
definitions of the period. The strictly political confrontation later 
developed around three highly practical and interrelated issues: an 
'alternative growth model', structural reforms, and judgements of 
the Centre Left. 

The concept of an alternative growth model was by no means an 
a bstract ion,  nor d id  it imp l y  that we underestimated the importance 
of re .form . I n  fact, it showed that we took them all too seriously. 
The conom ic cr is is  i n  I ta l y  - the sy tem's response to the first 
wav · of � 1 n ion s t ru gl · s  and t b  announcement o f  a few reforms 
r l  t h i t  · H pro f i ts n I 1 1 1  · rn d in ·< m - pos I a I u rn i ng probl m .  
I f  · a  · I f <  rm l i  I 1 o · t n :  , · I 1 1· o rm I l l  · c ion, i f  r h  whol 
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package did not have the impact and coherence to offer a new 
market-compatible framework, if it was not supported by social 
pressure and flanked with direct public intervention and effective 
p lanning, then it would soon lead to deadlock and offer the basis 
for a right-wing counteroffensive. We therefore criticized Pajetta's 
t a l k  of 'opposition in thousands of rivulets' and Amendola's thesis 
that 'mass struggles are measured mainly in sums of money'. At the 
t ime Lombardi was saying more or less the same as we were: it was 
a pity he supported a government that did the opposite. 

A plan, then? Yes, an organic, binding plan, but not 'in the 
Soviet style'. It should be one that made use of the mixed economy. 
Pub l ic  corporations should be bound and supported by demo
·ra t ica l ly defined priorities, but measured by their efficiency on 
h ma rket; any losses they made should be covered only if they 

d moo trably resulted from objectives that did not pay in the short 
run .  Publ ic expenditure should be geared to collective consump
t ion and v ital needs. A private sector should be free to compete, but 
ste red by demand and no longer hampered by excessive unearned 
i ncome that diverted resources away from production. The whole 

· ·onomy shou ld rest upon worker participation and supervision, 
and work ing conditions should be of a different quality. 

Th were not tasks for a single day or a single year. But was 
r l  is not  the horizon of a democratic road to socialism? Was it not 

1 hased ob ject i ve on which a government could set its sights? 
I · rhaps it was exaggerated; perhaps it had to take the stages more 
: lowl y. But i t  was not off-track: it called for structural, not cor
r • · r i ve, reform ; a new growth mechanism, not just faster growth; 
n l i f f ·r 'nt modern i ty, not just a continuation of that which was 
g iv  n .  On t h  eve of the Centre Left experiment, it was precisely 
r h  · Com m un ist Left which supported Sullo's proposals for town 
1 I a n n ing reform; which cr it ic ized the vast, ultra-modern but waste
f u l  ' ·a r h  dra l s i n  t he desert', 1 floated the idea o f  universal welfare 
ag-1 i nst corpora te pri v i l  ge, and h igh l ighted the urgent need for 
lise a I reforms t o  a I I  ow prod uctive p ub l ic  investment to proceed 
wi t hour run n i ng up excessive debt. ( N a po l itano may remember 

n lo 'U i l  'n t  on t h  p ns ions sy t m tha t h asked m to write, 
r h  sobri ·t y and ·oh r nc of t h  Sw- lish xp r.i nee. )  

r t ' :  t he t 1'1 1 1  u I by t h  I . f t  l ' O  r f r to t he vast 
I 'I 1 11 1 I Xt'N then I eing I u i l t  in  11 ore tHcnN of  sout h-
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Of course, when it became clear that the Centre Left was drifting 
off course, we did not merely denounce it but drew the conclusion 
that, although the political reform project had failed, the same 
was not true of the Christian Democrat project to pull the PSI into 
the opposite camp - and that it would be very difficult to make 
it turn back. On this point, the discussion in the PCI assumed a 
directly political character and resulted in a clash of views between 
Amendola and Ingrao. In October 1 966, Amendola believed that 
the economic and political situation made a major new initiative 
both necessary and possible. In a series of articles in Rinascita 
he argued as follows. The 'economic miracle', and the victorious 
workers' struggles that had accompanied it, found themselves in 
a tight corner. They would exhaust themselves unless there was a 
political turn, and the PSI was incapable of imposing one alone. 
This threatened a counteroffensive by the Right in society and the 
political arena. Therefore the PCI could not afford to temporize or 
to close itself away in defensive positions; it needed to intervene 
decisively, and propose a single party of the Left to the Social
ists. This idea rather disconcerted the leadership and the rest of 
the Party. And it brought forth a series of (mostly critical) replies. 
Norberta Bobbio showed himself appreciative of Amendola's 
intentions, while arguing that unification was possible only on a 
clearly social-democratic basis; it could not be linked to a political 
emergency, but must have a strategic bearing on both the past and 
the future, involving a change of heart by the Communists regard
ing the Livorno split from the PSI in 1 92 1 .  Amendola took up 
the gauntlet and raised his sights in a second article. The very dif
ficulties mentioned by Bobbio, he wrote, showed the value of his 
proposal. Since the past fifty years had shown that neither Com
munists nor social democrats were in a position to build socialism 
in a European country, the time had come for them to think again 
about their respective options and strategies. This unleashed a 
critical chain reaction, from which I now pick a few quotes to 
indicate its diversity. Lelia Basso: 'The ideological and politi
ca I gu l f  between social democracy and revolutionary Marxism 
ha w iden d, not narrowed.' Romano Ledda: 'In the history of 
t h  tw n t i  t h  c ntu ry, we cannot put the responsibilities of the 

,omm u n is t  and o i . l  d mocrat on the same plane, either in 
Eur · or  I wh r , i h r for t h  1 ast or for the present.' And I 
m s I f , m >de r f< < 1 • i t  my  po l • t i · : 'Th probl m posed by  
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Amendola is  real: reflection on revolution in the West is neces
sary, and it requires everyone to be innovative. But the renewal in 
which we are involved is certainly not moving in the same direc
tion as the renewal that the Socialists have in mind, and an eclectic 
top-down operation would fail to provide a solution. '  When the 
question came before the Party leadership, Amendola did not seem 
to change his view but remained in a minority. A commission was 
then set up to consider the differences. It concluded that Amendo
la's proposal had been mistaken because the time was not ripe for 
it, but that it was still necessary to come to a new agreement with 
the Socialists. Ingrao stated clearly more than once that he thought 
this a banal and purely verbal formula, and he therefore dissented 
from it. At the next meeting of the Central Committee, more than 
one voted against, while a number of others abstained. 

This came on top of the conference in Genoa to which I referred 
above, so that it was clear by now that the discussion in the Party 
had turned into a visible clash between two different lines. And 
that is how it was seen. The debate had been so long, heated and 
public, and the sensitivities had become so intense, that the slight
est allusion, tone or turn of phrase was enough for someone to 
be included or excluded from a list. That is the truth, and I say 
it without acrimony. Those who were smart enough not to give 
anything away were regarded as cunning little devils. The tension 
seemed to slacken on the eve of the Party congress, when the theses 
for it were being drafted, and in the course of its proceedings the 
sorest points in the long discussion were handled with perhaps 
excessive caution, or simply omitted. The confrontation, when it 
came, erupted suddenly over a question which, for the past five 
years at least, had been only hinted at by various participants in 
the debate, and which the Party's practice seemed to have partly 
defused. 



The Eleventh Congress 

THE LEGITIMACY OF D I S S ENT 

One sentence and one round of applause were enough. A few days 
before the congress opened, Longo and Ingrao came to a kind of 
gentlemen's agreement - at least that is what Barca, who acted as 
a go-between, tells us in his journal. Longo, as Party secretary, 
was worried there would be an attack on the policy of peaceful 
coexistence; Ingrao assured him that for his part, out of conviction 
rather than prudence, he would do nothing of the kind. (Today 
he confirms that he never had any sympathy for 'guerrilla' impa
tience. )  To remove any doubts on the matter, he had the text of 
his speech read out in advance to the secretary (I knew this at 
the time first-hand),  who showed no sign of dismay and did not 
ask for any changes. The most authoritative ingraini (Reichlin, 
Rossanda, Pintar, Natoli, Trentin) gave very measured speeches, 
mainly addressing areas within their own field of competence. On 
the third day, Ingrao went to the rostrum and - contrary to what 
was said afterwards - reaffirmed frankly and effectively, without 
heat or demagogy, his position on matters that had already been 
wide ly  d bated in the Party. But, at the end, he threw in a sen
tence that  we m ust q uote prec ise ly: 'I would be insincere if I did 
not sa y that Comrade Longo fa i led to conv ince me by refusing to 
i n t rodu · i n to our pa rt y t he n w u tom of pub l ic debate, so that 

v ry · mr d · und  rst nd I a rl y  not n ly th · orienta tions and  
d · i i ns t h  t p v i l  n · I hav  b ind i 1  g ff t ,  bu t  . l  o th  d i a
l · t i · 1 1  f w l  i ·h he I r . u l  . '  A l mo t v ry n i n  I 
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the hall reacted with prolonged applause, and this turned into an 
ovation when Ingrao, in the grip of emotion, raised his clenched 
fist high in the air. On the tribune, however, nearly everyone kept 
their arms stiffly crossed. From that point on, the atmosphere in 
the congress changed totally. One harsh attack followed another 
in the hall, and even more in the political committee, denouncing 
factionalism or pointing to the danger of division. In a Communist 
party, that kind of disinhibited criticism of a leader used to mean 
almost automatic excommunication - or at least a closing of ranks 
around the secretary. 

Today it seems scarcely credible that measured words and mere 
applause - itself partly a display of affection, far more than a 
vote - should have called down such a fierce reaction and opened 
wounds that took so many years to heal. Or, more specifically, 
that the ensuing leadership selection process should have been so 
strict as a result. Moreover, after years in which dissent had been 
largely tolerated on much more important issues - and precisely 
for that reason - the open display of disagreement was read as 
the occasion and instrument of a power struggle. I do not think it 
was, however. The sudden tightening of control, which I consider 
to have been a mistake that had negative consequences all round, 
obeyed a certain logic and had an important political and theoreti
cal motivation. It happened when the delicate issue of reforming 
the Party itself was added to the many questions that had been 
under discussion and still remained open. To understand it, then, 
we need more than a simple reconstruction of events; we need to 
venture an overall interpretation. 

In the history of the Marxist-inspired workers' movement, 
the role and organizational form of the party has always been a 
decisive question, a pillar of revolutionary theory, tightly bound 
up with the question of democracy in general. This was the case 
long before the October Revolution and the historic split between 
Social Democrats and Communists; it divided Kautsky and Bern
stein, Bernstein and Luxemburg, Bolsheviks and Mensheviks, 
Luxemburg and Len in . It d ivided Len i n  and Trotsky, Len in  and 
Sta l in ,  Gramsci  and Togl iatt i ,  Togl iatti a nd Secchia,  Sta l i n ism and 
K h ru h h v i  m, Kh rushch v and M ao, Mao and h is omrades of 
old .  I mi  h t  add t hat i t  wa a l o a bon of  ont  n t i  n b tw n 

L bou r and  I t rad u n ion mov 1 n t  i n  Br ita i n ,  
< r nd I ss i n  l tn l y. N r w s h is  
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fortuitous. Whereas the bourgeoisie constituted and asserted itself 
as a class through its economic power and cultural supremacy, 
only expressing itself last of all through political institutions that 
had no need of parties in the strong sense of the term, the proletar
iat could not take shape as a ruling class, still less actually aim for 
power and exercise it, without a permanent political organization. 
But what guarantee was there that such an organization would be 
sufficiently independent and compact to avoid being swallowed 
up by the existing ruling class, and at the same time sufficiently 
democratic not to become the locus of a new bureaucratic power 
and privilege? 

Today this question is being posed again, not only openly but 
in a more acute form. More than ever, we can see how democ
racy without genuine parties degenerates and lays itself open to 
manipulation, and how what call themselves parties have degen
erated into professional apparatuses competing with money and 
spectacle. For the moment, it is enough to stress the importance 
that the question of the party form used to have for a political 
force like the PCI, which joined together millions of members 
and voters in a complex society, and walked a tightrope between 
social struggles and parliamentary institutions. And it is enough 
if I show that, in that transitional period of the 1 960s, the party 
form was a factor that could not be disregarded in any forward 
movement, and perhaps made it possible for such movement to 
take place. 

The PCI had empirically come up with partial solutions to the 
problem: its choice of a mass party had survived Cominform pres
sure through the invention of 'two parties' (a people's party and a 
cadre party), cemented by a shared faith, high levels of activism, 
ideology and pedagogy, and a high-quality leadership enjoying the 
legitimacy of a great past. After the Eighth Congress, this party had 
absorbed new blood from the Resistance and gradually allowed 
greater space for debate and research, as well as local experiences.  
But i t  had reta ined a Consti tution that protected the unity of the 
leaders h i p  and gave i t  the fi rst and last word on important choices; 
r he pa rt y l i ne wa s handed down from top to bottom and, although 
each lcv· l was fre · t o l i s ·uss i t ,  i t  was a l so obl iged to pass it on in 
n ·c l l •gi I rnann  r; I s I ·c ion of ·adr  s ( and ,  t o  a l ight ly l esser 
·x t 'I t ,  > f  1 n r l i . n 1 n y d · t  u t i s )  ook r l by ·o-opt ion , a l b  i t  
wit l n: f I' ·n . t< i n d i v i  I H I ., pn · i t I I I r I 'OV 'I tt l ·n t . Esp . · i a l l  
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i n  the final years of the period, there was extensive freedom of 
speech together with limited possibilities for influencing decisions: 
in short, a regime of 'protected democracy'. This is not to say that 
the democracy was a fa�ade. I will give three examples to illustrate 
its value and its limitation. 

The first concerns me personally. In 1961 ,  when I was a member 
of the regional secretariat in Lombardy, I was asked to prepare 
t he theses for a regional Party conference. I wrote a text which, I 
admit, offered much food for thought but was hasty and inaccu
rate. No one opposed it locally, but when Amendola came to read 
it one evening to give the green light, he threw it in the waste-paper 
basket instead. Understandably I found no one to back me up, and 
so I conscientiously resigned my position. That was not the end 
of the story, however. Togliatti invited both myself and the Milan 
leadership to his office in Rome and gave me a whole morning to 
explain my way of thinking. Interesting ideas, but questionable, 
he concluded. And, instead of purging me, he appointed me to the 
commissione di massa in Rome headed by Napolitano, where I 
was made to feel welcome and gradually put to good use. 

The second example concerns Rossana Rossanda. Long-time 
d i rector of the Casa di Cultura in Milan, she had been making it 
a l i vel y  centre for contacts with the most advanced sections of the 
i ntel lectual world, without concealing her own propensity to prior
itize scientific research or new Marxist thinking at the outer limits 
of orthodoxy, in contrast to the c lassical Communist emphasis on 
established intellectuals, history, cinema and the 'fine arts' .  But, 
a lthough Alicata's1 inclinations were very different from Rossan
da's, this did not prevent him or others from giving her national 
r •sponsibility for the sector in 1962.2 In her new post, she recalls, 
sh · encountered quite a few obstacles and ran up against limits 
I ·yond which she was not expected to go. In essence, though, 
�Oil lronc who had something useful to say, and the pen and office 
t o  lo i t ,  met with not only tolerance but - and this is what counts 

- g n u i n ' i n terest. 
The t h i rd example concerns the scope offered to local Party 

organizations, especially where they wer part of local government. 

1 .  Mario Alicata: top PCI leader with p ·i n I respons ib i l i t y  for cu l t ural poli 'y; 
national editor of L'Unita from 1 962 u n t i l  hi  t l  I I ·n dea t h  in  1 966.  

2 .  It  was in 1 962 that Rossana Ro 11 1 1  In  1 1 1ovcd to Rom , h n v i n1-1 ht' ·n 
n ppointed head of the Central Commitc 1N · t i l l t l  n l 1 o l i  · I p !'I'm nl". 

,; 
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The town planning policy in Dozza's Bologna,3 stimulated by such 
architects as Giuseppe Campos-Venuti or Pier Luigi Cervellati, 
was quite different from that of the coastal communities, which, 
though also 'red', were more attracted to the facilities of brick, 
rich in short-term results but extremely poor in longer-term pros
pects. Party headquarters let them both get on with it. 

During those years, then, the Party did not function badly. 
Frankly, I myself had no time for the view that organized currents 
were the way to expand internal democracy. 

However, 'protected democracy' was not adequate to tackle the 
new problems, the general lines that needed to be revised, the mul
tiplicity of positions within the leadership. Even more important 
was the general state of the Party: not everything was rosy, as the 
changes within society were having an impact here too. Although 
the PCI vote was rising, although the workers had turned to strug
gle and many students to political activity, Party membership had 
declined in a few years from 2, 100,000 to 1 ,600,000 and that of 
the FGCI4 from 358,000 to 170,000, while the factory cells were 
declining in both numbers and importance. None of this could be 
attributed to disillusionment or the outbreak of dissent, or to the 
shock of 1956 (which the Party had come to terms with by now); 
nor was it a criticism of moderation, since the PCI had animated 
the struggles of 1960, and 1968 was still a long way off. Still less 
did it reflect competition from the parties in government, whose 
decline was even more pronounced. 

Especially at that point in time, the main reason for the Party's 
organizational decline should be sought in its existential and 
operational characteristics - that is, in how it linked what it was 
demanding from, and offering on a daily basis to, the new subjects 
active in society. Young people in particular were not attracted 
to political activity that mainly consisted of internal meetings, 
e lection campaigns and recruitment drives; what they needed 
was not basic education (now provided by the school system) 
so m uch as greater information and more specialized training. 
They wanted to u nderstan d  and play a real role in policy for
mation, br ing ing the ir  own experiences to bear on it, and they 

J. G i L lS ·pp • l )ozzll : h it;hly  r�spc ted Com m u n i  t m a yor of Bologna from 
I �4. u n t i l  I %6 . 

. F ; J :  :om mu n i  • t  < u t h  OI'J-111 1 1 i �.o t ion, t h  · F · l ·n JZ ion Giova n i le Comu
nistn l tn l in nn, 
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wanted leaders at a l l  levels who could guide their struggles and 
share their feelings and forms of expression, instead of going on 
a bout their glory days in the mountains or the best way to run a 
l ocal  council .  

The Party ducked most of these issues. We had often argued 
a bout the functioning of the Soviet Party, but had taken the real 
state of the Italian Party for granted. We were all leaders or clerics. 
We a l l  spoke of the centrality of the working class, but we did not 
see that fewer and fewer workers were becoming leaders in their 
t rade union or the Party. 

Ingrao a lone, perhaps not fully consciously or with adequate 
a rgu ments, had the courage to face up to the problem. And he 
suggested a first step towards tackling it. Nothing earth-shaking, 
in a ppearance at least - because he did not question democratic 
c ntra l i sm (that is, the duty not only to accept but to support and 
app ly  the 'current line' in a disciplined manner, without continu
a l l y  cha l Jenging it). But nor did he stop at calling for the freedom 
t o express dissent. He wanted the 'current line' to result from a 
process of argument intelligible to all, and for everyone to be able ,. 

t o  con tribute to its verification, clarification or correction in the

. 
l igh t of events. In essence, then, he proposed a return to demo
't"< ti entra l ism as Lenin had conceived and practised it, before 
t h  • ·merg ncy brought on by civil war and scarcity that persisted 
throu rh much of the 1920s, with Stalin already in power. More 
s 1 • · i f i  ·a l l y, th i s  had meant not only congresses but also 'discus
s ion r · riods between congresses', involving collective platforms 
t l  n t  w ·re put  to the vote and a norm that everyone should abide by 
th • I · · i ions and take part in the bodies that implemented them. 
This ' ·onst i tution ' was changed in the 1920s, and the CPSU at its 
Tw ·n r i  ·th Congress, l i ke a l l  other Communist parties, had ridded 
i r  of ·ub i t ra ry abuses but  had not returned to the original model. 
I ngrao h i mseL f now proposed a l imited restoration. It was possible 
n t  t ha t  t im  , beca use the Party had a strong shared culture; its 
knd i n g  grou j  had won recogn i t ion and he ld firm through stormy 
s ·ns. I ts ·ad re had been tra i ned in the sp irit of un i ty, was not 
mov ·d by ':He'ri s t ambit ion and st i l l  free l y  endured hard work 
an I st ·r i f1 · ' . For t h  ·s • r 'asons, r he express ion of d i sagreement at 
1'1 tol ha I not "< l l t S · I L l f  h ava l .  Th r' was a risl t ha t  t h i s  migh t 
I 11 1 1  1 , I w v • ,  , s i t  , 1 y r • form, •sp · · i n l l y s in · · o r l i a t t i  was 

lot 11, •t· n l i v  . 
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Here we see the importance of the general and persistent applause 
that Ingrao received - a 'deluge', as it were. The simple fact that it 
was not organized by a faction, or associated with a definite politi
cal platform, meant that 'Ingraoism' had spread in the Party like 
a virus, and that what Ingrao had was not strength but charisma. 
There could be no half-measures: either the virus was stamped 
out or it was accepted as a stimulus with which it was possible to 
live. It was not a question of a power struggle, but of a diffusion 
of power in the Party; there was a need for mutual trust. But the 
Party leadership did not trust itself. The mistrust was directed not 
at Ingrao's ambitions (which were by nature not great) but at the 
virus and the danger it represented. Not so much Amendola, who 
remained in the background, but the so-called centrists (Pajetta, 
Alicati and the secretaries of the large regions) called for the Party 
to rally around the secretariat and, as I later found out, persuaded 
the secretariat that an attack was being mounted against it. 

A selectively targeted purge then ensued, striking at the most 
extreme and exposed figures (Rossanda, Pintor, Coppola, Milani, 
et al. ) and isolating Ingrao within the Party's institutions. Ber
linguer, until then head of the national secretariat, was accused of 
excessive tolerance, sent to run the Lazio region and replaced with 
Napolitano in the key position. A number of others moved on 
without leaving a forwarding address. I was not removed because 
there was nothing to remove me from; nor demoted, because I had 
no rank I could be stripped of. But, viewed as a bad influence who 
had the ear of others, I was simply confined to my office and given 
nothing to do. After a few months I went to Amendola and told 
h im I couldn't retire at the age of thirty-two, and asked to be sent 
to work in one of the smaller regions of the country. He replied 
without smiling: 'You've got to stay in quarantine, because you're 
n n  intelligent young man and we've worked well together, but you 
st i l l  have to learn some Bolshevik discipline.' I picked up my cards 
and wa lked away from Botteghe Oscure,S to reflect and study by 
mys I f. I do not think this was vanity on my part. 

Th fact that I ngrao ism was not a faction is confirmed by the fact 
t hn t  no o ne protested aga inst their 'punishment', nor did anyone 
dd ·n I a n  yon Is . W s imp l y  d id  not see one another for a long 

( l i t  r l ly, str t of tl c dark workshops): the s i te of 
f om I \1. 0 until i r  di o lut'ion in 1 90.  
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time, while remaining on the friendliest of terms. Perhaps I may be 
allowed, for emotional reasons, one strictly personal memory. In 
August of that year I went on a camping trip to the still wild island 
of Sardinia, where Luigi Pintor was serving his confinement: not 
to hatch any plots, but to regain my strength with some wonderful 
sea-bathing. 

USSR AND CHINA 

In politics, as in each person's life, it is not only the conscious 
problems and choices that are important, but also what is evaded 
or disregarded. I therefore cannot omit the fact that, in the intense 
debate of those years, there was a lack of analysis, reflection and 
initiative about one great problem. It was a failure shared with the 
rest of the Italian and European Left, but the Italian Communists 
paid a higher price for it, even though they were better placed to 
fill the void. I am referring to what was happening in the world, or 
rather one part of it. 

This sounds paradoxical, because some aspects of world events 
were not only dramatically evident but produced a great revival 
of internationalism that formed and oriented whole generations: 
the Algerian war of independence, the victorious Cuban revolu
t ion and the threats that soon rained down on it, the repression in 
the Congo and, even more ferocious, in Indonesia, and especially 
t h  Vietnam war. On all this the PCI campaigned more than any 
o · h ·r party, freely discussing such issues as the nature and role of 
' t  IHional  bourgeoisies' or the dangers of neocolonialism as an exit 
t n t  •gy from certain liberation struggles. But it did this without 

I ·n y i ng the importance of coexistence, and therefore of the 
t uggl · for peace and disarmament. 

Th void of which I speak concerns the incipient crisis of the 
world 'om munist movement, the break between the Soviet Union 
and th 1 op le's Republic of China, and particularly the two devel
opment chat symbolized it and made it irreparable: the collapse 
of Khrushchev ism and the rise to power of Brezhnev and Suslov in 
the USSR, and the Cultural Revolution in China. It is true that the 
import of these events became clearer with time, and perhaps it is  
only today that we can fully grasp the weigh t  they had in  shap ing 
the world in which we live. But  i t  i q u  l l y  t ru that th ri is of 
the world Communist mov m n t  w n l y  ju t b·gi n n i n  i n  t h  
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early 1 960s, and that it was still possible to contain or correct, 
if not reverse, the drift of events. The PCI had an influence that 
would have allowed it to intervene, or at least to take up a more 
solid and original position amid the global tumult. But it did not 
properly understand or act upon the opportunity. Togliatti had 
some responsibility for this at first, but he then had the great merit 
of trying to find a remedy. 

His responsibility was that between the late 1 950s and early 
1 960s, when the disagreement between Khrushchev and Mao was 
latent but not total, the PCI mainly concerned itself with defending 
the autonomy of the 'Italian road', while discouraging discussion 
of the general value this road might have elsewhere. Although 
Togliatti often said that 'advanced democracy' ( beyond the mere 
form of a multiparty parliamentary system) was a problem that 
also concerned the socialist societies - and indeed, that only they 
were in a better position to solve it - he avoided bringing this ques
tion into the international debate. Tito did try to do this again, by 
introducing the experience of self-management in Yugoslavia. But 
Tito was under suspicion because of the past, Yugoslavia was too 
small to carry real weight, and the self-management experience 
had itself been too half-hearted. On the other hand, the 'Italian 
road' had too little to show for itself, and was too identified with 
gradualism and parliamentarism, to be accepted as a stimulat
ing model; both the Soviets and the Chinese tended to view it as 
dangerously 'revisionist', a Trojan horse of social democracy. 

Togliatti's merit attaches to the 'Yalta memorandum', the notes 
he sent to Khrushchev in preparation for a meeting of clarifica
tion with the Soviet leadership. When I reread these recently, long 
after the event, I realized for the first time what was really new in 
them. While reaffirming the key elements of PCI strategy in Italy, 
Togliatti also offered a survey of the European situation that made 
i ts application to other countries seem plausible. But, above all, he 
expressed the kind of illuminating premonition that great figures 
a re often capable of formulating on the eve of their death. He who 
for years h ad been the object of crude polemic from the Chinese 
was now say ing to Moscow: be careful. If the disagreement between 
the USSR and Ch ina  cont inues to deepen,  if a way is not found to 
rcop n d i a logue, t o  improv mutua l  unde rstand i ng and, above all, 
to ·oop rat t n i n t · rna t iona I I vel ,  th n everyth i ng will be in 
j 'OJ rd . 'h is  i s  w l , t I wn1 t d t <  i s  " l l  s, but  by t h  n i t was too 
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late. The Soviets were unable and unwilling to  understand him, 
and did not publish his memorandum. Neither did his comrades 
in Italy understand: although they immediately published the text 
and gave it great prominence, they did not put its most salient 
point on the agenda of their forthcoming congress. 

In fact, the rift between the USSR and China had been gradu
a l l y  widening between 1958 and 1 962, at first in a veiled manner, 
with botched attempts at reconciliation, then publicly and with 
i ncreasing acrimony. It was not easy to discuss the issues, because 
t he terms used were intentionally distorted and misleading, often 
at variance with the actual choices. Was the attempt to rehabili
tat Stalin really credible, on the part of those who had always 
l i  obeyed him on both tactical and strategic questions? Was it 

po s ible to distinguish between those who believed in coexistence 
( US R) and those who rejected it, given that the Chinese needed 
t h  'balance of terror' more than ever to protect themselves from 
a t tack by the Americans? Was it possible to denounce Moscow's 
· l a i m  to be the guiding state of the world movement, if at the same 
t i m  any party seeking a 'new road to socialism' was taken to task 
for 'd v iating from Leninism'?  Or, conversely, was it reasonable to 

• u the Chinese of using language that betrayed their wish for a 
sp l i t ? A fter a l l ,  the split was already under way following the with-
d wa l of Soviet technicians from China, causing huge difficulties, �-

n I Mo ow had made things worse by suddenly refusing to cover 
: 1 i n  w ith its nuclear umbrella. In short, the PCI could have let 

th fa ts peak for themselves as it tried to contain an artificial 
1 ol ·m i  · and  to express an active and not ineffectual position of its 
< wn,  i n  t he hope of carrying along many other parties that did not 
nss u m  that the wrongs were all on one side or the other. Things 
wou l I ha ve become clearer, and there would have been more point 
i n  sob r ly ta k ing part in the underlying debate. 

K hrushchev was removed in the middle of 1964, fortunately 
wi t hou t b loodshed, but through the usual palace coup. By way 
o f  · x �  l anation,  Mo cow accused him of a personalized style of 
1 -·ad rsh i p  and of overhasty reforms in agriculture and Party organ
i za t ion - whi  ·h had i nd d b en broad l y  unsuccessful , though no 
on · hn I obj  · t · I l · for  . Th P I ri t icized the m thods, but  did 
n ot · :k w l  y 1 b r·ush h v had fa i l  d and what b n w lead r h i p  

d t ·h i v ; s ·r r  n t h  t t h  l i n  of t h  Tw n t i  th 
w J l  I g 1 w . I I  i t t 
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Yet the Twentieth Congress had also been important because of 
its promise of substantial reforms, as well as its dream of a strong 
economic growth that would ensure victory in the peaceful com
petition with capitalism. The defeat of that perspective surely 
required some analysis. Besides, the replacement of Khrushchev 
with a new leadership, more sensible perhaps but clearly more 
grey and bureaucratic, promised nothing more than a period of 
stability - two decades that led the Soviet Union to the brink of its 
final decline. This could not have been predicted or evoked aloud, 
but a certain note of alarm should have been sounded. 

A year later the Cultural Revolution began in China. It was pos
sible either to criticize this and express fears about its outcome, or 
to value it as a new source of hope. But, in the end, the political 
and strategic content of the Sino-Soviet split was clear enough, and 
there should have been serious discussion of it. It was always out 
of order to believe that Mao had recklessly converted to extrem
ism, when in reality he had started from a simple and well-founded 
observation. The class struggle could reproduce itself even after 
the conquest of state power - not because, as Stalin said, the old 
classes became more aggressive and dangerous, but because a new, 
arrogant and privileged social stratum could emerge within the 
regime itself (that is, within the party), separated from the broad 
mass of the population that had long been mired in poverty and 
cultural backwardness. This could not be prevented by a factional 
struggle within the party, nor by a multiparty system for which the 
objective bases did not in any case exist. Nor could it be expected 
t hat economic development would gradually solve the problem, 
s i nce in reality it made it worse. It was therefore necessary to 
·ncourage a mass challenge to privilege, and to create a tendency 

t owards equality and democratic participation among younger 
peopl e  who had not experienced the revolutionary war. New revo
l u t ionary waves would have to be launched at cyclical intervals, at 
t h · level of both ideas and practice. This was the true lesson to be 
d rn w n from the glories and the involution of the Russian Revolu
t i o n .  H en ce the watchword: ' It is right to rebel ! '  There was, of 
�o·ou rse, m u  h t ru t h  i n  th i a rgu ment. 

B u t  t h  r w r 1 o raa on to cr iticize it. Two of them were 
l'.' l • · j l l y s ,. n . F i r  t ,  i f  r b I l ion wa not to d generate i nto 
vi ll nt n d  r ·h y, t h  ,. h d t o  b a r f r n point  

h r f n ·- � oi l  t ·o u l d  not b t h  
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Party, which was being made the scapegoat for everything, but 
had to come from a charismatic leader, Mao himself. However, 
charisma produces a cult, and a cult produces an even more ques
tionable kind of regime. It also gives rebellion the character of 
a faith, or rather of a mysticism of which many different forces, 
competing with one another, consider themselves the legitimate 
interpreter. This pointed towards increasingly violent confronta
tion among the 'rebels' .  

The second question was the material basis for this revolutionary 
re-launch. Mao was more aware than anyone of China's economic 
backwardness, and of the fundamental role that the vast peasant 
masses played in the economy, but he neither could nor would 
place the main burden of primitive accumulation on their backs. 
It was with them that he had carried out a revolution and unified 
a great country devastated by colonialism and warlordism - not 
through one big jacquerie, but through a war proceeding outward 
from liberated zones, in which he had introduced such reforms as 
the emancipation of women from servile status, the expropriation 
of large landholdings, the distribution of land to the peasantry 
(who were helped and encouraged to combine into cooperatives), 
and the building of a disciplined army without privileges. He had 
educated the masses in egalitarianism by force of example, organ
ized a party with a close-knit but consciously creative ideology, 
and inserted his guerrilla campaign into the framework of the 
anti-fascist alliance, supporting himself on the achievements of the 
Soviet Union, but not subordinating himself to it. Once in power, ,. however, he had had to confront the task of building an industrial 
base - which the peasantry itself needed, and which the country 
required to achieve real unity - and of developing an educational i 
system that would both spread mass literacy and produce the

,
�
! 

skills for economic development. The failure of the 'Great Leap : Forward' in 1958 had shown that a subjectivist forcing of the 
pace was not enough to solve these problems. The point was to 
modernize the country by spreading the costs, without abandon
ing the goal of a new society or postponing it to a distant future. 
The Cultural Revolution was intended to solve th is prob l em :  to 
create anti-bureaucratic ant ibodies i n  the peopl e's consciou ness, 
and eradicate the i nd i v idua l i sm and pri v i l  "ge t ha t  wer th natu ra l  
concomitants o f  mod rn izat ion . B u t  was a 1·· b I l ion of  t h  · youth,  
sp i a l ly st t 1  I n cs, 'nough for- h is � J I' J < ,' ? N . A r  1 Mao kn  •w 
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it. For he preached that, although the majority of cadres should be 
subjected to criticism, they were mostly good and redeemable; the 
rebellion should therefore not turn into summary justice. Leading 
figures should become workers, without harming production, 
and an attempt should be made to draw peasants into the revo
lution, while respecting their convictions and learning austerity 
from them. Nevertheless, the student rebellion all too easily took 
the form of humiliating summary trials. When the movement laid 
siege to factories and fields, it mobilized consciousness but dis
rupted production; and, although it might abolish formal ranks, 
the army remained in place, with its own discipline and leadership. 
The ideology could not, at one and the same time, lay claim to 
orthodox Marxism and chime with the radical revisionist insist
ence that communism is born of the materiality of the productive 
processes. An attempt might be made to force those processes and 
to avoid 'passing through capitalism', but it was not possible to 
avoid reckoning with it altogether. In fact, Mao himself stepped on 
the brake in 1968:  the Cultural Revolution had produced hugely 
i mportant results and its inspiration should not be erased, but it 
had now to be wound up, without being dispersed. For a time this 
gradual return to normal was managed in a cautious and balanced 
manner (leaving aside the jolt of Lin Biao's mysterious liquidation) 
- first by Mao himself and then, after his death, by Zhou Enlai 
and Hua Guofeng. But we know today that what followed was a 
Thermidor. And Chinese history took a quite different road. 

There was much to discuss here between 1966 and 1968.  Yet 
t he PCI understood little and discussed little. It exorcised the Sino
Soviet conflict by remaining on the outside. We woke up to it only 
a fter the Soviet occupation of Czechoslovakia, when the Chinese 
Cu ltural Revolution was already ending - and ending badly, as 
:1 fa i t accompli.  Everyone at the Eleventh Congress shared the 
r ·spons i b i l i ty for th is . A nd the hurried purge that followed it led 
to a de layed d i scussion fu l l  of blunders. Although the 'tankist' 
1 1 1 a jor ity cr it ic ized so.me  i nd ividual decisions, it continued to 
� t; l n  I shou ld r to shou ld er w ith the Soviet Union, nourishing the 
i mp la us ib l "  hope ( i n  w h i  -h i t d id  not rea l l y  bel ieve) that the CPSU 
would gra l u a l l y  r • form i ts I f; i t  on t i n u  cl to speak of a 'new 
worl I ov · rnm •r t ' , I · •<. I I  ·ss of t b, ·a mp i n which th PCI had 
h • �n I >n 1  n d  on w h i  ·h i t  ·o d I s t i l l  • •rt som i n  A u  n ' ' .  O n l y  
n .  n l i n i 1  r i t  s r · . t (  I t h  :u l t 1 I I •vol u t i (  n a nd t h ' 
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possible contagion from it in the world, but i t  did so only once the 
Revolution had completed its cycle, in the fond but baseless hope 
that another would soon follow. This delay and this neglect were 
bound to weigh heavily in the future. 



1 1  

Italy's Long Sixty-Eight 

In the 1960s, a second and greater upheaval shook Italy. This time 
it came from below. 

I am referring, of course, to Italy's long sixty-eight. Let us be 
clear: 1968 was a worldwide phenomenon. In rapid succession, a 
great anti-establishment movement erupted in nearly all the major 
Western countries and went down to defeat - a radical, confused 
and variegated movement, like the one in the middle of the previous 
century, in 1 848.  This time, students were the driving force almost 
everywhere; the university was their headquarters. But the revolt 
did not hinge on a cahier de do!eances, drawn up to obtain this or 
that reform in the educational system or students' living conditions. 
It struck at the roots of the institutions: teaching methods, forms 
and criteria of selection, the scale of priorities (manufacturing of 
consensus, formation of skills required on the labour market) .  In 
a I I  these respects, the movement mounted a common challenge 
to the authoritarian perpetuation of the established social order, 
which thwarted the freedom to imagine and to help build a differ
ent society. The revolt therefore encompassed a whole generation, 
r ·j ct i ng values, ru les, lifestyles and institutions that had governed 
soc iety for centuries but had been exhausted by capitalist devel
opment it If, and a l ready demystified by a new culture. It was 
som th i ng l tha n  a cr iti qu  of capita lism as the structure under
l y ing t h  yst m, bu t  a l  o omet b ing more. In cla iming to overcome 
' i n  on [ · p' h b ndag t h  t aff l j  t cl o i l  ctiv ex istence and  pen-

i n c  h v r d · y l i f  f I i n  iv idu  I ,  i t s m d to ch ime 
m t l  i I v . i f )  t h  �h in  u l t u r  I R vol u t ion.  
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Anti-authoritarianism was a great resource, since it made 
it possible to unite different demands and motives in a non
corporate manner and to sustain other conflicts then at their height 
(such as the movement against the senseless and bloody war in 
Vietnam) .  Moreover, its forms of struggle (university occupations, 
communal living) could go beyond mere demands to become a 
collective everyday practice, which left an indelible mark on ways 
of thinking, on family and interpersonal relations, on attitudes to 
representative political institutions, and partly too on a new and 
more radical feminism. On the other hand, anti-authoritarianism 
was too restrictive when it came to tackling the mode of economic 
production and the state - two much tougher nuts to crack, involv
ing powers and mechanisms that could not be simply dismantled 
but had to be controlled and modified, to guarantee better living 
conditions and greater rights for the majority of the population. 
It was restrictive also because youth is a temporary state, and 
students rejecting a particular form of society were destined ( if it 
survived) to form part of its privileged layers. Thus, although the 
youth revolt of '68 rapidly spread around the world and left its 
marks everywhere, it soon became isolated and divided, without 
any repeat performance. 

But there is an even more contradictory, though no less impor
tant, aspect that we have tended to overlook. The worldwide '68 

began with the Tet Offensive, which ushered in the phase of victo
rious humiliation of the Americans in Vietnam; attempts were still 
under way in Latin America to imitate the Cuban revolution; Mao 
reined back the Cultural Revolution in China, without denying 
its merits and significance; the student revolt shook the whole of 
France for a time, and although de Gaulle soon got the upper hand 
he paid a price for it; Arab nationalism had been militarily defeated 
by the Israeli attack but was politically stronger than before; the 
'economic miracle' was running out of steam and would soon be 
followed by monetary crisis and prolonged stagnation. All this 
encouraged hope, but more oppressive new realities were already 
coming into view. The invasion of Czechoslovakia stifled any opti
mism about the capacity for economic and political reform in the 
Soviet Union; developments in China pointed to a new course in  
internal policy, while the now irreversible rift between Bei j i ng and 
Moscow was a ltering the whole globa l  ba lance; the d a th of he 
Gu va ra found d a m y t h, but al  I d th d f at  of a who! 
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continent; social-democratic governments in Germany and Britain 
showed no sign of reconsidering the discipline of Atlanticism. In 
short, a world in turmoil, but crisis in each of the camps. This was 
enough to spark new thinking about the character and importance 
of revolution in the West, but certainly not enough to make one 
think that it was around the corner. 

All of us - the New Left, but also the PCI - left these aspects 
out of the picture, or underestimated their importance. But, if we 
continue to do this, any discussion of '68 will remain not only 
incomplete but thoroughly distorted. 

THE CENTRALITY OF THE WORKING C LASS 

It is useful to dwell for a moment on the specificity of the Italian 
'68, in terms of length, quality, protagonists and results. Perhaps 
for the last time, and more than ever before, it was justifiable to 
speak of an 'Italian case', which, though not as 'spectacular' as 
the French May, drew attention from abroad. This specificity con
sisted, shall we say, in a 'happy encounter', largely explicable by 
previous history but partly accidental. 

As capitalism changed, many social conflicts, many forms and 
subjects of revolt and many cultural rifts had emerged in other 
countries at various times, or anyway not in synchrony with one 
another; the system had been able to confront and neutralize them 
separately, sometimes even deriving a boost from them. Above all, 
the system had managed to minimize, or marginalize, the pres
ence of trade unions and political organizations that might offer 
the protest movement some representation, or at least a solid 
support. 

In Italy, by contrast, many rebellious impulses peaked simulta
neously for a number of years around 1968,  with the capacity not 
on ly  to come together but to interact with one another - when the 
materia l  base i n  wh ich they had originated still had body, when 
t he masses recogn i zed good reasons for their existence, when 
work i ng-class u n ions a nd part ies with an anti-capitalist inspira
t ion w re st i l l  s t rong and r is i ng, and when the governments in 
office w r • shak y and  d i s  red i ted. B for ventu ring a judgement 
on t ha t  st i l l  q u i t  ·on t rov ·rsi I u p  u r  , w n d t o  reconstruct the 
· I ura ,. n l t t· j · t c t: of t h  v, r i > Js mc v ·'n ·n ts t ha t mad i t u p, 
and t h  w i 1  wh i  ·h t h  m :. > l"!l;l 1 i:t.1 i< n r ·n · t · I t< i . 
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I shall begin with the workers' struggles, since the schema later 
fixed in popular memory is not the truth, or only partly. It is not 
true that the student revolt preceded the social conflict and radical
ized it, only to be then held back by wise trade union leaders, and 
repressed by Communist apparatuses. It might be possible to read 
the French May in that way. But events in Italy were much more 
omplex, mainly because the workplace conflict between capital 

and l abour was at the heart of them, and because their protago
n i  t was the working class in flesh and blood. I know the risk I 
am tak i ng when I use the expression 'centrality of the working 
· I a ' t oday. Too often it has been invoked to indicate a faith in 
• H 1 1  t h i ng still to come or already on the wane, or presented in so 
m ny di fferent ways that its meaning has been lost. I should like 
t h  r fore to make it clear that, when I speak of the working class 
in t h  I ta l ian '68, I am being damn specific. I mean a population of 
wa - arners mostly engaged in fragmented manual labour within 
an v r more rigidly organized production cycle, concentrated in 

d i um-to-large companies where everyone felt part of a collec
t iv nd,  gradually, of a class - mostly industrial workers, then, 

t a t im when industry in general employed a majority of the 
I hou r force and was the engine pulling the country's economy. 
An id ologica l conviction inside me, having nothing to do with 

y ·h, lw ys impel led me to recognize the birthright of that 
· I . ; i ts primacy found corroboration at that time, although in 

's so · i t y  I grant that it must at least be reconsidered. What 
• f rri ng t o  now, however, is a specific, indisputable fact: a 

·y · I of work rs' struggles that lasted more than a decade and, 
vi tu • of i ts ca l e  and quality, spoke to many other movements 

1 1 1  I rrofou nd l y  shook the balance of economics and politics 
i 11 I ta l y. 

I ts or igi ns go back to the labour revival of 1960-3, which, as we 
hnv  • s · n ,  w nt  beyond wage issues to raise demands connected 
w i t h  t h  · organ i zation of work, engaging in forms of struggle that 
t •nd ·d t o  un I rcu t not on ly  the despot ism of the bosses but also 
t h  · v ·rr i ·a l st ru t u r of the trad un ions, i n  a constant  i nterpl ay  
l • t w · ' 1 1  na t iona l  and ompa ny- 1 v .l ba rga in ing . I n  every r spect, 
r l  osc · t ruggl s ·h i  v d sign i f i ·a n t  r u l ts, d u r ing a 1. r io I tha t  
a L  > s·1w t h  · r I i r t h  f m i l i t  n t  n t i - f · i m nd th J l it i iza -

f y l e .  · 1 m 1 d p rty m r ·h c l  
ct h h 1 i n · • ,  l 
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by the PCI, directly resulted in major changes in the culture and 
practice of Catholic social organizations (CISL, ACLI) .  

In 1 964-6 the bosses and the government responded with 
a deflationary squeeze, export of capital and limited but telling 
technological innovations, mainly designed to boost productiv
ity, which had the effect of reducing employment and intensifying 
the labour process. In the space of one year, for example, Pirelli 
increased its total output by 28 per cent; Fiat almost doubled it 
at Mirafiori, with the same workforce and wage bill. Other com
panies that were unable or unwilling to follow suit started to lay 
workers off. All this temporarily served to dampen down disputes, 
but it also intensified the workers' anger and belied the reformist 
promises of the Centre Left at a political level. 

No sooner did the economy start to recover than local dis
putes flared up over piecework and line speeds. But now, since the 
labour of white-collar workers and technicians was also subject 
to fragmentation and intensification, militancy often extended to 
occupational categories that had hitherto remained aloof. The year 
1 967 witnessed struggles in the steel, auto and clothing industries 
(ltalsider, Rex, Zanussi, Dalmine, Lebole, Magnetti Marelli, Tosi, 
Autobianchi) and, more unexpectedly, at the textile giant Mar
zotto. In the course of the year, 3,878 supplementary agreements 
were successfully reached. Fiat as usual was a special case, only 
th is  time for the better. In March 1 968 the company tried to head 
off a dispute by making a deal with the union itself; but FIM and 
FIOM rejected this, 100,000 workers went on strike and won 
more, for the first time in fourteen years. 

Other things are now almost forgotten. Between 1967 and 1968 
t wo broad struggles broke out: one against the pensions system, 
wh ich had always been vague, stingy and unfair, the other against 
the wage gap that left workers in the South 20 per cent worse off. 
The v i ctories were important: a pension totalling 80 per cent of 
f i n a l  sa l a ry a fter forty years of employment, the right to a pension 
: 1  f rcr  th i rty-fi ve years, and complete abolition of regional pay dif
fer ·nt ia l by the yea r 1 975 . No less significant was the way in 
w h i  ·h t h  r s u i t  w r ach ieved, for the three union federations 
i n i t i a l l y  ign d a ! raft agr ment  t ha t  wa cha l lenged by the rank-
1 1 1 1  l · f i l  t h  t h ,G I L  a l led another general 
stri k '  wl  h i t  u n  i l  th uccessful 

.,  11 · I 
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This brings us to the next round of national wage-bargain
ing, the 'hot autumn' which marked a real qualitative leap. The 
platform of demands, with engineering workers in the lead, was 
unusually ambitious: sizeable wage rises, equal for all; a cut in 
the working week from forty-eight to forty hours; the same regu
lations for office and shopfloor workers; a right to hold factory 
meetings in company time. Even more novel were the forms of 
struggle and the composition of decision-making bodies. Strikes 
were accompanied with impressive demonstrations to win public 
support; action continued during negotiations; a number of strike 
hours were assigned to individual factories and departments, sup
ported by improvised demonstrations to win over waverers and 
to interrupt the production cycle; the workers themselves spon
taneously slowed the speed of production and organized on-off 
stoppages. This was not Luddism: it was a way of making strikes 
more costly for the bosses and less costly for the workers. As to the 
decisions, they were not left up to inconclusive general meetings 
of the workforce, but proceeded through prior consultation on the 
set of demands, then the election of delegates from each section, in 
which every worker had a vote, then delegate meetings in the form �· of a factory council .  Full delegations from these councils could 

· 

attend national negotiations with the employers, and often influ-
enced them with applause or booing. · 

Some facts speak for themselves. In 1 965 there were thousands 
of workplace committees in the engineering industry, somewhat 
ossified and controlled from above, representing 500,000 workers; 
in 1 972, just 4,300 factory councils represented a million workers 
and were controlled from below. Another two figures testify to 
the contagious effect and political shifts that gradually occurred 
outside industry: whereas in 1968 the CGIL had 4000 members 
among public employees, it had increased this to 90,000 by the 
early 1970s. Membership grew rapidly when the rank and file 
raised its sights and the quality of its demands, and when the union 
accepted initiatives from below to give them effective representa
tion. Were these trade union struggles? Certainly, and that social 
subject could not do without them. But it is impossible to deny 
their political value when one looks at their a ims  and resu l ts ,  a t  
their forms and general sp ir i t, at  the  level of ran k-and-fi l i nvo lve
ment, and at the cadre that rap id ly  took sha J  w i th i n  t b  m .  

The str ngtb of h mov'm nt lay in t h i  · 1 i ng l i n  , or I t us say  
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ambiguity, between trade union bargaining and radical inspira
tion or behaviour. This persisted after the movement passed its 
peak, leading to important conquests (for example, the Statuto dei 
Lavoratori, 1 the 1 50 paid hours for further education, an inte
grated salary scheme for office and shopfloor workers) and to the 
consolidation of trade union unity (the FLM, the unity pact among 
the federations). More important, it hinted at a general political 
strategy adumbrated by Gramsci in his time: the idea that, espe
cially in the West, the revolution had first to progress as a social 
movement before there could be any question of taking power. 
The working class had to acquire the capacity of a ruling class, to 
capture fortifications, field intermediate objectives, and establish 
not only alliances but a hegemonic historical bloc. 

But this ambiguousness of trade unionism and politics in 
workers' struggles involved a contradiction. The more a struggle 
grew and asserted itself, eroding the power of the bosses in the 
factory and the associated organization of work, and the more 
it became necessary to improve the workers' living conditions 
outside the factory (along with those of broad sectors also being 
sacrificed), the more did two huge interconnected obstacles emerge 
in the path of the movement. On the one hand, talk of economic 
crisis was used to blackmail the workers, especially at a time when 
capitalist development was facing difficulties and industry was 
becoming integrated into, and having to compete in, international 
markets. On the other hand it was necessary to find resources for 
the 'social state', and to develop a normative framework and man
agerial capacities to tilt those resources toward the satisfaction of 
collective needs, in accordance with a precise scale of priorities. In 
both cases, the problem of a profound turn in politics was bound 
to come up - especially with regard to economic policy, the key 
support for the capacity and development of the movement. 

In the short term, the problem appeared and was insoluble. 
The government's forces were in full-scale decline as they entered 
1 96 8 :  the Socia l i sts had fool i sh l y attempted unification with the 
Soci a l  Democra ts and ex i ted from i t in a comatose state, while the 
Chri  t ian Democrats were more than ever obsessed with clinging 
o n t o  pow r an I c l i v id I by in t  rna !  bra w l  . There was no scope 

1 .  Sea uto I • i  Lavo n ror i :  r h  · tcn11 ·ommonl u��:d to r f ·r to t he Law on the 
Prot · · t ion of r h  · Fr lo111 1 1 1 1  I I  ij.lnit of Work r. n nd of Tmd Union Fr dom i n  
1" 1 W<ll'l( pln • , 1 1 11 I on No m H  of E m1 loymt'1 1 1·, J llNH I i n  Mny 1 970. 
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for serious dialogue with them. In the abstract this might have 
been to the advantage of the Left opposition, but worrying signs 
were simultaneously beginning to come from Italian society. 

I am referring not to the 'strategy of tension' (of which more 
later), but to the subversive revolts that broke out in Reggio di 
Calabria and L' Aquila, which showed how upsurges in rundown 
areas rife with clientelism and organized crime can push people 
towards a reactionary localism. Less theatrical, but perhaps even 
more alarming, was what happened in Battipaglia, in the Cam
pania region, because the fascists did not have much of a hand 
in it, and the impetus for rebellion was neither localism nor 
mass marginalization. It was one of the few areas in the South 
where development was clearly in evidence, albeit with the con
comitants of low pay, job insecurity, clientelism and caporalato.2 
When redundancies were announced in the tobacco industry, the 
whole town rose up and occupied the railway station to make its 
voice heard; the police intervened violently, and the population 
responded by burning the town hall, as the centre of all vices. It 
was a jacquerie in a modernized society, directed against every
thing and everybody, mirroring the reality in an important part of 
the country where trade unions and labour disputes did not suffice 
to express and channel an uncontrollable and legitimate rage. 

The elections of 1 972 provided a snapshot of the real relation
ship of forces in Italy: the PCI's advance was halt�d, the total Left 
vote shrank (collapse of the PSI, humiliating results for Il Manifesto 
and the Livio Labor list3) ,  the DC retained its vote but shifted to 
the right, and the MSI made a leap forward. The situation had evi
dently not stabilized, but an Andreotti-Malagodi government was 
formed with the support of the MSI. The working class did not give 
in, however: it soon won an integrated salary scheme for office and 
shopfloor workers, and supplementary bargaining and disputes at 
company level did not stop (strike hours in 1973 were down only 
on the peak of 1969) .  We know what the PCI came up with in  
1972 as a political outlet for the movement: National Unity. 

2. Caporalato: the system, once preva lent i n  the outh, whereby charge hand 
hired labour at designated points in the st reet for a day's work a t  a t i me. 

3 .  In the previous yea t; 1 97 1 ,  Livio Labor and ot h rs had found I a small. 
left-w i ng athol i  parr y, t h  Movim n to Pol i t i  ·o d•i Lavoratori  ( M PL). A f ter i t  
fa i l u r  in rh 1 972 I (0 .36'X, of th vor ) ,  t he )II" t 1 1 1  jo i t  of i t  m ml  rs 
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Could not something different have been done, in terms of 
pol itical content and protagonists; something that reflected the 
l'normous changes in the world and Italian society - but with a 
reasoning and orientation similar to Togliatti's at the end of the 
anti-fascist war, when conditions had been so much more difficult? 
Cou ld  the PCI not have remained within the mass struggle, gaining 
·redibility and guiding it with its consent, not towards an early 
' revolution' but to a stage on the approach road, whose distant 
objective would be clearly stated and evident? Before we discard 
r h is possibility - assuming that it can be discarded with serious 
arguments - we need to complete our survey of the long '68.  

STUDENTS AND OTHERS AROUND THEM 

The other protagonist of the Italian '68 was, of course, the student 
movement, which exploded suddenly and impulsively - a little 
In ter than in the United States or Germany, but in time with the 
French May. The different experiences displayed the same aspect 
of a cultural, above all ethical, generational revolt, with a strong 
anti-imperialist component, although the specific material condi
tions and historical backgrounds of each country also gradually 
asserted themselves. 

I n  Italy's war of liberation, as well as in the ensuing two 
Jecades, a large number of young and very young people partici
pated, together or on opposite sides, in harsh political struggles 
that involved a high degree of ideological conviction and class dif
ferentiation: first, anti-fascists against fascists, then Communists 
aga inst Catholics. This gave rise to large and extremely militant 
youth organizations. The 'Green Berets', guided by Luigi Gedda's 
Catholic Youth movement (GIAC),  had a presence everywhere, 
f rom St Peter's Square to individual parishes; the Communist 
FGC I  had  ha l f  a million members all through the 1950s. Students, 
1 a rt ic u l a r l y  un iversity students, had remained a minority on the 
margins ,  for the imp le  reason that the children of workers and 
1 cJsa n t  u u a l l y  went stra ight i nto work after elementary school, 
or r a y  d b h i nd  to w rk i n  th fam i l y ;  on ly the children of the 
bourg oi i w n t  t o  u n i v  rsit y. At I as t  a ft r 1 948,  young Catholic 
st u I nt n lo r r f I t  t h  n I to i nvo lv t h  ms l ves i n  day-
ro-d y l i r i  · I tg I , >mr  u t  i t t 1d n t  w r t h i n  on 
t l  I n I w I ,  I e f w m, I I  I ,  

I 
' I 
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were organized by a para-fascist minority in favour of Italian rule 
in Trieste. 

By 1 960, however, as we have seen, a new batch of young people 
had joined the front line of workers' struggles, driven by militant 
anti-fascism and early anti-imperialist sentiments ( before Vietnam 
there was Congo, Palestine and Cuba) .  Students were still a minor
ity in the streets and squares, but they were not there as students. 
The conclusion is simple: a highly politicized, left-oriented new gen
eration was taking shape in Italy; even part of the Catholic Youth, 
after its break with the Gedda leadership, was beginning to gravi
tate towards the workers' movement. But all demanded that the 
Left parties renew themselves, meanwhile tending to support them 
rather than actually join. In the absence of renewal, an intellectu
ally capable minority looked for new masters or formed dissident 
cliques (workerist, Marxist-Leninist, Trotskyist); the 'groups' of 
1968 already had their future leaders. The FGCI tried to relate to 
them and open a dialogue, until it was 'normalized' at the Eleventh 
Party Congress. An even more important factor, though, was the 
material situation in education and among the students who spear
headed the anti-establishment challenge. In addition to explaining 
the strength and character of the student movement at that time, 
this was a national issue that has never actually been resolved. 

Mass education in Italy suffered from the same problems as 
elsewhere, though here they were more acute and widespread. 
Like the new industrialization, it sprang up in the course of a few 
years, without any reform and without adequate funding. Rossana 
Rossanda's book on students in 1 968 draws an effective picture 
of the situation.4 In Italy, the uniform and compulsory secondary 
education that had long existed in other advanced countries was 
not introduced until 1960, but the only measures to make it more 
accessible were the elimination of Latin from the syllabus and the 
hiring of more traditionally-trained teachers. The middle classes, 
a little better off and as hungry as ever, anticipated the growing 
demand for skilled employees by making every effort to send their 
children to university, access to which was being gradually opened 
up. Even those who could not afford full-time study found some 
little job that enabled them to stay in the race for a career that 
required at least a symbol i c  qua l ification (the worker-students ) .  

4 .  Rossa n a  R o$$[ 1 1 1  I a ,  l .'anno dc>gli studt•r1ti, Hnr·i :  I ) •  I onato, l \lfiH. 
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So, by 1 967 university students numbered approximately half 
a million, concentrated in twenty-three cities (almost the same 
number as at the beginning of the century) .  Ordinary professors, 
the so-called baroni, who had numbered 2000 for every 43,000 stu
dents in 1923, had jumped to 3000 for 450,000 students, required 
to perform teaching duties for fifty hours a year (exams included) .  
The lecture theatres could not hold even the minority of  students 
who regularly attended courses, and laboratories and libraries 
were difficult to access. As a result, only one student in four actu
ally obtained a degree, the other three having wasted their time 
or become tied to extracurricular activity. The parliamentary Left 
demanded action and funding to remedy this intolerable state of 
affairs, but it ran up against budgetary constraints as well as resist
ance from the baroni, many of whom were themselves Centre Right 
deputies, and who had no wish to give up their dual responsibilities 
for a less powerful, full-time position. In any case, the moderniza
tion proposals would have made the problems worse, since the 
labour market could not absorb a growing number of graduates 
- especially graduates who lacked the professional capacities for 
the work they would be required to do. Less well-known but even 
more scandalous was the de facto social discrimination which 
meant that out of 1 00 graduates, only one came from a working
class or peasant family. Workers ended up financing a university 
education for the children of the bourgeoisie, who by the same 
token claimed a much higher grant. This sheds light on the social 
role not only of the university but of the whole educational system. 
Who went to university, and why was the drop-out rate so high? 
The disaster can also be traced back to lower levels of schooling. 

By its nature, secondary education has a dual function: to 
develop a general intellectual capacity and a view of the world, 
and to provide the knowledge base for later professional spe
cialization. The traditional school, associated with the name of 
Gentile,5 had contents, methods and structures ( the liceo) that took 
seriously the task of training an elite and passing on reasonably 
up-to-date knowledge. It was assisted in this by well-to-do families 
who not on l y  gave their offspring an early training in intellectual 
effort, but  n a rl y  a lways made cu l ture a part of their lives. Mass 

5.  Giovann i  ' n e i l' :  s • l f-r n da i rn  d 'ph i losopher of fas  i sm' .  I n 1 923, as 
rni nis t  r o f  •du · t ion i n  r l  M u  so l i n i  gov •rnm ' IH, h · was r srons i b le for a major 
nnd l <mK·In t i l !( or·m f th N ·on In y · I ool HyRr m . 
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education undercut all that. First, the ceaseless transformation of 
culture and social relations, as well as of productive technologies, 
made it impossible simply to pass on fixed knowledge and occu
pational profiles. On the contrary, these now required the critical 
capacity to confront ethical problems and new technological issues. 
Second, knowledge bound up with traditions could no longer be 
handed down, still less assimilated, by people who did not have a 
ruling-class background. And third, the pillar even of well-to-do 
families had collapsed: if the older generation tried to impose its 
way of seeing things it was not even listened to. Besides, it had little 
to say, since professional specialization and cultural change were 
gradually alienating even adults from the exercise of their intellect. 
It has been statistically demonstrated that people forget all they 
learn at school (except for things that enter narrowly into their eve
ryday practice) within ten years of leaving it. The new illiteracy of 
the elderly compounds an earlier lack of education and the effects 
of ultra-fragmented labour or even research. Traditional educa
tion, crammed in raw, actually excludes the subaltern classes; a 
wish to avoid overload and to make things easy for everyone ends 
up creating a cultural and behavioural 'grand casino', in which 
higher training is delegated to 'centres of excellence', while lower 
levels are left to the mass media. The half-baked result is a shape
less mass, destined for repetitive tasks, and perpetual confusion. 
Such was the mass education that emerged in Italy, without the 
corrective measures that other countries had been applying to limit 
the damage at least from the point of view of the system (expensive 
elite universities and selective brain imports in the United States, 
Grandes Ecoles and instituts in France, high-quality Institutes of 
Technology in Germany) .  This material plight helps to explain 
why the student protest movement was so radical in Italy, and 
highlights the irresponsible blindness of the government (as well 
as the Left) to a problem that was so fundamental for the future 
of the country. It should have been tackled at that time, precisely 
when a revolt in society made that possible, and when people were 
searching for new lifestyles and the country was on the eve of a 
new technological revolution (computers, biogenetics) .  

Let us now return to the student movement and try to identify 
its d i fferent phases, w i thout forgett i ng that they ome t i m over-
l app d w i th ,  or r r a i n  d t ra s of, not h r. Th f i r  t pba 
( 1 :> 7- ) wa m rk d by t h  p nt 1 · h r r f t h  
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revolt, which in  a few months spread with varying degrees of  inten
sity to all parts of the country, specifically as a student movement. 
In its ideas it owed a great deal to the Germans, in its practice to 
the Americans, and in both to the short but dazzling May events 
in France. The unifying element was anti-authoritarianism, soon 
evident from the fact that the main form of struggle was to occupy 
the university, as permanently as possible. It was there that the stu
dents held their frequent assemblies, and even interrupted lectures; 
they camped out there to discuss and decide on tactics, to meet 
new people and have fun; sometimes the rector would call in the 
police to chase them out, but it was never long before they were 
back. In Italy, more than in other countries, there was initially a 
precise focus of attack: the teaching methods and content, and the 
material and moral condition of the students. Indeed, in the pilot 
experiences (Trento, Venice, the Milan architecture faculty),  the 
first step was linked to the specific reality of a discipline or a situ
ation (what is sociology? what should architecture aim at? what 
should a sociologist or architect be like? ) .  Nor was it by chance that 
the first national coordination took place around the occupation 
of the Campana Palace in Turin, which resulted in the drafting of 
the document Contra l'universita, potere studentesco. It soon took 
on the character of a broader protest movement, however: that is, 
starting from a specific situation, it identified the main sources of 
student discontent, mobilized the mass of students, and produced 
not only a critique but a victorious struggle, above all against the 
arrogance and negligence of the academic establishment and the 
stifling regulations and organizational structures that testified to 
rot and decay. Occupations, and the expression of criticism or 
ridicule during lectures, were enough to make the point that 'the 
emperor had no clothes'. But, little by little, the movement was 
also able to grasp the logic underlying the whole institution and 
the wider role it played in the social system - and would continue 
to play even if, or when, it was modernized. 

It was possible to see an analogy with the trajectory of workers' 
struggles, from immediate demands through rank-and-file insub
ord i nation to demands  for power. There was also a profound 
d i strust of any  k i nd of organ ized structu re, a n y  kind of delegation, 
ev n of tb v ry id a of an ' i n termed iate objecti ve' - hence the 
rc fu a l  to ana lys t h  ov ra i l  fram 'Worl t h a t  t h  s t uden ts right ly  
sou h t  to subv · n ,  l L i t  wh i  · I ·ou l l  n l t  l • subv r t I i 1  a i ngl -
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blow. This refusal, natural enough in a spontaneous student move
ment, served to protect it from the corporatism of a privileged 
layer and to make of it a social subject in its own right. This was 
particularly fruitful in the early stages. In fact, something similar 
had happened in the partisan war, becoming almost a norm for 
young people - the idea of fighting for freedom, but also the idea 
that, in taking up arms and risking one's life, one would carry the 
whole country along and change society. The PCI could have, now 
as then, taken such aspirations to heart and, by operating as a 
recognized part of the movement, given it an orientation that cor
responded to the limits of the historical situation. After all, would 
the workers' upsurge have acquired the scale and character that it 
did without a trade union prepared to transform itself in order to 
represent and lead it? But the PCI, by contrast, was incapable of 
grasping the dimensions of the student revolt in its early stages. 
Left to itself, the movement did as much as it could. But it was not 
enough - in fact, the experience was full of traps. 

The second period, from 1 969 to 1 971 ,  began on a note of high 
danger ( largely avoided) and continued with a great opportunity 
that was sadly wasted. The danger was conjured up by the forces 
of reaction and the state apparatuses. I am referring to the terrorist 
bombing of the National Agricultural Bank on Piazza Fontana in 
Milan - an incident on which it is as well to linger for a moment, 
since it would affect the history of the whole country. The 'strategy 
of tension' that it inaugurated would last for years, with occa
sional spikes; bombs and often savage acts of terrorism (from 
Peteano to Brescia and Bologna) both preceded and followed the 
Milan outrage of 12 December 1969. We know that all these inci
dents were fascist provocations, and that rogue elements within 
the state also had a hand in them. In fact, minus the terrorist 
aspect, the dark side of the regime had made itself felt through
out the 1 960s and before: from SIFAR's Piano Solo6 to Miceli, 
Borghese and Propaganda Due.7 But Piazza Fontana was of a 

6. Piano Solo: the plan for military intervention to restore public order, drawn 
up by the military intelligence service (SIFAR). 

7. General Vito Miceli, then head of the S ID ( M i l itary I ntel l igence and Secu
rity Service) and a member of the secret masonic Propaganda Due ( P-2 ) lodge, was 
a rrested on charges of consp i racy i n  1 974 i n  ·onne ·r ion w i t h  t he fn i led ·ou p d'  ' ta t 
plan ned in 1 970 by J u n io Val r io  Borgh .sc, 1 1oto•·ious n rmy ·omm nnd ·r f ,·om 

t he fns · is r p r io I. M i  ·t'l i wos Vt'J1I'u l l l  1 ' l l l i tt d i n I 7H. 



ITALY ' S  L O N G  S I X T Y- E I G H T  2 0 9  

different order. Not so  much because the secret services were directly 
involved (we are still not quite sure how) in planning the operation 
and shifting the blame, but because people right at the top took 
the opportunity to mount a precisely targeted attack against the 
student and workers' movement (the coincidence between the two 
dates is all too revealing) .  I am not interested here in establish
ing whether Pinelli was pushed or not, 8 nor in reconstructing the 
clumsy, scandalous attempt to frame the 'anarchist dancer' .  What 
interests me is that, a few hours after the bombing, none other 
than the minister of the interior leaked that the police had reason 
to focus their enquiries on the Left, and a frenzied press campaign 
got under way, with daily updates from the 'investigation', to 
make this idea stick. And it interests me that the onslaught of dis
information was directed against the far Left and a small section 
of the democratic intelligentsia. The operation was too crude and 
amateurish to succeed, but for a long time the PCI did no more 
than say 'let there be light' - and when there was light it did not 
invoke the plot to mount a full-scale attack on the dark face of 
the regime. This opened an unbridgeable gap with the student 
movement; worse, the Party gave up one of its classical weapons, 
democratic mobilization. The movement came out of the episode 
invigorated rather than discredited, but more convinced than ever 
that all institutions were rotten and capable of anything: the PCI 
itself was, if not an enemy, an adversary, or at the very least an 
untrustworthy interlocutor. Part of the movement believed that 
state violence had to be countered with defensive violence. The 
idea of armed struggle was still some way off, or the object of mere 
chatter, but the general view was now that any demonstration that 
did not end in a little skirmish with the police was just a 'stroll ' .  
This struck me as foolish, yet I feel a little embarrassed at how I 
rushed to distance myself from it! Was this wisdom, or incurable 
moderation? 

As to the missed opportunity, it came with the 'hot autumn' 
of the workers. Hard facts convinced the students - and not only 
those who had long been expect i ng a workers' revolt - that it was 
necessary to 'go to the workers' (as  the Russian Narodniks had 
gon to th' p asa n t ry } ,  a nd to bu i l l w i th them the new political 

H. ·; ; l , S ·ppc Pin · I i i :  n n � H  ·h ist m i lwoymnn who wns s ·en fn l l ing to h is death 
fi'Om t l  · w in low of  n M i l n n  1 oli · N tn r ion i n  I 't' '  1 h  r 1 9  9, n f t  r t h r  · l a ys of 
int rruj.\t r io11 oNtt'I1 H i hly i n  ·on n  ·t ion w i r h  t ht' Pinnn Fol l l'nnn h >ml  i n)\. 
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organization that both groups lacked. This turn expressed a real 
necessity, not a false ideological contrivance. If it was true - and it 
was, or so people believed - that the educational system could not 
be really changed without changing society as a whole, then it was 
natural that the students should seek to join up with the workers, 
precisely at that 'magical' time for both. And if it was true that they 
shared aspirations and experiences which the traditional political 
forces were unable or unwilling to represent, it was natural that 
they should seek to fill the vacuum together. Of course, not eve
ryone followed this through in practice; it was a terribly difficult 
choice to make, because what it involved was not 'joy and revolu
tion' but the sacrifice of constant hard work to break down a wall 
of stubborn mistrust, to find a common language, to work out 
what to say about new problems in an unfamiliar environment. 
But an exodus there was. Thousands of young students spent more 
than a year at the factory gates and in workers' bars, adopting 
their ways and stoking their sense of pride. The students trans
mitted some of their own enthusiasm and rejection of established 
authority, and managed to recruit several thousand workers into 
political collectives, soon giving them the leading role. In some 
places (Pirelli, Montefiori, Porto Maghera in Venice, Bologna), 
students helped to build labour organizations independent of the 
trade unions and political parties, if not in open conflict with them. 
To dismiss such activity as an irrelevant or even harmful fantasy, 
to deny its formative ethical value, is both foolish and ungenerous 
- even if some of those who lived through it often contributed to 
that impression. A critical balance sheet is certainly desirable, but 
for that period at least the experience should be worn as a medal, 
not borne as a cross. 

When we turn to the practical application and results of that 
turn, our judgement has to be more severe - and, in my case too 
(for the little I contributed),  self-critical. The students went to the 
factories sincerely proclaiming that 'the working class must be 
in charge'. But in reality, without meaning to, they seemed to be 
telling the workers what to do. And what they told them was more 
than a little mistaken. First of all, they poured scorn on the trade 
union struggle, which, of its very nature, however advanced, must 
always end in an agreement and ,  i f  it i s  a good one, b r umed 
later w hen the re lationsh ip  of for p un i ts, or i f  h mploy r 
tri . ' P  rm n 1 t r v l u t ion ' ,  lw  y r 1 1 1 1  i 1  , a lw  y 
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forging ahead, is a foolish idea, reserved for those who can do 
without a job and have no children to support. To refuse to accept 
this meant clashing head-on with the union and denying its impor
tance for the workers, at a time when it was becoming more open 
to rank-and-file initiatives and ensuring that the most advanced 
struggles did not remain isolated at the apex of the industrial 
apparatus. Second, by putting all existing political organizations 
into the same bag and disregarding their different histories, the 
students reduced the possibility of a political turn to a timeless 
abstraction; they did not bother to ask themselves how, despite all 
the challenges from below, the PCI could maintain its strength and 
even increase it among popular layers. To keep repeating that the 
PCI had been in the wrong camp for decades, while noting that it 
still had widespread support among the workers, was like saying 
that the workers were too stupid to see what was before their eyes. 
It was also a way of reaffirming that any intermediate objective, 
any partial change in the regime and the workers' living condi
tions, was an idle fancy. 

A number of small, though not too small, political groups took 
shape around this experience and these diffuse convictions, mostly 
with a background in the student movement. They were sustained 
by selfless, untiring activism and often guided by valuable leaders, 
but their distorted view of reality, and their mistaken belief that a 
revolutionary break was on the horizon, meant that they lacked 
incentives for more complex analyses and strategic innovation. 
Paradoxically, therefore, a sizeable movement born out of the new 
contradictions of modernity, eager to propose or speed up a clearer 
alternative to the existing political strategies, adopted a political
ideological approach and organizational forms that drew upon the 
old arsenal of the far Left (spontaneist, workerist or Trotskyist), 
or else upon mythical versions of evocative but recently defeated 
game plans, such as the multiplication of guerrilla campaigns ( 'one, 
two, a hundred Vietnams')  or a repeat of the Cultural Revolution 
outside its Chinese context. None of these ideologies stood up, 
especial ly  since they had to cope with sectarianism and growing 
conflict among the individual groups. A long cycle of social strug
gle and  cu l tura l  u pheava l  thus  left the student movement weaker, 
not stro nger, i n  both xt n t  and i n tens i ty. Enfeebled, but not yet 

t i n  u i  h - I .  U n i v  r i t y  o U I a cion f la:r  d up  sporad ica l l y  i n  
p la  · . m n t r  i >n s  in c f s i . m r i n  . l l f 1 r t  o f  V i  tnam 
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brought out tens of thousands of young people. Even the second
ary schools showed signs of agitation. 

The third period ( 1 970-2) was therefore also important, in that 
it witnessed new experiments, however belated and unsuccessful, 
that offer food for thought. The small minority who were begin
ning to gear up for armed struggle will be considered at a later 
point, when they become significant. The bulk of the movement 
ramified in two directions. One branch, mainly consisting of the 
'groups' and those recruited into them from popular layers, tried to 
re-launch the social struggle outside the factory around the theme 
of collective needs, particularly the housing shortage and exorbi
tant rents. (The union federations had been doing the same, in fact, 
with quite different methods but equally disappointing results. )  
The watchword was 'Let us  take back our city ! ' ,  the methods 
included squatting empty property (sometimes before construction 
was completed) and rent strikes. Various buildings in the big cities 
(Milan, Rome, Turin) were occupied and held for a time against 
police attempts to clear them, and in some districts a number of 
tenants stopped paying rent. But the weak points of both actions 
were that they never grew to become anything more than exem
plary, and that they concentrated on municipal housing in popular 
districts - in the hope that the local authority would ratify the 
occupation and refrain from evictions. Consequently, other needy 
families who were on the waiting list justifiably protested against 
the squatting. Tensions rose when someone occasionally tried to 
make money out of it, creating conflict with poor people in the 
neighbourhood and fierce arguments among the squatters them
selves. It was then that the police would arrive to restore order. 
On the other hand, the union-led protest actions did not mobilize 
large numbers and obtained only crumbs from the increasingly 
conservative governments of the day; sometimes the upshot would 
even be a loosening of planning regulations that gave a further 
boost to property speculation. 

Another branch of the movement, centred on Milan, returned to 
the university with a plan for 'partia l  alternati ve use of the institu
tion': no longer j ust occupations and protests, but  the organ ization 
of seminars, even whole course , to redefine  th content of  teach ing 
and focus i t  more on th  ana ly  i of so · i t y, cri t i qu  of i nr I I  c
tua l  rol s a nd prof ions, an I t h  I v lop 1  · 1  t > f  n w 1 > l i t i ·a l 

u l r u r  , k 'I i n  t l  ' I 't 1 r  c h  •, cr s op 'I i t  t h  � · v  n i t  p; for r h  
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benefit of worker-students. This new initiative never really took 
off, however, and did not last long. In many cases it lapsed into 
something much more modest and questionable: collective exami
nations, guaranteed grades. Probably because it came so late in 
the day, without an adequate level of participation, it was over
whelmed by the logic of the 'political group' .  

And yet had the experiment begun earlier, on a larger scale and 
with greater conviction, some of the conditions present at the time 
would have favoured its success; it is also worth remembering that 
these 'favourable conditions' were valuable in themselves. I am 
referring above all to the movement that '68 unleashed in intellec
t ual circles, both inside and outside academia. Workers' struggles, 
student struggles, democratic and internationalist struggles: these 
a l l  had an impact on intellectuals and the institutions in which 
they worked and were organized. It was not only at the margins 
t hat individuals and collectives were critically reflecting on the role 
they were required to play, and on the underlying culture in which 
t hey played it. 

I will simply mention a few examples of a broader phenom
enon: the Medicina Democratica movement, headed by Giulio 
Maccacaro, which main ly concerned itself with industrial envi
ronments and the need for preventive medicine, but whose 
concept of a general right to health resonated among thousands 
of young doctors not seeking a highly paid niche in the private 
sector; Psichiatria Democratica, headed by Franco Basaglia and 
t he Trieste group, which campaigned against the institution of the 
l unatic asylum and argued for new thinking about the relationship 
between mental illness and health; the 'scandalous' initiatives of 
c rtain  industrial tribunals, later leading to Magistratura Demo
· ra tica, wh.ich challenged the rigid hierarchy of magistrates and 
the l imited independence of the judiciary; the editorial committees 
of journa l i sts demanding greater freedom from the press magnates 
( not so m uch pub l i shers as industrial groups),  or from the Chris
t· i r �  n Democra t fiefdom in television; the protest by film directors 
aga i ns t t b  commerc ia l izat ion of festivals, or the discussion among 
t op s · i ·n t i ts a bout  t h  perv r ion of scientific neutrality; the police 
pr •ssur  · for d n i l i t a riz.a t iot  of t h · for and the creation of an 
in I ·p n I · n t  t r  d '  u n ion ;  or v n t h ' 's , I t h y '  formation of a Left 
i n  t h  d i r  I< 1 i · ·< � s. A l l h i s  w r •A ·t l l  1 u n pr· d n ted 
J l i c  i n  t l · d 1 i · w > I I : n t I c c.l m ·rn i · ,  c r i t u  i 
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on the part of lecturers to the student challenge, but also a fre
quent readiness to take part in renewing their own discipline and 
re-examining its relationship with other disciplines. In short, there 
were new resources for the development of the university's educa
tional role and the orientation of its research, without neglecting 
its function of reproducing the skills necessary for society and the 
economy. 

There was, and still is, much to discuss about how the educa
tional system should be equipped to deal with these new tasks. 
Lifelong education, the relationship between schooling and work, 
the training of lecturers, the quality and quantity of funding: these 
are some of the areas to be considered. After all, legislation and 
bureaucracy cannot give birth to a new system: it can only arise out 
of a great cultural movement related to new hegemonies in society. 
Today, forty years later, we finally have the educational system 
designed by Mrs Moratti,9 a late import from America, like the 
hamburger that is also on the decline over there. The reformers in 
our country are serious, down-to-earth people, who need time to 
think and still more to act. 

So, you can find as many defects as you like in the student move
ment and 1968 in general, and you may wish - though I never go 
that far - to wash your hands of the whole business. But to deny 
that Italy's long '68 offered extraordinary resources and forward
looking ideas, would in my view be culpable and obtuse. 

THE VATICAN COUNCIL 

To complete the picture of Italy's '68, we need at least to mention 
another event: the Second Vatican Council. If I only say 'mention', 
it is not because I underestimate its importance and complexity, 
but, on the contrary, because it was a key moment in a 'parallel 
history' - that of the Church and religion in general, of its evolu
tion and later involution. The world of secular politics and culture 
was wrong to consider it irrelevant, to th i n k  that the formu l a  'a 
free church in a free state' 1 0  was the last word on the ma tter, or 

9.  Let iz ia  Brichet t o- A rna l o ld i  M orat t i : I � 1 s inesswoma n,  w i fe of  o i l  magnat 
G ianmar  o M ora t t i , an I B r lus ·oni 's •d u ·;H ion m i n i ster f mm 200 1 to 2006. 

1 0. 'A  f rc · I H 1rch i n 11 f r  e s r re': n rst used i n  Fr 1 1  ·c i n  t he arly n i nc:te n t h 
• M L I  y, r hc 1 h rnMc iH mnin ly KNod red i n  I tn l y wi r h  :nvour'H 1 c · h of M r I 
I Hfl l , p o�·l i m i nJ.! Rm 1t' t·h c pi t  I of the l<inM I 1m of It· l y. 
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t o  conclude that the rise of science and technology had doomed 
t he Church to a culturally marginal position. The fact is that, for 
good or ill, it has continued to interact with the history of Italy 
and the world, right up to the present conflicts among various 
fundamentalisms. From Pius XII through John XXIII to Wojtyla 
and Ratzinger (not to speak of Islam, or the spread of new sects 
: 1nd superstitions), we are talking of a special history. And those 
who, like myself, do not believe that its stages are inspired by the 
l lo ly Spirit, or even that the ideas it throws up take account of the 
n:a l ity in which pastoral activity has to take place, cannot avoid 
i nvestigating how it relates to history in general. As far as postwar 
I ta l y  is concerned, the religious question continued to have a 
d i rectly political significance, because a party was founded there 
on the principle of the unity of Catholics, and a powerful and vital 
net work of Catholic mass organizations developed throughout the 
�:ou ntry. Moreover, the Catholic religion has always linked faith 
w i t h  good works, seeking to give the latter a basis in 'natural law' 
( that  is, to demonstrate that faith and reason, each with its own 
h is t ory, are consistent with each other) .  

For now I shall focus on certain tendencies that specifically 
r · la t e  to the 1960s and the upsurge of '68.  These were years when 
a profound religious and political reorientation in the Church, 
tog 'ther with an equally profound turn to the transformation of 
society, favoured dialogue and even degrees of convergence with 
other forces, although there were obstacles on both sides that 
it was not able to overcome. On the side of the Church, a first 
new d i rection partly opened up with John XXIII's two encyclicals 
( Mater et: Magistra and Pacem in Terris) ,  which affirmed peace as 
11 va l ue of the highest importance and drew a distinction between 
t'ITor a n d  those who err. On the Communist side, Togliatti recip
rocltcd by offering a redefinition of the Catholic question. This 
f i rs t  new open i n g  encouraged a change in the behaviour, if not the 
· t d t·u r  ', of la rge sections of the two great social organizations ( the 

( : J S L a n d  t he ACLI)  wh ich p l.a yed a part, not without hesitations, 
i 1 1  t h  · l a bour  rev iva l of ' 1 960 . Th is d id  not prevent the Christian 
I >t• t no · ra ts - f o r  pol i t i  ·al J c l van t age, no t  for religious reasons 

f rom u · i np, t h  · 01 n i n  • to t h  • So · i a l i s ts t o  sh u t the Commu
o t' · fi r m l y ou t  of r h  · p i · c u r· •; nor from war r i ng down 
I · fo m · . o m 1 ·h hnt t l  w h  > I · o j.  •r, t ion n d  d 
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The real turn came with the calling of the Vatican Council, 
decided on and pushed through by John XXIII, then followed up 
more cautiously by Paul VI. It was even more radical at the reli- 1 
gious than at the political level, but once again it is possible to 
use worldly instruments to interpret the course of events, without 
dragging in the Holy Spirit. Two new features of the historical 
situation were inciting and enabling the Church to engage in a 
bold reform. The first and most evident, and also the most ines
capable, was the following. The Catholic Church had always 
considered itself a 'universal Church' and had indeed long been 
one, but essentially because of the (often atrocious) imperial role 
of Western Europe in carrying its civilization to the rest of the 
world. The Church's claim to universality, evident in the Middle 
Ages, suffered deep cracks as a result of heresies and schisms, 
but these all involved fellow-Christians, divided from Rome and 
among themselves. The Church was able to expand into continents 
which, though still dominated by various other religions, could be 
considered 'missionary lands'. For some time, however, Catholic 
universality had been more apparent than real - and even appear
ances had crumbled once the colonial peoples began to throw off 
colonial rule and to claim autonomy for their own history and 
culture. If the Church of Rome continued to present itself as a 
religious projection of the civilization that had oppressed them, it 
was destined not to convert but to lose souls. Even where it had 
sunk deep roots, it could preserve them only by recognizing the 
identity and autonomy of the national churches. And that meant 
not only moderating the more and more centralized authority of 
the Primate, but also facing up to national realities dominated by 
absolute poverty and local wars. 

The second new feature was still only partly recognized. In the 
'Christian' countries too, even those in which the Church had 
always retained hegemony and sometimes control led the gov
ernment, the fact was that the number of vocations was fa l l i ng, 

religious observance was on the wane, and the gap was widening 
between people's declared fa ith and  thei r actua l  l i festyle .  Al l  thes 
phenomena were, of course, l i n ked to chang in soc iety (co l laps 
of the pea a n t  world , spr ad of n w m-ans of ornm u n i  ar ion, 
m igrator:y t r nd. , I · · J i n  of t h  fa m i l y a nd i t · l u ·a t i v · pa i t y, 

nd sc < n ) . If t h  ru l i 1  f rty i r . I f  · >n t i n u  • d  o d s r i b  i ts I f  
:t r l  < l i  ·, i r  d i  fc r i r . >wn 1 l i r i  · I n l v nn tng r h . 1 
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of any deep conviction; it was Catholic beca u it w 
t i ve, not conservative because it was Catholic. American i  m w 
1 10 longer the questionable guarantor of religious observance, but  
r : l ther the vehicle of 'secularization'. In order to resist this decline, 
it was therefore no longer enough to invoke an obsolete ortho
doxy: even those - the majority - who balked at coming to terms 
with 'deviant' behaviour and the objective processes in which it 
originated, or rethinking the values that formed the dividing line 
bet ween good and evil, were unable to disagree that the Church 
Nhnuld prioritize pastoral work again and mobilize the laity for a 
11 ·w evangelization drive. 

This was the starting point and the purpose of the Council, 
which produced an imposing raft of reforms: to modernize the 
l i t u rgy and language of the Church, to make its local communi
t i  •s more autonomous, to change the relationship between lay 
Catholics and the hierarchy, to lay greater emphasis on issues such 
ns equality, solidarity, non-violence, and the 'People of God'; to 
Ti t icize consumerism and hedonism, and to combat atheism, less 

1 s a doctrine than as a practice. It was no accident that Cardi
nn l  Lercaro, 11 and through him Giuseppe Dossetti, 12 provided the 
stimulus for such a large part of the Council. This explains why, 
for some years at least, certain Catholic trade unionists were the 
l lH>St radical in the new workers' struggles, why so many Catholics 
were (often extreme) leaders of the student movement, why many 
lm:al  ch urches became hotbeds of dissent, and why Father Milani's 
l .t'l Lera a una professoressa, 13 published in 1 967, had a greater 
impact than the writings of Marcuse. 

B u t, in this great and undervalued reform movement, there was 
u l so an u nresolved contradiction that would later weigh heavily 
in t he ba lance . A twofold contradiction, in fact: one between '68 
c· x t rem ism and the ineradicable tendency to moderation present 
i 1 1  l'Very Cathol ic, wh ich asserted itself when extremism turned 
v io l  · n t  and  c l a imed to overturn the world without knowing 
wlwt· e l se t o  do, to cha nge the world without first changing 

I I . ( : ia ·or l lO l .c n .:n r o: /\r ·hh ishop of  llolognn u n t i l 1 968, popul a rizer of the 
' ( l l l r rrh of  d lt' Poor' n n d  n 1 r opor lt'l l t  of  d i : l io,.;1 1c w i t h  t he.: Com m u n ist Party. 

I ).. ( i i u st' l pc I osscl'l i: t·a r l y  vict·s "l't·l·ary o( :h r isr ia n I h n o  ·ra�:y : 1nd later 
Jli'II'N t ,  fn v< H I I'cd 11 1 1  oricnrn t ion 10 t lw 1 oo1' i n  opposi i'ion to J ) · Cnspt:ri. 

l . l .  l .or�n w M i ln n i : prit·st nnd 1 Nln�o�or�uc-, n nd n 1 mmincnr  f i�o�urc in soc ia l  
l ;,l l l in l i · iH i l l .  
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consciousness; a contradiction that appeared when the changing 
of the world directly and radically affected centuries-old strong
holds of Catholic culture (for example, the immutable value of 
the family, however reformed or redefined, or the rejection of lib- ' 

ertinism and permissiveness as a dimension of freedom) .  These 
contradictions were destined to explode, and eventually to foster 
a new Catholic integralism, in the absence of a culture and politics 
capable of carrying things forward. Not only were Left culture 
and politics incapable; the Left did not even realize what was at 
stake. The value and limits of Vatican II were not discussed, and 
paradoxically it was like water off a duck's back in the party that 
governed in the name of Catholics. Dossetti had left, saying that 
to change politics it was first necessary to change the Church. But, 
when he seemed to be succeeding, he could not find anyone to 
handle the political part of the agenda. Its very scale and radical 
character made it an extremely arduous and urgent undertaking. 
Let me explain. The protest movement had grown on a wave of '• 

rapid and distorted economic development and social change, 
exposing both old injustices and new contradictions, alienations 
and subjections that it produced or heralded. The anti-establish
ment challenge threw this underlying development into crisis: it 
created disorder and uncertainty at key points of the country's 
productive apparatus, paralysed the university that was meant to 
train new cadres and build a consensus, and undermined or desta
bilized the functioning of public institutions. Yet it still needed 
development: not only to make further material gains and to con
solidate those it had already achieved, not to speak of extending 
them to the large numbers of people who had a right to demand 
them; but, above all, to attain at least a few of the ambitious goals 
that drove it forward. 

The movement had postponed or laid aside such problems 
during the period of its spontaneous rise, thinking that they would 
slow it down and open the way to parliamentarism and delega
tion, and hoping that the revolt would spread by contagion unt i .l  
i t  broke the back of the system and  created a new pol i tical  order. 
By 1 970, however, th i s  hope had gone, an I r iva l  groups wi th in  tb 
movement w re a i m ing to bu i l d  a n  al t  n a t i vc po l i t ica l pa rty, i n  
th  b J i  f t ha t a r vol u io r  n r·y I r k c h rough wns on t h  ag nc la. I t  
w · 1 s ,  r > m l l •ss I · l i  f, 1 1 t  t h  r l l m of rrH k i l  g a sha rr 1 ol i c i 
·n l t l r"n ,  w i t !  t 1 ' dv 1 • l 1 I'< � t 1. 1 1  , Wt • ·  ·• I n n I i r  . ·n n l l . 
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The fact that it remained unresolved for years, becoming more 
and  more difficult as a result, was therefore another, much more 
g�neral, factor whose importance many took a long time to appre
l' i n te. In fact, at the beginning of the 1 970s, a deep structural crisis 
of the whole capitalist order (to which the movement made a small 
wntribution) was beginning to rage. The period of rapid, uninter
ru pted expansion was coming to an end. 

This crisis was more gradual and less dramatic than others, but 
l i k e  all crises in the history of capitalism it had two faces, two 
rhy thms. It exposed the system to risk and conflict, but also forced 
it to develop new technologies, a modified class structure, and new 
I i�rarchies of power. This could lead either to a compromise on a 
more advanced basis, or to restoration of the original matrix in a 
hn rsher form. A political way forward for the '68 movement there
fore meant changing course in troubled and dangerous seas; but 
not to change course meant being swept along by the new wind 
t ha t  was starting to blow. 

A t  this point I think we have the elements to return to my main 
l'm:us: the Communist Party. 

I 
II 



The PCI in 1 968 

Th spe i ficity of the Italian '68 was also that it unfolded within 
nd in relation to a major political organization that acted as 

s t i m u l us an d  support, and as a conditioning factor - a party with 
i n f l u  nc i n  the institutions but even more in society, not declining 
I u t  ri i ng, with more than one and a half million members, mostly 
wo rk i ng-class, bu i lt over a period of decades amid great victorious 
s t rugg l s, wa ves of persecution and bruising defeats, and confined 
to OJ 1 os i t ion becau e it had opted for Communism and stuck with 
h t hoi e. I t  was easy to ignore it in the head, but not so easy to 

r · n ov i t  from the scene. More important still was the fact that it 
h, i assum d, defended and gradually developed a particular iden
t i  y w i t h i n  t he world Commun ist movement in which it had been 
I o rn · nd sti l l  pa rtici pa ted. 

I h ave r p a ted ly  spoken of th i s  i dentity in relation to variou 
t ·s t i ng s i t ua t ions .  Bu t  it may be usefu l to summarize its founding 
1 i n  · i p l ·s one l a s t  t i me, in the k i nd of pla i n  language that might 
I n v  · l · · n l i S  l a t a  Jo ·a !  bra nch meet ing. 

I )  T l • goa l , w h i  I we ·ons ider ach ieva ble, is  a major turn i n  
h u m n n  h i sto r y :  t ha t  is, a n  ad va n · · b yond cap i ta l ist soc iety, not 
on l y  to l is t r i b u t · i n ·om · mor · • 1 u a l l y  a nd to improve the l i v i ng 
·o n d i r i on s o f  t l c m n ss ·s, but t o  soc i a l ize t he princ ipa l  mea n 

o f  1 rod u · t ion now i n  1 r i v a t  · h a nds  n nd t o  gea r  t bem towa rd 
·o m m on i i l ns . Th is w i l l  grn l u n l l y  ov •r ·o 1 1 · wag · l a bo u r, t h  I a 
l i v i  i o 1  i n  so · i t y, t l c g 1 rn l c 1 1  >s i t io n  I • t w "' ( p u r· l y  i n  p i  -

1 1  cr 1 I )  1 1 1 un I ( 1 u ( · 1 t i  v ) i 1  t I I  · t 1 I I t  I c lll', · 1 I I • I i v is i  n 
I tw C!l t l  N n I d l .  I t  w i l l  · nt ' ·c 1 r u n i ry o f f • •  n I 
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equal individuals in solidarity with one another: a n w h uman 
l ype. Therefore we are a class party, but of a class that ks to 
abolish all classes, itself included. That is why our goal i oci a l
ism, but as a transitional phase to a still higher form of society. In 
r h is  sense we are a revolutionary party. 

2)  In countries where the force of domination blocked develop
ment, the revolution had to take violent forms and to avail itself 
of authoritarian political institutions. But it successfully achieved 
economic progress, greater equality and a higher cultural level, as 
wel l  as helping to defeat fascist barbarism; we are confident that 
I h is will enable it to develop a broader democracy and to combat 
I ureaucratic forms, and what happens in more advanced regions 
l i k e our own may offer it support and encouragement along that 
road. The precondition for all this is peace and independence for 
n i l  nations. There are no models to be imitated. Rather, it is a ques
tion of international solidarity against imperialism, and mutual 
t'Xchange of diverse and ever more advanced experiences on the 
road to socialism. 

3) In the West, where society is more complex and the economy 
ar a higher level, it will be easier to achieve pluralist socialist 
i nst itutions and unrestricted freedom from the beginning, but the 
t:onquest of state power cannot and should not have the charac-
t •r of a sudden violent break; it will be the culmination of a long 
process of political and social struggle, through which the working · 

· l ass will progressively acquire the capacity to rule, to capture 
fort i fied positions, to forge alliances, and thus to gain lasting con
sensus among the majority of the population. This will require 
11 n u mber of stages and intermediate objectives. Reforms are not 
I h · same as reformism, provided there is a clear plan and perspec-
1 i vc, democracy is not made identical with parliamentarism, and 
I h · w i n ning  of votes merges with mass struggles to ensure all the 
1 1 1 a r  · r i a l  conditions for free and conscious expression - and pro
v i  kJ t h is whole process goes hand in hand with the construction 
nl a sta b l  a n d  orga n ized pol i t ica l  force. 

This  set of logica l l y  i n t  r on nected principles, based on real 
I' X l cri ·n · ·· a n l f i x  ·d i n  t he h ads of m i l l ion of men and women, 
wns mor • th 1 st t 111 nt of values. It was the 
fr1 1 1 1  work fc r ·o i l  ·tiv wny of  t h i nk i ng, which 
Ni l' n�tl  1 1 I l c 1 . l . I on olid · riry. It 
h1 I 1 lve 1 >I lei , n n r· han n it 



2 2 2  THE TA I L O R  O F  ULM 

was contradicted by particular decisions (not all justifiable), by 
events that dented confidence, and by incomplete and belated self
criticisms. Yet in the 1 960s it was the most plausible thing around, 
with points of support in the real world. The long '68 would both 
disprove and confirm this. 

The difficulty lay in translating general principles into actual 
policy: that is, inserting them into a historically determinate situ
ation and avoiding adventurism, while having the courage to take 
some risks and the patience not to chase after premature compro
mises or to enter into dubious alliances. In the situation I have 
described, the possibility of error was even greater than the oppor
tunities. For the PCI the problem was one of content, organization 
and timing. 

PROLOGUE 

We need to step back and look again, in the light of '68, at what 
had been happening in the PCI immediately before it. First of all, 
it is not true that the PCI had stood outside the movement, unpre
pared for its focal issues and therefore lacking the authority to 
influence it or the capacity to learn something new from its ideas 
and experiences. There would certainly have been no hot autumn, 
with all its advanced characteristics, if the labour revival had not 
occurred in the early 1960s; a comparison with the May wave of 
factory occupations in France, and with the way in which they 
ended, is enough to convince us of this. 

It is even possible that the student revolt would not have turned 
left and become so rapidly politicized, nor shown such a keen inter
est in Marxism, had it not been for the anti-fascist mobilization 
and constant anti-colonial struggles of those years, and the gradual 
revival of an unorthodox or at least non-dogmatic Marxism, partly 
imported from abroad, which had by then found a warm reception 
in the PCI. On the other hand, that long process of implantation, 
and the resulting influence within the movement, was not as effec
tive as it might have been - partly by choice, partly through sheer 
ineptitude and bad luck. When I say 'by choice', I a m  referr i ng to 
the conclusion of the Eleventh Congress and the need less suppres
sion of d issen t. I con fess that wh n I was st i l l  a m m ber of t h  P I ,  
not too d is i p l i.n d but harm!  no  1 h, n I v n m >r a ft r I 
had b n lriv ' o r •  · il i nn  ti c  n n y som t im · s 

I I 
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have blinded me to the reasons for things that seemed to me, and 
were, mistaken. And, when the great victories gave way to a slow 
decline, the lines from Moliere sometimes went through my head: 
'Vous l'avez voulu, vous l'avez voulu, Georges Dandin, vous l 'avez 
voulu . . .  ' 

Today is no longer the time for recrimination, and I suspect 
that its object was anyway not as important as I once thought. 
But the fact remains, and I recall it to help me understand how 
things shaped up as they did. The so-called ingraini, or follow
ers of Ingrao, were for a long time accused of overestimating the 
political and trade union value of the new workers' struggles, and 
thus of downplaying the question of alliances with other sectors 
of society. Three years later, in 1 969, such a criticism would have 
appeared absurd; if anything, the Party made the mistake of not 
speaking up and establishing a presence of its own in the factory, 
instead of leaving everything to the unions in the name of their 
autonomy. The ingraini were also accused of abstract, long-sighted 
vision, of chasing after new contradictions of neocapitalism, of 
seeking a different growth model when there were still major areas 
of backwardness to combat, traditional forces to mobilize, and 
traditional middle layers to keep from defection. These charges too 
were disproved by the facts three years later. The real casus belli, 
as we have seen, remained the question of reforming the Party. 
When '68  was at its height, was it really possible to think that the 
party form might regain credit among a new generation without 
undergoing any change ? My concern is not to dwell wistfully on 
who was right. Perhaps no one was, entirely. What matters is that 
the Party was bereft of ideas, inspiration and energy to establish 
d ialogue with the new movement, and to put forward convinc
i ng criticisms of it when necessary. Perhaps the clearest case in 
point was the Communist Youth, which did try to thrust forward, 
ma k i ng some mistakes, and found itself intimidated and herded 
hack into l ine, not long before the time when, in order to intervene 
i n  student meetings without appearing an outsider, it was essential 
t o  be young. 

One l i ttle ep isode struck me at  the t i me, as a measure of the 
Pa rt y 's i n d i ff r nee rnor ' t han  host i l i ty. When we were still in our 
·orn •r, n · i t her prot s t i n  n o r  plot t i ng, Rossana a nd I - though she 
w 1 s a p r l ian  ·n  ry d ' f 1 y and i 1  vo lv  i in h1 a t ion - l.o  e l y 
fo l i c w • I r h  M :  •v ' I HS i n  F 1 n · • n n  I th m i v  •rs i ty o · ·u 1 t ions 
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in Italy. After working for months on an interpretation of them, 
we each published a little book: she L'anno degli studenti, I Con
siderazioni sui fatti di maggio. Both sold more than 20,000 copies, 
and we were invited to speak in a number of towns. Yet not one 
Party leader called us to find out any more, or to have a chat about 
things. 

No less, indeed more, important as a resource for '68 were the 
thoughts of Togliatti, although they were hardly applied. Fate 
had it that he died in 1 964, at a crucial moment when the break 
was about to happen. There has been much discussion over the 
years about the role of personality in history, some exaggerating, 
some nullifying its importance; but no conclusions have ever been 
reached, for the obvious reason that the role varies in accordance 
with the historical moment and the individual in question. In the 
present case, I think it was important. Togliatti was a combination 
of a great intellectual and a great politician (a combination that 
has since become rare);  he lived through extraordinary, fast-chang
ing events in his formative years (Gramsci and Ordine Nuovo, 
the Russian Revolution, the final years of Lenin's leadership),  then 
experienced the birth of the fascist regime, the Seventh Comintern 
Congress and his own role in the leadership, the Spanish Civil 
War, the Terror in the Soviet Union, the great victory over fascism 
and the construction of the new party; and finally the Cominform 
clampdown, de-Stalinization and the laborious gaining of auton
omy for an 'Italian road to socialism'. Through all those years he 
had an authority that enabled him to keep the Party united, medi
ating in, without suppressing, the many tensions that surfaced 
within it. That alone would have been enough to set a different 
stamp on the Eleventh Party Congress. But there was more. Some 
time before his death, Togliatti asked to be released from his active 
functions as Party secretary - not, I think, because he was tired, 
but because he needed to think more freely and on a 'grander' 
scale. And he did begin to do that. In little more than a year, he 
drew up an agenda of outstanding problems, and suggested some 
ideas on where the Party should be heading. They were like mes
sages in a bottle, which he sent out to sea in the hope that they 
would be read by his successors. I have a l ready mentioned two of 
these: the need to restore som u nder tand ing between China and 
th Sovi t Uni n;  and th n d to r v r th t h i n  i n  ram ci' 
t hou ht  th t 'w n t v ry f r' .  
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But there was something else in that bottle. First of all, a reread
ing of the Catholic question, which involved a redefinition of the 
Communist question. Having matured rather slowly, this now 
emerged as if by chance, in a rather curious way that may not be 
known to anyone. It had been a constant theme in the elaboration 
of Communist strategy, passing through a number of versions at 
various moments. There had been the interpretation of the Cath
olic question as the peasant question, at the Lyons Congress in 
January 1 926; the understanding with Christian Democracy on a 
very advanced draft constitution (at the price of voting for Article 
71 ), protecting its anti-fascist character from the Vatican's virulent 
anti-Communism; the struggle against clericalism during the harsh
est period of the cold war; recognition in the Party statutes of a 
right to membership for all who accepted its political programme, 
even if they were not Marxists or atheists; and an urgent attempt 
to establish cooperation on peace at a time when war threatened 
to destroy the human species. 

After Roncalli's election as Pope John XXIII, his two encyclicals 
and the launching of Vatican II made it possible to go further. 
Togliatti decided to go much further and to raise the level of dis
course, the occasion being a proposed amendment that resulted 
from an innocent plot of which I was the instigator. At the Tenth 
Congress, Romano Leddo and myself had been assigned the pains
taking work of sifting through the hundreds of minor amendments 
to the theses put forward by Party branches or individual members, 
so that those of any interest would make it to the congress floor. 
l t  was generally considered a pointless task, since there was never 
t ime to discuss the amendments, and nothing of importance would 
be passed. Partly out of conviction, partly to relieve the boredom 
of the work, I slipped in an amendment of my own above some sig
nature or other: 'An anguished religious consciousness can make a 
contribution to the socialist revolution.' However, realizing it was 
not exactl y kosher, we went to Togliatti and asked him whether 
we shou ld  send it on with the others. He thought for a moment 
:1 nd sa id :  'Don't d i scu ss i t  too much , just put it into the theses that 
w i l l  be n pprov d . '  l t  cou ld  have been a way of letting it through 
: 1 s  i rel  va n t ,  a n d  in c l  'eel i t  d i d  not  a tt ract notice. But that was not 
h i s  i n t ' n t ion.  
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A few months later, when Eliseo Milani and I asked him to come 
and speak in Bergamo, as he had promised to do many times, he 
finally accepted and suggested the topic: 'The New Catholic Ques
tion. '  His speech there, in a packed theatre, became famous, but 
only as an opening of dialogue; there was little awareness of its 
implications. Starting from the few words of mine inserted in the 
theses, he gave them a much greater significance and added an 
a na l ysis that was altogether new. This is worth quoting at some 
l ength : 

The destiny of man in a developed capitalist society, where technologi
ca l uniformity creates a superficial uniformity of life, debases human 
beings and estranges them from themselves, limits and suppresses their 
i n i t iative and their real scope for choice and self-development. It brings 
t he  loneliness of modern man, who, even when able to enjoy all the 
goods of the earth, does not manage to communicate with other men 
a n d  feels shut up in a prison from which there is no exit. 

From th is  he inferred 

t he necess ity of a socialist society, which for the first time takes on a new 
nnd richer aspect. Man is no longer alone, and humanity truly becomes 
<1 l i v ing community, only through the many-sided development of the 
i n d i v i d ua l , of a l l  human beings, and through their organic participa
t ion i n a common endeavour . . .  Therefore the Catholic world cannot 
hc i nsens i t ive to this new dimension of the problems of the world. Not 
on ly ·n n t he asp i ration to a socialist society be felt by people with a 
�o�c:m u i nc re l igious faith; it can find in them a stimulus, faced as they are 
wi t h t he d ram a ti c problems of the contemporary world. This is reflected 
i n  t h<.' ·onccpt ion of socialism itself, as a society that calls on all men 
n n d  women t o  work together and calls on all to contribute equally with 
t h<.' i  In hou r to dec ide the fate of the whole of humanity. 

Th is pr  ·s · n t s us w i th a criti que of capitalist modernity ( 'no' to 
l:h ns i ng n fter i t ) ,  poin ts to the contradiction between a non-cleri
l:n l · h u r -h a nd the capita l i st West ( such as emerged at the Vatican 
Cou 1K i l ) , a nd ra i ses some of the more radical themes that would 
l�m · rg · i n  t he '68  revo l t - a l though i t  reso l utely rejects the anar
l:h i s r i · i n d i v i d ua l ist r spon e conta i ned w i th in  that revo l t. 

A fi n n l  presc i e n t  m ssage i n  t he bot t le ,  bot h  syn thetic and sur
l11' i s i ng, ·o n · • r n  ·d t h  · you t h q u  sc i o n .  I n  '1 964, wel l  before the 
,. •voir  ' I' l l !  r ·d , i 1  n n •ssngo to t h  ·· Com m u n is t You t h  F lera t i on 
Togl i n t t i  l i  1 n > I ·s i t t o  wri • :  

.�.,� :'_h 
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Today we should consider the new generations all around the world 
as a revolutionary force. For we may speak of a new generation when 
the ideas and practice of men and women with their life ahead of them 
display homogenous elements that have built up over time, when new 
problems and experiences concerning their lives today and tomorrow 
mature within those elements, when new answers start to be given to 
those problems and a process of development appears that begins from 
certain fundamental positions. On the basis of these, we must work to 
arrive at struggles of a fundamental character. 

This is similar to the language he used about the spontaneous emer
gence of the partisan war; it shows the same will to participate in 
the struggle, and the same confidence of being able to guide it, 
aware of its limits and risks, but also conscious that it is the neces
sary pillar for a more complex and less exciting political operation 
in the immediate future. 

Instead of rehearsing an established canon, all of these mes
sages, individually and together, look ahead to the future and 
offer stimulating suggestions on how to confront it. But little was 
done about them, and still less was their value understood or their 
content deepened. That goes for everyone. So the PCI reached '68 
less well equipped than it might otherwise have been. 

PRAGUE REMAINS ALONE 

The first and thorniest question that the PCI faced in '68 was 
posed by the Prague Spring and the invasion of Czechoslovakia by 
Warsaw Pact troops. Prague was not Budapest, nor was Dubcek 
either Gero or Nagy. The reform programme was decided by the 
majority of the Communist Party leadership and supported by a 
majority of its activists and the Czechoslovak people. Its stated 
objective was not to undermine the socialist system, still less to 
break off international alliances and links with the Soviet Union, 
but  rather to make socialism politically less intolerant of dissent 
and l ess highly centralized in its management of the economy (a  
more extreme minority also wanted to  allow some space for the 
ma rket, w i thout giv .ing u p  p l ann i ng, and to trade with foreign 
countries where po s i ble, w i thout becoming subordinate to them) .  
Was th i s  a r - l a unch of  t he revol ut ion ? Clea r ly  not. On ly  a correc
t iOl of t h  .ominfo n n v rsion im 1 os d i n 1 947, a resumption of 
th 'p opl • '  d 1 . ·r ·y '  t l  t i i rov I d d sig• d ,  w i t h  Sta l i n 's 
t< I r n · ·, nd whi  ·h h I d g · 1 l t . . :z · hos l v k ia had  

I '  
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the economic capacity and a sufficient degree of political consen
sus to attempt it, while avoiding being pushed beyond the limits of 
its stated intentions. Dubcek had good arguments for his claim to 
be operating in the direction indicated by the Twentieth Congress. 
And indeed, at his meeting with Brezhnev, everything seemed to 
point to an agreement. 

Were there risks? Certainly - above all if the new course was 
isolated, or even opposed by its allies. But what led Brezhnev and 
Suslov's USSR to make its hasty military intervention was not a 
fear that the Czech experiment might fail, but precisely a fear that 
it might succeed and encourage other countries, perhaps even the 
Soviet Union itself, to proceed in their own way and at their own 
pace to carry out much-needed and long-promised reforms. The 
invasion was therefore not a 'mistake', nor only a limit on national 
sovereignty; it was a resounding rejection of 'unity in diversity', of 
the possibility of 'various roads to socialism' that remained in dia
logue with one another and stood together against imperialism. It 
was a violent reaffirmation of the leading role of the CPSU, and of 
the doctrine of 'limited sovereignty'. For this reason the reactions 
it triggered in Communist parties around the world were quite dif
ferent from those aroused by the Hungarian crisis in 1956. Apart 
from the parties directly involved, the ones that approved of it 
were those of Syria, Chile and, with some hesitation, Cuba and 
Vietnam (which could not do without Soviet aid) .  Manifesting 
open disagreement, only later toned down, were the Communist 
parties of France, Switzerland, Norway, Finland, Spain, Austria, 
Belgium, Romania, India, Belgium, Morocco, Australia and, above 
all, Yugoslavia and China. 

Longo's PCI was the clearest in its condemnation and the most 
openly appreciative of Dubcek's project, repeating its stance at the 
Moscow Conference of Communist parties in 1 969 and abstaining 
on part of the final motion. From the beginning, however, some of 
its authoritative leaders (Amendola, Pajetta) were not convinced 
that this was the right course, and to limit its impact the theory that 
the invasion had all been a 'mistake' was gradually introduced; it 
was particularly stressed that the 'mistake' should not impair the 
PCI's solidarity with the Soviet Union and confidence in i ts future. 
A deluded bel ief set in that the sp l i t between Czechoslovak dis
sidents and M oscow would oon b h a led and that Dub  ek had 
not r a l l y  b n pur d :  i n  1 69, l U L l  h , .  i i t  was giv n to Husa k 's 
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conciliatory positions in  this respect. But things took quite a differ
ent direction - towards total restoration. And not much fuss was 
made about it. 

This was to have major consequences, especially at the interna
tional level. For it was the PCI's last opportunity to intervene as 
an active force in the international Communist movement, starting 
an urgent ongoing debate on the real areas of disagreement and 
seeking to rebuild a 'unity in diversity' that was not based only on 
opposition to a common enemy. 

The Americans, embroiled in a war they were beginning to lose, 
were bracing themselves to absorb the shock waves that would 
result. The Chinese had curbed the excesses of the Cultural Revo
lution without disowning it altogether, and were in the throes of 
a debate on where they should go from there; it would last for a 
period of years, from the liquidation of Lin Biao to the difficult 
cohabitation between the Gang of Four and Zhou Enlai, then to 
the liquidation of the 'Gang' and a more harmonic cohabitation 
between Zhou Enlai and Hua Guofeng, and culminating in the 
gradual rehabilitation of Deng Xiaoping. 

The illusion of 'guerrilla foci' was dissipating in Latin America 
after the death of Che Guevara, but with nothing to withstand 
the military coups that were being prepared and supported by 
the United States. In Cuba, Soviet aid had become indispensable, 
but there was a debate about the type of economic development 
and political forms the country should adopt. Nasser was not yet 
dead (poisoned? ) - indeed, the aftermath of the Six-Day War had 
fuelled an anti-colonialist, non-Islamic Arab nationalism. Even in 
the USSR things were not standing still: the freeze was not total, 
as we can tell from the published discussion in the Academy of 
Sciences, the planned debate among economists in Novosibirsk 
on the general policy of peaceful competition, and the recurrent 
difficulties evident in the country's economic performance. These 
were all symptoms of malaise. Was it not the moment to use the 
real prestige enjoyed by the PCI to open a full and frank debate, 
without clamorous rifts but also without prior reservations ? 

I n  I ta l y, too, i t  was not  the reticence so much as the downgrad
i ng  of the ' Prague case' that had major consequences. To be sure, 
th youth mov m nt d id  not pay it m u  h at t nt ion, since it anyway 
h I no t ru r i n  'a · t 1a l l y  1 t t n  o i l i  m' and f l t  more drawn 
to t h  · 1 t i-. u t i  ori t  r· i · n 1 1 · g • > f  t h  ,u l r u  • I R vol u t ion ,  
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separating it off from the historical events in China that were 
now coming to an end. But intellectuals, Catholic figures, even 
the Socialists (though busy with the shambles of the unification 
with Saragat) were not insensitive to the issue, and the Christian 
Democrats, in a state of confusion, seized on it as cover for their 
dyed-in-the-wool anti-Communism. For Communist activists, 
from top to bottom of the Party, the 'half measures' in relation 
to Czechoslovakia were not unsatisfactory in the short run, but 
i n  the longer term, and in their inner consciousness, the issue was 
dest ined to create a new type of 'duplicity' between what they 
sa i d  a nd what they thought. After years of hopes that 'Commu
n ism was sweeping the world', they continued to believe that the 
m ovement was advancing in Italy, but were less sure that it was 
winn ing the world as they had once dreamed. Fortunately there 
was Vietnam and the long '68 to cloak the duplicity, but precisely 
a fter the victory in Vietnam the 'old mole' seemed to be burrowing 
h i  way backwards. I therefore continue to believe that the events 
i n  Pra gue were particularly important. 

PARTY AND MOVEMENTS 

Th • s ·ond q uestion the PCI had to face was its relationship with 
t h 1 •w ·o n f l icts i n  society. It dominated the period from 1 967 to 
I 70, n n d  t he a n a l ysis and judgements must here be more finely 
stl'll • u r  · l :  t he ro le the Party played in workers' struggles cannot 
he ! u rn ] •d tog ther with its role in the student revolt. 

A: fnr as t he workers' struggles are concerned, it is true some 
I ; I rs were worried and scepticaL Amendola, for instance, 
I • n i  •d h a t  t h  right to hold meetings in the workplace could ever 

l c  ; · I i e v  I ,  let  a lone en forced, when in fact i t  had already been 
wo1 . Fern a n d o  e l i  G i u l io presented a report to the Seventh Labour 

:ong1· ·ss in Tu r in  which,  though effective in terms of complaints, 
·m d I h a ve been wr i tten ten years p re viousl y. The two general dis-

1 u tcs on 1 -ns ions  a n d  p a y  grids were h igh l ighted , but n othing was 
sa id  n bou t  t he w retched agreeme n t  signed by the u n i on confed
l'rn r ions, or n bou t  t he ra n k -a n d-f i le revo l t  ( i nc l ud i ng i n  the Pa rty ) 
th;  t t o r · i r  u p  or t h  • CC l t :s go- i t-a lon st r i k • t ha t  led to i ts revo
·n t i < 1 . A l t ho 1gh fn · t o ry s t r u  g l 's had b ·om sha rper a n d  rnor 

w i I . 1 1 I w I I  l • f< ,. • t h  h< m n  1 1 1 ,  t h  P : J  i I no on n-
t nt i tlf ne �i s < n I t i l l i 1  � ; 1 I 1 I i l iz i t g i ts own work p l a · 
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organizations, and these continued to decline. Other signs of 
concern or caution were more understandable and deserved serious 
discussion. Trentin himself had doubts about the idea of equal pay 
rises for all, fearing that the flattening of wage bands might have 
dangerous effects over time (although he wisely went along with 
what the movement was demanding) .  There was initial resistance 
to the replacement of internal committees with direct election of 
section delegates to a factory council from an approved list, but it 
was not long before this was accepted. 

On the whole, the PCI was present and active in the workers' 
struggles through its own activists, giving them extra strength 
without holding back their initiative. But in effect it gave unions 
a completely free hand. In the short term this was all to the good, 
since the aim was to mobilize the large factories and certain groups 
such as the engineering workers, and because at the time organi
zations such as the FIM were encouraging the struggle more than 
reining it in. But the delegation of responsibility would also prove 
to have limitations. First, when it was a question of drawing in 
workers from smaller companies or extending the list of demands 
to other areas of life (housing, health), the Party had an essen
tial role to play. Second, delegation (not autonomy) impeded 
the growth of political subjectivity in the strict sense among the 
workers. The Party did eventually criticize pansindacalismo, the 
idea that the union was everything, but after all this had been a 
way of compensating for the Party's lack of direct involvement 
in the workplace. The Party was being driven to concern itself 
mainly with elections and future governments, while in the factory 
it had wide support but no real hegemony or strong organization. 
Among the workers a discourse that was both radical and down 
to earth might have worked best, and the workers themselves had 
a natural authority to speak to all the social movements. 

There were many signs of what all this cost the Party: difficulty 
i n  putting a left stamp on social protests in the South (Reggio di 
Cal a br ia,  L'Aqui la, Battipagl ia) ,  a low level of mobilization and 
poor resu l ts of struggles over collective needs, difficulty in con
verting the soc i a l  combat ivity of Catholic organizations into new 
·hoic s for t he 1 972 e lect ions, l ack of c l a ri ty about trade union 
u n i t y  at n t ra l l v I (wh ich was l i m i ted to an agreement on united 
�1 · t ion , d · p n i •n t  >n n par i  y 'Omn i s io r  i r1 wh i  h forces l i nked 
to r l  • ru l i ng � , rt w r • s t i l l  i n  • rn, j O I " i r  ' nd th · :omm un ists 

I I  I 
I 

I .  I ;  
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plus PSIUP2 had 20 per cent in all ) .  Nevertheless, with al l  its con
tradictions and ambiguities, the social conflict of '68-'69 gave rise 
to one of the most influential unions in Europe, with one of the 
largest memberships. 

The balance sheet of the PCI's relationship with the student 
movement is much less satisfactory. Here the Party was not only 
inadequate and uncertain but sorely lacking in analysis, proposals 
and achievements. It therefore lost what I would not hesitate to 
describe as a historic opportunity. 

In the initial phase the PCI, unlike the PCF, did not show hos
tility to the student movement or discount its importance. Longo 
met with Roman students after the clashes at Valle Giulia, in an 
attempt to understand their thinking, and wrote a long article 
whose importance I realized only recently, as I was rereading it in 
the light of what has since become of the educational system. For 
Longo did not confine himself to words of encouragement and 
analysis of the underlying reasons for the movement, but said that 
he considered it to be a positive development politically (apart 
from a few points of which he was critical ) .  Indeed, he inserted a 
k i n d  of self-criticism of the Ninth Congress into the article, saying 
that, in the face of such new phenomena, the Party should boldly 
d i scuss and change some things in its own house: 'We often think 
t hat  our meetings will be less solemn if they display differences or 
·v n sha rp disagreements, but the truth is that these are part of 
r h  i r  r ichness . '  Many were amazed by his audacity. Two weeks 
I ,  r, however, Amendola and then Bufalini3 expressed a very 
I i f f  ·ren t ,  i f  not opposite, point of view: namely, that the student 

mov ment was certainly the product of real grievances and a pro
' r ·ss i v  i mpulse, but, in keeping with its social base, it involved 

a r ·b l l ious ideology with a number of irrationalist features. The 
Pa rt y therefore had to distinguish between the mass of students 
and dangerous vanguardist elements that had taken over leader
sh i p  of the movement, and thus to conduct a struggle 'on two 
fron t s' - persi sting with its calls for adequately funded moderni
za t ion of the educational system and student i nvolvement in the 

. PSI U P: Pa rt i to So · ia l isr a  I t a l i ano di Un i r a  Proler a ria, a left sp l i t  from the 
PSI t ho r  was n · r i ve b r w, ·n "1 964 and 1 972. I ts lea lers i nc l uded Tu l l io Vech iet t i , 
I .  l io  B11sso nnd Vi t torio Fol . 

.1. Pno lo f \u f,, l i l  i: r sr on i l l· i n  d · P : 1 for for ign r l n t ions ( i n  · ludi ng w i t h  
t h  l l."SR ),  nn l 1 1 � nnror  frorn I .1 r c  1 9  2 .  
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running of universities, but having no truck with positions that 
challenged the institution as such, or claimed that students should 
play a strictly political role. Despite some resistance, this was the 
line that eventually prevailed. But it was definitely mistaken and 
ineffectual. 

The analysis was wrong. First of all, although the movement 
reflected discontent with the material circumstances of students, 
these were not solely due to the rudimentary or inadequate nature 
of the existing structures. The revolt involved a much broader 
challenge to the educational establishment and its links with pro
fessions that promised much, but failed to satisfy students either 
quantitatively or qualitatively. In fact, the revolt broke out first in 
countries where there were proper facilities and the educational 
system had been modernized for some time. Second, the radical 
character of the movement was a spontaneous mass phenomenon, 
not attributable to various groupuscules; it took up issues con
cerning the family and traditional behaviour and values, spreading 
around the world and picking up any 'rebellious' suggestion. It 
was absurd to imagine that it could be simply bypassed - as if, 
once it had cleared a few obstacles and opened up new areas of 
individual freedom, it would just sit back, content with the small 
privileges it had been destined to attain. On the other hand, the PCI 
could have played an invaluable role if it had grasped the radical 
character of the movement and related to it accordingly. Only 
then would a broad social group, mainly originating in well-off, 
bien-pensant layers of society, have avoided the risk of corporate 
defence of privilege and, in attempting to hook up with the needs 
and struggles of subaltern classes, have translated its own material 
and moral discontent into a general critique of society. 

Here too, perhaps, was the greatest resource that the movement 
offered to the PCI. For a party that considered itself revolutionary 
but conceived of revolution as a lengthy process, the problem was 
not how it might increase its vote or recruit new members from 
an incidental wave of youth fu l protest, but how it might convert 
that wave i nto a permanent conquest of 'fortified positions' .  Any 
student mov m nt is prov i sional  by nature: those who initiate 
or jo in  i t  w i l l  oo.r f i n d  a � Ia e in soci ty, and perform various 
rol s i n 1 - p i .r  w i t h t h  i · lass origi n .  To p r  s r v e  the be t of the 
· ri t i  · I l g y of  ' H nd c l  • � l i t i  ·a l d i  posi t ion r u l ti ng from 
h pro · t v 'I e t ,  i t  w I f I' 1 · '" ry t o  I r i ng a b o u t  

i '  
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profound changes in the educational system - its methods, content 
and purpose - instead of simply modernizing it and making it 
more accessible: in short, a 'structural reform' geared to building 
a new society, and capable of transferring the same inspiration to 
ever higher levels. At that moment in time, and perhaps only then, 
the conditions were favourable for this. Workers and technicians 
were demanding changes in the organization of work and rejecting 
the ghetto of low-quality housing; many intellectuals were looking 
at their role in new ways; many young lecturers felt unhappy with 
what they were expected to teach. Moreover, knowledge was 
becoming more important in production, in people's lifestyles and 
in the exercise of citizenship. Science was in the throes of a new 
leap forward, but also becoming ever less neutral. 

Am I saying that the radical character of the student movement 
should have been accepted and encouraged just as it was, and 
used as a battering-ram for a general revolutionary breakthrough? 
Quite the opposite. What I mean is that a 'revolution' in education 
could have been aligned with the workers' struggle and brought 
in still other social subjects. Combination of study and work, pro
duction of a positive alternative culture, lifelong education both 
job-related and for its own sake: such goals were extraordinarily 
fa r-s ighted but also open to practical experiment, subjectively ripe 
b u t  a lso materially feasible. 

(), t h  se matters the PCI had the resources to compete within 
t h  · mov m nt, and proposals for definite actions, not just words, 
mip,l t 1 a radox ica l ly have placed it on the left. Perhaps Togliatti 
I nJ for  ·s · ·n th i s  a few years earlier, when he attributed a revolu
t ion n r  ml · not to 'this new generation' but to 'new generations', 
w h i  ·h - I wou l d  add - could not have transmitted experiences to 
on · n not her without a material base to sustain them. 

Th · PCI 's fai lure even to attempt this, at a time when the mass 
r ·vo l t wa'  seeking a way forward, prevented it from acquiring an 
i m r  ort a n t  role in the student movement. And, when the move
men t b gan to wane, a deep gulf opened up subjectively between 
frus t ra ted radica l ism and sermoniz ing moderation. Communists 
w · rc scarce ly  ab le to peak a t  meetings, or were treated a s  'H is  
M a j  'St y 's Opposi t ion' :  a l lowed to  vote, b u t  lack ing a l l  a u thority. 

So, t h '  l uca t ion  system w now h a v  is eas i r b u t  unchang c l ,  
n OJ" a · ·s i b l  l u t v n I ·s ·a r · � b l  of o ff r i n  oppor u n t 1 s, 
I •ss ·nt t h ( t' i  < r i , ' l t t  mo • f r !J, I T I  ·n t • I , n 1 l r f t  o f  g nu i n·· l y  
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educative power. It i s  not a captured 'fortification' defended by new 
troops, but a bombed one subjected to makeshift restoration. 

LONGO, BERLINGUER 

Before we move on, we need to consider why, at the most favour
able moment, the PCI acted skilfully but with so much delay and 
wavenng. 

Everything was not predetermined by the past, or by the future. 
There were time lags that could have been made up, errors that 
could have been avoided, real difficulties that could have been 
confronted better. I will take just two examples, which, though 
perhaps not decisive, were certainly significant, and which are 
worth pondering from a distance, with more information at hand, 
in a calmer manner and with a greater openness to doubt. The first 
is the succession to Longo as Party leader. In a mass Communist 
party, the question of who led it was fundamental at moments 
of upheaval; the 'secretary' was then the expression of a history, 
who had the last say on key decisions and was changed only if he 
died or there was some great trauma. The PCI had always been 
the party of Togliatti, and he had left an indelible stamp on it. 
But he had died a few years before, old but not worn out, in a 
new period of creativity. His sudden disappearance had there
fore been a far from minor blow. Nevertheless, there had been 
no difficulty in electing Longo to take over from him: not only 
because he had long been vice-secretary, but because his record 
in the Party and his gifts of balance, firmness and tolerance had 
won him huge popularity and general trust. He did not possess 
Togliatti's stature, nor did he claim to. His age meant that he was 
destined to be a transitional secretary, but that did not make him a 
mere administrator. Indeed, he was a special kind of 'Togliattian', 
as Amendola and Ingrao were too, in a rather less prudent way. 
The story of his l ife had defined this specificity. He was one of the 
'youngsters' who, i n  the ea r ly 1 930s, stood out by arguing for 
the return of  ex i les to I ta l y  to organ i ze the underground struggle, 
wh ich soon led to th i r  a rr st and  imprisonment. He subsequently 
serv d a i n  p ·c o r- ' n ra I of t h  · J n tern a t iona !  Brigades in Spain 
a n d  b am ff ·t i v I d r of t l  parr is  n wa r i n  I ta l y. Even i n  the 

I ' , I i s •Ht •ntion wa fo ·us - d 
l i  1 1  n t  r· su l  t l •t i  •s; h 
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supported the policy of broad alliances, but put unity of the Left 
before it. Thus, it was no accident that he reacted to the student 
revolt in the way I have described; nor that in 1 969 and until the 
end of his life he opposed operations in the governmental arena, 
and refused to give much credence to Christian Democracy as a 
progressive force. 

At the end of 1 968,  however, he was struck by an illness that 
prevented him from effectively leading the Party. He was advised 
aga inst taking positions that differed from those of the rest of the 
I adership, and he was forced quickly to resolve the problem of his 
v n tua l  successor. In fact, his choice had already been maturing, 

s i nce he had pushed a reluctant Berlinguer to enter parliament in 
pr parat ion for his gradual takeover when the time came. That 
t i me came soon, and his choice was not set aside. 

Berl inguer's huge popularity over the years has convinced many 
t ha t i t  was obvious from the beginning that he would become 
Party secretary. But that is not at all the case, since he did not have 
a long cursus honorum behind him; he often moved up the ladder 
of b i  ra rchy and recognition, only to slip down again. Not long 
I for· Longo's resignation, he lost his position as coordinator of 
t: h  s · ret a r iat, accused of being too 'conciliatory', and was sent 

ff to I ad the reg ional committee in Lazio. He was replaced by 
N po l itano, a man closer to Amendola. 

1 ut  An ndola proved to be a sharp politician; he was impet
ll us i n  wi ! d ing  power, but he was not vain. His realistic idea 
w 1 . w r • fra i n  from standing as a candidate for secretary - at 
t h  .'< 1 1 1  • t i me r u l ing out everyone else from his generation, and 
k ' I  ing Napo l i tano out of the running - and to call on everyone 
w ' ra l l y  mund Enr ico' ,  without upsetting the balance that had 
· m · r  >cd from the Ninth Congress. The real leadership that would 
f ln n k  H· rl inguer wou l d  therefore consist of Chiaromonte,4 Bufa
l i n i , Pa j t t a ,  Na po l itano and Di G i u l io, some of whom were his 
own 1 1 1  · r  or were moving c loser to h i m .  It remains a mystery to 
rn ·, how ·vcr, w h y  those who had been gen u i ne ly  close to Longo 
( th · Na t t ns, Tortor Ha and many 'ex-ingraini' ) avoided pushing 
t h  ·ms · l v  ·s forward a t  t he t im , and for nearl y the whole of the 
n ·x t d • " I ·. 

. ;er c.lo :h inmrm Ill" : :om111 1 1 1 1 iNt Henn t·o from I H ro 1 99. , po r· r  of r h  
No· · I I  c.l mll(liorlllr1 ·mr 111" in  t h r  PMt y. 

.'1 
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Under these circumstances, even i f  he had wanted to, Berlinguer 
would have had little scope to patch things up quickly with the left 
of the Party, or to correct the prevailing orientation. 

THE PURGE O F  IL MANIFESTO 

In all honesty, however, it is impossible to ignore another sharer 
of the blame. How could a Communist Left have exerted political 
influence, when although equipped with the best of arguments, it 
showed neither the strength nor the will to assert itself? 

Recently, in his memoirs and a number of interviews and contri
butions, Pietro Ingrao has been lavish with self-criticism in relation 
to the past. Many of the points he makes do not convince me at all, 
as the reader of this book can see; others are ungenerous towards 
himself because they make out that, for all his good intentions, 
he was nearly always on the wrong side. One does seem to me 
important, however, and another I consider fair enough, though 
somewhat incomplete. They will allow me to speak of the birth of 
II Manifesto, the purge of its initiators from the Party, and the con
sequences of all this. And I will speak without holding anything 
back, even as I express my recurrent doubts. 

The important point that Ingrao makes today is that it was not 
only an act of disloyalty but a political error on his part to abruptly 
call off the battle he had started before and during the Ninth Con
gress. His giving up was a momentous decision, for himself and 
many who supported him, and for the whole Party. Let us there
fore look at it more closely. 

Following his heavy defeat at the congress, Ingrao personally 
agreed to say nothing about the undeserved marginalization of a 
number of comrades (I do not include myself), and submitted to 
a long period of silence, even when events took place that might 
have led him to break it. The so-called ingraini evidently went their 
separate ways. Only the trade unionists, who quite rightly had 
not exposed themselves too much, had the possibility of taking 
the ir  ideas and experiences further, in the free zone of trade union 
a u tonomy. Trent in,  Garav in i  and Pugno, for example, together 
with Foa and  h is fri nds, had a major i n fl uence i n  workers' strug
gl . Th y su · d d i n bu i l d i n  r a n w k i nd of u n ion, particularly 
amon n in rin work •r, , a1 d t r  in  I v i 'ua l l  adr in Tu r in,  
Be I gn. , Br , · i , 1 d L wl 1· • 
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Others did not have so much scope, but they did not surrender 
or repent (I am thinking of places like Puglia, Venice, Bergamo, 
Naples and Rome, and of many intellectuals ) .  At the first seriously 
encouraging sign, they would be able to return to the discussion 
within the Party's official structures. Only a few - who can be 
counted on the fingers of two hands - kept up friendly relations 
among themselves and considered the battle to be merely sus
pended, perhaps because they held more radical views and were 
more severely marginalized, or perhaps because they were anyway 
marginalized in their radical views: in particular, Luigi Pintar, 
Rossana Rossanda, myself and a few friends. In any event, the 
experience had not left any of us, Ingrao included, harbouring a 
grudge: we simply parted 'just like that, without rancour'. 

In August 1 967, driving to Bari for a few days by the sea, Reich
lin and I made a little side-trip to Scilla to say hello to Ingrao (he 
was on holiday there) and to probe his future intentions. He did not 
strike us as particularly combative. The next year, the French May 
and the university occupations in Italy stirred the waters. Rossana 
and I took off. Later I went back to Paris for three months to 
collect people's accounts of the events for my essay; Rossana made 
a tour of the liveliest universities. We were fired up and excited by 
it all, but it is enough to read what we wrote to see that our heads 
were clear, without any revolutionary raptures; we realized the 
problems and limitations of 'self-declared revolutions', not only 
the mistakes of the French Communist Party. The bases existed 
for a constructive discussion in the PCI, and in this connection I 
asked Ingrao if we could meet privately and confidentially, but as 
a group. The gathering, which took place at Rossanda's, consisted 
of Ingrao, Reichlin, Trentin, Garavini, Castellina, Pintar, Rossana 
and myself. It was the first meeting of a 'faction' that never came 
into being, which dissolved before it was born. The idea was to 
find out everyone's answer to a simple preliminary question: 'With 
everything that's bubbling up inside the Party, doesn't it make 
sense to start a new general discussion in the run-up to the Twelfth 
Congress, like the one that was aborted in 1966? '  The picture soon 
became clear. The most authoritative of the people there, the ones 
who might have carried some weight, thought that an i n i tiat ive of 
that kind - even on an ind i v idua l ba i , w i thout j oint p latforms 
and in ind iv idua l ly cho n t on - would  i m m  d i a t  l y  r at t n
s ions and su pi · ion , nd i ns t  > f  h ! p i n  m t t  r wou ld  b an 
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obstacle to the movements already under way; it might make the 
latter even more unpopular with the Party and its leaders. Others, 
including myself, objected that a dull congress without any new 
thinking would create a gulf between the Party and the movement, 
and would not provide the Party with the strength, language and 
analysis it needed to gain weight and authority in the movement 
and to correct its errors. 

Of course, if the outcome of that meeting had been less clear, 
Il Manifesto would not have been born and there would have 
been an interesting, not necessarily polarized, discussion at the 
Twelfth Congress. Perhaps a middle way might have been found 
between the sung masses of monolithism and the call to 'Bombard 
headquarters ! '  The criticism which, in my view, could be made 
of Ingrao or others is that they did not try - although I know 
that, if they had tried, the results would have been uncertain and 
would have greatly influenced what some of us were then think
ing or intending to say. When no agreement was reached, the only 
remaining course was to express a radical dissent that would put 
us in a tiny minority. And it may be that, if no one else had joined 
our two men and a dog - which was how we looked on ourselves 
- we would have thought it not worth the trouble. 

But there was a surprise in store. Spontaneously, without any 
warning, positions and demands consistent with our own began to 
emerge from various provincial congresses, in some cases gaining 
the support of a sizeable percentage of the membership (Cagliari, 
Bergamo, Venice, Rome, Naples) .  To be sure, the trained eye of 
the apparatus would have allowed only a small part of this dis
content to reach the national congress, but it could not erase it 
altogether. It included a lot of old-time ingraini, but also young 
activists, figures in the Party who no longer felt themselves to be 
ingraini (Aldo Natoli, Massimo Caprara),  and scattered but high
quality intellectuals (Luigi Nono, Cesare Luporini and others ) .  
The speeches of Natoli, Pintor and Rossanda at the national con
gress in Bologna, though all delivered 'at the crack of dawn', as the 
papers noted ,  fou n d  a favourable hearing and had considerable 
resona nce outs ide.  Wh n I read the congress records today, they 
give a n  impr ssion of ompl 'te i nad q uKy to the situation then 
fa i n  h Part y. R port , I •hat ' a r  d su rnm i ng u p  d id l i tt le more 
t h  n r r a t  ) I  an t h  r, 1 I · I w l  r t I a I I  ·n sa id a t  pr v ious 

s .  ' .  Th I , I . h i ]  f 1 I 1 t ight!  -k n i  gro u p  J i  
I 
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than usual. Discordant elements were present only in our scanty 
contributions, and even those do not seem today the best we were 
capable of producing: some interesting analytic points, but politi
cal and programmatic proposals that could be summed up in the 
statement that we were facing a crisis in the West, and now also 
in the East, which we needed to counter with a systemic alterna
tive. The critical response contained in Berlinguer's summing up 
was measured in tone, but showed not the slightest interest in a 
genuine discussion. He mainly directed his remarks to Rossana, 
using a mordant quotation from Machiavelli about 'those who 
speak of non-existent realms' - not realizing that, especially when 
he spoke of the Soviet Union, China or the youth revolt, he was the 
one who avoided facing up to reality. 

On the day after the congress, we therefore found ourselves 
with a very difficult choice to make. Whatever else, there had been 
a clear expression of disagreement, and a small but cohesive group 
had been formed. We could have simply returned to silence and 
waited for a better opportunity, or we could have worked in semi
secrecy to build a little faction. But we ruled out both options: the 
first because now seemed the moment for urgent policy decisions, 
and both party and movement required, and made possible, an 
open clash on the fundamental issues; the second because we had 
always been sincerely convinced that mini-factions led to rivalry 
over little positions of power inside the Party or to mini-splits, 
both of which undercut serious thinking and were damaging to 
everyone concerned. Our (probably fanciful) aim was to contrib
ute by various means, even by breaking established codes, to a 
renewal of the whole PCI, because we believed that the develop
ment of the 'Italian case' depended on it. Our third way, then, was 
to publish a journal that would not organize forces but produce 
ideas, to offer a channel of communication between insurgent 
movements and a priceless tradition by reflecting critically on 
both. The original plan was for a monthly that would be sold in 
bookshops, in a few thousand copies. We looked for a prestigious 
publisher close to the Left (Einaudi, Feltrinelli, Laterza),  but each 
politely turned us down because i t  did not w i sh to damage rela
tions with the PCI as a whole.  A l l  we found was an enterpris ing 
pri n ter i n  Bari  who wa try i ng to br a k  i n to pub l ish ing: oga . 
Pa racloxi a l l y  i t  was h wl  o found i ll Manifesto, o ffer i ng us a 
I on i n,  I u t  or i i n n !  d ·n l w h  r'l w • I an I • I ov r th J l' i n t -r ·ady 
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layout free of charge, produced with voluntary labour and an 
office paid for from subscriptions, while he printed and distributed 
the copies, even risking news stands, and kept all the receipts for 
himself. His estimates proved to be better than ours, because the 
first issue of II Manifesto was reprinted twice and sold more than 
50,000 copies. 

Success changed its character, rather like the applause from the 
floor that Ingrao had received at the Ninth Congress. II Manifesto 
became a political fact, in Italy and abroad, beyond our inten
tions and perhaps beyond our merits. The Party leadership first 
tried privately to persuade us to give up, then banned the initia
tive in the name of the rules against factions; and, since a journal 
as such was not a faction, they explained that we had become 
one through the collecting of subscriptions, the establishment 
of a permanent group of helpers and contributors, and regular 
interventions on topical political issues. Two successive meetings 
of the Central Committee were convened, to add weight to the 
ban. At that point, realizing that we risked expulsion, we all had 
a moment of hesitation. If we nevertheless pressed ahead, it was 
not out of pride or light-mindedness, but for reasons of method 
and substance. The Party press was publishing authoritative arti
cles (by Bufalini, for instance) that not only denounced the danger 
of factionalism and criticized individual pieces in II Manifesto, 
but contemptuously dismissed everything we wrote as mere non
sense that was not worth discussing. Substantively, moreover, it 
was becoming clear - though not in public - that the real reason 
for the hard line was the Prague question, and our judgements of 
the Soviet Union. But those were precisely the issues over which 
we hoped, not to bring everyone around to our point of view (of 
course not) ,  but to stimulate a discussion that recognized them 
to be real problems. So we continued on our way, and it was not 
long before Natoli, Pintar, Rossanda and myself (as director of 
the paper) were expelled from the Party. The Central Committee 
voted in favour of the decision, with only two votes against and 
five abstentions. Shortly afterwards, Luciana Castellina, Massimo 
Caprara and Liberato Bronzuto were publicly expelled at branch 
level , and a few other were v igorous ly  'advised' to leave quietly 
( Pa rla to, Ba rra , Zand giacom i ,  M i l an i ) .  W a,voided ask ing others 
t f I I  u i t ,  p r tly b au i t  wa not I r wha t form our  nt r

k . 
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Not only Ingrao but many others who voted for our expul
sion have since made a self-criticism, on the grounds that the PCI 
should have been capable of holding off a small group of dissi
dents without resorting to administrative measures, and that this 
would have underlined its own democratic character. This belated 
change of heart pleased me, especially as I know that we did not 
mean to harm the Party by sowing discord but, on the contrary, 
thought we were assisting the renewal that it actually needed. Nev
ertheless, at this distance in time, the self-criticisms seem to me 
a little misleading. In reality, the expulsions had only a limited 
and short-lived effect on the PCI's image and its relations with 
other parties and public opinion, since, however reproachable the 
methods, many found it reassuring that it had rid itself of a far
Left group. Other 'New Left' groups, competing with one another 
but all 'communist', had little sympathy for us, since our expul
sion meant that another possible rival had appeared on the scene 
and that one source of ambiguity, previously useful to the PCI, 
no longer existed. Overall, however, it made little difference to 
anyone whether we were expelled or shunted off to an Indian-style 
reservation. That was indeed the truth of the matter. 

The really negative consequences were to be found elsewhere. 
Overstepping its original intentions, the PCI conducted a huge and 
oppressi ve campaign to make life difficult for anyone who even 
pa rtl y  shared our views, and to mobilize the entire apparatus for a 
struggle 'on a single front'. It was a very harsh and long-drawn-out 
campaign. For a long time, much of the leadership stopped per
sona ll y  greeting us, and L'Unita came out with headlines such as: 
'Who Is Paying Them?'  It did not seem enough to answer 'Confin
dustria', so they ended up suspecting 'Confagricoltura': the dregs 
of the dregs, for many ordinary rank-and-file members. 

This cordon sanitaire of hostility encouraged us to draft an 
ambitious document that would define our identity in a less ad 
hoc manner, and provide a more structured analysis. The resulting 
'Theses of Il Manifesto', which filled a whole issue of the paper, 
sold 75,000 copies and even today strike me with their foresight. 
But they also led us to make some hasty and harm fu l  po l i tica l  
choices. For example, our proposa l for rapid u n i fica tion of  the 
various New Left groups was not only i m pra t i  a ble but  p u l l  d us  
i n to a simple-mind  I xt r m .i  n 1  t h  t w· s not  1 a r t of our na t u r·, 
and  t h  n indu  · ,  l us to s ' 1 1  l i1 ' I ·t ions w i t l < u n ·h . 1 • of 
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success. These decisions pinned on us  the deformed image that the 
PCI leadership had been polemicizing against. 

Trying to regain our bearings, we gradually returned to our con
ception of ourselves as a hinge between the traditional Left and 
the social movements. Honesty compels me to admit that, while 
playing an important role in the enterprise, I personally rushed 
into those errors and then energetically tried to correct them. But 
doubts still linger within me: perhaps Natoli was right to suggest 
that we should resist the temptation to give the review an immedi
ate organizational projection. For the moment my main concern 
has been to explain that the negative impact of the expulsions 
- the reason why they were a major error - had to do not only, 
or mainly, with the toleration of dissent, but with the substantive 
issue of whether our dissent expressed something true and useful, 
and should therefore have been treated as a genuine contribution 
to PCI policy. That alone would have served to change things a 
little and to help the Party through the difficult 1970s, a period so 
rich in successes at the beginning and so full of bitterness by the 
end. If only at the level of image, it would have been good for the 
PCI to allow a space within its ranks for left-wing dissent that was 
culturally undogmatic, and not politically tied to Moscow. 



1 3  

Towards the Endgame 

h t r i k i est and most demanding moment in chess is the one 
h t pa rates the middle game - when many pieces are still on 

t h  bo rd, forces still appear level in positions not codified in 
t h  ory, a nd each p layer has a plan of action - from the approach 
to t h  ndga me.  This is when a skilful player needs to be boldest 
i n  t ta k, bu t a lso most alert to the weaknesses of his position 
n n · I t h  · t r  ngth s of his  opponent's, foreseeing likely moves ahead 
and showing sufficient flexibility to adjust his own plans when 
1 • • ·ssa ry. The strange-sounding title of this chapter is meant to 
il di ·• t t hat the problem I must now face is the politics of the PCI 
i n  t l  · 1 70 - a decade in which early successes soon gave way 
t o  gr ·a t d i ff icu l ties in seeing them through to the end. The Party 
1 •rs 'V •r d, h ad down, on i ts chosen course and three years later 
su f f · red a sha rp defea t, both external and in terna l ,  at the polls and 
i n i ts rel a t ion h i p  with  the mas es, not just temporary but long-
1: s r i ng. St i l l  at i ts p a k ,  when it had  the resources for a correction ,  
i was  u n w i l l i ng or u n a bl to  execute i t i n  ti me, i n  a way that might 
hnv · l i m i t  d t h  da mag a nd a l l owed i t  to recover. That i s  part of 
t h  • 1 r· i  · • on · pays for a n  ext reme Ia k of i nterna l  d ia lect ic . 

Th · sn l i  • n r  fa ·t s t ha t  sha r d very t h i n • lse a re w l l  known,  
or n r  I ·a st  n v� 1 i l a l l ·  to anyon -· i n t · r  ·seed . An a bu nda n t l i t  rat u r  
- h iswr '• n ·m o i rs , l i a r i  ·s - ·ov • rs r h  · f 1 ncs t d r i ls a n d  b h i n d
t i l ·-s · ·n s ·v · nrs ,  l u r  whn t was m i ss in� r h  ·n ,  and i s  st i l l  m i ss i 1 g 
to I n , i . · ' g 11 l'll l n n d  1 t t ro< 1 n t i .·n n ov ·rv i  ·w of  wha a t 1 l l y  
I ll [  1 I ;  < 1 w l  i ·h , I <  w v < 1 1 I l t ', i . · 'OI s i t n t  1 d 
'l J l ie · I  i n  . Wl 1 t w I ·k , t l  n ,  i . : I )  re. J i :r i  · 
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appraisal of all the major events, and of the one-w ay or t wo-way 
cause and effect relationship among them ( for example, the wide
spread view that Moro's killing dictated the end of the national 
unity governments strikes me as implausible); 2) a precise identi
fication of the main cause, overarching other lesser ones, for both 
the early successes and the swift collapse of the political project 
(for example, it does not seem convincing that the latter was due 
only to tactical mistakes in handling a correct policy);  3) a consid
eration of the new impact of international events (without which 
we end up with a false picture of reality); and consequently 4) a 
full realization that, far from being a parenthesis, the decade laid 
the basis for a really historic break, which is what then came to 
pass. 

None of these points is discussed today. But reflection on them 
is necessary: not only to understand the past, but to grapple with 
the world of unipolar neoliberal globalization in which we live, 
and to offer some suggestions for the future. If it is true - and it is 
- that the decline and dissolution of the PCI cleared the way not 
for a stronger, more intelligent Left but for one that is weaker and 
less rich in ideas, and if it is true that Italy itself has degenerated 
as an economy, as a society and as a participatory democracy, then 
we can say that the Italy of those years is still interesting as a case 
study - only now in a negative sense. 

THE ECONOMIC CRISIS 

One of the major new developments in the 1 970s was the eco
nomic 'crisis' that hit the whole of Western capitalism, as sudden, 
general and lasting as the 'miracle' of headlong growth had been. 
I put the word crisis between inverted commas because it can 
have several meanings. Economists are aware of this and actu
a l l y  employ a number of different terms (negative conjuncture, 
stagnation, recession, depression), nearly always keeping 'crisis' 
for use in com binat ion with 'restructuring'. But in practice they 
have considerab le  d i fficu l ty  in choosing the right term, or hesitate 
a long tim before th y dec i de. For the whole history of capitalism 
is punct ua t  d wi t h an a l ternat ion between successes and difficul
t i  , i n  l u d i n  mom nts of · r i s i s . Ea h of t h  is unique in its 
·au • , d u  · t i  n nd ·c n · l u iot , bu t · c l i v i  l i ng l i n  may b drawn 
I . w "I wo t y f • i. i . .  
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Some squeezes, usually involving one or few countries, can be 
quickly resolved with appropriate measures, while longer periods 
of stagnation can sometimes be unblocked more gradually through 
energetic intervention, without touching the basic structures of 
the system. There has been a lot of theoretical work and prac
tical experience in these matters, and they have often come up 
with satisfactory answers in favourable situations, but not every
where or all the time. For example, in the 1 930s Keynesian policies 
assisted the US recovery between 1 934 and 1 938,  but failed in 
the France of the Popular Front and were most effective in Nazi 
Germany (where, however, they served the purposes of war); after 
1 945 they successfully stabilized and prolonged economic growth 
w here it was under way, but blocked it instead of producing it in 
Br i ta i n .  Therefore Keynes, who had written a brilliant work on the 
necessity of public intervention to counter the recurrent tendency 
i n  capitalism to put liquidity before investment, suddenly turned 
on those who thought that demand management was a magical 
pa nacea for all time. 

Crises have been very different in their scale and nature. At 
I· a t th ree epochal ones are recognizable in the history of 'actu
� l l y  ex i ting capitalism': 1 )  the crisis that followed a lengthy 
i ncu ba t ion period (colonialism, land enclosures, sharp conflicts 
I ctw ·en bourgeoisie and aristocracy, the Napoleonic wars) and 
c. tn bl ished British world hegemony on a foundation of the textile 
i n du stry, the ra i lways and free trade; 2) the crisis from 1 870 
to 1 8 90 wh ich spurred, and then accompanied, the irruption 
1 f s · i ·n · i n to industry (chemicals, electricity),  the integration of 
i r  d u:t ry a nd banks, a final division of the world, and the clash of 
nat ional isms that ended in the First World War; and 3 )  the post-
1 2 :.t ( ; r 'at Depression, born of Fordist overproduction, which 

s p r  ·ad a round the world, aided the breakthrough of fascism and 
was ov r ·ome on l y  a fter a second global conflict. Different situ
: H ions, d i fferent sequences, and above all different outcomes: but 
in ·ac h case, a severe and contagious economic crisis accompa
n ied , a nd ended with , profound changes i n  the soc ia l  structure, 
t h  · h i  ·ra r hy of states and the socia l  d iv i s ion of l a bour, often 
i n vo l v i ng the t h reat or rea l i ty of war and v ictorious or defeated 
r ·vol u t ions.  'a pi a l i rn some t i m s ga i ned th spac for a r - la u nch, 
.'( 1 1 1  t i r •s had to  · · · pt a om J. rorn i s  , b u t  i t  a lway had t o  
r r, n . forr i ts · I f . 
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The most acute theorists of this type of crisis have passionately 
tried to identify a historical tendency hidden within it. But none 
has ever fully succeeded, as all have had the honesty to admit. 
Marx, who searched hardest for a tendency that would support 
his revolutionary expectations, found one countervailing factor 
after another; he repeatedly asserted his confidence in revolution, 
but did not exclude the possibility that everything would end in 
common ruin. Keynes predicted the euthanasia of capitalism, 
without going into the whys or wherefores. Schumpeter, who was 
really a conservative, and who assigned to crises the task of salu
tary destruction, ended up thinking that capitalism and socialism 
had reached a positive convergence with each other. 

I am not going to join the absurd chase for a key to the secret. 
What I do think we are now in a position to say with certainty, 
as we were not able to do at the time, is that a transformative 
crisis of this type began in 1970. And we might add that, until 
1 982, the crisis fulfilled its particular role of disorganizing and 
destroying obstacles to capitalist restructuring - a role that could 
be either overplayed or underplayed. To adapt an expression 
I generally abhor: it was possible to see through provincial and 
political excesses and decipher something in the 'plan of capital' 
of which capital had as yet no inkling, but of whose future course 
the world economy already offered a number of signs (some noted 
above) .  The first rumblings of crisis were audible everywhere in 
the late 1 960s, as profits and investment entered a long decline 
and productivity growth slowed. Governments and bosses did not 
attach too much importance to this; it was attributed to various 
factors in each country, but tolerance thresholds were still high 
and recovery did not seem difficult. In France, where wages were 
not inflation-proofed, pay rises were won and absorbed in a couple 
of years with a small devaluation; in Britain the Labour govern
ment reduced taxes a little and cut social spending a little; in Italy, 
the shopfloor rights won by workers were more of an issue than 
wage rises, which, as the lessons of 1964 showed, could be suc
cessfully handled through a mixture of speed-up, a little deflation 
and the threat of job losses . The preoccupations of young people 
were more po l it ica l tba n  economic. 

Th ga me sta rred i n  ·arn s t  i n  1 971 , when Nixon suddenly 
a n  no 1 1  d t h ,  · n d  of  t h  · gold-dol la r s t a ndard and brought on the 

oil 1 s '  of  r h ' rosr w · r Br ·m n Woo is sys t · m  t ha t  had  nsu red 
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stable exchange rates in a context of rapidly growing international 
trade. It was a hugely important decision, not taken lightly, which 
a number of factors had made necessary. The United States was 
overburdened with spending related to the Vietnam war (of which 
other countries, especially a booming Japan, took advantage),  and 
with a balance of payments deficit connected to the 'Great Society' 
programme, through which Johnson hoped to win over disaf
fected workers, social minorities and young people. Falling rates 
of productivity growth (from four to three and then one per cent) 
were also a worry, as was the effective competition from countries 
whose development Washington had supported over a quarter of a 
century for political and economic reasons of its own. 

In Italy, not much importance was given to what the new 
announcement revealed. Employers and the government felt 
released from a cage, freer to control the value of the currency as 
it suited them best; besides, the dollar retained its de facto role as 
the benchmark currency, and confidence in the American economy 
remained unshaken. Only a few isolated voices detected a turna
round in the economic situation. I remember with some pride an 
editorial in II Manifesto, 'The Short, Happy Life of Lord Keynes' 
- a  Hemingwayesque title that was perhaps unfair, because Keynes 
had actually foreseen the fragility of the Bretton Woods agreement, 
although it highlighted the end of a golden age of policies that 
had taken his name in vain and sown the illusion that they could 
deliver permanent growth. 

Soon a second alarm bell was heard by everyone, even with 
exaggerated emotion, and then dismissed. In 1 973, and again 
in 1 979, the oil-producing countries concluded that the interna
t iona l  balance was in their favour and jointly imposed huge price 
increases. This was a heavy blow for the whole capitalist economy, 
w h ich had been guzzling oil at knock-down prices, but it did not 
a ffect everyone equally. Third World countries, in particular, found 
t hemsel ves unable to pay for essential oil supplies, whereas the 
Un i ted States, which already covered part of its needs from inter
na l production, had unused reserves which the new prices enabled 
it to ex ploit .  For two cou ntries, Br i ta i n  and  Norway, it w a  actu
a l l y  a s t roke of good fortu n , s i n  it spurred them on to di cover 
hi r h l y  advantageous o i l  r s rv- in t h  ir t r ri t or i a l  wat rs. The 
pri · ris s w r · r r · 1 i n l y  a 1 r l l  ·m f or ·ou n t r ies J i k  I o l y  t ha t  
,. · l i  · I  I ·n v i l < 1 • 1 lrt s,  w i t ! i n  1 mt n m  · I •n i ·n l : n n  I plas t i ·s 
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industries and high levels of  automobile production and consump
tion. But they also triggered another serious, if less widely noticed, 
process. The oil-exporting countries did not have the capacity to 
deploy the new influx of capital efficiently for their internal devel
opment, nor the will to use it to improve the conditions of life for 
poorer sections of their population - still less either the will or 
the capacity to invest it productively elsewhere, in underdeveloped 
countries. What they mainly did instead was direct it towards 
secure financial assets in the West that offered high rates of return. 
But, since there were still barriers in the United States to the move
ment of capital, huge quantities of footloose 'petrodollars' piled 
up, mostly in the City of London, on the lookout for speculative 
returns.  In the end, in order to regain some control over the dollar, 
Washington had to give way and allow free circulation of these 
sums. So began the 'financialization' that later became the guiding 
feature of the real economy, whose costs and results we are able to 
measure today. 

All this had two ominous short-term effects. One part of this 
capital, unable to find productive outlets in a world economy hungry 
for investment, threw itself into currency speculation that magni
fied the impact of any (deliberately chosen or externally imposed) 
exchange-rate variations. Meanwhile, under the auspices of the 
major international organizations (IMF, World Bank), another part 
was offered in the form of loans to underdeveloped countries, at 
rates of interest that started low but later crept up. This tended to 
replace import-substitutionist industries with export industries, so 
that the countries in question, with economic and political systems 
incapable of competing internationally, accumulated huge levels of 
debt and had to use a large part of their export revenue to pay off 
the interest, in a vicious circle of poverty and underdevelopment. 
A similar vicious circle developed in Eastern Europe and the USSR, 
which tried to use loans and imported turnkey factories to make 
up for their own modernization deficit. 

This set of factors, and others I shall mention later, did not 
cause a general collapse, but they did lead to a downward trend 
of ever more freq uent conjunctural crises and a new, uncontrolled 
s itua t ion that  no one knew qu i te what to make of: its name was 
s t a g.fl a t i o n .  De f l a t ion,  or l a y-offs, wer · tr ied a s  a w a y  of fight
i ng doub l  -d igi t  i n f la t i o n ,  ra i s ing proF i t  l v ls a nd lowering wage 
·os s. 1 3 I t  i was sc on I' '< l iz · I I a w > rk i ng- · I , ss r s i stan ·' was  a 
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tough nut to crack. Unemployment in a fragmented labour market, 
where social protection could not be easily eliminated, had little 
effect on wage costs and welfare expenditure; above all, in an 
integrated market, deflation in one economy could combine with 
deflation in others to precipitate a depression instead of recovery. 
Attempts were then made to boost public spending, to revive con
sensual politics, and to give cautious Keynesian-style support to 
companies, but it was soon realized that, in an open market, rising 
demand sucks in imports and generates inflation rather than new 
investment. In short, the outcome was a vicious circle between and 
within the two fronts. The final experiment, then, was competitive 
devaluation. This brought some relief for a while, but only until 
other countries reacted in the same way. The inflationary effects 
then kicked in, further accentuated by international speculation, 
especially in countries where, for good or ill, wages and the inter
est on public debt were index-linked. 

The economic crisis was not equally serious or out of control in 
all the affected countries; it is useful to keep this in mind, because 
the differences were replicated in the later restructuring. Japan, 
for instance, was actually able to contain imports without explic
i t l y  protectionist measures, while its companies boosted exports 
through overseas subsidiaries that assembled their products within 
t he fina l  market (mainly the United States) .  Germany managed to 
r main  i ndustrially competitive because it focused on the quality 
of i ts goods rather than price differentials, or because it could 
more easi l y  shed a surplus of foreign labour; it was therefore 
u nder less pressure to vary the Deutschmark exchange rate, and 
i ndc ·d i t  began to export capital. Other economies closed their 
·y 'S a nd accepted the plentiful loans on offer that gave an illusion 

of wea l th ,  but the resulting debt burden eventually saddled them 
w i t h a n  even deeper depression, plus runaway inflation. 

By t he end of the decade, unemployment had reached levels 
rem i n iscent of the 1 930s, public debt was higher than ever before 
i n  p ·acct ime, growth rates in the West had fallen by half in a 
s ·csa w movement, rea l wages were stagnating or even falling, and 
t h  · so · ia l s t a te faced r is ing cost and  the first round of s i gn ificant 
n t t n  ·ks .  M a n w h i le, neol i bera l t h  or ies were unexpected l y  staging 
n H , l u n l  but st rong ·om ha k in t h  a a I mic worl d .  I nterna

l f i r  n · i · I i ns t i t ut i n s ,  s 1 i ngl , u t onomou bu t  ff t i v l y  
l l  W, , I i t  t n n 'I A t  1 1 • 'Il l i t ,  I, w •r i n  ·r s ing t h  i r  I 



T OWAR D S  THE E N D G A M E  2 5 1  

power, and national governments (whether headed by conserva
tives or social democrats) had more or less lined up with them. The 
only recognizable exceptions were two little countries, Sweden and 
Austria, whose strong prime ministers (Palme and Kreisky) were 
responding in ways that greatly cushioned the impact of the crisis 
and saved the basic framework of an alternative model, prioritiz
ing full employment and even extending social protection. But, we 
should note, it was an exception based on international neutrality, 
deep popular trust and a perfectly functioning social state. And 
they were two small countries on the margins of Western Europe. 

We may now draw a few conclusions that will help us assess the 
developments in Italy. 

1 )  It is by no means evident that a major disturbance to the 
economy should have necessarily entailed the defeat of the Left, 
nor that capitalism started out with all the instruments to solve 
the crisis rapidly to its own advantage and to impose the kind of 
restructuring it thought best. The crisis of 1 929 led to the New 
Deal and gave Roosevelt three presidential terms, but it also led to 
Nazi rule in Germany, to a second world war, and eventually to a 
constructive compromise between the two rival systems. What is 
clear is that such a crisis always requires difficult choices, bold and 
consistent alternative programmes, a strong and stable basis of 
support in society, high-quality leadership capable of taking sharp 
knocks or making real compromises, and a capacity to look ahead 
to the future. All that is very difficult for anyone to have all the 
time - and particularly so in the period of which we are speaking. 
For the economic crisis hit a group of countries to which Italy, a 
relatively minor country, was now linked, at a time when Europe 
was only a common market, and politically subaltern to boot. We 
had to, and wanted to, keep within the limits of a fragile parlia
mentary democracy which functioned well enough when it was a 
question of maintaining prosperity, or redistributing its fruits, but 
much less well when it came to paying here and now for future 
projects, rep lac ing key powers with others that worked better, 
or bu i l ding compromises that would convince and benefit one's 
su pporters, w h i le need i n g  to be i mposed on those disinclined to 
a cept a n yt h i n g  m o re than  p tty verba l comprom i ses . Above all, 

not  a wa r  o.f h r a l i  y i n  w h i  h �e opera ted, a nd still 
of i ; w t h  r for d i d  not 

·h i  v '  wi  h ur ·a 1  i t u l ,  t i n  , 
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nor the maximum that we could rationally propose. In retrospect 
- and keeping to our chess metaphor - the conditions did not exist 
for a transition to socialism (since this could no longer take place 
only at a national level), but at the same time any limited correc
tive reforms were inadequate. The task was to avoid defeat and 
to use the strength we had already acquired to achieve a 'pact', 
which would consolidate the gains, avoid decline and leave a way 
ahead open, both preserving an identity as a lever and moving on 
to face the next encounter over a period of years. Togliatti suc
ceeded in doing this in 1 944. Berlinguer did not succeed in the 
1 970s, because of mistakes that were not only his (of which he was 
later aware), but about which it is not possible to remain silent. 

2)  In that crisis period, as in any other, elements of a new struc
ture began to take shape amid the chaos of the 'destruction' of the 
old. Towards the end of the anti-fascist war or immediately after
wa rds, for example, the conditions had already been ripe for the 
coming cold war, American hegemony in the West and unification 
of the European market - in short, for a new capitalist order and a 
b ipolar world. About that future, even Togliatti (unlike Gramsci) 
J ad Jacked a lucid vision. Now, however, the signs of a new order 
were beginning to emerge: a speeding up of globalization to inte
•ra te a series of new countries, a technological leap, a different 
·hss composition, and so on. Before that took shape, it was neces
sary to ana l yse these incipient tendencies, so that we could equip 
ou rse lves to confront them. 

AN UNCONSUMMATED MARRIAGE 

So, t he PCI  found itself face to face with two very difficult problems 
- d i t i nct from each other, and not exactly contemporaneous, but 
more and  more intertwined and interactive. Both required prompt 
answers, and clarity about long-term objectives. The first problem 
was to offer a pol itical outlet for a social conflict in which many 
of t he PC I 's old and new voters had played a part, but to do so 
wl i l ·  a void ing a s lump in production and a victorious reactionary 
cou n t  'roffen ive.  The second prob lem was how to cope with the 
c ·onom ic r c ss ion a nd t he l ong i nt rnat iona l  fi nanc ia l  cr i s i s .  De 
fn ·t o t h i s ta ·k f.l l a l most n t i r  l y  t o  t h  P I, s i ne , partly through 
i ts J W l 1  f ,  u l t ,  i t  was t l  on l y p r t  w i t h  t b  s t r ngt h  o ta l i t  on 
• 1 I . n i l  t I I  · u, I r sc u r  · • t I r i r  � ro I r < n i t .  To · us 
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the PCI, and particularly Berlinguer, of assuming this task only to 
break down the prejudice that barred its entry into government 
therefore seems to me unjust and misleading. It would be equally 
unjust to read in his choices an undeclared intention to discard any 
Communist identity. 

But this does not preclude - indeed, it makes more trenchant - a 
critique of Berlinguer's policy in the 1970s, both as a whole and 
in nearly all its phases. I myself, for example, recognized from the 
beginning that it dealt with real problems, even contained partial 
truths, but I also argued that the answers it offered were funda
mentally mistaken. There were a series of tactical or operational 
errors and unforeseeable difficulties, and things were undoubtedly 
aggravated by attempts from elsewhere to sabotage the policy. But 
even these are indicative of an error and an underlying fragility, 
which continued to mark the stubborn pursuit of the policy over 
nearly ten years, and doomed it to failure. 

THE FIRST STEPS 

The political line that Berlinguer developed to confront these 
complex problems, and which he applied in stages, without ever 
recoiling, took shape long before it came to be known as the 'his
toric compromise' .  The first steps came as early as 1970: they were 
cautious and concerned a number of areas, but it is not impossible 
to pick out a guiding thread and to assess its importance. 

The guiding thread of the first stage, though only implicit, 
involved an objective that was reached sooner than expected. 
The reasoning was simple and had all the force of common sense: 
in order to compel the government to change direction soon, as 
the situation demanded, while remaining on the democratic road 
and avoiding the risk of abortive confrontation, it was necessary, 
though not sufficient, for the PCI to become so strong electorally 
that Italy could not be governed without it. That was the priority. 
To ach ieve it, Berlinguer thought it was not enough to restart the 
socia l struggle, even with legitimate and widely heard demands, 
s i nce these were ma in l y  of concern to proletarian layers and van
guard a i r  ady won to tbe Left. The a i m had to be to change the 
a l l  of  d i  a ff  c t  d midd l  la yers n tr�nched i n  their petty 
pri v i l  n l t radi  iona l  i d  lo y, and t <  n u t ra l iz th grow ing 
J < sti l i ty c f t I •c i. i • , I rm d l we rk r ' stru gl . 
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The Party leadership discussed this frankly and heatedly on 
more than one occasion. The minutes, useful for once, show that 
Berlinguer directly proposed a new line of thinking, first expressed 
i n  greater worries than before about the economic situation and 
the rightward shifts in society that it was producing. To contain 
th is  danger, he argued, the Party should not encourage but restrain 
demands and disputes related to the social state, which the trade 
u n ions had recently been launching. When Lama1 retorted that 
such disputes were not demanding wages for workers but rights 
for all ,  Berlinguer made himself even clearer: 'But you're still 
ta l k ing about an indirect wage.' It was not a good time to commu
n icate such a clear policy choice to the membership; it would also 
have encountered criticism among trade unionists still engaged 
i n  n at ional bargaining. Nevertheless, well-disposed individuals 
wou l d  certainly have got to hear about it. Meanwhile, a more 
genera l signal was given in a document that appeared in L'Unita, 
wh ich stated that the PCI was a national force ready to help the 
ou ntry in its hour of need. A number of employers picked up on 

t b  s ignal appreciatively. Confindustria was divided between an 
obt us  section that could not abide trade unions and was shift
i ng i t s  capita l  abroad, and the more powerful large corporations, 
wh ich understood that it was necessary to keep the door open for 
l i a logue. These corporations were even then making new invest-

' 1 •n ts i n  l abour-saving technology, but they could not secure wage 
·u rs on ly  th rough higher unemployment; they were beginning to 
t ry o t t  a new strategy, slowly at first, but with a bright future. 
Tl · i lea was to farm out parts of production to satellites whose 
work force d id  not enjoy social protection, and at the same time 
t o  spread the company's own investment through the formation 
of f i na nc ia l  holding companies. None of this would be helped by 
·on f rontat ion, and so there was a need for some kind of political 
protect ion. The major newspapers, owned by the same corpora
t ions, but  a l so the foreign press suddenly began to speak of the PCI 
ns a ' respons i ble' force. 

A s · ·onc l  step, a lso designed to win  over moderate opinion, 
wns t a ken in 1 9TI a n d  aga in  in 1 972. It concerned rel a tions with 
ot h ·r  1 ar t i s and w i t h  the gov rnment.  I h a ve a l read y a i d  that 

I . l. u  · in no l .n mn:  I n d i n� :om m u n iHt 11 1 1  I nnt'ionnl s :  · r : r n r y  o f  t h  · :e n. 
f rom I 70 lo I H I'! .  
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the latter was like a bear garden at the time: there was certainly 
more scope to push something through it. The PCI therefore gave 
up trying to put pressure on the Socialists - who were wavering 
just then because they had decided to put an end to the Centre Left 
governments - and adopted a wait-and-see attitude, prepared to 
judge their actions on a case by case basis. It toned down its criti
cisms of the famous 'Decretone>,I which in fact was a deflationary 
manoeuvre to rein in public expenditure. In exchange, it obtained 
shortly afterwards a number of important agreements on legis
lation that it had been demanding for decades: implementation 
of the constitutional provision for regional authorities, a progres
sive income tax, allocation of a trillion lire for the construction of 
public housing on land compulsorily purchased at farmland prices. 
These were not insignificant measures, which could be presented 
as proof of the PCI's effectiveness in opposition. But, if we look 
at them a little more closely, we can already see how half-reforms 
could remain on paper, or contain a hidden sting, if they were 
entrusted to inefficient or hostile civil servants and their workings 
were left deliberately unclear. 

For example, the initiative on a progressive income tax left 
inflation out of account in the setting of higher bands, exempted 
financial profits, lacked norms and structures for combating avoid
ance or evasion, and ended up punishing dependent labour (on 
which companies acted as tax collectors) and favouring various 
forms of autonomous labour (grant recipients, moonlighters, 
freelancers ) .  As for the regional authorities, there was to be no 
matching reduction in the central apparatuses, nor any redefini
tion of areas of competence or recognition of fiscal autonomy and 
responsibility. This meant that they were likely in the end to repeat 
the past experience of autonomous regions: that is, offer new 
opportunities for clientelism and burn a hole in the public budget 
- which is what did happen in many cases. 

ln any event, the immediate effect on the Party's image was 
pos i t ive. By the t ime we became aware of the damage, it was very 
d i fficu l t to repa i r  ( i n  fact, some of it we sti l l  carry on our backs) .  

A n other example  i s  the i mportan t  govern ment directive that 
r ·q u i r ··d pub l i  · ·orpora t ions to a l l ocate 40 per cent of their 

. ' I ) ·cr · t on ' :  pn ·kcr of d i ,·  · ' l rnxt·s on i rcms nf  wl> r k i ng- · l ass ·onsumpt ion, 
i Nsu I in 11 I cr <: o f  i\ uj.�ust  1 970, w h i  ·h r r i14� I'Cd n wnvc of sn·u�o�v;ll-s in opposi
t ion w i t . 
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investment to the Mezzogiorno. This was supposed to be the 
industrialization fund for depressed areas. But in reality, since there 
was no plan to steer it, the investment went into the creation of 
giant factories unconnected to their surrounding areas, in declin
ing sectors of the economy. They created short-term employment 
in the building industry, but were 'desert skyscrapers' that dug a 
bottomless pit of public debt amid pockets of parasitism. 

The third step in the evolution of PCI policy, by necessity more 
than choice, was the long, mishandled but eventually successful 
saga of the divorce law and the referendum that attempted to 
cancel it. This prefigured the still more delicate issue of abortion. 
Meanwhile, a late but priceless fruit of '68 burst onto the scene: 
the new women's movement, concerned not only with emancipa
t ion but with gender difference, which it regarded as a value to 
be recognized, not an inequality to be rectified. The referendum 
thus provided the occasion for one of those great mass debates that 
sha pe the profile of a whole people - a debate on the relationship 
b tween individual and collective morality. The starting point of 
t h  women's movement was explosive, and only superficially meth
odo l ogica l: 'The personal is political.' In that historical period, 
c h is was a revolutionary idea. For neocapitalism was beginning to 
i n vade and remould - indeed, it was compelled to remould - every 
d im nsion of life: culture, mentalities, lifestyles and consumption 
I hav iour, interpersonal relations, family structures and places of 
r ·s id nee. It thereby threw into crisis structures and institutions 
r l  , t had existed for centuries. If it was true that the personal was 
1 > l i  i ·a l ,  then politics and especially economics must in turn be 
l.:af a b l  of directly shaping the personal. The question was how to 
rake on boa rd the liberating aspects of the crisis (the crumbling of 
i n t o lerable hierarchies and chain-like restrictions), while moving 
I yond i t  i n  the direction of freedom, solidarity and responsibility. 

The PCI s idestepped this debate, and today it confronts us only 
i n i m poverished, hi strionic and degenerate forms - that is, as a 
· l a sh o f  re l ig ious or eth nic fundamentalisms driven by a common 

strugg l · aga i nst 'moral re lati v ism',  value-free liberty and ephem
· ral  ·u l t u re. Thi  i s  too com p lex a th me to be tack led here . I shall 

s im J i y  ·ons id r how t h  P I a pproached the battle over d ivorce, 

w h i  ·h i s  not u n i n t  r t i 1  i n  i ts I f. 

1 1  
g l i t i  h d , l w y I 
i gc n t  · i i v <  · . 

u p  i u·  r ard ing 
t uml · r  of wom 1 
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i n  the Party and the women's union (UDI) broke the embargo, 
focusing on scandalous elements in the existing family law and 
challenging the absolute power given to the husband. Today the 
points they made seem self-evident, but in those days it was a key 
battle that required much courage to wage. It is enough to see the 
film Divorce Italian-Style again, or to read about Coppi and the 
'lady in white' ,3 to realize that patriarchy was not an insignificant 
relic of defunct legislation but enjoyed the full protection of the 
law. Pius XII expressed the Church's view with solemn eloquence: 
'Each family is a common life, each well-ordered common life 
needs a head, and each head comes from God. Therefore the family 
you have founded has a head that God has invested with author
ity. ' This conception was present not only in the unequal law that 
regulated and punished sexual behaviour, but also in property law, 
choice of residence and the education of children. It was there
fore the first bastion to fall. The PCI leadership fell into line on 
this point, and a new bill was presented in parliament, only to be 
opposed and blocked by the ruling majority. But the bill also con
tained a proposal allowing for divorce - and here Togliatti put his 
foot down. He obviously feared a confrontation with the Catholic 
world, at the very moment when it was moving away from the rigid 
positions of Pius XII. But there was also another, more respectable 
reason for his veto: a fear that the proposal would be opposed in 
the country by women themselves, or at least that it would expose 
them to blackmail and other risks, since the relationship of forces 
and the material position of women - a million had just been made 
redundant, and many worked 'on and off' for a pittance - made 
them the weaker and more exposed partner in a marriage. 

But society was changing: '68 had left indelible traces in people's 
conduct, full employment had spread to many regions, and girls 
too had been brought into the educational system. The divorce 
i ssue was ripe for the agenda and could well end in victory. When 
Liberals and Social ists took up the banner in parliament - Pan
nel l a  was particu larly effective4 - the PCI could hardly withhold 

3. Fousto Coppi WJS a famous racing cyclist w ho, in the ea r ly 1 950s, began an 
a d u l r  rous coha h i ra r ion wi t h C i u l ia 0 ·ch i n i ,  first referred to in the press as 'the 
l : 1dy in w h i t ·' n ft · r  sht: wns s · ·n w n i r i n g  for h i m  in  n w h i te out fit. The 'scandal '  
o f  r hc i o· , .  · ln t ionsh i p  prompt · I h i�o�h ly  p u b l i  · i nrcr v ·n i· ions by th  · pol i  · e  a nd t he 
C h u r  ·h . 

. M 11 rco r 11 1 1 11 l l 11 : found 1'- 1 1 1  ml r1· nn I I  nd ,. of t l  r l {n  li ·n l Pn n y. 
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its support, and so the new legislation was passed. But the Vatican 
remained intransigent, and Fanfani saw a referendum to scrap the 
law as a means of rebuilding unity in Christian Democracy and 
scoring a victory nationwide. 

Berlinguer knew he had to commit the Party, but he was afraid 
of hindering dialogue with the DC and - above all - he felt sure 
of losing. He therefore tried various ways of reaching an agree
ment (with the Vatican through Bufalini, with the DC through 
Moro and Andreotti, and finally Cossiga) .  Bufalini and Barca -
Berlinguer's hommes de confiance - were taken on as secret agents. 
But the negotiations were murky, intermittent and doomed to 
failure. In the end, the PCI marched its troops to the referendum, 
carrying 'Catholic dissidents' with it, and Berlinguer's fears proved 
to be unfounded: the victory was greater than anyone had foreseen. 
The PCI enjoyed the rewards of being on the winning side, having 
at the same time convinced its adversary that it was much less 
secularist than the others. But the price of success was not incon
siderable. Its way of handling the divorce issue gave the hegemony 
to Liberals and Radicals, in a battle in which individual liberty 
was at stake; and it implanted the idea, in various sections of the 
pu blic, that the PCI saw the Vatican and Christian Democracy 
as i ts main interlocutors when it wished to speak to the Catholic 
rnas. es. This was also its first step in a new kind of politics, based 
01 a network of permanent (and often secret) contacts with appa
ra t uses and individuals. It was the modus operandi that has always 
· I n racterized diplomatic relations between states. 



Historic Compromise as a Strategy 

Encouraged by these first successes, Berlinguer decided that he 
could and should propose a long-term organic political formula 
to the Party and the country. In a three-part series of articles in 
Rinascita he offered what he saw as a strategic platform, to which 
he would stick throughout the 1970s. This essay won over and 
committed the entire PCI leadership, Longo being the only one to 
voice any objections. And, after some bewilderment, the rank and 
file too accepted it and tried hard to stand by it. 

Even those who later expressed puzzlement about what they 
were implementing (Ingrao and Natta, for instance) did not chal
lenge the proposal. Only after some years, courageously noting 
the poor results and the impossibility of taking it further, did Ber
linguer himself take responsibility for a profound change of course, 
at which point he ran into not a little resistance. 

Careful analysis is therefore in order here. Recently I have reread 
and thought some more about Berlinguer's articles, prepared, if 
necessary, to change my mind about the clear criticism I expressed 
of them at the time. But I have found no reason to correct it, and 
in fact it seems to me more justified than ever. What followed was 
not a result of unforeseen events, tactical errors or hostile actions, 
and  i t  helped to accelerate and worsen both the defeat and the 
con equences of defeat. But the weakness and contradictions of 
the pro ject a re even more v i s i b le today  i n  the i n itial outline. I shall 
now t ry t o  d mons t rate thi . 

Th f i r  t p rt of 1 'r l in  u r' · · say  was ! most nt i r  l y  c l  voted to 
f t l  t r  gi v nrs i n  .I i l  \ w h i  ·h w •r c h  1 w i h i ng 
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heavily on the mind of  every comrade. The choice of  this as  his 
tarring point was questionable, and, consciously or not, his recon

struction of the events was improperly inflected by support for a 
political decision. There was no doubt that weakness or naivety on 
t he part of Allende and his comrades had played a role in the disas
t r. Allende had become president - and in Chile that meant having 
fu l l  responsibility for governing the country - in a constitutionally 
un acceptable manner, with a sizeable but only relative majority of 
. 9 per cent of the popular vote. He faced a parliament in which 
I · had an occasional majority, but which created obstacles more 
t ha n  it gave him support. Moreover, his aims and dispositions by 
no means had a revolutionary character, concentrating their fire 
agai nst long-standing predatory foreign monopolies and unsus
ta inable agrarian oligarchies. These were powerful forces, but 
>th r international ones, even more powerful, stood behind them, 

l\ 1  d Chi le belonged to a region of the semi-colonial world in which 
n i l  t he elements of stability were then under threat. The army had 

-pi dged its loyalty to the Constitution, but this did not change 
rh · fact that it was a separate caste, trained in the United States. 
Tl • dangers of a reactionary counter-attack were therefore real. 
P1·ol ab ly  Allende underestimated them, but some of his left-wing 
S l l l 1 m·ters were also pushing him to press ahead at a faster pace. 
I I ·  · ·rta inly did not lack popular support, and intellectuals and 
t c.:h n ica l experts were arriving from all over Latin America to help 
h im;  t he opposition parties were divided and lacked a mass base, 
n l t hough the other side of the coin was that a large part of the 
population was depoliticized and wavering. In the end, Allende 
wns overthrown neither by a parliamentary coalition nor by 
1 opu la r  mobilizations. First he was worn down by economic chaos 
n n d  corporate revolt - both consciously directed from abroad. 
A nd then, when this did not suffice, a military coup, suggested and 
f u nded by the United States, unleashed a wave of bloody repression 
: 1 ncl installed a despotic government that would last many years. 
I n  his essay, Berlinguer recognized this dynamic in a somewhat 
leaden sentence: 'The characteristics of imperialism, especially 
North American imperialism, remain those of bul lying, a spirit 
of aggression and conquest, a tendency to oppress other peoples, 
whenever c i rcumstances suggest it.' Bu t, in that case, how wou ld  
i t  hav  b n n o  ugh to  d v lop 'b t t  r r l at ion h ip' ,  a h put  i t, 
w i t h  p rt of h i !  n h ris t i n 1 < r · , n i m p< t n t  and oft n 
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complicit element? And did the conditions really exist, or could 
they be created, for the same danger to strike Italy and Europe, at 
a time when at least formal democratic institutions were returning 
in Greece and Portugal, and when Washington was losing the war 
in Vietnam and sinking into paralysis? Certainly there was an eco
nomic and political crisis in Italy too, but it was of quite a different 
kind and much more controllable. To take Chile as a typical case, 
as Greece had been taken before, was not only forced but mislead
ing. It blurred other real difficulties with which it was necessary to 
come to grips, as well as the possibilities of change offered by the 
situation. It indicated an uncertainty of analysis, which, in the end, 
was reflected in uncertain proposals. 

In the second part of his essay, in which he dealt with the Italian 
situation and the PCI's objectives in the period ahead, Berlinguer 
changed his tone and raised his sights. Here his argument is well 
put together, and we can summarize it without risk of distortion. 
Italy was passing through a crisis period of utmost importance: a 
crisis of the economic system, unable to guarantee a continuation 
of the long boom; a crisis of social equilibrium, such that there was 
no longer any guarantee that prosperity could be maintained, or 
spread more evenly through trade union pressure alone; a crisis of 
the institutions, paralysed by corporatism and often riddled with 
corruption and hidden power networks; and a crisis of the politi
cal system, no longer capable of delivering stable majorities and 
functioning governments . Amid all this, old dimensions of back
wardness were reasserting themselves in society, together with new 
contradictions arising from a certain kind of capitalist moderni
zation. Also visible, however, were the results of major defensive 
and offensive struggles that had challenged the system, conquered 
new rights, affirmed new values, new social subjects and newly 
independent states - in essence, new relationships of forces in Italy 
and the world. If such a crisis spiralled in on itself, left up to a 
ruling class bent on restoration, it would put democracy itself at 
r isk. To prevent this, it was necessary and possible to bring about a 
profound turn in  the government of the country, in its programme 
and  in the struct ure of power. Berlinguer added two further points 
to l a r i fy what:  h m ant  by ' turn' .  F ir  t, 'structura l  reforms geared 

ia l i  m '  w r· n a ry, t hat is, a h igh r tage of progressive 
r y. ·c nd (q uot i n  l ia t i  nd Lon o) ,  i t  wa 'wrong 

r rh d m < 1d with p l"l i  r i .  m :  rli m nt 
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can fulfil its role only if the parliamentary initiative of labour
movement parties is linked to mass struggles and the growth of 
democratic power in society and all the branches of the state.' 
And, even when he underlined the need to gain majority support 
in the population and to bring together the Communist, Socialist 
and Catholic masses, he mentioned in order: working-class unity 
respecting the diversity of roles and cultural traditions; alliance 
with progressive middle layers free from corporatism (though not 
otherwise differentiated socially); and women, young people and 
intellectuals, that is, the new social subjects that had emerged in 
the struggle. 

Up to this point, not only was his analysis consistent with the 
historical identity of Italian Communism; it also more clearly took 
the offensive. The only criticism one could make - and I did make 
it at the time - concerned its perfunctory analysis of the crisis and 
the world situation (especially in the internal Communist move
ment), its failure to assess the state of the mass movement, and 
its lack of programmatic priorities with which to measure the 
turn. These were not insignificant points, since they left too much 
leeway in the relationship between tactics and strategy, alliances 
and objectives. 

In the third part of his essay, Berlinguer tried to round things 
off by giving a clearer idea of how and where to begin. But it 
was precisely here that contradictions appeared which changed the 
character of the project, undermining both its logic and its realism. 
The main thrust was summarized in a sentence that later became 
famous: 'It is not possible to govern and transform the country 
with a majority of 5 1  per cent.' On the whole, and in light of the 
preceding argument, this was an incontrovertible statement. It is 
indeed impossible to 'govern and transform' a socially, regionally 
and culturally complex country while respecting the Constitution, 
unless one has sufficient strength, in parliament and elsewhere, to 
decide on and implement deep reforms affecting diffuse interests 
and ingrained habits, and sufficient time for the reforms to have 
the desired effects. This was incontrovertible but ambiguous. For 
what happens if one does not yet have that strength, and there is 
a vacuum of government and a dangerously heated cri s i s ?  Does 
one remain i n  opposit ion, wa i ting  for the crisis to prod uce the 
cond i tion, for a r al tu rn ,  an I t ry i ng to h lp it a long? Or do s 
on s r rnt  t h  t wo 1· a r t of ' ov ·rn . n I t ra nsform',  and ·H l ··ast 
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initially take part i n  a heterogeneous majority with a minimum 
programme and uncertain prospects, putting off until later a real 
turn, in the hope that the very dynamic of cooperation, and the 
resulting advances in mass consciousness, will combine with the 
greater legitimacy that comes from government office to make a 
more ambitious set of objectives possible? Clearly it was not an 
abstract choice based on principle, but nor was it only a ques
tion of tactics to be adapted step by step with a view to the likely 
advantages. There was a strategic choice to be made, on the basis 
of an analysis of a particular historical situation. 

Togliatti opted in advance for participation in national unity 
governments, and was prepared to accept a version that was 
perhaps more moderate than necessary. But he did so after an 
assessment of the relationship of forces in a country emerging from 
fascism, which had lost the war and had Western armies on its soil 
- although it may be that he hoped the unity among the victorious 
powers would last a little longer than it did. Above all, he thought 
that immediate involvement in government - to which all the forces 
in the Resistance were open - was not the key thing. What was key 
was to win the Republic and an advanced, commonly agreed, con
stitutional charter. And that is what he achieved, with the support 
of Dossetti, Lazzati, La Pira and other Catholic intellectuals and 
politicians. It was a 'historic compromise', and we would defend it 
today against any attempts to dismantle it. 

In the 1970s, however, neither the economic crisis nor the 
social conflict could be solved by separating government and 
transformation 'in advance' .  In fact, scarcely was the ink dry on 
Berlinguer's last article when he himself was proposing a 'new turn 
in society and the state'. But even if we accept, as he was inclined 
to do, the idea of a transitional period that would pave the way 
for more ambitious advances, was such a separation into stages 
rea l ly possible, and on what conditions ?  The central issue here 
became that of the political forces available for the project. And 
Ber l i nguer d id  tu rn h i s  attention to this, in a final section that had 
a Jot i n  common w i th those ' i magina ry rea lms' of which he was so 
scorn fu l .  For i t rea l l y  was ' i magi n a ry '  on h i s  p a rt to take the unity 
of t he Le ft for gra n ted : u n i t y  w i t h  the PS I b a d  broken clown ten 
Y "< HS •ar l i · r o n  t l1' pol i t i ·a l l ·v · l , a nd h a d  b n sev ra l t imes i n  
l a ng · r w i c h i n  h • t ra I u n i <  n s  a n  lo ·a l il l ;  I o r i t ies; i t  ·ou ld I a ve 

l ·n t' · l u l l t  i n  t l  • 1 70s, I u c n l  wi h 1 n t i  t t wot·k a n d  w i t !  o u  
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any certainty of  success; the PCI had to avoid giving the impres
sion that, in prioritizing its relations with Christian Democracy, it 
wanted to reduce the PSI to a marginal or subaltern role. No less 
imaginary was the notion that the far Left had no influence and 
would be easy to control. It was, to be sure, disoriented and scat
tered, but its very crisis made it more likely to mount challenges: 
for example, the interesting formation of the Party of Proletar
ian Unity (PdUP) and the rethinking in Avanguardia Operaia and 
the Workers' Movement for Socialism (MLS) .  Moreover, the vast 
youth arena that had developed between 1968 and 1 970 was still 
a large-scale, if disorganized, presence, and although it was often 
prepared to vote for the PCI as the only parliamentary opposition 
it had by no means thrown in the towel; its reaction to the PCI's 
low-profile support for a broad government coalition was unpre
dictable, but it would certainly not be sympathetic. 

A coalition government that would include the PCI in the near 
future therefore depended mainly on a direct agreement with the 
DC, but here too flights of the imagination ran up against hard 
facts. Just a month previously Rinascita had published a special 
supplement on Christian Democracy, which had contained analy
ses by Chiaramonte and Natta, and by experts on the DC such 
as Chiarante1 and Accornero.2 One is struck today by the way 
in which they all agreed, from their different angles, that the DC 
had become very different from its original self: less clerical but 
also less religious; deeply rooted in society, but through multiple 
channels of clientelism, social protection, shrewd use of power and 
support for companies; projecting itself as a guarantee of economic 
stability, with long experience in managing public expenditure; in 
short, a party-state built over thirty years and capable of reconcil
ing different interests in society. It was therefore divided into a 
number of organized currents, each organically linked to certain 
social layers, regions, public corporations or branches of the state 
apparatus, but strongly united in believing that the party had to 
maintain its supremacy. The trump card of Christian Democracy 

1 .  With a background in the left opposition within Christian Democracy, 
Giuseppe Chiarante moved towards the PCI in the late 1 950s and served variously 
as a Communist parl iamentar ian and senator. He was close ly identified with the 
Berl inguer leadersh ip, and later oppo eel the ' Bologn ina turn'.  

2. A ris A ornero: industr ia l  so iologist, sp i a l l y  noted for h is ana lys s o f  
For l i  m ond post-Fordism . 
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was that i t  could point to the expansion of  the economy under its 
rule, and to the wise way in which it had distributed the benefits. 

This did not mean that the DC was an impregnable fortress, 
since the decline in economic growth had reduced its scope for 
mediation among its constituencies. The cycle of workers' struggles 
had had a clear impact on the thinking and behaviour of labour 
organizations traditionally associated with it, such as the CISL 
and ACLI; even the farmers, under pressure from agribusiness 
and deals imposed by larger European countries, were beginning 
to escape the total control of Coldiretti and the Federconsorzi.3 
The parliamentary alliance of the Centre had broken down, and 
repeated underhand attempts to reach ad hoc agreements with the 
far Right created tensions with the DC more than they provided 
a solution. Above all, the Catholic turn at the Vatican Council, 
though superficially reversed, still had an effect at the grass roots 
and had even led to some new thinking among intellectuals close to 
the hierarchy. At a little-known but important conference (Lucca, 
1 967), Ardigo and Del Noce4 had asked: 'After decades of gov
ernment by a Catholic party, ordinary people are wondering how 
it is that the Christian imprint on society is on the decline.' Yet, 
although the Communists, for all their greater strength, were now 
considered less of a danger, the Christian Democrats remained 
intransigent in refusing to consider any real agreement with the 
PCI - precisely because its strength could throw the party-state 
into question, threatening the grip on power that was what bound 
the DC together. No deal ever materialized - and none could have, 
without provoking a crisis and break-up of Christian Democracy 
and releasing the forces bottled up inside it. 

But Berlinguer and the PCI leadership refused to draw the con
clusions from these obvious facts. On the contrary, they were 
becoming convinced that only a gradual shift in the DC as a whole, 
th rough an experience of shared government with the PCI, could 
bring about an alliance of the Communist, Socialist and Catholic 
masses. At the end of his essay, Berlinguer therefore got around the 
problem w i th a soph ism:  

7 and  H .  

:nth > l i . r h i l  J OJ  her nnd  I o l i r i  ·a l t h  oriH, I. ·red 
in I H • 
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The DC is  not a metaphysical reality but a changing historical subject: 
it was born in opposition to the old liberal and conservative state and 
crushed by fascism, then it took part in the war of liberation, contrib
uted to the drafting of the Constitution, and took part in the Cold War 
on the opposite side to our own, and in worse forms. Today it may 
change again, and it is up to us to help and force it to do so. 

Thus Berlinguer ended by committing himself to a proposal for 
the government of Italy: a 'new great historic compromise', led by 
the two major parties. What the compromise would involve, and 
how it might become 'historic', remained something of a mystery. 
It is still not clear to me why such a risk was taken. Perhaps he 
really thought he had found a way out, in a complex situation that 
urgently required answers. Perhaps overconfidence in the impetus 
and solidity of the PCI's principles made him believe that it would 
be immune from the risks. More likely - although the one does 
not exclude the other - he did not think he would be forced to 
make the choice so soon, before the situation was ripe, or that the 
Christian Democrats would make such paltry offers; he probably 
overestimated Moro's extraordinary ability to say yes and no at 
the same time, to promise and to procrastinate. In reality, instead 
of finding a way out, Berlinguer had put his hand in a trap, and by 
the time he pulled it back, it was too late. 



1 5  

From Apogee to Defeat 

In my background reading for this book, I came across a sen
tence that caustically sums up what happened to the PCI in the 
1 970s. It comes from Ramsay MacDonald, towards the end of 
his not exactly brilliant experience of National Government, 
answering an American journalist's question about the lessons he 
would draw from it: 'I'd already learned how frustrating it is to be 
excluded from government for a long time, but then I understood 
that there's something worse: to go into government and realize 
that almost nothing can be done.' This pithy conclusion, if not its 
w it, might have come from the mouths of those involved in similar 
experiments in other countries, including Italy, from the Centre 
Left of the 1960s to the present day. But it is most pertinent to the 
fate of the PCI's endeavours in the mid 1970s. 

The story began with a surprising victory in the regional and 
local elections of June 1975, which radically changed the relation
sh i p  of political forces and seemed to open the door to government 
for the PCI after decades of exclusion. The Communists suddenly 
j u mped to 33.5 per cent of the vote, taking first place in nearly 
a l l  the l a rge ci ties (except Pa lermo and Bari ) :  three million more 
votes than i n  1 972, m a i n l y  from young people, not always cast 
for reasons onsonant  w i t h th Party 's objecti ves, but expressing a 
·om m on r so l ve t o  h a ng · t he s t a te of  th i ngs. The Soc i a l ist Party 
won I 1 ·r · .  n t  a n  I s ·en · I pr 'P< l l" c l ,  r hougl  not yet decided, to 
en I i ts s r ba l t  • 1 p· rt i · i pa t ion i 1  l > lc ·I gov ·rnm nts. The PdUP 
t< < l 2 1 r · n c , l > i n r r gi >rv ou t of f i f t  n . Th D 
I opJ  J t • . i t  p, tw > n i l l i c  1 v Jt : n t r > r h  • I igh t 
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and the Liberals but to the Left and secular parties of the Centre 
Left.  With general elections due soon, it was clear to everyone that 
it would not be able to govern the country without the partici
pation, or at least the support, of the Communists. Yet this very 
success lit up problems that had until then been hidden or deliber
ately evaded. First, paradoxically, it had come too soon. The PCI 
had intentionally remained ambiguous about the time frame of 
the historic compromise. Was it a long-term, or least a medium
term, strategy (Berlinguer fulminated against anyone who denied 
this ) ,  or was it an immediate proposal for government, necessary 
to confront an urgent crisis (as quite a few other leaders, including 
Amendola, believed) ? Now the knot would have to be disentan
gled in a few months, or at most a year. 

This gave rise to another problem. While the Left as a whole 
now stood at 4 7 per cent, the Socialist Party was refusing to join 
another DC government and was toying with the idea of an agree
ment with the PCI. How was this to be interpreted: as a shaky or 
even mischievous position that required caution, or as a lever to 
push the DC onto the ropes and force it into a clear turn, or into 
opposition? 

In an editorial in the recently founded, but already authoritative, 
daily La Repubblica, Eugenio Scalfari did not mince his words. It 
is worth quoting him, because he expressed a view common in 
i n te l lectua l  and social circles not traditionally on the Left: 

The last Christian Democrat conference showed that the DC is now a 
debased expression of a broad alliance of parasitic clienteles. Until it 
changes its nature - that is, until it becomes the party of democratic 
Catholics, instead of the representative of arch-fraternities of power 
- any idea of a 'historic compromise' is untimely. It will therefore be 
necessary to present an alignment of the Left and a programme for a 
Left government at the next general elections. 

Shortly afterwards Francesco De Martino, then secretary of the 
PSI, is said to have put forward the same proposal, making it 
rather more digestible to the PCI: the door shou ld  be kept open 
for dialogue with the DC, but  ta rring from the strength and 
ideas of a un i ted Left. I n  th i  v r ion,  t h  proposa l d id not req u i re 
anyone to mal a turn or t o  iv  a n y t h i ng u p. Ev I t ho l i l  e 
B r l i n  u r, wh w r ·onv i n  d t l  a r h  t r< t i · i 1 1 h d t o  b t o 
f i 1  d o m m  n r 1 1  i w i  h t h  ' r h  l i  · , , n d  wh<  h > u  h t  t h  r'  
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might b e  a shift i n  the DC to make this possible, seemed t o  have 
no reason to refrain from using the strength of a united Left to 
impel the first steps. But, to be serious, there were reasons for him 
to tread warily. Two major obstacles loomed, and his mistake 
was not to have recognized and dealt with them while there was 
perhaps still time. 

First of all, to rebuild a solid and durable political unity between 
Communists and Socialists that could sustain even a temporary 
rapprochement with the DC, it would not be enough simply to 
turn the clock back. Too much water had flowed under the bridge, 
both ideologically and at the level of each party's social implanta
tion. Both sides would have to make a partial correction - one 
in its judgement of the nature and evolution of the Soviet Union, 
the other in relation to the discipline of Atlanticism. One would 
have to moderate its passion for having 'some button to press' in 
a government office, and the other to contain its impatience to 
acquire visible legitimacy as part of government. On both these 
points, there was space for innovation but also problem areas. The 
two international blocs were in crisis, with weakened leaderships, 
but for this very reason the policy of coexistence was in difficulty 
and each bloc was preoccupied with issues of control in its own 
ranks. 

At the same time, the election results of 1 975 offered scope for 
successful initiatives in many cities where the Left already had the 
resources and capacity, but in other regions, and in many periph
eral parts of the country, the tempting new opportunities were 
more ambiguous: that is to say, they pushed in the direction of any 
old  broad alliance, with a lot of booty-sharing among the parties 
and  not too close an eye on items of expenditure. This explains 
w h y  the PCI was quick to suspect a trap in the proposal to priori
t ize a relationship among the Left; and why the Socialist advocates 
of a Left alternative later helped to replace De Martino with 
Cra x i , who d id not d isguise the fact that he had quite different 
a m bit ions .  

The key probl  m that  came to l ight i n  1 975, however, was the 
I n  ·k of a progra mme. Th ques t ion of a n  w govern ment and new 
a l l  i a n · s wa app a r i n  • on t he ag- n Ia at t h  v ry momen t when 

d i ff i  ·u l t t o  t < l'l l i t ,  s i n · 1 975 wa · a l  o t he y a r  i n  
I i'is h ld 1 g h wuf · l 
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a bold programme of reforms - sometimes the opposite has been 
the case. But that required the development of new policy ideas, 
a capacity for running the country and forming stable coalitions, 
and the understanding and support of the public, especially among 
those who had voted for you and were counting on the fruits of 
reform. However, not even a start was made on the work neces
sary to achieve this. Paradoxically, the programmatic baggage the 
Socialists had taken to the Centre Left in the 1 960s had been bolder 
and clearer than that which the Left carried with it in 1 975. The 
number one priority was to fill the gap with a new programme, 
and to mobilize a social bloc around it. 

I would like to quote from the courageous and far-sighted 
verdict that Luigi Longo, by now in failing health, expressed at the 
leadership discussion of the 1 975 election results: 'Our proposal 
for a "historic compromise" is enigmatic and ambiguous, and this 
ambiguity probably contributed to our electoral success, but the 
proposal remains impracticable and will lead us into passivity. ' 

THE DILEMMA OF I 9 76 

The chickens came home to roost in 1976, when De Martino's 
demand for 'greater balance' in government policy was followed by 
the PSI's exit and the calling of early elections. Berlinguer spotted 
a trap. His judgement was ungenerous, but his predictions proved 
accurate. In fact, the election results were doubly surprising: the 
PCI continued its forward march (from 33 .5  to 34.4 per cent), a 
gain which, though modest, this time embraced regions that had 
long been DC preserves; but, contrary to forecasts, the Christian 
Democrats jumped back up to 38 .8  per cent, at the expense of 
their smaller allies. 

At this point, the mathematics seemed to require some involve
ment of the PCI. A straightforward coalition of the two main 
parties (DC and PCI) was out of the question in the immediate 
future, especially as the DC campaign had sought and obtained 
support from moderates with the explicit aim of shutting the 
Communists out of government. (The prominent journa l ist  I nd i ro 
Montanelli had written that 'we should hold our  noses and vote 
Christian Democrat aga i n ' . )  Cou ld the D go back on i ts own 
posit ions ?  Be ide , a m  t i n of A t lant i gov· rnm n ts bad r · nt l y  
fi r  c l  a hot ov  r t h  bows I · l u "lin!  M o ro, c l  r p r  s nt  t i v  
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of the Italian government, on the grounds that he was considered 
unreliable. On the other hand, the Left lacked both the figures (48 
per cent) and the political will to form a government, since the 
PSI, which had floated the idea, was now weaker than ever, the far 
Left was marginal, divided and mostly reluctant, and the Social 
Democrats did not agree to lend their support. It was therefore a 
tough dilemma. One possibility was to hold fresh elections, with 
different line-ups and programmes, and to repeat this until a new 
balance emerged; the other was to form a broadly based emer
gency government, excluding the extremes, which would address 
the most urgent problems facing the country and continue acting 
on them until they were resolved, or until there was a change in the 
balance among the parties. 

The first option - which quite a few, including myself, favoured 
- was probably the correct one, but also implausible and risky. 
Implausible because it implied a sudden, radical change in the strat
egy of the PCI, at a time when it considered itself victorious. Risky 
because, as we have seen, Left unity had not been built beforehand 
among parties or in the country, and because there was no con
vincing common programme for the future. The outcome might 
therefore be a long period of instability, with no clear solution in 
sight. 

The second option - a broadly based coalition - might have been 
tried, as the first stage in a more developed turn; explicit participa
tion of the major parties of the Left, with powers in proportion 
to their weight, would have been the logical corollary. But that 
solution too was problematic, and of uncertain outcome. Prob
lematic because the DC was a long way from openly accepting it, 
since it would put an end to its supremacy and disrupt its unity; 
a bitter tug-of-war would therefore have been likely. Of uncertain 
outcome because a provisional coalition government would, by its 
nature, have been inadequate to tackle the real problems, whose 
origins went back a long way, and a solution to which would 
necessari ly requ i re a long time and affect substantial interests. 

Amid  the uncerta i nty, a formula nevertheless emerged that 
was accepted with  no vis ib le sign of res istance . In a way it was 
a b izarr  i cl a :  a mono ·h rome Ch risti a n  Democrat government, 
w i t h no b i n d i n  a rr '11 1  nt on progra m m · and no r cogn i zed par
l i . m r c ry m, jori t , s u r  r ort d s i m f  l y  l y t l  · fa ·r t ha t  th P I a nd 
h I S l  we  I l l · f i r  f r  >I I · l 1 i f � 'n > ·on f id •n · • ' i n  i t .  
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It was a bizarre idea in principle. Minority governments had 
existed before ( though rarely) in other parliamentary democracies, 
but in such cases a dominant party close to holding a majority 
had relied on open support from a minority not dissimilar to it. A 
single-party government with 38  per cent support in the country, 
facing a line-up of 48 per cent and resting on 'no no-confidence', 
was unprecedented. So, the government whose first novelty was 
to have been a legitimation of the PCI ended up legitimating the 
quasi-monarchical right of the DC to govern the country, and to 
govern it alone, without a majority. The second bizarre aspect was 
that the 'emergency government' had no 'emergency programme', 
was not limited to a precise period of time, and consisted entirely 
of people who had long been in power with the most diverse 
allies. The third bizarre aspect, no less important, was that any 
programme the government might be kind enough to present to 
parliament would not correspond to a shift in the centres of real 
extra-institutional power, or in the state bureaucracy that was sup
posed to implement it. For its part, the Left was offered a symbolic 
role in chairing a few parliamentary commissions, which, as eve
ryone knows, have had a say only in marginal amendments or 
occasional trifling pieces of legislation (real direct power: zero) .  I 
have never been able to ascertain who came up with this solution. 
Both PCI and DC leaders from the time have sincerely assured me 
that the idea originated in their own ranks. Anyhow, the fact is 
that it was widely accepted - and that, for the Left, it was a 'losing 
proposition' to assume responsibility for a government in a spuri
ous role. Not a marriage of convenience, nor even an alliance, only 
a casual adulterous liaison. 

Beyond this division of powers - which had frequent disagree
ment and shaky compromises built into it - we should examine 
the actual people who played their role in government. The pre
miership, especially crucial in such a murky situation, fell to 
Mora's candidate, Giulio Andreotti - on groun ds that he offered 
guarantees to quarrelsome elements on the r ight of the DC, who, 
with considerable strength in society, might  at a n y  moment have 
demanded greater consistency w i t h  the pol ic ies ou t l i ned i n  the 
e lection campa ign an j san t ion, I l y t h  x t ra m i l l ions  of  votes. 
This  a rgum n t  had sonP w igh t ,  l u t it was 1 ot v -•ry ·on v i n  · i 1  g. 
A n d r  ot t i  w not a · r rnw fgu , 1 ' • tra formi ta. B h i n  I n 

. 1 1  •a mn · >f f l  i l  i i i  n I r r  11 l i:m, h i · '11 1' r kpln · I  
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a constant identity and a consistently tough approach to politics, so 
that, though nearly always a member of government, he had nearly 
always chosen to organize a dissenting minority in the party. He 
was a right-wing De Gasperian, who not by chance had built his 
following in Sicily and Lazio. He had always been trusted by the 
most traditional section of the Church hierarchy, and had, within 
the limits of possibility, repeatedly sought the support of parties of 
the Right and Centre Right. He was on good terms with all the big 
industrial and agricultural employers, and with some pretty shady 
characters in the world of finance. But above all, thanks to his long 
service at the heart of government, he enjoyed the confidence of 
Washington and had an excellent knowledge of the civil service, 
with many friends in high places. In the 'no no-confidence govern
ment', he was flanked where necessary by men from other currents 
in the DC (mostly 'Doroteans'1 )  not unlike himself. The DC that 
now took the reins of the state was undoubtedly a changed party, 
therefore - but it had not changed for the better. 

It is true that, in parallel, a political leadership with a different 
orientation advanced a few steps: Moro and Berlinguer. Nor was 
it just for show, since they shared a wish to look further ahead and 
to convert a provisional agreement born of need into a lasting, 
more substantial convergence. But, aside from the banal yet impor
tant fact that neither man had the skill or interest to make a real 
impact on government action, the dialogue between them gener
ated mutual liking and trust but ended only in postponements or 
half-agreements. There were two reasons for this. The first had to 
do with their asymmetrical functions in their respective parties. 
Berlinguer enjoyed unlimited trust in the PCI, which allowed him 
to make decisions when he liked, even when mistaken. Moro, on 
the other hand, had authority in the DC, but as a source of inspira
tion or a mediator. Two episodes clearly showed this asymmetry: 
Berlinguer's statement that he felt more secure in the Atlantic alii
a nee, wh i ch was accepted without rebuke, even though it was a 
d u bious  and gra tu itous remark; and Moro's speech in parliament 
a rrogant ly  defend ing those i m p l icated i n  the Lockheed scandaU 
The econd and mor i mport an t  reason for the stop-go dialogue 
w s t ha t  b t h  rn n look d fa r a h  ad,  l u t  in d i ffer nt d i rections . For 
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Moro, a period of cooperation with the PCI might lead to a new 
political order, in which the two main parties would democratically 
represent two alternative projects; whereas for Berlinguer it might 
pave the way for a compromise and a new social order, in which 
both the Communists and the Catholics would make a dynamic 
contribution. They were two different perspectives. One was 
meant gradually to bring about what the Centre Left had failed to 
achieve, implicitly accepting that the PCI, by far the largest force in 
the Left, had gone further than declaring autonomy from Moscow 
and respect for the Constitution to change its Communist identity, 
and adhere to the Western camp. The other emphasized an 'Italian 
road to socialism', however gradual, and the overcoming of the 
blocs. Both, however, were a question not just of words but of deep 
convictions, rooted in a history and shared by those whom the 
respective parties represented. A hasty political operation born of 
necessity was certainly not going to resolve the difference between 
the two conceptions; Moro's sincere but generic statement about 
the need for a 'third stage' or Berlinguer's more committed moves 
(his talk of 'austerity' or his letters to Monsignor BettazzP) fell on 
stony ground or, worse, gave rise to distortions and protests. 

So, what forces did the Left really have at its disposal to shape 
the action of such a skewed government? It did have two cards: a 
parliamentary presence reflecting its 4 7 per cent share of the vote, 
and the pressure in society of a trade union that had grown con
siderably in size and was united by agreement with other unions. 
But these two strengths showed cracks even before the Andreotti 
government took office, or immediately afterwards, and the new 
government later weakened them still more. 

The new political unity between Socialists and Communists, 
which had seemed to appear from nowhere and led to dissolution 
of the previous parliament, just as suddenly began to look precari
ous. The replacement of De Martino as leader with Bettino Craxi 
was conceived and presented as a necessary renewal after the PSI's 
defeat at the polls, and a sign of political autonomy to curb the 
excessive power of the two ma i n  parties - not as a ch a nge of line 
away from Left u n ity. A l a rge part of the Lom bardy Socia l i sts and 
even of De M a rtino's su pporters therefore went a long w ith it . But  

3 .  B t wc n 1 976 an  I 1 97H Bcr l ingu · r  I nd n 1 uh l i  · ·x ·hnnfl, • of I · t r  ·rs w i r h  
Monsignor lkr rnzi , t h  I i ho1 of lv r  n ,  1 I our  r l  • r ln r ion. I i p  h rw · ·n  CtHhol i · 
·isn nnd  M n rx ism . 
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Craxi, like Andreotti, was not a man of  straw: he  was a capable 
politician, with well-defined ideas of his own. Always a follower 
of Nenni, and of the kind of politics that Nenni had conducted 
during the Centre Left period, he thought of autonomy mainly in 
relation to the PCI rather than the DC. He was profoundly con
vinced that, in order to challenge the supremacy of the DC, it was 
first necessary to change the relationship of forces in the Left - and 
to this end the PSI had to edge away from the 'grand coalition'. He 
gradually carried this plan through as he consolidated his power in 
the party, cautiously, but without wavering or concealment. 

The situation was changing in the union movement too: its 
organizational strength had grown and held up in every sector, 
but the same could not be said of its determination and fighting 
capacity. The economic crisis made it more difficult for the rank 
and file to take the initiative in disputes, and when this happened 
the results were more meagre. To go beyond mere resistance, and 
to gain wider support among the workers as a whole, the union 
movement had to find a way of influencing economic policy, 
while the employers, for their part, needed the unions for a return 
to normal relations in the factory, as well as public funding for 
restructuring projects. The employers, though divided among 
themselves, had an effective resource for this kind of three-way 
bargaining: that is, their tried-and-tested affinity with the politi
cal layer already installed in government and the civil service, and 
the blackmail exercised by powerful international groups. The 
union movement, on the other hand, faced a particular difficulty. 
Objectively, it was no longer 'factory councils' and industry-wide 
structures but branch organizations that played the leading role. 
This changed things considerably. For, unlike in nearly every other 
country, these structures had deep roots in their respective areas 
and constituted a precious resource against craft or trade corpo
ratism, fostering unity among workers for common objectives. But 
their alignment with one or other of the rival national parties had 
long been a factor of d iv i s ion . The great wave of struggles in the 
1. 960s bad 1 d to the concl us ion of pacts, which in theory were 
oon mean t  to resu l t  i n  organ iza tiona l fus ion,  as in the case of the 

en i n  -r ing work rs. But in r a l i t y  t h i s  process had become stuck, 
i n · t h  n · t ior l f i ra t ions w r '  not i r  v:o lv  l in th d i a lectic 

b t w  n un i >n P I ra c 1 s • nu • trot omo 1s r. n k -· nd- f i l move
' ts l · I I r n f c  m <.1 t h  h i n k i t  H n I 1 ·r i > 1 1  Jf t l  m. i t  
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groups of  industrial workers . They tried to  replicate i t  by  setting 
up area councils and launching campaigns on housing and health
care issues, but this was not successful, either because of internal 
resistance or because of nervousness in the major political parties. 
They therefore built a top-down leadership that was vitiated by 
parity principles and distorted the balance of representativity in 
the real world. It also incorporated moderate social strata and, in 
some cases, clientelist relations, while bearing residual traces of 
past ideological conflicts. All this acted as a brake on the build-up 
of pressure when it was a question of coming into conflict with 
a 'friendly' government. On the other hand, even the most com
bative and radical sections, which had established their autonomy 
especially from the parties, distrusted any kind of dealings with 
political institutions (pansindacalismo ) .  

All  these problems might have been overcome if  there had been 
a reform-minded government in office, but the 'no no-confidence 
government', divided in its intentions, vague or evasive in its pro
gramme and policies, could only make them worse. In the name 
of trade union unity, any mediocre compromise could pass muster 
- and the most varied forms of dissatisfaction could appear among 
the workers. 

In conclusion, it seems clear to me that the political expedient 
devised as a first step to push the DC to the left, by handing it 
nearly all the levers of power, was doomed from the beginning, not 
only to fail but to facilitate a restoration of the old order. 

Buscar el Levante por el Poniente: seek the East by way of 
the West. Columbus's gamble succeeded in defiance of all logic, 
because he discovered not just a new wheel but a whole unknown 
continent, with only small numbers of hospitable inhabitants. It 
was altogether unlikely that the miracle would repeat itself here 
and now, when all the continents were known and presided over 
by people who would not be fobbed off with coloured beads. 

THE FAILURE OF THE GRAND COA LI TI ON 

The than three yea rs. 
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obviously reluctant to see them, or to accept their own responsibil
ity, but little by little they became convinced that 'things can't go 
on like this'. 

It is surprising that neither at the time nor later, neither inter
nally nor with one another, did the Left parties open a debate or 
engage in public reflection on the experience. Each went its merry 
way, preferring to gloss over what had happened. But gaps do not 
remain empty for long in the historical memory, especially when 
they relate to such stormy periods full of drama for all concerned. 

For a long time the gap was filled with a stream of personal testi
mony, partisan revelations, and special pleading that was unreliable 
as to the facts and their temporal sequence. Later, as always, the 
victors' memory took a more coherent shape, becoming the com
monly accepted version and gaining credence among intellectuals 
- easy to summarize in a few lines, which are now trotted out at 
every commemorative event or other opportunity. The 'grand coa
lition' of the 1970s is here touched up, domesticated and revalued. 
The whole brief experiment, it is said, was born of necessity, and 
if it was not handled well this is because the time was not yet ripe; 
there were therefore many misunderstandings and over-generous 
concessions to the DC, but also some positive results, because the 
arrangement gave support to democratic institutions at a time of 
danger and achieved some important reforms. It was interrupted 
by terrorism and the calamity of Mora's murder, which could 
perhaps have been avoided if more flexibility had been shown in 
the negotiations. The experiment might then have lasted longer 
and borne greater fruit, since the thinking behind it was good and 
reflected a historic process then under way - if only Berlinguer had 
revived it along the lines suggested by Craxi, instead of breaking 
it off prematurely, reasserting a specific Communist identity and 
sti ffening in his personal moralism. We would then have arrived 
earl ier and in better conditions at a democratic system in which 
Left and  Right a lternate i n  government, with the shared frame
work of a ca p i ta l ist soc iety and the Atlantic alliance. So, we should 
not ta J k of a d fea t, but  ra ther of a first step forward, still insuf
f l  · i ··n t ,  but  posit ive for the Left a n d  for everyone e lse. 

Su ·h an rg� 1 m  ' 1 1  ha ngs t og· t h  r, and of ourse i t  has had 
· ·s, b us i t  off •rs a I i . t or.i · J ba · I ground su i t-
n p > l i t i · I 1 1 . 1 w " l k  poi n t ,  p i, l l y  i n  

I f 1 ·•c.l h i  H , i. t h  t ' 1 1 1  r s 1 l i n n  · · 
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to real events or to persons living or  dead i s  purely coinciden
tal ' .  To convince ourselves of this, we need only recall the salient 
moments of these past decades, put them in a logical and temporal 
sequence, and add a few things that were not known at the time 
but have since come out (or which I have been able to gather from 
the archives or the disclosures of key players) .  The main require
ment is to have a nose for the truth, to be able to pick out the little 
grain of wheat from all the chaff. I admit that, both then and later, 
I too failed to take some accurate analyses into account. Having 
said straightaway that the strategy of the historic compromise 
was fundamentally mistaken, and having predicted its collapse all 
the more after 1 976, I took its eventual demise for granted - and 
therefore I failed to give sufficient thought to the particular form it 
took at government level. 

OMISSIONS, SILENCES AND LIES 

Our first modest step should be to clear the collective memory of 
gross errors of fact. Here are a few. 

1 )  It is evidently untrue that millions of people who, through 
their struggles and votes, made the PCI necessary for the govern
ment of the country were motivated simply by a desire to create 
the conditions for future 'alternation'. Even those convinced of 
the rightness of Berlinguer's project not only hoped for but willed 
a profound change in economic and social policy, and in Italy's 
international position, mode of governance and distribution of 
power. A compromise maybe - but not subaltern cohabitation. If 
anything, younger and more combative sections of the population, 
less accustomed to discipline and delegation, wanted to participate 
in decision-making and to see the results sooner rather than later. 
The mere sight of a monochrome DC government was therefore 
bound to turn enthusiasm and hopes into suspicion or watchful 
waiting. A moderate minority had chosen to vote l eft for the first 
time, with the idea that the PCI m ight he lp to bri ng back order 
and honesty, but  i n  the i r  way they too wan ted a new government 
capable of tak i ng d cis ions, not  t h  su btleties of  ' a y  one th ing 
and  then th  oppos i t '' .  I i sa 1 1  o i n t m  n t  b ga n t o  spread a t  one , 
a ar l y  s t h  • f st i v · I of L'Unita i n  S r t ·m l  r, wh •n B d ingu r 

fn : r ' ' I i< n t·r·y i ng I" >  s I I  c h  p;< v rnm r < t h  ·rowd 
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2)  I t  i s  not completely false, but marred by omissions, to  argue 
that objective factors made the 'no no-confidence government' 
inescapable. What this leaves out is that the objective necessities 
constrained the DC as well as the Left, since the conservative Right 
had already contributed to its tally at the polls, and the reactionary 
Right was no longer willing to offer its support without getting 
something in return. So what prevented the Left, united for once, 
from saying that if the emergency required a temporary grand 
coalition it would have to be a case of 'everyone in or everyone 
out' ? I agree that the DC would have found that hard to accept, 
and even that things would not have gone very far if it had, but 
its refusal would then have led to fresh elections and saddled it 
with the blame for the obstruction. It might be objected - and 
such arguments were heard in the PCI - that the Socialists would 
soon have wriggled out of their commitments. But that is not true, 
because De Martino, then still secretary of the PSI, had proposed 
such an approach immediately after the elections of 20 June: Lom
bardi had supported him, and Nenni had had nothing else to offer 
except a humiliating return to the failed Centre-Left experience. 
The turn in the PSI and Craxi's election took place afterwards, cor
responding to the formation of the monochrome DC government 
and Socialist fears of a stifling duopoly. 

3 )  The real 'necessity' lay elsewhere, in the American veto. This 
is a serious matter, because at other points in time, both before and 
after, it constituted a looming threat. But that was not the case in 
1976. The Americans had their own economic and political trou
bles: defeat in Vietnam, Nixon's impeachment, instability in Latin 
America and the Middle East, oil-price rises and the dollar crisis. 
In Europe there were the Portuguese revolution, the collapse of 
the colonels in Greece, the acute competition with newly emerging 
economies, Mitterrand's surprising re-launch of social democracy 
and  the Programme Commun with the PCF in France. This did 
n ot mean tha t  the top peop l e in Washington had lost interest in 
I t a l y, sti l l  less that they had dropped thei r opposition to the PCI's 
entry i nto gov rn men t; they conti n ued to exert official pressure, 
and  · nco u ra r d on or  t wo plots. But  i t  was sca rce l y  cred i b le that 
t l  y w r 1 l a n n i n g  a mor • ra d ica l i n t  ·rv ·n ion,  and  t he 'strategy 
of t ns ion'  h d 1 rov ·d ·ou n r  •q ro lu ·r i v · i t t h  •r d.  

) I t  i s  t l  >r<  1gh l  J l 'S i t I I  t , '  1p;g •s t t ha t  th  · i t  ·om i n ' 
n t  g t • Hm g i 1  1-4 i�-41 L t it g r< 1 . 1 l l i  ·:, i n 
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the period prior to its formation and take-off. In fact, the oppo
site is the case. In terms of method, the proposal of Andreotti as 
prime minister and the allocation of the key ministries pointed 
to an Andreotti-Dorotea coalition, rather than something more 
uniform. Moreover, since the choices could not be based on an 
explicitly agreed programme, nor on an explicit alliance with the 
PCI, they were thrashed out hour by hour around various tables, 
or more often around none, in confidential private meetings with 
go-betweens ( Chiaramonte, Barca, Di Giulio, Evangelisti4 and 
Galloni5) whose mandate was unclear. It was, and would remain, 
a common method: secret diplomacy instead of open dealings in 
front of the public. As to content, the immediate decision was to 
go for a major devaluation of the lira, perhaps inevitable by then, 
with its concomitant of steep price rises. And Andreotti added 
another item, not agreed upon with anyone: a decree-law sus
pending labour disputes at company level, partly eliminating wage 
indexation, and increasing certain charges that affected workers 
in particular. The Left parties and the unions opposed these meas
ures. The government then backtracked, but not completely, and 
the message got through to the factories; there were some spon
taneous strikes in the next few months, and a number of regional 
warning strikes. 

5) Soon afterwards, in February 1 977, a youth revolt flared up 
briefly. Opinion is still divided today about this movement, but in 
my view both sides are wrong. It is not true that it had the char
acter of a new '68,  nor that it represented a phenomenon that we 
have seen more recently in the peace and ecological movements 
and the movement against free-trade globalization. The differ
ences are clear from a number of facts. It was mainly a student 
protest movement in a period of general downturn, mostly driven 
by anger and disappointment, and kindling huge hopes for a new 
world. It was a mass movement, yet concentrated in a few areas of 
the country (big cities, but not a l l  of them : Rome, Bologna, Flor
ence and Turin ),  and a l though i t  l asted on ly  a few months it l eft 
deep marks on society. I ts hab i ta t  wa the u n i ver ity or the p iazza, 
but i ts soc ia l  base wa new and h 't rogeneous: var ious margi na l  

4.  Fn1 1 1 ·o Evrt l l f! ' l i s t i :  p ro m i n · t l t  i < H t rn n l isr n n  I I C pol i t i  · in n , · los<: to 
i\ n  lr ·ot l i  . 
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groups (unemployed youth, rank-and-file union act1v1sts in the 
railway and health sectors, jobless graduates) clustered together, 
or tried to cluster, around the students, whereas industrial workers 
were neither much in evidence nor the social subject centrally at 
issue in the protests; a major player that outlived them was the new 
radical feminism, although it was quite distinct, often contrary, in 
its aims, culture and political practices. As to the forms of struggle, 
total spontaneism alternated with a quasi-military organizational 
thrust. The movement was not only diverse but wide open, and 
therefore destined to fall apart - but also to shape lasting convic
tions in thousands of young people. I shall return to many of the 
issues and new social subjects that blossomed for the first time in 
the movement and largely outlived it (radical feminism, environ
mentalism, crisis of politics, critique of dogmatic ideologies and 
bureaucratic apparatuses), but at this point I wish to clarify its 
origins, the main dynamic in its evolution, and its impact on the 
overall political situation. Again a simple chronology of events will 
suffice, so long as we look beyond the media reports (al l  centred 
on spectacle) and filter the passionate memories of those directly 
involved. A genuine mass revolt suddenly exploded, seemingly 
by chance, on a precise day and at a precise place: the furious 
attack on the stand where Lama was trying to speak, without prior 
notice, at the occupied University of Rome.6 In order to under
stand this, we need to bear two key points in mind. The first is the 
formation of the Andreotti government and the subaltern role that 
the PCI had agreed to play in relation to it. A generation formed 
i n  the 'long '68 ' ,  which, despite the downturn, had prolonged it in 
other struggles (over housing, unemployment, the secret webs of 
t he 'second state', recurrent scandals left unpunished), experienced 
t h is  political solution not as a compromise but as a provocative 
piece of horse-trading. Such feelings were neither a product of 
' a rmed-struggle extremism' nor an indication of its strength, but 
w re sha red by the great majority of those who participated, in 
v a rious  w a y  a n d  for v a r ious  ends, in the Italian '77. The second 
po i n t, w h ose i m por ta nce is o ften over looked, is the crisis of the 
' N  ·w L ft' .  I t  is not t rue t ha t  the e x t ra -pa rl ia menta ry political 
f o m 1 a t ion s of t h  "' ea r l y  1 970s w ·rc hot-hea d ed groufJuscules, 

6. Lu · i no l .l\ 1 1 111, Hccr tllr)' of r h  ; i l l , from 1 970 to I \llln, w 1 s I r i ven from 
Rom L l l l i vt'rN i ty hy n·h�l l imiN Nt l l  !�n t H, when ht� t rlr I to mnl< 11 1 1  i l npm1 1 1 p t u 
N Jlt' ·h In t hr jl,r<HI I 1dN on 1 7 Fd lll!ry I \177, 
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destined to disappear and productive only of a diffuse irrationalism. 
Between 1969 and 1 972 they had played an important role among 
students and intellectuals and in a number of major factories. They 
were real organizations, with a trained cadre, several daily papers, 
and influence in the intellectual debate. They ran into difficulties in 
the downturn, because it dented the basic hope on which they had 
thrived: the hope that a revolution was imminent. This led to the 
disappearance of the smallest or most dogmatic groups, while the 
larger ones not only survived but tried to come seriously to grips 
with politics. They did not refuse to present a joint list for the elec
tions (which even the extra-parliamentary Lotta Continua insisted 
on joining):  it was a shaky coalition, but united around the call for 
a 'government of the Left'; in clear disagreement with the 'historic 
compromise', but not hostile to all institutions as such. 

The poor results of this initiative led Lotta Continua to divide 
irretrievably between feminists and proponents of armed strug
gle, and its leadership decided to dissolve the organization. Others 
remained in the field (11 Manifesto-PdUP, Avanguardia Operaia, 
MLS), trying to save the '77 revolt from a sterile counterposition 
between an alternative political course (now refuted by events) and 
an extremist will o' the wisp more and more tempted by violence. 
That this was not purely fanciful is shown by the often sharp clash ' 
between the two lines in much of the country; the extremist lurch 
was not at all a foregone conclusion and in many cases remained 
under control, partly because the Communist Youth agreed to 
enter into dialogue. But it was too little, too late. The PCI leader
ship was not exempt from blame: it again showed no preparedness 
to differentiate between the real risks of the youth revolt and the 
justified criticisms it had raised, and certainly not to correct any
thing in its own policy; it tarred everything to its left with the same 
brush, accusing the young rebels of being no more than 'hooli
gans, dyed- i n-the-woo l fasc i sts, col laborators with reaction'. The 
attack on Lama's stand was therefore fol l owed by a large demon
stration in Rome, a t  wh ich the ex t remist  w ing - now referred to 
genera l l y  as A u t onomia - not  on l y  prea ·h d armed struggle but 
took ommat I an  I a t r a  ·k · I t wo gl l l  sm i r h 's shops .  The pol i , or 
ro •u  · s ·rv i  · •s w i t h i n  i t , r r i · I  to l i Se: th opport u n i t y  for a head-on 
'OI L  1'01 11' <1 t i01 1 , 
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was a n  authoritarian state ruled by the PCI-DC duo, a t  d t hat 
this justified action by proletarian youth against a regime a l r  ady  
veering towards fascism. Some intellectuals in  Italy and France 
were seduced by the argument. But in Bologna the movement had 
rea lly been celebrating a rite of impotence, precisely on the ques
t ion of forms of struggle and violence, and it was not long before 
it fell apart. The consequences were momentous: an unbridgeable 
gu l f  between the PCI plus unions, and the section of young people 
who had opposed them; a crack in the forces that had tried to 
•scape the polarization (crisis in Avanguardia Operaia; a 'left' 

breakaway of PdUP from the group led by Vittorio Foa, and then 
n growing distance between PdUP and the journal out of which it 
had been born, Il Manifesto) ;  and a permanent milieu of comrades 
nnd  sympathizers who, unsure of what to do next, were tempted by 
armed struggle or a withdrawal from political activity - a potential 
ccruiting ground for terrorism. 

6) It is not true that the working class remained solidly behind 
t he Party, the union and the government supported by them. In 
fact, what should have been worrying was that the opposite was 
the case. I am not speaking of a revolt, but certainly of unease and 
1/,I'OWing discontent. On 24 January 1 978, in a long interview in La 
l<epubblica, Lama offered the government a three-year truce on 
un ion wage demands, partial de-indexation, and a right to lay off 
'the several tens of thousands of workers who are actually surplus 
t o  factory requirements' .  Berlinguer (let alone the workers) had 
l lOt  been consulted, and he made a non-public protest. Lama then 
Nt' l l t  a note of disavowal to the paper, but it did not change the 
Nu hsta nce .  Moro himself let it be known that he was surprised 
hy Lama's offer, and he thought it would be an obstacle to PCI 
N I I J  1 ort for a political turn. Nevertheless, a General Meeting of the 
1 rnJc u n ions took place at the EUR centre in Rome on 14 Febru
'' ry. · rh word 'general' here is rather a euphemism, since in reality 
it wn s a jo in t  m et i ng of the leadership councils of the union feder
n t ions, ·x pa nded to inc l ude a n u m ber of specially invited workers. 
' l 'hr o ffers mad to tb gov rn ment were the same as Lama's, with 
,, I i i i i · v ·rbal so ft 1 i n  ( l a bo u r  f l -x ibi l i t y  instead  o f  lay-offs) .  The 
1 1 1 1 i ( ) 1 1  I .  · f t  (Tr n t i t , :an i t i )  r l u  ·tan t l y w n t  a long w i th it, in 
rrl ll l'l l  for ·om m i  I nt by t h I t i  s nd r rli I nt to d ra w  u p  
11 · t 1 l  ru · ur i  1 g I I 1 1  l · e 1 1 ! m 11 t i 1 1  n r I 

nd  t f I H I  i ·e t i t  w s r r  c.l d f r 
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the uncertain, as we can see from what became of the sectoral 
plans. In any event, the workers made a last offering of trust: they 
gave up sectoral struggle in support of an industrial restructur
ing that would provide jobs and investment not funded mainly 
through their own sacrifices. They did get something: irrigation 
aqueducts in a few regions of the South. All the rest remained on 'l 
paper. So, on 2 December 1 978, when the national engineering 
negotiations provided an opportunity, a large demonstration of 
workers marched past PCI headquarters on Botteghe Oscure - this 
time not only to give greetings but to protest. 

7) Berlinguer was aware of all this: he could not have been oth
erwise. He wrote to Moro (and hence to Andreotti) with a clear 
and unequivocal message: 'Things cannot go on like this. We have 
to go beyond the no non-confidence government. There must be 
a real coalition of which the PCI is an explicit part - a coalition 
with a well-defined programme. A clarification and a choice are 
necessary.' As usual, only part of the message got through; every
one agreed that there should be a discussion of programme, and 
that this should be publicly announced. The discussion dragged on 
for weeks and ended in a vague formula that satisfied no one. Yet, 
like it or not, everyone signed up. The real stumbling block was 
whether everyone who was supposed to implement the common 
programme should also have a place in the government. Was this 
a sine qua non or was it not? It is not easy to give a simple answer, 
because there was real uncertainty on either side. Many in the PCI � 
leadership were opposed to an ultimatum, and Berlinguer accepted � 
a provisional compromise: for now we'll step up our criticism of 
the government. He went to parliament in person to step it up, so 
sharply that Andreotti felt compel led to resign, without knowing 
what other government might be formed. In private and confiden
tia l ta l ks (but  th i s  t ime a l so i n  a pub l ic speech at Mantua) ,  Moro 
sa i d  that be now p r ona l l y  considered the PC I  to be a democratic 
force worthy of a d i r ct p lace i n  gov rn ment, but that he was not 
yet i n  a pos i t i o n  t o  Y a i n  DC a pp rova l  for i t .  The ta lks  therefore 
end ·d by posq on i n  a f i na l d · i s ion u n t i l Andr  otti appea red 
'l i n  i n  pa rl iam , n t  w i t h I is pror os I m i n i  t rs. Th is  lea v s a  gr y 
·u ·a on w h i  ·h I ,  a t l ·nsr , n m  u na l l ·  co sl · I  fu r t h  r l igh t .  M a n y  

I' � h · M >r' p n r  h • · d y ·  r ry i r g to ·onv i n  · t h  
l ; N 1 · i l t t I > f  f< rm I 1 t�·li 
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who was present at the meeting, claims in his memoirs to know 
for sure that Moro privately told Andreotti to do the opposite 
( t hat is, to form a government not to the PCI's liking), since, with 
t he Lockheed scandal still raging, the main danger was of a revolt 
wi thin the DC. The fact remains that the new government was, 
if possible, worse than the previous one, and that when the PCI 
leadership saw the list of ministers it moved towards withdrawing 
irs support. I have gone into these details to make it clear that, on 
t·hat fateful morning of 1 6  March 1978 (the morning when Moro 
was kidnapped),  the 'grand coalition' was already in an irrevers
i b le  crisis. 

8) It is therefore a deliberate falsehood to claim that a difficult 
hut fruitful experiment was stopped in its tracks by the kidnap
! ing and murder of Aldo Moro. The opposite is the truth. That 
iniquitous act helped to prolong for more than a year a 'grand 
·oa l ition' government that was by then on its last legs. During 
that time the political conditions were assembled for a rerun of the 
( :entre Left. 

These facts are so obvious that it would seem pointless to enter 
i nt o the tangle of confessions, memoirs, court proceedings and 
pn rl iamentary enquiries that have multiplied in connection with 
t ha t  dramatic event. Out of scruple I did read much of this mate
r i n l ,  and came away with certain convictions. First of all, some 
ov ·r l ooked but important questions emerge from the verified facts 
-- i m portant both for an assessment of what happened and for 
dn riflcation of its darker side. Why did the kidnapping and espe
d n l l y  the killing happen, when it was perfectly clear to everyone 
t ha t  t he 'grand coalition' was done for? What interest might 'dark 
for ·cs' opposed to Communist participation in government have 
lw I i n  encouraging or provoking the crime? Why did the Red 
l\r ig; 1  les, whose a im it was to destabilize the system and to increase 
t hc i  r own base of su pport, k i l l  Moro after a long and risky period 
of ·on f 1n · men t du r i ng wh ich they had wrung from him various 
i l ln i m i na t ing  stat · m n ts and  c red i b le reve lations? Why did they 
von · ·a l and  d t roy t h  · m ost  sh ock ing parts of the material from 
l h l' i l" i n t  •rroga t ions o f  M oro ? How a re we to xpl a i n  the care
l t·ss n n  I i n  ·fh i n t n : 1 1  n . ,. in w h i  ·h t h  · st a t e  appa ratuse h a d  
I t• ·n ·om b t i 1  'ITOI' i:m n n  I n o w  ·o t frot t I i ts most  da ng r
o I N  { 1 · t t i  n s > f ? WI y J i  t l  · ' to ugh 1  . ' l i  · � h ·J I y a l l  
1 h 1 1 t 1 n t i  . i v i .  i {  1 1 1 I 1 1  1 i · i< 1 1  mon 
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them, instead of producing greater unity? I would not presume to 
provide exhaustive answers to these questions, and I do not think 
that anyone else will be able to, until many skeletons have come 
out of the cupboard. But a few things can be said and proven. 
As far as the Red Brigades are concerned, it is absurd to suggest 
that they had long been the expression or instrument of a grand 
plot by other reactionary forces. Tens or hundreds of individuals 
- if we include those arrested plus new recruits - do not kill hun
dreds of (often blameless) individuals, or prepare to die or spend 
their life in prison, unless they have a strong ideological identity 
to sustain them; nor can they live alongside one another for years 
in a closely knit, commune-type organization without realizing 
that they are being used for other ends. Equally groundless and 
misleading, however, is the idea that the Red Brigades were born 
and degenerated as part of a PCI 'family album' - that is, that we 
already know everything there is to know about them. The PCI 
can be reproached with many things, including its former integra
tion of armed insurrection into revolutionary strategy; but never in 
the long history of Communism, anywhere in the world, can it be 
said that it was soft on terrorism - that is, on violent action outside 
the context of a people's war and broad mass support. The group 
behind the Red Brigades, throughout its existence, never had any 
leaders or activists who had come out of that historical experience: 
most lacked a political background, either personally or through 
their family, and very many had roots in the Catholic movement. 
So, how did the group originate? What was and remained its 
founding element? This is well known. The organization appeared 

J.· .. ·� ... · •. ··• 
late in the day, in comparison with the real social conflicts of the 

. 
1960s, to which it paid limited attention and from which it soon 
separated itself. Its ideology was that of the Latin American guer-

...• � .• �.·. rilla foco (when Castro had already dropped it, and Guevara ' had died an isolated death trying to revive it); and its decision to 
opt for an underground mode of organization in 1970 froze that 
ideology in ever more delirious form. It is not true that organiza-
tion is always the product of ideology; it can and does happen 
the other way around. To grasp the mechan i sm, one has on l y  to 
read the autobiogra ph ies of France ch in i ,  Cu rc io and Morett i .7 A 

7. A l b  r to  Fran b i n i  and R n a t o  ' ut·  io: t h  found  rs of t he R d Brigad . 
Ma rio MOl' t ti was h nJ of t h  op ror ionul  grol l p  ,. spons i b l ·  for Moro's k id nnp-
1 i ng f i nd  · mrin 1 nt. 
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clandestine existence, especially i n  a small isolated group, shapes 
the ideas in people's heads. A life apart, the imperative of secrecy, 
the constant danger, the use of weapons and exemplary gestures 
to communicate a message to the people; the need to select targets 
commensurate with one's strength more than with their guilt, to 
keep raising one's sights to increase the impact, and to recruit 
new members to make up for losses: all this produces an extreme 
variant of the guerrilla foco and makes the organization itself 
increasingly self-referential, so that its analysis of reality becomes 
d istorted and instrumental. This explains much about the Moro 
case. For the Red Brigades, it was not mostly about destabiliza
tion of the state and the political establishment (this was, in their 
view, anyway inevitable) ;  their main aim was to give a display of 
strength that would win over a good number of the militants who 
had been wavering since '77, and eventually persuade the masses 
of the utility of armed struggle. Something like that did happen 
after the Moro kidnapping: an impromptu formation of new 
armed groups, one-off assassinations. Any real accommodation, 
not recognizing them but ratifying their organizational credibility, 
could easily have triggered a barbarous escalation. 

These points by no means exclude the possibility that the Red 
Brigades were infiltrated and corrupted, but they do reduce its sig
n i ficance and provide the key for a partial but convincing reading. 
No underground group is impervious to penetration: that was 
shown clearly enough in the PCI and the anti-fascist movement, 
as well as among anarchists and the Carbonari secret societies of 
the early nineteenth century. In the case of the Red Brigades, we 
may mention some of the clearest evidence. A first clue was the 
arrest of their two leaders, Curcio and Franceschini, at Pinerolo 
in 1 974: an anonymous telephone call warned of a trap twenty
fou r  hours before, but the information was not passed on to them. 
Th is showed a number of things: obviously that the organization 
rou ld be penetrated , not even by some James Bond but by a shady, 
stl un l i d  cha racter l i k e  Frate M i tra ;8 obviously too that it  did not 
hn vc ·hannels of protection and internal communication for emer
IJ,t" l l  ·y s i tuat ions; probab l y  t hat  th r were and rema ined police 
t•o l l n l o ra t ors in i ts ra n k s; an I proba b ly  t h at  t h  a i m  o f  the state 

uuonym of S i l v  I () li mm. u i r  ·t ly I on i l  I fol' t h  
: I l l' · i > n l F nt n  · Nd in i . 



2 8 8  THE TAI L O R  O F  U L M  

apparatuses was not to nip the terrorist phenomenon in the bud, 
but to freeze it and operate selective arrests, in order to deprive it of 
an accomplished leadership and encourage its further descent into 
militarization. That is what happened until the killing of Moro. 

A second indication, much more important but difficult to deci
pher, concerns the Moro case itself. Let us pass over the form of 
the kidnapping: that is, the fact that, at the height of the terror
ist wave, the protection given to the country's top leader was so 
ineffectual that he followed the same schedule every morning, trav
elling the same route without any surveillance of the surrounding 
area. The crux of the matter lies elsewhere. In relation to the Red 
Brigades: the location of their operational base within easy reach 
of the SISMI;9 the 'lucky' and needless discovery of their hideout 
at via Gradoli; the final harrowing decision to execute Moro, when 
he had already 'talked' and an attempt to negotiate was dividing 
the government; and, above all else, the non-publication of the 
disclosures that had already been torn from him. In relation to the 
Italian state: infiltrators who suddenly disappeared or went silent; 
the farce of the Lago della Duchessa;10 the stenographic records 
of interrogations that remained for years in via Montenevoso,11 
before being seized and censored by the Carabinieri, then hidden 
away instead of released to the courts. Although some suspicions 
remain unproven, one conclusion seems clear. There was a more 
or less conscious convergence of two tendencies in the Moro case: 
the Red Brigades - which not by chance divided from that point 
on, and dissolved after a desperate flurry of senseless, random exe
cutions - placed the search for a spectacular outcome above any 
political rationality; while the state needed, not, of course, to have 
Moro kidnapped, but to avoid the consequences of what he had 
already said or what he might say or do if he were freed (Andreotti 
later frankly admitted that Moro at large could have caused a lot of 
trouble) .  Craxi, on the margins, without ever taking responsibility 
for a practical suggestion, adopted a 'humanitarian' discourse to 

9. SISMI: Servizio per le Informazioni e Ia Sicurezza Militare, Italy's reorgan
ized military intelligence agency, active from 1 977 to 2007. 

10. An initial communique, purported ly from the Red Brigades, stated that 
Moro's body lay in the L ::tgo del la Duchessa on the border of Lazio and A bruzzo; 
soon a fterward it was foun I in a parked :H in cen t ra l  Rome. 

1 1 . Via Mont •n  •voso: lo at ion of  on · of t h  · main s ·cr· ·t bases of th · R ·d 
Rr ign l ·s, in M i lnn,  l i s  ·ov ·r ·d in 1 '7!l. 
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attack the PCI's 'toughness' and to stress the freedom-loving char
acter of the new PSI. We can now understand better why the Moro 
case not only sealed the end of an alliance, but worked against the 
PCI and contributed to the development of a new political order. 
It also underlined the gravity of the Party's failure to have ever 
adequately tackled the 'dual state', before it went on to play a role 
in supporting the government. 

It is therefore not false but completely inaccurate to say that the 
formal break-up of the 'grand coalition' was decided by the PCI 
in an overhasty and dramatic manner. In fact, if we consider the 
dates and the archive material, the opposite seems to be the case 
- and I must say this even if I do not like it. On 7 January 1979 
Berlinguer drew his conclusions and proposed to the Party leader
ship that the experience of the grand coalition should be called 
off. Pertini 12  tried to patch things up by giving a post to La Malfa, 
but the attempt failed because no one believed in such things any 
more. When a proposal for a DC-PSI-PSDI government then failed 
to gain acceptance in parliament, it was agreed to call new general 
elections. On 30 March, at the Fifteenth Congress of the PCI, 
Berlinguer finally said straight out that 'the PCI will remain in 
opposition to any government that excludes it', but he also con
firmed that a 'broad agreement' was the objective for which the 
Party should fight. With this line the PCI went to the polls on 20 
June, and it alone paid the price for the common failure. It lost 
4 per cent of its vote, most notably in working-class areas and 
among young people. But the election result as such did not signify 
a general shift to the right: the DC, PSI and the far Right gained 
vi rtually nothing, while the PCI's losses benefited the various other 
l i sts on the Left, particularly favouring the Radicals and the PdUP 
( left alone and bereft of a paper, and generally given up for dead) .  
The real defeat of the PCI was political, and it fully came to light 
i n  the subsequent months. Craxi's Socialist Party did not merely 
accentuate its distance from the PCI, but made its ideological turn 
c:xp l ic i t  (a more pronounced break with Marxism than in other 
socia l-democratic partie , in the implau s i b le name of Proudhon, 
to pu t  t he whole past h istory of I ta l ian  Socia l ism behind it) and 
pc:r f ormecl a radi  ·a l sh i ft i n  pol i t i  al st rategy (a competi t i ve but  

1 2 . A I  � H  ndro ( '. nnd o') P rr i n i : .  · 1dn l i NI It'll I r· n n 1 1 n·sid nt of d1l' R ' I u h l i  · 
f r·on1 I 7H ro I YH5 .  
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permanent coalition with Christian Democracy in government) .  
The DC congress, for its part, toppled Zaccagnini13 and entrusted 
the party to Flaminio Piccoli and Arnaldo Forlani;14 it also approved 
a binding document whose preamble ruled out any agreement to 
govern with the PCI. One of those involved in the turn - indeed, 
its metteur en scene - was Donat-Cattin: I mention this because he 
had kept a special relationship with the CISL and ACLI, and paved 
the way for a growing rift among the union federations. Only in 
1980 did Berlinguer decide on a truly radical turn, receiving wide 
support among the Party rank and file but also encountering strong 
resistance at the top, which Amendola, as usual, was the first to 
express clearly in an article in Rinascita that caused quite a stir. It 
took particular issue with 'all the concessions made to extremism 
since 1968' .  

1 3. Benigno Zaccagn in i :  one of  the founders of Christian Democracy and  
national secreta ry from 1 975 to  1 980. 

1 4. F laminio Picco l i :  nat iona l s ·  ret a ry of th DC from '1 9HO to '1 982. A rna ldo 
For l a n i :  l 1·i · f ly  J C pr i m · m i n is t  r in  1 980- 1 , t h  •n v i · ·1 r ·micr  i n  th  � t wo Cra x i  
�ov ' 1' 1 1 1 1 1cn ts of  r h  · 1 9HO . 
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What Was Brewing in Italy 

In my long discussion of the 1970s, I have concentrated on events 
that dominated the political scene and paid little or no attention 
to latent, irregular tendencies that were just starting up and would 
only later acquire decisive importance. 

THE D OWNWARD MIRACLE 

The first such tendency concerns the form of the economic crisis 
in Italy and the role played by capitalist power. Here we must first 
clear up some misunderstandings about the course of events and 
their actual conclusion and long-term consequences. 

To speak of economic crisis in Italy is not to speak of perma
nent recession or structural immobility, devoid of alternatives. The 
statistics bear this out. National income continued to grow in the 
1 970s, with various ups and downs but at an annual average of 
3 .7  per cent: nearly half the rate of the 1960s, and still higher than 
in other large European countries (France 2 .8  per cent, Britain 1 . 8  
per cent) .  O n  the other hand, i t  should not b e  overlooked that, 
a lthough Italy was generally less advanced and internally much 
more uneven, it had considerable unexploited resources, and even 
i ts backward regions m ight become a resource if properly used. 

L t u ta ke  a few examples. The tax burden was still below 30 
p r cen t of GDP ( 1 0 to 1 5 per  cent less than in other advanced 

un t ri ), and  t h  r for off r d on iderab le  scope for revenue 
i1 r a · . M r ov r, a I hou h I t  ly wa · n a verag a poor 
• )U i l  y, n t s v i ng. r c  c d 20 p r • nt f f i l y  in om ( I  
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than in  Japan, but more than in  other advanced countries ) .  The 
question was how these reserves should be tapped and how they 
could be most usefully invested. Large-scale industry, both private 
and public, had the capacity, knowledge and potential to keep 
pace with the new technological leap visible on the global horizon. 
This was true of many sectors: electronics and home computing 
(Olivetti) ;  chemicals, both basic and refined, and pharmaceuticals 
(ENI, Montedison); fossil and alternative energy (ENEA); perhaps 
high-grade steel and new shipbuilding methods. Even agriculture, 
more mechanized and less fragmented than in the past, might 
underpin a modern quality-food industry; the artistic and natural 
heritage, if properly managed, could sustain an orderly tourist 
influx; the construction industry had scope for new housing and 
urban redevelopment on land cleared by public intervention; and 
the rail system was suitable both for workers and for companies 
in general. 

None of this was 'beyond reach', but it required courageous 
structural reforms, coherent planning, efficient public adminis
tration and far-sighted entrepreneurs. The road taken was quite 
different, however, owing both to policy defects and to the obtuse
ness of the employers. 

The first clear sign that the employers were not up to the tasks 
came in 1970, even before the international crisis began. In their 
response to the struggles of '69, the main idea was that the block 
on development that needed to be removed post-haste was the 
wage rises being won by the workers. I was not among those on 
the far Left who thought the incipient crisis was purely an inven
tion of the employers, still less among those in the PCI who fretted 
that the middle layers were being squeezed out of the spoils. The 
rises in wage costs for large firms had been consistently above 1 9  
per cent, and disputes then under way were spreading this level 
to other firms and depleting the reserves for self-financing. But 
the importance given to these figures, and the typical responses 
to them, were false, one-sided and fanciful: false because the 
unusually high increases were due to compression over a period 
of decades and, even now, wage costs remained below those in 
Italy's competitors; one-sided because the legacy of '69 was not 
so much high wage demands as a cha l l enge to work i ng condit ions 
and factory despoti m, and becau the workers ne ded to pay for 
ess nti I n w n d (h u i ng, transport , h a l t h  ar ) n t ov r d 

'· I 
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by public expenditure; and fanciful because the accumulated 
strength of the unions and factory councils, now backed up by the 
Labour Statute, would not permit wage cuts or a drastically higher 
intensity of work. Between 1970 and 1 973 the number of hours 
lost in strikes was close to the level of previous years, and a rise in 
absenteeism occurred if a strike failed or was repressed. Unlike in 
1 964-5, then, head-on confrontation was even more damaging to 
the employers than it was to the workers. 

Spurred on by the election advance of the Right, the govern
ment tried to give a helping hand to extremist tendencies among 
the bosses - the 'Decretone' raising public charges was beginning 
to have an inflationary effect - but, despite everything, industrial 
output continued to grow in 1 970 because of earlier investment. In 
1 971, however, the wind began to change a little as the utilization 
level of industrial capacity declined. 

It should be said that the union movement - or, rather, its most 
advanced sections - showed greater far-sightedness than the gov
ernment, parties or bosses in the new conditions. Without bowing 
to diktat or simply going onto the defensive, they put forward 
a new kind of struggle and new priorities for action. Inside the 
factory, they concentrated on quality demands (a single pay scale, 
job designation, 1 50 hours a year for further education) rather 
than the wage chase; outside it, they developed new organiza
tional forms (neighbourhood committees) to fight for social needs 
across the board, uniting different occupational groups, North 
and South, employed and unemployed, and appealing to non
parasitic middle layers. The union federations accepted this line, 
but showed little conviction or readiness to support it, while the 
political parties, including the PCI, saw it as poaching on their ter
ritory and remained indifferent. Everyone spoke of 'a producers' 
pact', but the unions did not have the strength to impose it, while 
the employers were not willing to concede anything that affected 
their interests, their political allegiances (the DC) or their social 
c la im on revenue. 

Now began a second phase, whose importance has escaped eve
ryone. A fter the end of the gold-dol l a r  sta n dard and the ensuing 
c u rT n y fl u tua t ions,  and  ·spec i a l ly a ft r the oi l price hikes, the 
gov rn m n t  i n  R om - t ha t  is ,  t h  · D ' - u n d  r rood that po l icy 
ri i d i  y f I u s  a h •ad -< n ·o n f n ntat ion w i t h  la bour w r ·  not nough 

d r  s. t h  ·om t l • i t i  · .  of n 1 1  u ·h wi  I · i : i s .  A n w s nson 
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therefore opened with the Colombo government, 1 supported by 
the PSI; it too ended in failure, but not without leaving traces of a 
'mongrel reformism', as its opponents called it. This would char
acterize the running of the economy throughout the decade: no 
'historic compromise', but an assortment of compromises, often 
with a sting in their tail . A section of the employers went along 
with it, setting clearly defined limits, while another tried sabotage 
by means of capital flight and an investment strike ( 'the horse 
won't drink', it was said at the time) .  

What were the reforms, then? It would be a mistake to underes
timate them. Some were substantial, especially those which directly 
affected the economic system but offered the opposition something 
at institutional level in return for greater moderation: the creation 
of regional authorities all over the country; the law on referen
dums; uniform and compulsory education for all up to the age of 
fourteen; the establishment of a Constitutional Court; a require
ment for all local authorities to draw up regulatory plans; a reform 
of the tax system. All these provisions were stipulated under the 
Constitution, but had always been left in suspense. It was no small 
matter to achieve their introduction: they were stepping stones 
towards a wide-ranging participatory democracy in which a new 
economic policy might also come into play. But here too all was 
not clear, as we may see from the fate of two important reforms. 
1 )  The establishment of regional authorities was not accompanied 
with a decentralization of ministerial powers, a precise definition 
of what was actually delegated to them, or even direct responsibil
ity for their budget. So, whereas some regions tried to emulate the 
German Lander, a larger number were dragged down the 'Sicil
i an road' (that is, major central funding for aid programmes plus 
rampant political favouritism) . 2) The reliance on indirect taxation 
was replaced with a system centred on decidedly progressive per
sonal taxation. However, the assessment and deduction of income 
tax at source mainly affected dependent labour, while all other 
types of income had many ways of escaping the net; the fixed rate 
for a l l  income from financial assets meant that many were able to 
a vo id  the progress ive ca le  to which they wou ld otherwise have 
b en u bj ct. Th tota l y ie ld therefore remained l imi ted, and the 

I by E m i l io ·;oloml o, i n  ofn ·c from A ugust 1 970 
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redistributive effect turned into its opposite (workers paid a higher 
share of their income than their bosses) .  

The worst aspect of  'mongrel reformism' was most apparent in 
other areas of social and economic policy. New institutions (GEPI, 
EFIM, EGAM2) were created to channel massive grants to state 
industries or loans to private ones, with no aim or constraint other 
than to rescue ailing firms (the socialization of losses) or temporar
ily to boost employment in depressed regions by means of giant 
factories that lacked markets and had no lasting effect on the sur
rounding economy. The government, or the parties supporting it, 
then chose directors to head all the firms or consortia - men who 
often migrated to and fro between the public and private sector 
(Cefis being a typical example3 ) .  This was the triumph of what 
a brilliant little book dubbed the 'employer breed',4 referring to 
the pernicious interlocking of public and private in key positions 
in the economy. 

In the short term, this economic policy served to stimulate 
demand and output and partly to protect employment and wages. 
In the medium term, however, it produced not only a rising public 
debt but a further degeneration of the public sector, which in the 
past had played a role in promoting growth. In short, it was a muti
lated and perverse Keynesianism: Keynes's paradox (public deficit 
spending to kick-start growth, digging holes and filling them in) was 
applied literally, with no guarantee that it would result in growth 
capable of absorbing the deficit and creating stable employment. 
The employers not only tolerated this policy but actively exploited 
it to their advantage, as a well to draw from and an instrument 
for binding the public and private sectors together. Even the wider 
negative consequences of this policy - inflation and currency deval
uation - suited the most powerful party to it ( large-scale industry),  
by promoting exports, cutting real wages, facilitating layoffs, and 
even reducing their past debt in real terms. 

2.  GEPI: Societa per le Gestioni e Partecipazioni Industriali; EFIM: Ente 
Pa rteci pazioni e Finanziamento lndustrie Manifatturiere; EGAM: Ente Gestione 
A tt i v i ta Minerarie . 

3 .  Eug n i o  Cef is: ad v i  er to A G I P, h a i rrnan of E N I  and Montedison, involved 
w i t h  t h  Propaganda Du sc ret masonic lodge, who suddenl y  left the public scene 
in 1 977 a n d  went to l i ve in S w i t z  r land. 

4. Razza padro11a - Stol'ia dell t horghcsia di stato ( M i la n : F l t r in I I i , 1 974): 
r i t lc o f r o1 i ·u l ex t o l y 1"1 two H , , ;o fi�o�ur  H i n l" hc we ldy J ,'J�stn·esso, Eug n i o  
S · l fn t·i n I : iuN  1 1 Tu tmi . 
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But it could not last. In 1974-5 inflation rose above 20 per cent, 
and the devaluation of the lira jumped to 1 6  per cent. Wage indexa
tion was by now greatly reduced for workers, but the middle layers 
(especially the increased numbers in public employment) also suf
fered; internal demand shrank, and companies felt the effects; the 
crisis was turning into a recession. All this was reflected in the 
political balance of forces, as the election results of 1975 showed. 

In the brief interlude between the Centre Left government and 
the 'no no-confidence government', two serious attempts were 
made to reach a direct compromise between capital and labour: 
the Lama-Agnell i  agreement on ful l  wage indexation and flat-rate 
adjustments for all workers, and the government-backed agree
ment on more extensive temporary redundancy payments. The 
core of both these agreements was well-intentioned, and in fact 
Agnelli, the chairman of Confindustria, was sharply criticized 
then and later by other employers. But on closer inspection things 
are not so clear. The indexation agreement did seriously protect 
wage-earners, especially the weaker categories, but - and this was 
a grave omission - it ignored the immediate effects of taxation 
on cost-of-living rises. At the same time, the principle of flat-rate 
adjustments, in a future context of galloping inflation, threatened 
an excessive levelling of wages and offered the employers scope 
for making bonuses dependent on the behaviour of individual 
workers, thereby opening cracks in the workforce and facilitating 
an eventual attack on wage indexation in general. As for the wider 
use of temporary redundancy payments, this too was originally a 
good idea. It protected surplus workers during changeovers to new 
technologies and products, on the assumption that they would 
return to the workforce at a later date. This presupposed that the 
redundancies in question really would be linked to a restructuring 
that did not permanently cut the workforce, and that they would 
therefore affect all workers in turn - but the problem was that 
the source of funding, the central state, did not insist on either of 
these conditions. On the contrary, lay-off periods became longer 
and longer, there was no talk of job rotation, and the redundancy 
fund effectively became a form of unemployment benefit, while  
the recipients prepared to take work e lsewhere at lower rates 
or off the books .  The two sp ci .fic compromise cou ld  therefore 
fu n tion e i th r a a way  for ·a p i t  I t o  on t i n ue with i t  pr v iou  
� o l i  · i  s,  r '< 1 1 i n  t h  f u l l  I n f i r  f :n ·u ·r u r i J  < J n  l o fAoad ing  t h , 
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costs onto the state, or a s  the starting point for a genuine turn in 
economic policy. 

So, the crunch came after many resources had been used up and 
no counter-cyclical measures would have been sufficient. It was 
necessary to look further ahead, to develop a new power structure 
and a new growth model. The major capitalist countries (USA, 
Japan, Germany, France, Sweden and, more slowly, Britain) became 
aware of the problem and took steps to solve it, on different roads, 
at different paces and in line with different class orientations. But 
all imposed or promoted an element of 'virtuous' synergy between 
public intervention and strong powers in the economy. The idea 
that 'neoliberal globalization' arose spontaneously out of market 
laws is a fable spun in the capitalist heartlands. 

In Italy, more than anywhere else, the economic crisis called for 
structural reforms, a new institutional structure and a new plan 
to ensure that it did not end in decline. Yet no one tried to do 
what was necessary to achieve these. I have already referred to the 
programmatic deficiencies involved in the 'historic compromise', 
and to the wall the DC placed in the way of genuine reforms. 
But, as often happens in history, there was also a strong dose of 
misfortune: chance had it that the election victory which made it 
impossible to govern without the Communists, and the short-lived 
unity of the Left, coincided with the height of the economic crisis, 
making the choices more urgent and difficult. The employers also 
bore a heavy responsibil ity, both because of their long tradition 
of obtuseness and because of the new corporate interests they 
were defending. In fact, there was a glimmer of insight on their 
part that it was necessary to choose between continuity and risky 
innovations. This makes me think of a curious episode, which has 
remained secret until recently and is absent from all the records. 
On the initiative of the National Unity governments, Guido Carli, 
the new head of Confindustria, asked for a face-to-face meeting 
with Luigi Longo, whose authority and independent judgement 
he knew from experience. Surprisingly, however, Carli was not 
asking the PCI to swallow new workers' sacrifices or a general cut 
in soc ia l  spending. 'Short-term measures or special assistance are 
no long r enough,' he a i d .  ' Either you Communists manage to 
br i ng om mora l i t y  i n to o i a l  spend ing, and  pub l i c  admin istra-
ion, push h rou I a s t r i t but ffi · i n t  ·onom i po l icy, and get 

ri l of p > l i  i · I I i ·I I ·k s, >r r l  • 's n > •a ·on why a · rta i n 1 a rt 
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of the country should accept your participation in government.' 
Of course, what he meant by 'bringing in morality and efficiency' 
was different from what the Left understood by such words, but 
he recognized that the problem was to get out of the swamp by 
making a break with the past. If, as Barca writes, Longo listened 
with 'irony in his eyes', it was for a different reason. For what 
Carli said was completely contradicted by what the employers had 
been saying and doing every day. The signals were crystal-dear. 
The Agnelli family itself had become involved in politics for the 
first time (Umberto standing for the DC in an election campaign 
mainly designed to keep the Communists out of power; Susanna 
for the Republicans, at a time when La Malfa was undertaking to 
legalize the secret financial backing by oil men) .  The main dailies, 
like Montanelli, urged readers 'to hold their nose and vote DC'. 
The employers spoke perfectly calmly about the Sindona case,5 
the Banco Ambrosiano6 and later P-2, in which many of them 
were implicated. The parliamentary term witnessed resistance to 
a real reform of town planning; full-scale polemics against public 
industry deficits, but not against the stream of credit facilities and 
the building of 'desert skyscrapers'; a failure to campaign for a 
higher scientific research budget in the face of a brain drain and 
reliance on the purchase of foreign patents; a reorganization of big 
private finance in line with the elite 'Chinese box' model, to which 
top members of the 'employer breed' also had access. Scalfari's 
preaching was good (see p. 268) ,  but the Italian big bourgeoisie as 
a whole did not practise it. In fact, in the National Unity period, 
economic policy continued in much the same way as before: gen
erous public deficit spending, to prop up ailing companies and 
to reduce the social impact on those able to press ahead with 
restructuring. 

Let us look at some aspects of this, so that we do not tar every
one with the same brush. To be socially equitable and economically 
plausible, a new project had to pass muster on three questions. First, 

5. Michele Sindona: corrupt banker and the Vatican's homme de confiance, 
criminally linked to the Mafia, found gui l ty of murdering a Milan lawyer in 1 979 
and eventually poisoned in prison in 1 986. 

6 .  I n  1 978 th Banco d' l ta l i a  had a l rea l y  produ eel a report on Bonco Ambro
s iano that I d to ·r irnina l  inv ·st iga c ions ·1n I f ina l l y, in 1 982, to pub l ic r vela t ions  
about  a h ug� hoi · in t h  bon k 's f inon · nnu l i n k s  wi th  r h  P-2 s ·r t rnason i  · 
lodK . 
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the short-term distribution o f  income: where could those saddled 
with past debt find the resources for a new and dynamic type of 
growth? Berlinguer made an important and courageous speech on 
this, in which he said that 'austerity' was generating distrust or 
cynicism on both the Left and the Right. I was not among those 
who denied that austerity had any value; I had used the word myself 
in my own way, as an indication of a real problem and as part of a 
forward-looking critique of consumerism and status symbols. To 
shift income towards collective consumption, basic needs and an 
enlargement of the productive system, without squeezing overall 
demand, was at that time a necessary condition for future pros
perity and a higher level of civilization. But Berlinguer's speech 
actually avoided spelling out who should bear the main burden 
of austerity. The whole country (as Amendola argued), to show a 
sense of responsibility to the national interest? Or more selectively 
and rigorously, protecting real wages and employment, allowing 
more generous benefits in money and services to the poorest layers 
of the population, and taxing high incomes and luxury consump
tion more intensely? An incomes policy? Yes, an incomes policy 
- not with restrictions on collective bargaining, however, but with 
an effective taxation system and freedom for the unions to act 
independently. On these questions, the DC and the employers 
stonewalled, but the PCI too, apart from Trentin and the FIM, 
hesitated to give answers - either to avoid breaking the recently 
concluded political agreement, or because it was dangerous, amid 
a vast archipelago of benefits and entitlements, to separate off the 
sacrosanct rights of the poorest layers, large or small unearned 
incomes, tax evasion in small businesses and all the way up to 
giant bequests and footloose capital. Whether inefficient or com
plicit, the civil service was not equipped to combat tax evasion or 
close loopholes. Essentially, then, nothing was done. 

The second knot to be untied was more important and more 
difficult. What use should be made of the resources that a coherent 
project might identify and make available? What credible perspec
tive cou ld  be offered in exchange for possible sacrifices? The most 
obvious and  serious problem related to planning, in a country 
wh r th sta t  had a huge p r  s nee i n  l arge-sca le industry and 
ba nk in  . I n  t h  past it had b n ·apa bl of st i m u lat ing and steer
i n  · row t h  i n  I l i ff i  ·u l t  nv i ronm nt < f t h  postwa r y a rs .  I n  
t l  bst , · r , i t  , I < l i d  I , v I >ss i l l t <  l i v ' i t l  k y rol 
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in major investments with a delayed return, but also in the pro
vision of research and grants for private enterprise, channelling 
skills and experience into the industries of the future. But in reality 
a lot of murky water had passed under the bridge. Public industry 
was overloaded with debt ( 11 ,000 lire per 1 000 lire of turno
ver) as a result of various rescue operations and white elephants, 
and because it was being run by a new generation of managers 
accustomed to silent obedience. The banks often handed out state
backed loans that had riddled their balance-sheets with debt and 
threatened them with insolvency. It was therefore not credible to 
speak of planning unless you had the will and the power to revo
l u tionize the whole structure. The DC's fine talk of putting its own 
house in order sounded far from convincing; the employers had 
every interest in continuing to milk it for maintenance. The unions 
were compelled to be flexible in order to save jobs. 

At that time, planning was also running up against other obsta
c les, not only in Italy. The international market still did not allow 
rel ia ble forecasts to be made that might guide investment deci
ions. What is more, once the basic needs threshold had been 
ro sed and production had acquired the capacity to steer con

sumption, the drawing up of a scale of priorities became a free 
and om p l icated choice, in which different conceptions of culture 
or · i v i l izat ion were expressed. The material conditions and values 
o · 1 opl a round the world still showed huge differences, and new 
issu s such as environmental protection had to be either tackled or 
I f t  u n r 'sol ved . Yet it cannot be honestly said that these questions 
of 1 I a n n i ng featured in the policy debates of the 1 970s, except in 
, o fn r as the PCI, in a limited way that was extremely short on 
i I ·ns, t r ied to put them at the centre of a new economic policy. 
Th • I aders often had different positions concerning instruments 
or ob ject i ves : some (the strictest Amendolans) still pinned their 
f n  i t h on i mproved public intervention; others (who took their 
I •; H .I  from Franco Rodano7 and had an influence on Berlinguer) 
t hought it necessa ry to set stricter l i mits, and to act on the quality 
of growt h i nd i rectl y th rough the creat ion of soc ia l  demand. Such 
l i s  ·uss ions, wh ich on ly  took place at the top and  rema i ned qu i te 
ct • r i ·, d id  not l · ad  to any  orga n ic p l an  and added l i ttle that was 

I f t-wi 1 114 :nr hol i · 1 h i lo 01 h r nnd pol i r i  · ia n of 
t hr 1 ON! Will' y lli'N, 
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constructive to the argument with Christian Democracy and the 
government. One commitment, wrested from them in 1 977, led 
to the statutory earmarking of funds for sectoral restructuring 
- although the ministerial committee in charge failed in its task of 
precisely defining and coordinating the plans. The unions took the 
legislation at its word and began a number of disputes, with strikes 
and mass mobilizations, but the result was extremely disappoint
ing: an executive plan for building nuclear power stations (which 
got under way but was then cancelled because of local opposition) .  
The rest of  the earmarked funds went unused or  were dished out at 
random; planning remained little more than a fantasy. 

Our judgement on the third aspect of the supposed reform 
- the construction of a modern 'social state' - needs to be more 
nuanced. This was a burning issue, both because it would offer a 
tangible quid pro quo for wage moderation, and because it would 
generate new, non-parasitic employment and general support for 
production. Only one initiative in this direction actually came off, 
however, when an innovative law towards the end of the parlia
mentary term established one of the most advanced public health 
services in Europe, intended to provide free treatment as well as 
preventive medicine for all. But it was not easy to get it going, not 
only because of the high expenditure involved but also because 
of the realities it had to face on the ground. The previous health 
systems had reflected the two ltalies: the North had long had a 
partially public service that functioned reasonably well, with a 
generation of doctors who believed in it and were not chasing 
after riches; but the Centre and South had remained with a private 
system, often ruled by a speculative logic, which left the state to 
handle the most difficult and costly cases while picking up the 
most profitable for itself. If we add to the picture a fragmented 
regional administration, excessive use of hospitals, the lack of a 
national health plan, the over-prescription of ineffectual medicines 
and the exorbitant bills of private practitioners, it is easy to see the 
roots of later inefficiencies. Nevertheless, a general principle had 
been established and would remain in force. 

Other welfare initiatives - above all, in housing - could have 
played a more i m porta n t  role  in relat ion to the economic crisis, 
but  it was n o  ac id n t that h y fa i led . Housing was superabun
d nt in om r a , l u · ar- in ot h r wh r i n terna l m igration 
I d p h d u p  d m nd. n t  w · h I r t i t  m in  mo t f m i l y  
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budgets. The private sector, weighed down by ground rents, 
charged unaffordable prices when it built any housing at all, while 
the public sector - which despite everything had put up an average 
of 361 ,000 units a year between 1 962 and 1967 - was down to 
198,000 in 1972-4, and 140,000 in 1 977. Its recovery was an 
acute social problem but also a production problem, with multiple 
ramifications. 

The government appeared to be taking important decisions in 
this regard. Sizeable resources were allocated for public housing, 
and an incentive was offered in the form of the right to buy suita
ble land at the price of agricultural land, thereby covering the costs 
of urban development and the provision of services. But regula
tions full of traps and obstacles, combined with passive resistance 
from businesses and stubborn hostility on the part of central and 
local administrative bodies, were enough to sabotage the project. 
Out of a thousand billion lire earmarked for popular housing, only 
24 billion reached their target; the rest went on the purchase of 
private housing or to phoney cooperatives, as it had done before 
and would do in the future, causing various social and economic 
distortions. For it meant that the place of residence was often a 
long way from the place of work, alongside an increase in home 
ownership for the sake of future children or inheritance breaks, 
and a growing tendency to resort to petty abuses. In short, the 
whole thing was a failure. Another unsuccessful reform imposed 
a system of 'fair rents', which were supposed to open up the 
market by removing the postwar rent freeze that had blocked new 
entrants and made housing repairs unprofitable. But, since the law 
did not define any grounds for eviction at the end of a lease, and 
since public housing was in ever shorter supply, the 'fair rents' 
proved to have the opposite effect to the one intended: landlords 
left properties empty in hopes of selling at a higher price when 
the opportunity arose, and a large number of unregistered leases 
completely escaped the fiscal net. 

I will not speak of education and scientific research, which 
should have played a key role in growth perspectives, because 
there is nothing to say. Let us simply note that, with little funding 
and no reform in teaching methods or syllabuses, mass education 
led to an 'easy time' and a dec l ine in cultural and profess iona l 
tra in ing, to a n w k i nd  of class c l i ff r nt iation,  and to d isa ffection 
a mon po dy p, id s a ff who oft n I ·k d job s u ri t y. M a n w h i l  
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the paucity of public investment i n  scientific and technological 
research was offset, not by a growth of private facilities, but by 
the purchase of foreign patents, a brain drain, and the takeover of 
the most promising firms by large multinationals. 

In this absence of new policies and reform initiatives - a void it 
had itself contributed to and exploited - Italian capitalism eventu
ally found its way to defining and imposing a solution of its own. 
It was certainly not a lucid project: the aim was not to produce 
another economic miracle and to join the front ranks of a future 
world order, but rather to adapt pragmatically, so as not to be left 
entirely out in the cold. But for that there existed a real basis, which 
Italian capitalism itself had built over the previous decade by seeking 
and finding the necessary supports. Within limits, I therefore reject 
the term restoration or ultra-conservatism (immobilismo) and 
have instead used the paradoxical expression 'downward miracle'. 
Restructuring took place, Italian-style, and as the National Unity 
governments failed to produce results the employers cautiously but 
clear-headedly took over the leading role. 

This economic restructuring advanced on two fronts, with 
two parallel initiatives. Large and medium-sized modern indus
try, already feeling its age, found the means to hold up and even 
to update itself, by cutting the workforce (by an average of a 
third) but not overall production. It did this not with the classical 
instruments of sackings and speed-up, nor only with low-interest 
credits, but essentially with the help of the temporary redun
dancy fund and by farming out parts of the productive process 
to a network of formally autonomous, but actually dependent, 
small or medium-sized firms, where wages were lower, rights less 
secure and production more flexible. At the same time new forms 
of work organization, tried and tested in Japan or Sweden, were 
introduced to raise productivity, shorten the command chain and 
make shopfloor workers more directly responsible for the quality 
of the final product; sales and marketing were also made more 
autonomous. Fina l ly, there was an early but major relocation to 
countries such as Poland and Brazil, where labour costs were very 
l ow a n d  new markets cou ld  be tapped . Fiat is the clearest case in 
poi n t. S i nce then, employment in large-sca le i ndustry has stead i ly 
fa l le r  i n  I t a l y, wh ·never t h  -or omi  · s i tua �i o t . Ba lance-sheet sur

pl rs· s hav b · ·n r ··s t o r · l n a i n l y r l  r >ugh ·ost-cu t t i ng, an  I pa r t of 
r h •s • s r r J I us  ·s I n s r l  ·n l · ·n t n ns f  · rr  · I i n r o  i n v  ·sr m •nts O l r ts i  I '  
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the core business, particularly in attractive sectors of finance. The 
other, negative, aspect of this restructuring was not only higher 
unemployment and lower-paid, less secure employment, but also 
the sacrificing of ever more firms and sectors that might have been 
at the forefront of technological progress, had they not required 
major investments with no prospect of short-term returns. Typical 
examples are computers and chemicals (Olivetti, Montedison), the 
big pharmaceutical corporations and the food industry. 

The second front in the industrial restructuring witnessed the 
exponential growth of small and very small firms, which had 
already played an important role in the take-off period in Italy, 
and were associated with the stable migration over short distances 
of sharecroppers with latent entrepreneurial skills. In the growth 
years, firms of this kind had become more common and more 
diverse. At least some of them, with the help of a favourable social 
environment and the support of local authorities, had discovered 
for themselves, as it were, the advantages of territorial specializa
tion theorized by Alfred Marshall, a great economist of the early 
twentieth century. In some cases these firms had even taken on 
advanced technologies and established direct links with the inter
national market. Their common foundation was low wages and 
ta x evasion, but very often also a high degree of professional
ism and  entrepreneurial imagination. In the 1970s the economic 
· ri s i s, the new international division of labour and new individual 
1 a t terns of consumption enabled this model to spread to many 
more regions, and as time went by they became more differenti
a 'd i n  terms of firm size and type of specialization. They also 
found major opportunities in the market interstices that industry 
had a bandoned in the most advanced countries, and which newly 
deve loping countries were not yet in a position to occupy. Such 
' i ndu  tr ial districts' were viewed everywhere in the world with 
great interest, but the life pulsating in them, or in other zones, 
ca me from small businesses on the fringes of legality. It was the 
'secret weapon' of Italian capitalism. 

Nevertheless, the restructuring of the late 1 970s brought politi
ca l and socia l  costs and  economic weaknesses from which Ita l y  
has not s ine recovered. I t  i s  easy to e n u merate them, because the 
v i  den e is st i l l  pia in to · e: growi ng pl i ts i n  the sph re of wage 

I l ou r  a n  ·I h n a n  o l  j · t i v • s h i ft i n  t h  r l a t ions of I a  s for · s  
( w .  ' d i f f r ' t t i n l s ,  i n , 'U I' ot· u n  �is t  r •d I l ou r, ·o-opt i ng o f  
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the most active and intelligent employees into the entrepreneurial 
middle layer and the fragmented world of services); decline of the 
newest and most advanced sections of industry, which might have 
shaped and controlled the future; new regional imbalances that 
underpin other, more degenerate, trends, such as the interpenetra
tion of organized crime and economics, and the collusion between 
organized crime and politicians; an almost structural preponder
ance of tax evasion and widespread trade-offs between money, 
fiscal tolerance and electoral support. And, summing everything 
up, a bottomless pit of public debt: 20 to 25 per cent of GDP in 
the 1 960s, 41 per cent in 1972, 60 per cent in 1975, 80 per cent 
in 1979; over 100 per cent in 1988  . . .  

Am I not right to speak of a 'downward miracle'? 



What Was Brewing in the World 

THE LAST C O LD WAR 

' analytical blank that most strikes one in relation to those years 
'OI1Cerns the evolution of the international situation. As in 1946 
t h  · PCI, but also its Left critics, did not realize that a new phase 
>f t he cold war was already beginning, and that it was necessary 

t > g t to grips with it while it was still in its early stages. We all 
igh t l y  went into the streets to support the Vietnamese struggle 

• 1 d rejoice at its success, or to denounce the overthrow of the 
1 i t irnate government in Chile. But we saw both as evidence of 
r vol u t ionary stirrings amid the crisis of imperialism, which had 
no way of fighting back other than brute force. We divided between 
t hose who concluded that we should be prudent and seek to build 
broader alliances, and those who proposed quickening our pace in 
support of the global ferment and making an active contribution 
t o  it i n  the West. But the real canvas as a whole, the new train in 
motion throughout the world, escaped us. So, when a change of 
government in Italy came onto the agenda, the issue of an active 
new policy towards the East dropped to bottom place. 

The last phase of the cold war in itially manifested itsel f  as a 
rivalry between two crisis-ridden su perpowers, both i n  thei r hea rt
l and and in the ir  r sp ct iv a l l i a nces; th risis a ff t ing them wa  
conomi , g OJ  o l i ti a l  · nd h mon i  I ( t hough t i l l  und r th 

·h l t  r of t h  nu · I r t of t rror) .  I sh< ul I i m m  d ia t  ly d I 
f · >n 1 i · · r i  i s .  
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The first i s  that the ruling classes of the largest Western coun
tries were quick to grasp the scale of the crisis. To be sure, their 
governments were not at all solid. Nixon won the presidential 
elections, but in his early weeks already declared: 'We live in an 
age of anarchy, both abroad and at home.' He was partly right, 
because the United States was then mired in a costly war that it 
was losing, while the youth revolt and the anti-racist movement 
had eroded popular trust, and in Europe social-democratic gov
ernments that had come to power on a wave of economic growth 
and welfarism ran into difficulties as soon as the expansion lost 
steam. But in 1973, and above all in 1 975, they found an informal 
meeting place - Kissinger's 'Trilateral Commission' - where politi
cal rulers, big business and authoritative academics could thrash 
out an analysis and agree on a line to keep chaos at bay. Its name 
was a little imprecise, because the United States and Japan partici
pated in the Commission as real powers, whereas Europe was still 
only a common market and not an independent political subject. 
Nevertheless, the Trilateral produced some important results. 

First of all, it dismissed the facile idea that the crisis was mainly 
due to the oil price rises, and refused to tackle it by resorting to 
protectionism and the defence of individual currencies (the dis
astrous policies of the 1 930s).  Second, it committed everyone to 
pursue two initial objectives straight away: real wage cuts, with an 
end to disorder in the factories, and cuts in social spending to bring 
it back below danger level. These two objectives were taken up in 
different ways and to different degrees, and were partly achieved 
through an alternation of inflation and deflation and the wearing 
down of trade union resistance. The Trilateral urged two further 
steps: free but ongoing harmonization of economic policy among 
the various states, and a gradual building of supranational, rather 
than international, bodies to regulate the world economy. These 
recommendations were not immediately acted upon - indeed, the 
various countries often resorted to devaluation to cope with emer
genci es a n d  give a temporary boost to their exports. But, in the 
longer term, pow rfu l orga n izations were created or strengthened 
u n d  r A m  rican t u t lag - th I nternationa l Monetary Fund, the 
World B nk - w h i  · I tool  t h  i r  p ia  a longside the burgeoning 
m u l t i n a t i n l 1 d t i n  u l  r d ·wd prot ct d t he development 
of  gl t l pri  t f i n  • , F i t  I I  · I md l a r  d but  w l l - fun cled 
r l  >r ti I · u nt I d i t  sc h h g rnony 
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of Keynesian economics. This was somewhat chaotic at first: a 
number of different schools blossomed (the Chicago school being 
one) but then mostly sank into confusion and disappeared (Paul 
Krugman's perceptive writings offer an ironical survey of the 
muddle and how it was cultivated).  But the supremacy of a generic 
neoliberalism remained behind as a sediment, in governments, 
universities and the media. 

A second point, banal though often overlooked, underlines how 
precarious the real process in the economy was for a long time. In 
nearly all the large Western countries, on both sides of the Atlan
tic, stagnation dragged on without precipitating a recession (the 
average GOP growth-rate in Europe was lower in the 1980s, and 
for some time after, than it had been in the 1970s). Even when 
the maximum neoliberal programme could be applied (in Britain 
and the United States), the results were disappointing and in the 
early years alarming (the crisis of 1983 ) .  In the same period, infla
tion first peaked and was then merely contained, not overcome. 
It created major social inequalities, while unemployment reached 
levels reminiscent of the 1 930s, sometimes offset by low-paid and 
precarious forms of work. Thus, it soon became clear that capital
ism would exit from such a crisis only by further squeezing the 
workers, for the sake of profits; it needed a more profound restruc
turing so that it could regain a higher rate of productivity increase 
and larger markets. These were not easy problems to solve. 

In the years after the war, it had been relatively simple to deal 
with such problems. There had already been an engine in the shape 
of Fordist industrialization and the production of mass consumer 
goods, including exports to defeated or semi-ruined countries that 
were nonetheless capable of participation, politically integrated 
and economically open to a common market (Western Europe, 
Japan) .  Now, however, things were much more complicated. The 
power of the trade unions, though somewhat reduced, meant that 
unemployment was less effecti ve i n  l oweri ng wage costs - but even 
where this happened, i t  was on l y  the beginn ing of an  answer. I t  
was not a s  i f  the pro blem o f  a new t chnologica l lea p bad a l ready 
been sol ved and on l y  r q u i r  d ev ryone lse to i m i t ate the sol u 
t ion, for now t he dominan t  · ·onon y i ts I f  was i n  t roub l  , clos l y  
fol low d I y ·oun t r i s o wh > s  m<  d •miza t ion i t  h I ·on t ri l  u t  d .  
Th U. l id hn  I'V s w i t h  wh i  ·h to  1 t I ·h I I  1 t h  
ro l f I I I h ' w I · I ' l l  r 1 ·y, [ nd t h  • . t r < f I n< w l  J 

1 
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and capital accumulated over decades b y  the military-industrial 
complex. But to draw on this, as it had already begun to do in the 
production and use of computers, it needed time and the capacity 
to extend its advantages to the whole of the productive apparatus 
(even if at first the costs were higher than the returns) .  Most impor
tant of all, the weight of industry - where it would be easiest to 
increase productivity - had been declining, and the service sector, 
where productivity gains were slower and less profitable, had been 
expanding. Finance and relocation partly made up for this, but it 
was still necessary to find a new international division of labour, 
and to integrate a large new zone of the world into growth. Such 
a zone existed, but it was economically backward and politically 
unreliable. 

This is why, in my view, the main problem in the early 1970s, 
even at the limits of the capitalist economy, was already geopo
litical. Who could organize a new world order and impress its 
own stamp on it, and by what means? Two camps continued to 
be organized around rival superpowers, but a large part of the 
world remained outside them, freed from colonial domination, 
subjectively unsure of itself and objectively lacking the power to 
determine its own future. This was the 'ball game' in those days, 
a reality to which the European Left was blind and toward which 
it was devoid of initiative. The outcome would depend less on the 
strength of capitalism than on the dissolution of those who had 
hitherto sought, with some degree of success, to challenge it. 

CRISIS IN THE EAST 

The main factor in this dissolution was the crisis of the Soviet 
Union, whose leading group was completely incapable of - indeed, 
intransigently averse to - any innovation in the country's economy, 
political institutions, ideology, party organization and international 
alliances. This was rather more than an economic crisis, which 
took some time to emerge: it was a crisis of the entire system. 
Yet no one  i n  Italy or elsewhere seemed to know - or at any rate, 
ser ious ly  d iscu  sed - i ts nature, sea l and i m plications. 

Th P I I ader h i p, and a oo l pa rt of the membersh ip, was 
a i r  ady ·onv i n  d t h  t t h  U R h d l i t t l  t o  do w i th ocia l ism, yet 
· n t i n u  d t <  g t·  • t J >W r. Op n l y  r i t i  a t  
f t h  t I i n  I i t  n y  ' <  ntri but i n t <  

I I 
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its evolution, the PCI maintained a kind of diplomatic truce with 
Moscow. European Social Democracy, for its part, saw no reason 
to revise its long-standing views about the authoritarian character 
of the regime, but good reasons to live with it. Those like myself 
and the whole Manifesto group, who since the Prague Spring had 
openly argued that the Soviet Union was no longer socialist in its 
class structure and political institutions, and who did not believe 
it had the capacity to reform itself consistently, failed to predict its 
imminent collapse and spent little time thinking about the likely 
consequences. We contented ourselves with the evocative formula 
'A left exit from Stalinism', without really asking ourselves how, 
when, with which forces and in how many stages that might be 
achieved. 

Today we all know that the crisis led in twenty years to the 
collapse of the Soviet state and society, without a war but also 
without a legacy. How and why it all happened, and what conse
quences it had, is a highly complicated question (even more than 
in the case of the Second International in the First World War) .  But 
it will be useful to mention some of the events in the 1 970s that 
already pointed in that direction. 

The long 'Brezhnevite ice age', whose noxious role has received 
too little attention, was not a form of immobilismo, or only in 
appearance. If you stand still while reality is moving, unable to 
find the energy to keep pace with it, first you fall behind, then you 
make a belated effort, and finally you grow demoralized and bow 
out of the scene. That is precisely what happened. At a strictly 
economic level, the USSR in the 1 970s looked reasonably healthy 
in comparison with the crisis-ridden West. For a number of years, 
political stability and a return to central planning (after Khrush
chev's improvised and half-hearted attempts at reform had mostly 
ended in failure) ensured a respectable growth-rate, higher than 
that of the Western countries. But it was a sick model, still centred 
on heavy industry and the m i l itary sector, and largely unconcerned 
about productivity; new sectors such as chem ica ls, petrochemicals 
and electronics ( for w h ich th r wer abundant  raw mater i a l s  and 
deve loped sci nti fi -t h nologi  a l  k i l l  ) were be ing neg ! ct d;  the 
structu r of pri  r m in l a r l  i t r· ry; l igh t  i nd u  t ry wa st ill. tl e 

i n d  r I I  nd J rn  d > L i t � o< r-q u  l i t y  · >nsum r good . A ri u l-
f I ng I· r i  d f t i  >n , t h  n k s  t o  

I I  I n  r h  
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to farmers under the Khrushchev reforms. But when the stagnat
ing chemicals industry failed to produce the necessary fertilizers, a 
new decline set in. The slow and patchy transport system made the 
delivery of orders, and therefore economic coordination, generally 
unreliable - especially in the case of food supplies to the cities. 

I could continue, but this is enough to demonstrate the struc
tural impasse. Central planning had achieved extraordinary results 
in creating and extending the country's industrial base, but it no 
longer worked in a more complex economy where individual and 
collective needs could only be guided, not imposed. Still less would 
it serve for the establishment of advantageous trade relations with 
friendly countries, where labour productivity and product quality 
were essential to success. In the absence of an effective tax system, 
the statization of all productive activity had made some sense as 
a way of avoiding the rapid formation of social classes, at a time 
when the high degree of political and ideological mobilization 
could replace the use of material incentives.  But statization no 
longer functioned in the growing area of service activity, especially 
as the revolution became a distant memory, the danger of war 
receded, and even the regime worked to depoliticize the masses 
in order to stabilize itself through a perverse trade-off between 
political discipline and social apathy. 

This impasse of the economic system made itself felt directly at 
a geopolitical level. The cycle of liberation struggles was ending. 
The new states resulting from it needed not only military support 
or weapons, but also technical, organizational and even ideologi
cal assistance to resist the lure of neocolonialism, which tended 
to foster antagonistic interests in the form of a 'comprador' 
bourgeoisie - either inherited from the past, or recruited within 
the l i beration movement itself. Brezhnev proved to be the true 
gravedigger of the Russian Revolution, precisely at the moment 
when other poss ib le  paths were opening for it. 

K I S S I N G E R ,  A N  EV I L  GENIUS 
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camp, and that capitalism seized the opportunity with an intelli
gence and political acuity that have not often been recognized. 

For the United States, the geopolitical situation at the beginning 
of the 1970s was as difficult as the economic situation. I know that 
nowadays to speak ill of Kennedy is like speaking ill of Garibaldi. 
But Garibaldi, though ultimately defeated, left a united Italy behind 
him; Kennedy presented himself as a new Roosevelt, but was far 
from being one. The social reforms of the Great Society were a 
genuine compromise - in the face of the civil rights movement, 
a youth revolt and growing casualties in Vietnam - conceived and 
implemented by the essentially conservative president who replaced 
him: Lyndon B. Johnson. In foreign policy, however, Kennedy was 
a shiftless and in some respects execrable president. The construc
tion of the Berlin Wall in 1961  - appalling in itself, but ultimately 
meant to prevent the collapse of the GDR - did not lead him to 
consider negotiating a reasonable treaty on the reunification of 
Germany as a neutral, non-nuclear state ( in line with the Rapacki 
Plan 1 ). Instead, he retaliated by cranking up the cold war. And to 
the Cuban revolution, which was not at first Communist or an 
appendage of Moscow, he responded with a foolish landing at the 
Bay of Pigs. When Khrushchev, with matching adventurism, then 
sent Soviet missiles to Cuba, in America's backyard - US missiles 
had, it is true, been deployed for some time on the borders of the 
USSR - Kennedy threatened to launch a hot war; against Castro's 
wishes, Khrushchev made a rational decision to withdraw the 
missiles, receiving a guarantee from Washington in return that it 
would refrain from another invasion in the future. Above all, it was 
Kennedy who gave the go-ahead for the Vietnam war, breaking the 
Geneva accords on the reunification of the country, and sending the 
'Green Berets' to support a government that refused to negotiate. 
Soon after his assassination Johnson continued on the same road, 
first encouraging and funding the military overthrow of the legal 
government of Joao Goulart in a major Latin A merican country 
(Brazil), then ordering the escalation in  V i etnam (even though he 
was convinced, like his defence secretary Rob rt McNamara, that 
it was a senseless traged y ) . Mea n w h i le, i n  1 965, a m i l itary coup  in  
I ndones ia led to th· ma s a · r• of 800,000 :on m u n ists. 

· 1 . Nam I a f r  ·r th · PoliHh forcit-�n 1 1 1 i n i  t ,., Adn tn  Jtn pn ·k i , who i n  I • 7 su h-
m i r r  d 1 1 n t o  I'IH.• United Nnl iotlN fm· 11 nuL'It•ll r- f r • :�:ont' in Ct·nt· t·n l  l \ u r·o 1 '' 
cor 1 1 1 r·i in�o� t l  t-wo lmnnnl H ,  Polnnd n nd :1. ·hoH iovn i n .  
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By 1970, however, this had stil l not been enough to ensure US 
domination - indeed, American pre tige was beginning to wear 
decidedly thin. The war was going bad ly in Vietnam,  A l lende was 
winning the presidential race in Chile, guerri l l a  ampa igns were 
becoming endemic, and Cuba had established do er t i  w i t h the 
Soviet Union. Much as I dislike saying it, the real mix  of repression 
and political intelligence was only then taking shape, in the person 
of Richard Nixon and the brains behind him, Henry Kissinger. 

Kissinger was no more fastidious than his predecessors in the 
use of force and arbitrary powers - quite the contrary. But he 
knew how to make an analysis and to use a range of instruments. 
In Latin America, where the balance of powers imposed no clear 
constraints, the first stage in the reconquista proceeded to restore 
order by every method in the book. Hence the swift and impres
sive series of coups d'etat, replete with torture and murder, carried 
out by loyal military allies of Washington in Chile, Uruguay, Peru 
and Argentina. The reaction of European governments? None. 
Nor were many people protesting in the streets. Only later were 
there ritual expressions of solidarity with the Mothers of the Plaza 
de Mayo,2 excitement over the songs of the lnti-Illimani ensem
ble from Chile, or demands that the guilty should be punished 
- the wretched local culprits, that is, not the respectable ones in 
t he State Department. 

Familiar scenarios ? Not entirely. There was one novel aspect 
t ha t  we did not appreciate at the time. The military coups of 
t·he 1970s had new protagonists and were less blinkered in their 
objectives. The officers who led them were no longer a well-paid, 
ideologically para-fascist force intervening to prop up an oligarchy 
of absentee landowners. Still less were they unreliable populists a 
l : 1  Peron. They had been taught modern repressive techniques in 
m i l i ta ry academies of the United States, and their economic advis
ers h ad graduated from North American universities. They seized 
power with unprecedented violence and went on exercising it 
d i r  · · t l y - not to restore the old order, but to lead a managerial elite 
i 1 1 1 o  a new k i nd of dependen t industrialization, replacing import 
" ' hst i r u t ion w i t h  a st ra t - gy gea red to exports. This was not so 
l' i iSY t o  tl  · h i  'V : i t rn ] u i r . I ra is i ng f i n a nce from world markets and 

l. T h  llHHO • i l t ion of A l"fJ, n t i nc 1 1 10t hc1"N w h i  ·h l l lOL1 1 1 1-cu nn ongoing presence 
1 1 1  t h  l ' l nw lr Mnyo in Bu noN A i r  H, drnHwdi llfJ, I O  k now whnr  hn I h;� ppened to 
t i H• NOilH nn l l nuJJ,IHrrN who hf d 'diNnpp l l'rd'  und r t hr 1 1 1 i l i tnry di " l'iltorsh i t . 
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gaining the support of the multinationals, and it needed members 
of the ruling class to reinvest their money in the country, instead 
of frittering it away or stashing it in American banks. In the early 
1980s, then, development gave way to a debt crisis, but the IMF 
and the US Treasury mounted a costly rescue operation in return 
for a decisive say in economic policies. 

A second, more subtle, kind of reconquista took place in the 
Middle East. The stakes were high: nothing less than oil. But it was 
more difficult to establish political control. Despite the military 
defeat by Israel in 1 967, the failure of the federation of Egypt and 
Syria, the ambiguities of the Iraqi Baath Party, leadership changes 
and splits in the Algerian FLN and civil war in Lebanon, the tide of 
Arab nationalism, secular and progressive, was still going strong. 
Nasser had a firm hold on power, in alliance with the Soviet Union, 
which had accepted his dissolution of the Egyptian Communist 
Party, a small force with a highly skilled cadre. Saudi Arabia was 
the only solid American ally in the Arab world, thanks to the web 
of financial interests that linked the two countries. As for Israel, 
although Washington assured it of military support, it still hesi
tated to treat it as a direct representative of its interests, for fear of 
losing even more popularity in the Arab world. At the end of the 
decade, America's main military partner in the region, the Shah 
of Iran, was overthrown by a non-violent Islamic fundamentalist 
insurgency fiercely hostile to the West. 

The opportunity for the Americans had come with the death of 
Nasser in 1 970. He had not named a successor, and Sadat, though 
vice-president, was tenth in the real hierarchy of power. But he was 
smart enough to use his caretaker position to launch a semi-coup 
and jail his rivals. With a shaky base in the Nasserite party, and 
limited support among the masses as a result of persecuting the 
Muslim Brotherhood, Sadat sent all the Soviet advisers back home 
(seeing them more as a liability than a useful presence) and turned 
to the West for political and financial backing. Kissinger offered 
him more and more, and after a l ittle skirmishing over Sina i h 
ended up recognizing Israel and signing a su bstan t i ve agreement 
between the two countries. The proce s i n fl u enced the J orda n ia ns 
and the Iraqis,  w h o  were l a t  r pu shed by the Am r icans i n to 
decacl of war  w i t h  f ran .  A t  t h i s  poi n t  t h ' US r l a t ionsh i p  w i t h  
l s ra I o u l  I b om � rnor ' 01 n a n  I f 1 1 1 -bod i  •d ,  a k i n I of 1 roxy 

rr  ng '1 1 •n t . A t  o t h • 1 t l t h  • 'I i I W< d I was I us I rought  
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u nder control. Pakistan, always on the brink of war with India, 
left SEATO in 1973 and came under a variety of influences, but 
it remained essentially under American control. Indonesia, for its 
part, had a military regime and was a secure ally. 

But the Far East remained decisive. The regimes in Taiwan and 
Korea were pushed into a land reform to gain some mass support 
- another sign that this imperialism was not stupid - and then used 
the economic aid they received, as bases for the Vietnam war, to 
become small capitalist 'high-flyers' .  Japan was a very loyal ally, 
but also an economic rival that exported much and imported little 
- certainly not a space into which the US could expand. 

The big outstanding problem for a new world order was there
fore the People's Republic of China: a gigantic market for the future, 
n formidable opponent due to its size, its Communist revolution 
and its glimmerings of autonomous economic development. In the 
past the Americans had refused to recognize this country with a 
population of one billion, and repeatedly blocked its admission to 
the United Nations. For their part, the Chinese had considered the 
US their principal enemy, and criticized the Soviets for accepting 
r aceful coexistence with it. 

As we knew, relations between the Chinese and the Soviets had 
n ver been easy. The main source of intermittent tensions was that, 
a l though the Chinese had recognized the Russian revolution as an 
ideological reference point and a pillar of support for common 
a t ion in the world, their own revolution, like the Yugoslav, had 
b en not only Communist but nationalist, achieved with their own 
forces and therefore entitled to its own autonomous space. Even 
i n  the years when they had been closest (the war in Korea, the first 
steps in industrialization), the Chinese had regarded cooperation 
bet ween the two countries not as a duty but as a matter of choice 
a n d  convergence. The first sign of discord came in 1956, in rela
t " ion to the judgement of Sta l in, but this was set aside during the 
l l u nga r ian cr is is a n d  indeed for a brief period the Sino-Soviet rela
t ion sh ip  took on the h a racter of a partnership. New and graver 
d i fferenc s em rg d i n th a rl y  1 960s, when Chinese criticisms of 
Mos ·ow ff t i v l y  r j t I t h  1 r in i p l of a ' leading state' and 
a l ta ·k d i s v r- ·on ·i l i at ory r · I  r i < nsh i r  w i t h Wa h ington. At this 
1 o i n  K h r  1 h I d t l  k I i l i f  : h su pended 
n i l  w i t"!  r w t h· t h n i-

• 1 w 
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decision, not only because it created difficulties that Beijing would 
never forget, but because it converted a sharp ideological and 
political debate into a break between states. It was what Togliatti 
had feared so acutely, even before the Cultural Revolution. 

As for the Cultural Revolution, its most damaging aspect was 
n ot the radical critique of the social and political model emerging 
in the USSR, but the identification of the Soviet Union as the main 
enemy in the global contest. Whereas Zhou Enlai and Tito had 
responded to Zhdanovism with Bandung - that is, with a defen
sive and autonomous but effective foreign policy - the China of 
the Cultural Revolution was unable to develop anything similar 
i.n answer to the Sino-Soviet split (which instantly wiped out the 
greatest change in the geopolitical balance since the second half of 
t he n ineteenth century) .  The 'three worlds' strategy, elaborated by 
Lin  B i ao, had no basis in reality and was not put into practice even 
at the stormiest moments of the Cultural Revolution. The Chinese 
had no resources to offer the Third World, and no message except 
t h  maxims in Mao's Little Red Book. In reality, however, Beijing's 
foreign policy - at both the inter-party and inter-state level - was 
xt reme l y  cautious. It mistrusted or condemned the various guer

ri l la movements around the world, and distrusted Cuba even when 
it wa t i l l  completely independent of Moscow; it was prepared 
to negotiate advantageous economic agreements with right-wing 
r '  i m  s, and viewed the building of alternative Communist parties 
w i t h  s epticism ( because it rightly feared they would cause trouble 
ra t h  ·r t h a n  provide support) .  The only effective contribution it 
·ou l d  ma ke to the anti-imperialist struggle was to give real aid to 
t h  V i  tna mese . And this it did - paradoxically side by side with 
t h  Sov.iet Un ion, though without looking it in the face. 

l remember one little incident in 1 970, soon after I and other 
Manifesto comrades were expelled from the PCI. We asked for 
· 1 mee t i ng with the Chinese CP, so that we could better under
st and i ts po i tion and make ours known to it. Not only was our 
r ·q uest accepted , but we were asked to go to Paris, where a senior 
Ch in  s lead · r wa pres nt at the t ime. This seemed a good sign, 
I · ·a u s w · t hought  a d i s  u ion would be in teresting and we were 
· •rt - i n l y  not >r t hodox t owa rd an  yon . We were given a very 
·o 1 r t  •ou · n · I fri n d l y  r pt i n, bu t  w h  n we mov d on to the 

t h  : 1 in s l · m v -·ry form I nd r l u  t nt t o  sp al 
I ir  ·u en t . i 1 i <  n r t h  ir p i  ns 
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for the future. Instead they asked us many well-informed ques
tions: mostly about Fanfani, the Italian Centre Left and its likely 
foreign policy; less about the PCI and the reasons for our expul
sion; even less about our intentions and capacities; and nothing 
at all about mass movements in Italy and the West, or the little 
Marxist-Leninist groups in Italy that claimed to speak in the name 
of the Chinese. We therefore returned from Paris more than a little 
disappointed - leaving aside the exquisite dinner. There were only 
two possibilities: either the situation in China was now so unclear 
and complex that it was impossible to speak candidly about it; or 
else the Chinese were convinced that a 'cultural revolution', a call 
to revolt, could not happen without a charismatic leader to launch 
and steer it and an established power to be put on trial but not 
swept away - convinced, in short, that in the end it was necessary 
'to rely on your own forces' .  In fact, both sides of the alternative 
were true. For my own part, I came back with the idea that we 
would have to revise some of our thinking - not so much a bout 
them as about the world situation. 

But a burden of proof still existed concerning the Sino-Soviet 
relationship. After Khrushchev, the main wrongdoer on the Soviet 
side, was deposed, the new leadership in Moscow had consider
able material resources that it could have offered to the Chinese, 
as well as an interest in drawing on the huge pool of eager, skilled 
manpower. China had a large market and a still fledgling indus
try; it was potentially an important ally, still threatened by the 
United States and shut out of the United Nations; and it had a 
great need of natural resources and basic skills. As for the Cultural 
Revolution, Mao reined in the radicalism in 1968, without by any 
means disowning or liquidating the movement. The opportuni
ties I am speaking of were not momentary. The Soviet economy 
was still enjoying a degree of development. In China, for some ten 
years, both Mao and Zhou Enlai tried to guarantee and bequeath 
a balance between radical principles and realistic policies. The 
Vietnamese struggle was nearing a climax, though with the pos
si bi l ity that it might be defeated. 

M any Communist parties, not only the PCI, were becoming 
a v rse to the d isci p l i ne of the ca mp, sh aring Togl iatti's idea that 
i n t rnat iona l  sol i da r i ty shou l l ex i s t  without overriding d i ffer

n or auton m y. IP I J ·ou l l 1 .ot i m po a nythi ng, of  cours , 

b 1 t ,  as a 1 , jo 1 rr i n  t l  W·st ,  wi h i t  f l u  ·n · • i n many  ot h r 
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countries, it could have taken an initiative to revive a much-needed 
degree of convergence between China and the USSR. As things 
were, the relationship was heading in the opposite direction: on 
the Soviet side, the occupation of Czechoslovakia in the name of 
a theory of 'limited sovereignty'; on the Chinese side, the liquida
tion of Lin Biao, with accusations that he of all people had been in 
league with Moscow. 

Here we can appreciate the skill and speed with which Kissinger 
moved, not crudely seeking to exploit the divisions in the opposite 
camp, but making them the lever for a new strategy. In 1972, at 
the height of the Vietnam war, without ceasing to blow hot and 
cold towards Moscow, an American president sought and obtained 
direct contact with the staunchest of enemies, Mao Zedong and 
Zhou Enlai. It was a historic turn, not simply an offer of detente. 
I n  little more than a fortnight, the changes came thick and fast: 
Washington would recognize the People's Republic for the first time 
and sanction its admission into the United Nations and the Secu
rity Council (causing uproar in Taiwan and South Korea); Beijing 
would create a number of special zones from 1 978, where joint 
ventures could be formed and trade freely on the world market 
( mainly exporting their goods to the United States); these would 
set the pace for the rest of the Chinese economy, the only condition 
being that the currency would remain non-convertible. There was 
an element of caution, because state ownership of industry would 
remain intact in other regions, as would collective ownership of 
the land, with farmers authorized to sell their produce individually 
or collectively. The final stages in the process only occurred later, 
but it is an indisputable, though little-known fact, that it involved 
changing the entire system, and that the groundwork for the new 
economy was laid in the geopolitical turn of the early 1970s. 

Deng Xiaoping, who gradually took charge of the policy, did 
not hesitate to proclaim : 'No matter if the cat is white or black, so 
long as it can catch mice. '  But the change of d i rection was made 
when Mao was sti l l  a l i ve.  A n  acco u n t  of h i s  ta l k s  with N ixon has 
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showed that Mao was not engaged in skilful diplomacy but was 
making a firm decision that carried risks for everyone. Resistance 
in the Chinese leadership, and the confidence that Mao ultimately 
expressed in the results of the Cultural Revolution, suggest that 
he thought China could block the kind of capitalist restoration he 
considered to be under way in the USSR; for him the game was 
still wide open, and could not be won by digging into a posture of 
immobility. The short period left to him, as well as his tendency to 
see history in the longue duree of the class struggle, prevented him 
from setting limits in advance, defining the mechanisms to 'turn an 
evil into a good' (or, as we would say, 'to make a virtue of neces
sity' ) and predicting the shape of things to come. But he was fully 
aware that his China was making a historic gamble. Paradoxically, 
the real pillar that remained after his death - and has still not col
lapsed, however debatable the effects - was the solid pyramid of 
power in the hands of a single party. 

Anyway, what is sure is that today's neoliberal globalization was 
already brewing in the 1 970s. Perhaps it could have been better 
contained and shaped in its early stages. But the European Left 
was ignorant of the whole question. If, in this context, I use the 
expression 'dissolution of the socialist camp', it is precisely because 
the final split between China and the USSR, and the path that each 
country then took, had a political and ideological impact on other 
countries and regions: witness the difficulties that Vietnam faced 
after victory, the economic problems of Cuba, or the isolation of 
the Palestinians. 

THE NEW WIND FROM THE WEST 

In 1 980, when a long period of conflict was coming to an end 
without a new world order, a new political leadership suddenly 
emerged in parts of the West, not at all by chance, and gradually 
preva i led over a qu i te different alternative. 

l )  The key e vent was the almost simultaneous accession to 
power of a new R igh t i n  Brita i n  and the United States. For decades 
w had been us d t o  t h i n k i ng t ha t  th a l ternation of conserva
r i v a nd so i a l - j mo · ra t i  · gov rnm nts i n  th We t d i d  not lead 
to ' j r or p rm n 1 r t u rns.  E ·on mi 'd for ign po l i y m ight 
· I 1 1  , bu t  n s 1 i l ly l • · u e n r h  r p rty was i n  

h g p w I I  between 1 nd 
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liberal socialists, and on critical issues (Atlantic loyalism, peaceful 
coexistence, a welfare state within the limits of the possible) no 
one wished to deviate from a bipartisan approach. Conflict shifted 
to peripheral areas of the world, where it took a different form 
or became more circumscribed. This was the fruit of a hegemonic 
culture and a certain relationship of forces. Ronald Reagan's new 
Right stepped outside of this framework, however, and proposed a 
clean break with the past compromise. In respect of political objec
tives, this meant freeing the market from the fetters and costs that 
had been increasingly hindering its expansion and efficiency. The 
goal was to move beyond the postwar social compromise and the 
labour-market rigidities that had underpinned it; to redefine fiscal 
policy and shift budgetary resources away from remuneration to 
accumulation; and to sweep away firms that were unprofitable or 
on the verge of becoming so. Reagan quickly achieved this first, 
destructive, part of the programme by methods that would have 
a permanent effect: tax cuts for the well-off, but real wage cuts 
for the workers; mass unemployment or reallocation of labour to 
inferior, non-unionized jobs, a longer working week, the hiring 
of more women and immigrants without employment rights, a 
reduction in welfare spending and services, and measures to curtail 
strikes and to break the power of the trade unions. But none of this 
was enough to guarantee a revival of the economy or a reassertion 
of American supremacy; it even threatened to trigger a recession. 

What was required was to expand the market within and outside 
its existing areas of application; to achieve significant productivity 
increases (hence a technological leap) that would confound inter
national competitors, and to nurture businessmen with a higher 
degree of market-focused entrepreneurial competence. It was also 
necessary to find ways of obtaining consent among the majority 
of the population whose security was being eroded. The first steps 
in this direction involved support ing new sector of production 
( information techno logy, b iotechnology),  la rge m u l ti nat ional cor
porations, trends assoc i ated w i th f i nanc ia .l izat ion, a monopoly  of 
the cu lture i n d u  t ry t o  sha p  t he n ·w ·ommon nse of the age, 
and th x port of pat  ' tHs · 1 n  I i m port of bra i ns. Bu t  th e steps 
d id  not wod< fa t ·• ou 'h ,  a n  I n · · I ' I , n ·· • g in·'  to  l r i v  t h  1 1 1 . l t  
w s h • f or  • I ol j • · i v  • t h , I • ·a m ' t h  d •·i v ing f ) J' · o f 
' R 1 i . 1 ' : n I igl ·J < I i i  · I t l n - t p  o f  t l  · · > ld  war, l r dy 
I � 1 1  l l !  I 1 · in l l y r l  L IKI 1 n w fn 1  I I 1 ms 
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centred on such dangerous projects as the neutron bomb, a missile 
shield and 'Star Wars'. This turn was of fundamental importance 
on two fronts. The military-industrial complex, based on public 
funding but run by private firms, had the twin tasks of accelerating 
the technological leap at a time when it could not guarantee short
term profits, and of forcing the Soviet Union into ruinous military 
expenditure of its own if it was not to fall behind. Domestically, 
this orientation rebuilt the myth of an 'American mission' to unify 
the world, while externally it revived the idea of American suprem
acy and control over key policy decisions. It gave the United States 
the economic role of a safe haven for overseas capital, which it 
needed to overcome its growing international disadvantages. The 
ideology of the new Right underlined the necessity, and possibil
i ty, of rolling back the major turn produced by the Second World 
War and Roosevelt's New Deal. But it remains to be expla ined 
how such an explicit ambition went unchallenged, even though it 
offered American citizens more headaches than hopes, and flew i n  
the face of the model that had been built u p  i n  Western Europe. 
The answer is obvious. Europe - which alone had the resources to 
oppose or correct this strategy - was not a united political subject; 
and the European Left lacked the ideas, the strength and the will 
to propose an alternative. 

2) Events in France were proof of this strong wind blowing 
from the West. At that time France was the only country which, 
by virtue of its size and political orientation, could promote resist
ance in Europe to the new Anglo-American Right. It had twenty 
years of Gaul l ist rule behind it - not left-wing, to be sure, but more 
autonomous than any other from Atlantic discipline - and a cen
tral ized but efficient state apparatus ready and able to intervene 
in the economy. In previous decades the Left had been bitterly 
d i vided between a strong Communist Party (around 25 per cent of 
t he vote),  which was nevertheless isolated by its ideological dog
matism and s u bord ination to Soviet policy, and a Socialist Party 
t ha t  pa rt ic ipation i n  po t war  governments and the colonial war in 
A lgeria bad r du · d t o  n sha low of its former se l f. A skewed elec
t ion l aw rn an t  r hn r  t h  ·' L · ft ·ou ld  not  asp i r  to govern u nt i l  this 
i n t  · rn  · ' · i n ' ·on f l i · t was h 'al • l . I n  I 7 · 1 , how 'V'r, a new cou rse 
s m 1 t o  I g i t , i t  Fr n · of · I I  ·r 1 1  t ri •s. Th • i n i t i a t: i v  · ·a me 
f r  1 l" 1 '< L M i r r . n I ,  1 . t igi 1s I L i t  ., p 1 l l ' I I r, t ho PI 
sl < t m t·g t i 1. I f I l I n I s tht n . 1 1'1 s 1 nst . 
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Without changing its name, he pulled the Socialist Party from the 
verge of collapse and set out to rebuild it around groups of intel
l ectuals and politically unaffiliated trade unionists. The venture 
was not without success, and its sponsor had the intelligence to 
propose a lasting entente with the PCF to aim at the presidency 
of the Republic. The Communists, for their part, had the intel
l igence not only to accept the proposal but to suggest an even 
more ambitious agreement around a 'Common Programme'. To 
this end they greatly toned down their dogmatism and their links 
with Moscow, and agreed that Mitterrand should run as the Left's 
joint candidate for the presidency. The Common Programme was 
a l i ttle antiquated, but dense and binding. The core of it was a 
' Left Keynesianism': pay rises and higher social spending, public 
intervention to promote the growth that would cover budgetary 
deficits, and limited nationalizations - the exact opposite of the 
Reagan programme. The Socialists added to this a rather general 
discourse of self-management. Within a few years the Union de la 
Gauche, unique in Europe, succeeded in capturing large numbers 
of votes. The outlook was promising, until some cracks began to 
show. The voters who were now turning left - often the very same 
who had defected to Gaullism in the 1 950s and '60s - naturally 
inclined more towards the Socialist Party, which regained its tra
ditional strength in the middle layers and even won over some 
Communist 'fellow-travellers' (opinion polls showed the PCF 
vote down from 25 to 20 per cent ) .  At this point the PCF made a 
serious mistake. It could not tolerate the idea of losing its primacy 
on the Left, and thought it could a void this by partly reviving its 
traditiona l image; Mitterrand profited from this to downplay the 
Com mon Programme. Meanwh .i le nei ther the Communists nor the 
Soc ia l i sts appl ied themse l ve to fi l l ing the ga ps in the Programme, 
such as i ts sca n t  referenc to trade u n i on struggle,  i ts pauc i ty 
of ideas a bout how to ma ke the pro j ec t more in tune with the 
t i m s, i ts fa i l u re to i n volv · new soc i a l  su b jects, and above a l l  i ts 
i n c l i ff-·rcn · '  t o  i n t  •rna t iona l issu ·s and  r h  ' Eu ropean quest ion ' . 
Nevcrt h ·I ·ss, M i t t  ·rn n I won r h  · pr ·s id ·n t i a l  · · lec r ions i n  1 98 1 . 
Th · P :F vot · lm1 1 · I  to I. 1 •r · ·n t , bu t h  · agr ·em n t  was 
lo a l l  l l t l i • I a n  I :omm u n ist·s jo in · I r h  · gov ·n rn · n t . I t  t ook 
> I  I f ·w n 1 r h. fm t i l  r > t 1 1  • · in r d • l i f f i  · l l ti i nvolv ·d it 

f l' t  1 < j ·t, 1 i · u l ly 1 c 1 i t o f  ·o11 > I  i · ·r i si s .  I 
I I ]  ll l y ( f v "· l I t  I I I Ol lH  t l  ( ) 
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exercise it, the mass mobilizations that i t  generates or nurtures, 
and the international relationship of forces in which it is inserted. 
The bosses responded to wage rises (and similar measures) with 
massive redundancies and a flight of capital; the franc became a 
target for profit-hungry speculators and had to be devalued on 
two occasions; the trade unions were divided or uncertain; and the 
leaders of '68 had turned into nouveaux philosophes, cheerlead
ers for the West and a new anti-Communism. In this context, the 
Socialists soon turned their economic policy round in an ultra
liberal direction. Mitterrand built an 'iron axis' between France 
and Germany (where Kohl's Christian Democrats had returned 
to power); his policy towards the Third World degenerated into 
an often unsavoury collaboration with the corrupt governments 
of France's former African colonies. A few years later Chirac's 
Gaullists won the general elections, and the long-suffering Com
munists finally quit the stage. Nor was France an isolated case: 
Craxi in Italy and Felipe Gonzalez in Spain were headed in the 
same direction as Mitterrand. The British labour movement, after 
fighting and losing a hard battle against Thatcher, underwent a 
split, and it would be another twelve years before the next Labour 
government. The European alternative to Reaganism failed even 
before it started. 

Reality, then, was demonstrating two things. On the one hand, 
Keynesianism in a single country (but existing in an unregulated 
international market) produced inflation, unemployment and defi
cits in greater measure than it generated new investments or new 
jobs. Perhaps, intelligently applied, it could have worked if the 
whole of Europe had adopted it, and if in the medium term there 
had been popular support for a programme of essential but costly 
reforms. But neither of those conditions was present, and no one 
had tried to create them. On the other hand, although circum
stances eventually forced the Union de la Gauche to abandon its 
origina l  project, the parties that made it up had not started out from 
t h  h a l fway hous of traditiona l  social democracy. As time went by, 
t he Europ an  L ft a m  to a crossroads: either it could isolate itself 
i n  r i tan , a pt i ng th pro p t of a long decline ahead, or it 
·ou l  I mov m u  ·b furt h r to t l  ri h t , t owards l i beral democracy, 

· f f  t i v  l y  n t h  A t  n n d I . t .d t ry i n  to onta i n  i ts 
i t  I . Tl wodd w t i l l  

e I < y. 
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The Fateful Eighties 

I confess that at this point, a profound doubt paralysed my work 
on the book for weeks and months. 

In 1980, after all that had been happening in Italy and the world, 
politically, economically, socially and culturally, was there still any 
real possibility for the PCI to influence the course of events, or at 
least to preserve the greater part of its forces and identity for the 
future? It was a legitimate doubt, but much depended on it: if I 
answered yes, it would mean judging Berlinguer's turn in 1 980 
to have been fanciful and irrelevant, and Occhetto's endorsement 
of the PCI's dissolution in 1989 to have been correct. I therefore 
combed through my memories of that decade and the historical 
accounts of it that have since become the accepted version. And I 
came to the conclusion that the history of the 1 980s was less linear 
and straightforward than is generally believed. Two 'surprises' ,  as 
it were, convinced me of this. 

First, not only was the decade chock-full of important events; 
virtually no one had predicted most of them, and few attempts 
were made to analyse their dynamic or their likely consequences. 
The fact that such a radica l and extensive turnaround took place 
in such a short space of t i me, w i thout a war  or a n  econom ic catas
trophe, imp l ie that  it was the resu l t  of tendencies that  had been 
at work for som t i m  - wh i  ·b rnak  it a l l  the mor i n tere r ing to 
·on i I r how t h · y v ·n t u a l l y  m rg· d a nd d veloped i n  th l ight  
of d y .  n t h ot h r hand, i f  I I  th  s n w v n ts w r u n  xp t I 

t t< k 1 1 ti d i. ·u . i n, h n th y w r h 
fn t i  f · l i  · te · f u l > f u l , I .  t r 

· .. ' 
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compounded by right or wrong political choices or suicide o n  the 
part of the various protagonists still in the field. 

This brings us to the second 'surprise' .  To what extent were all 
aspects of the final outcome determined in advance, and to what 
extent could they have turned out differently in the specific his
torical conditions of each country, given its material and human 
resources and its political strategies for tackling the crisis? Simply 
to file everything away under the heading 'Death of Communism' 
is not consistent with the facts. 

Let us be clear. It is undeniable that in the 1 980s the history 
of Communism as a world movement, inspired by the Russian 
Revolution, came to an end. It is also undeniable that this weighed 
heavily on all the forces that had participated in that history, even 
those that had gradually gone their independent ways and devel
oped autonomous cultural traditions. No surprises there: the 1980s 
led where they had to lead, to a general crisis of twentieth-century 
Communism. But is also true that, when a crisis affects large forces 
with deep roots in society, it can be addressed in more ways than 
one; it can produce various outcomes, either completely writing 
off the past or salvaging part of it as a resource for the future. The 
long-term fate of the French Revolution is enough to convince us 
of this evident truth. And, within these limits, the events of the 
1 980s have given me much unexpected food for thought. 

Let me mention a few examples. It was not inevitable or fore
seeable that Gorbachev would suddenly appear at the head of the 
Soviet Union, nor that he would make such a radical attempt to 
reform the system, nor that this would end so quickly in failure, 
nor that the failure would open the way to dissolution of the state 
and society in the turbid years of the Yeltsin regime. Likewise, it 
was not inevitable or foreseeable that in China - after the Maoist 
revo lution was put on ice though not disowned, and in a context 
of ca utious pol itical continuity - a state would consolidate itself 
� lC ross the h uge land mass and  promote explosive development 
t ha t  wou ld make i t  a p i l l a r  of the new world economy. It was not 
a for gone conc l us ion that the ex traord i na ry Yugosl a v  experience 
would t ransm ute, w i r l som goad i ng from Eu rope, i nto a fero
· i ous c h n i  ·on f l i  ·t , or t hn r  t h  · s i t u n t ion i n  t h  M idd le  East, w i th 

of l s r, · I n n  I r h  · U n i t  ·d S a t  ·s, would t ake  
f l i�i > 1 s f 1 1 1 ! 1 1 'I t l is r 1 .  Nor was i t  

E n ·  1 t  i 1 , i n :  l < f t n  k i nK 
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the economic road suggested by Jacques Delors and the political 
road proposed by Willy Brandt, would supinely accept the logic of 
Reaganism and resign itself to political impotence by putting its 
institutions out of reach of popular sovereignty. 

In this set of circumstances - in which the 'crisis of Commu
nism' dominated the scene, but possible variants were not yet ruled 
out - the originality of Italian Communism reasserted itself for 
good or ill, in new forms, with many challenges, and in a series of 
distinct stages. 

THE SECOND BERLINGUER 

On the eve of the 1980s, Italian Communism was out on a limb. 
The PCI found itself in serious difficulties. The result of the 1 979 
general elections had not been as dramatic as the press claimed: 
the Party kept 30 per cent of its electorate, two points more than in 
1972 - which meant that, in comparison with its peak, it had lost 
less than the major European social-democratic parties; and a good 
part of the lost votes had gone to the far Left, not to the Right. 
More worrying was that the defections had mainly occurred in 
the big cities and among workers and young people - the sections 
of the population that had enabled its previous successes. But the 
greatest problem was the political shift in the two main forces on 
which the PCI had built its project - the DC and the PSI - which 
were now governing in coalition, competing with each other, but 
united in their resolve to keep the Communists out. So, the PCI 
was not just missing a few parliamentary deputies; it no longer had 
a credible political perspective. 

At first the leadership refused to face facts, reluctant to make 
an exp l icit self-criticism of the recent past, and convinced that 
the new entre Left was too d ivided to govern a country in crisis 
and wou ld not hold out for long. The p l an, then, was to keep up 
the pre ur on the gov rnrnent unt i l  the hour struck again for a 
'gra nd coa l i t ion '  t o  b propos d, w i th fewer l imitations this t ime. 

I nside t he Pa rt y, however, h a ted a rgum nrs frequently brok 
out in los J m r ings, mot· ov r t a  ·t i  · t ha n  t ra tegy. The main  
i ssu > w s I >w t h  • ] S f 's vol u t ion shou l  I b j udg d .  A u thor ita-

1 d s hough tl t t id b r v r d 
I h 



T H E  FAT E F U L  E I G H T I E S  3 2 7  

questions of morality), and that the PSI's presence in govern
ment might eventually help to undermine the supremacy of the 
Christian Democrats, to win the more modern, middling layers 
away from them, to build a new unity on the Left, and to open 
channels of communication with the European Left. Other leaders, 
close to Berlinguer, took a much harsher view of Craxism, seeing 
it almost as the greatest danger, the laboratory for a new kind of 
anti-Communism and the symptom of a voracious redistribution 
of power. On the other hand, they pinned some hopes on the social 
and political contradictions of the Catholic world that were still 
coursing through Christian Democracy. 

Both these positions lacked foundation. The turn in both the 
PSI and the DC had not only been dictated by necessity, or by 
the lure of power, but expressed deeper tendencies in society and 
more firmly rooted convictions. To have brought the still power
ful PCI back into the government game would have revived the 
idea of major reforms and involved concessions that even the most 
modern sections of the ruling class now opposed; it would also 
have aroused the hostility of rightward-moving Atlantic govern
ments and of a Vatican now ruled with a firm hand by the Polish 
Pope. In any event, for all of them it was a pointless risk to give 
the PCI succour at a time when it finally seemed to be floundering. 
Dialogue could resume only when its strength had been reduced 
and its identity modified. 

In 1980 Berlinguer proposed a turn that he hoped would take 
account of the real situation, and give the Party some breathing 
space. Neither then nor since has there ever been any real discus
sion about the content of that turn, the way in which it was to be 
a pp l ied, its value and shortcomings, its initial successes and its 
eventual failure. In fact, one misunderstanding after another has 
ar i sen to obscure the facts and to distort judgements. Worse: a 
-u riou mechanism has been more or less consciously used to erase 
i t  from h i storical memory. 

The moving c i rcumstances of Ber l inguer's sudden death in June 
1 984 ra p id ly  tu rned h i m  i nto a myth :  a posit i ve, wel l-deserved myth 
of  a n  hone t, mod t and t na ious man ,  loya l to the democratic 
Const i t u tion t ha t  J t  l y  n ,d d r h  n 1 d w u ld  n d i n  futu re. For 
r l  i s  r ot h i s  p< l i  i I work was nd< rs d n t l o  . H is support-

'< 1 id r d it n ir u l  h i1 h l ight  wh t p t d h is or i  i n  J 
f ' h i  ic ' mt m i  e' r l  I i '  eh t l  t i c n 
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he attempted in the final years of his life; his critics, though also 
paying homage to his personal virtues, claimed that these in the 
end had led him into an ideological rigidity and moralistic enthu
siasm which prevented him from playing a truly forceful political 
role. In both these views, there was no real change in or of the PCI: 
a second Berlinguer never existed. Hence the history books have 
L ittle to say about it, and only in the language of edification. 

My own view is certainly different, and more problematic. What 
I believe, and hope to show, is as follows: 

l )  In the early 19 80s Berlinguer attempted to make a turn that 
was not only tactical but strategic, not only political but cultural. 

2)  The idea behind the turn was not only, or not mainly, to 
recover a past identity, but also to renew that identity in a pro
found way that took account of a rapidly (and dangerously) 
ch a nging reality. 

3 )  It was not restricted to denunciation or good intentions, but 
became a definite, political line of action that obtained important 
results for a number of years. 

4) It was hindered, and eventually thwarted, not only by the 
overarching objective factors of which I have spoken, nor only 
by the action of its opponents, but also by resistance and dissent 
within the Party that Berlinguer had helped to shape. 

5 )  The turn never took a complete or finished form, but it was 
no less radical for that; it emerged mainly through a series of 
eloquent choices. 

6) Berl inguer encouraged and often called for the turn on the 
basis of changes in his own thinking, using particular situations as 
a p g to hang them on, and  drawing on a charismatic power that 
ch imed with popu l a r  sentiments. 

7) I therefore th ink  it is correct to speak of 'a second Berlinguer' 
- without uphold ing h i m  a an icon ,  but a lso without reducing 
h i n  to a dr am r of ' imag i na ry rea l ms ' .  

T H E R E V I VA L  O F  L A S S  CO N F LI CT 
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leadership after the earthquake at lrpinia in 1 980, which called for 
a 'government of honest people' resting on the PCI. Public opinion 
interpreted these two decisions as marking the end of a political 
cycle. However, this dating of the turn seems to me inexact and mis
leading. For the congress decision by no means ruled out another 
set of ' broad agreements' in the near future, subject to certain con
ditions. And the proposed 'government of honest people' had no 
chance of becoming a reality: who were these 'honest people', and 
how many would have been prepared to take part in a PCi-led 
government? In short, there was no new policy, only an attempt to 
keep some doors open. 

The real turn began to manifest itself in some specific actions. 
First of all, the PCI successfully opposed the decision of the new 
government to dock a small amount from pay packets to fund 
new investments - a measure the unions had accepted, but not the 
workers. Shortly afterwards, Berlinguer personally intervened in 
what was perhaps the most important company dispute anyone 
could remember. 

In the summer of 1 980, Fiat sent out 1 5,000 redundancy 
notices. The workers rebelled en masse, bringing production to a 
standstill and blocking the factory gates for thirty-five days. Other 
workers in similar jobs across the sector staged a protest strike in 
solidarity. Everyone knew that the sackings were part of a general 
counteroffensive by the bosses, intended to claw back some of 
what they had been forced to concede or tolerate in 1 969.  On the 
trade union side, it was clear from the start that the confronta
tion would end badly, for a number of reasons. Fiat really was in 
trouble: not because of a market downturn or productivity prob
lems, but because it had itself created a labour surplus by building 
a network of subcontractors based on precarious or underpaid 
l abour. The 1 5,000 redundancies were directed not only at 'hot
heads' but also at workers who no longer had a function on the 
· hopfloor; they registered a fait accompli and heralded a reorgani

zation that would  b la  k ma i l thousands of other workers, before 
they too were put  on the scra p heap. The unions, especially the 
nat iona l  fed rati ons, w r part ly u n w i l l i ng and  partly unable to 
spr ad t h  on f l i · r , n l t hou rh, g iv  ·n t h- h igh level o f  unemploy-
1 1 1 -' 1  t ,  t h i  wou ld  hnv  · b • ·n t h  · on ly  w � 1 y  of i m posing a d i fferent 
k i nd < f r st r 1 ·r t r i l  • M 1v , t l  · work fm · · i n · l ud ·d a la yer of  
w l  i r ·- '< I I  wo I 11 I t · I n i  · i 11 wl i 1 ' I • I s id  •d wi I 
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the shopfloor, despite its demands for equal pay rises for all. These 
were now wavering in the face of a threat that had not yet struck 
at them directly, though they had already lost out heavily as a 
result of flat-rate cost-of-living increases in a period of high infla
tion. Elsewhere in Turin, the mere possibility of disruption at Fiat 
- always the apple of the city's eye - reduced public opinion to 
silence, if not indifference. 

Eventually a con trick was tried, with government backing. The 
sackings would be withdrawn, but a temporary redundancy fund 
would be set up for 20,000 workers. Why 'con trick' ? I use the 
word advisedly, because the huge state-financed lay-off fund did 
not involve any commitment on the employer's part to take back 
the laid-off workers at a later date. This was not 'job rotation' but 
a 'zero hours' prelude to redundancy, on an income partly guar-
anteed by the state while the affected workers hunted for a job 

·1•.1 
elsewhere on worse terms. Such was the background to the spon-
taneous but organized 'March of the Forty Thousand'1 in central 
Turin, to demand that the strikes be called off. In the end, even 
the FLM signed - one might say, imposed - an agreement, despite 
workers' protests, and though it knew it spelled defeat. .1 . .. � Why then did Berlinguer go to the factory gates to offer his 
unreserved support, in a dispute that was always on shaky ground? 
Why, having kept his distance from a series of victorious strug-
gles, did he now commit himself to a seemingly lost cause, gaining 
enthusiastic and moving acclaim from the workers but opening 
a gulf ( as Romiti immediately put it2} between the Party and the 
most modern and powerful employers? We need only read what he 
said there - not the false version reported in the press - to under-
stand his motives. It is not true that he called for the occupation 
of Fiat. 'It's up to you to decide on the forms of your struggle, 
up to you and your unions to say what agreements are accept-
able. But you should know that the Communist Party will be there 
beside you, in good times and bad.' It was a language that had 
not been heard for years, a reaffirmation of the PCI as a national 
party of the working class. Nor was it just tailored to the situation: 

1. The name commonly used to refer to the demonstration by Fiat white
collar workers and managerial staff on 14 October 1 980, following a meeting at 
Turin's Teatro Nuovo. The figure of 40,000, an evocative a l lusion to Garibaldi's 
army of 40,000 volunteer , wa d isputed by t he un ions and the Left. 

2. e ar Romir i :  hi f x u t i v  of Fi:l t  from 1 976. 
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Berlinguer's words expressed a much meditated choice, with a 
degree of self-criticism on his part. In any case, the political situa
tion had changed, and a new path had opened up for the PCI. What 
it needed to do now was restore mutual trust with the workers and 
rely on their combativity, without undermining the autonomy of 
the unions, but also without renouncing the presence of the Party 
as such in mass struggles. 

This choice was followed up even more clearly, and with greater 
success, in the next few years. The key focus for everyone in the 
early 1 980s was the battle over wage indexation. 

For a while lower oil prices seemed to reinvigorate the economy, 
but this soon proved to be an illusion. Double-digit inflation con
tinued, and a credit squeeze in the United States plus the debt crisis 
in developing countries made competition even fiercer in inter
national markets. That is why all Italian employers saw the Fiat 
agreement as the way forward, and why the workers experienced it 
as a defeat that exposed them to blackmail. The scope for bargain
ing at company level was reduced, especially where productivity 
remained flat and price competition was fierce, but even where 
productivity rises cut employment. Tax evasion among the now 
sizeable contingent of the self-employed, together with the spiral
ling pressure of public debt, pushed tax rates upward - especially 
for workers in full-time employment. The wages question was back 
at centre stage, while unemployment, concentrated among young 
people and in the informal economy, not only weakened union 
bargaining power but impacted on family incomes. The only real 
cushion was the wage-indexation agreement that Lama had signed 
with Agnelli a few years earlier. In 1 9 8 1 ,  therefore, a press cam
paign got under way to 'persuade' trade unionists and intellectuals 
that it was necessary to correct some of the perverse effects of 
indexation, especially the narrowing of wage differentials and the 
fact that it only protected a certain section of workers. Calls for an 
'incomes policy' were again in the air. 

Although these arguments related to real problems, they did not 
hold water and pointed to much more ambitious purposes behind 
them. It was not true that wage-indexation was the privilege of 
a minority; it also protected the growing numbers of workers in 
smal l  firms who had l ittle or no bargaining power. Nor was it 
tru that  i ts flatten ing effect h i t  sk i l led work r especia l l y  hard, 
m t h  wid pr d y t m of  'p rk ' m i n l y  r wa r I d l oy l t y  t o  

I I' I 
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the company, and strike-breaking. What was true was that wage
indexation did not exist in other European countries, although 
there were other protections such as minimum wage legislation, 
decent unemployment benefits even for young people, study grants, 
and so on. Finally, it was not true that real wages were growing 
in Italy; the weight of indirect fiscal burdens meant that they were 
actually falling. 

But the greatest myth in that campaign against wage
indexation had to do with so-called 'incomes policy', which jour
nal ists waved like a red rag at a bull. In a context of persistent 
stagflation, an 'incomes policy' was a necessity and already did 
exist, partly dictated by the new labour market, partly imposed 
by the public authorities. Ideological and material support for 
re latively superfluous consumption, generous aid, with no strings 
attached, to rescue insolvent companies, subsidies to large export
ers, tolerance of massive tax evasion, cash handovers to clientelist 
networks, protection and privileges for sundry unearned income: 
all this went on outside the framework of any development plan, 
largely resting on public debt, at the price of high interest rates 
that pushed inflation skyward. The dismantling of indexation, and 
with it a weakening of union bargaining power, was thus a price 
that the workers were called upon to pay to keep the economy 
afloat, so that other interests could continue to be protected. 

The campaign of 'persuasion' made headway in some sections 
of the union movement (the CISL and the pro-Socialist current in 
the CGIL),  as well as in part of the middle layers, but it did not win 
over the working classes, or the democratic intellectuals who real
ized what was going on. In 1982 Confindustria therefore stepped 
up the pressure by threatening to pul l  out of the 1975 agreement. 
The response from the Pa l azzo Chigi3 was a devastating blow. In 
1983,  soon after h i s  appointment as pr ime minister, Bettino Craxi 
arrogated the righ t to settle the issue on beha lf of the govern
ment, thereby asserti ng h i mse l f  as a decis ive leader and g iv ing the 
Socia l i  t Pa rty a ro le fa r grea ter tha n  i ts pa l try 1 l per cent of  the 
vote wou ld have imp l i  d. Wh '1 1 h · t l en i ssued a deer e lopping 
a f w p r "n t ng- poi n rs of f t he i nd  ·x ·d wage s ·a lc, t h  · work r 
r'a l i z  d t l  n r  t l  i s  was not j ust t i n k  �r ing n m u n I bu a moun t  cl to  
l i r• ·t gc v • 1 1 1 1 1 t ·c n t ro l  >v •r r h  w g • J n · l n  i · : i t was t h  nd 

. t  P11 l �.w :h l;�i l  o f i  · fn l rNI I 1 1  · of l' h  l t n l it1 1 1  pl'lm • n i n iN I'C' I', 
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of wage-indexation as a right freely agreed between both sides of 
industry. A wave of spontaneous strikes spread throughout Italy, 
and the factory councils called a national demonstration in Rome. 
Berlinguer not only helped to spur the protests, but also denounced 
Craxi's decree as unconstitutional. Risking a split in its ranks, 
the CGIL decided to take the helm of the demonstration, which 
turned out to be a major event also involving local branches of the 
CISL. The PCI raised the matter in parliament, using the instru
ment of obstructionism (which it had employed only twice before, 
against the Iegge truffa in 1 9534 and against the NATO pact) and 
announcing that it might have recourse to a referendum. 

It cannot honestly be denied that this intransigent struggle 
marked a turn in both method and substance. Nor can it be hon
estly claimed that it led to isolation from the broad masses, or 
that it narrowed rather than widened the base of opposition in the 
country. If there was a weakness, and there was, it consisted in the 
lack of a solid attempt to accompany the struggle with a convinc
ing alternative economic policy. 

THE MORAL QUESTION 

A second element soon came to characterize Berlinguer's turn. 
This was the so-called moral question, which addressed a larger 
part of the country, though also in a radical and deliberately 'scan
dalous' manner. I add the epithet 'so-called' for two reasons, one 
polemical, the other self-critical. Polemically it targets the legend 
of 'Berlinguer the moralist', incapable of formulating a real policy 
and given only to denunciation and preaching. Self-critically, it 
indicates that I did not grasp the full value of his orientation at the 
time, nor the impetus it offered for a new development of Com
munist thinking on the question of democracy - focused more 
on Marx and Gramsci than Togliatti. I considered it too close to 
the invective of Salvemini,5 Dorso6 or even Spaventa7 against 

4. See note on p. 92. 
5 .  Gaet a n o  Sa lvem i n i :  not ·d ;m t i - fa s · ist t h inker of the interwar period , who 

w,nt in to exi le i n  th Un i t  d Stntcs. 
6 .  1 u ido Dor ·o: n r l  oppon ' l l t  of M ussol i n i  a n  I pol rn i  a l  an t i - fascist 

wrir  r, who lut r l · · m len l in!( li�o�urc in t he Pn t i t o d'At.ion · .  

7. S i l vie ' p v 1 1  : pol i t i  · I th o iN t  1 1  I m n j c  be ur�o� oiu- l i b r I f igu i n  th · 
s '< n I hLt l f  of t h  nint  t 1 tl · ntu ry. 
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Depretis8 and Giolitti;9 and I feared it might take the Party too far 
from the central question of the class struggle. But that is not how 
things were. 

One has only to reread the long interview Berlinguer gave to 
Scalfari in 1 9 8 1 :  

The parties have degenerated, and that's at the root o f  the mess in Italy. 
The parties today are mainly power and clientelism machines: poor or 
mystifying knowledge of people's real lives and problems; scant or hazy 
ideals and programmes; zero feelings or civic passion. They manage 
various interests, often contradictory, sometimes shady, but anyway 
unrelated to emerging human needs. Unless that political machine is 
broken up, you can rule out any economic recovery, any social reform, 
any moral or cultural advance. 

Moralism? It was a radical critique of the whole political system. 
On a key point, it overturned the analysis underlying the proposed 
'historic compromise' and a fortiori the national unity govern
ments, but it also corrected Togliatti's judgement (plausible at the 
time) of the main parties which, because of their mass character 
and the ideas then inspiring them, had taken part in the anti-fascist 
struggle and cooperated in writing the postwar Constitution. 
Berlinguer's new verdict was thoroughly grounded in reality, and 
therefore easily intelligible to the majority of public opinion, at 
that moment more than any other. 

One incontrovertible fact after another had been and still was 
coming to light: the secret funding of government parties by big 
corporations or financial interests in return for favours; the murky 
channelling of relief funds for the earthquake victims at Belice 
and later Irpinia; illegal construction and breaches of planning 
regulations; widespread vote-selling in return for personal recom
mendations or subsidies; rampant cronyism governing access to 
academic, health service and pub l ic  television jobs; cases of embez
zlement i n  loca l and  regional  counc i l s  (e.g., Tur in and Genoa).  
And these wer j ust the m inor m i sdeed that everyone was used 
to. M ga-scanda l at th t op in l udecl the Lo kheed a ffa i r, which, 
i n  I ta l y  al n , ngu l f  d 1 1 1  ·mb ·rs of  gov ro m n t  and even brushed 

8 .  Agost ino I 1 n•t i� :  n r ly d i N  · i p l�· of M n z1. i n i ,  lcod r of t h• n i neteent h
cen t u ry p l i 111 1 n m ry L f t ,  nd i n t  r n d r t  n r l  1 r im ' minisr  ,. bct w  •n '1 87 and 
h is  d o r l �  i n  I H ll7. 

HIMiy lu rio n i n i  t 1 1 i n isr r of lr ly 
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the Quirinale;10 huge kickbacks on oil imports, involving the state
run ENI and mostly ending up in Socialist hands; the Sindona and 
Banco Ambrosiano scandals, which revealed collusion among the 
Mafia, financiers and politicians, and ended in two murders. (An 
eyewitness told me of a meeting in prison between Sindona and the 
parliamentary enquiry charged with the investigation, at which the 
financier icily replied to a Christian Democrat's question: 'I have 
nothing to say to you, because you know how generous I was with 
you people. ' )  

Finally - and most explosive of al l  - there was the uncovering 
of P-2. Two young magistrates stumbled almost by accident on the 
secret masonic lodge, which was not only involved in business but 
planned to bring about a revision of the Constitutional Charter. 
And they found a partial list of the members. It still makes one 
gasp as one reads it: forty-five parliamentary deputies, from every 
party (except the PCI, of course, which was its main target), two 
ministers, the leadership of the three secret services, 1 95 senior 
officers in the armed forces, including twelve Carabinieri gener
als and five Guardia di Finanza generals, owners and directors of 
newspapers and television channels, and top judges in a position 
to shelve investigations and halt trials. 

To reproach Berlinguer for raising the moral question, or for 
giving it too much weight, is therefore quite unreasonable. If any
thing, one could make the opposite criticism: that he did not do so 
earlier, before too many people became inured to the degeneration 
or found a way of profiting from it, and before the system had set 
up such dense protective networks; that he did not fully grasp that 
the tendency to corruption was not an anomaly, nor peculiar to 
Italy. Past history, and trials all around the world, have shown that 
corruption grew deeper for structural reasons in the evolution of 
the capitalist system, much as bureaucracy and political authori
tar ian.ism recurred in a socialist system as a result of prolonged 
curbs on po l i tica l  p lura l i sm and individual liberties. 

I n  a n y  event, Berl i nguer's battle bore fruit, both in electoral 
terms and  in the ev iden e it gave that the PCI was 'different'. The 
r su i ts cou ld h av ' I cen gren ter i f  it had lasted longer and had 
prob d mor · j ·· ' I l y  a t  ·v ·ry I y·l .  

ui  nn l  1 tffi ·i�l i l't'Ni I n · o f  r h  p1· Ni I 1 1 1  ol: 1 '1 1 I {  I l l I I i · .  

I ,  
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THE BREAK 

A third distinctive element of Berlinguer's turn concerned the 
PCI's international position and its relationship with the Soviet 
Union. 

The opportunity was offered - or, to be more precise, imposed 
- by two decisions that Brezhnev took in the vain hope of compet
ing with Reagan on his own terrain. In 1 979 the Red Army entered 
Afghanistan in support of a 'friendly government' that had not 
been able to quell a revolt against it; and in 1 9 8 1  the threat of 
a similar intervention in Poland compelled General Jaruzelski to 
declare martial law to end an impulsive workers' protest. 

In itself, neither of these operations forced the PCI into a break. 
The 'friendly' government in Afghanistan was of doubtful legiti
macy, but it had extended women's rights and secularized the state 
and the educational system, in the teeth of a fundamentalist guer
rilla force, the Mujahideen, organized in Pakistan and funded by 
the United States. Amendola, for one, actually opposed condem
nation of the Soviet action. But Berlinguer, seeing that the real 
i sue at stake was strategic control of Central Asia, persuaded 
t he I adersh ip not only to condemn the intervention but to add 
a yen ra l rejection of power politics. The repression in Poland 
w· 1 s  a graver matter, because it was directed against a workers' 
1 n t sr su pported by the Church in the name of religious freedom. 
B u t ,  i n  d c l a r i ng martial law, Jaruzelski had avoided the threat 
of Sovi  t i ntervention and struck a compromise. The occupation 
of I ul ck 's Czechoslovakia had been much more serious. 

Whnt  now led Berlinguer to go beyond simple condemnation 
wns t h  repeti tive character of Brezhnev's two choices: the fact 
t h : l l'  rog t her they expressed the incapacity of the Soviet system to 
:1 · k now l · c lg i ts own cr i s i s  and to tackle it in any way other than 
w i t h  f or ·e . The PCI leadersh ip agreed on a severe criticism, but 
B · r l i ngu ·r  t hen went on telev is ion to make a much more explo
: i v  · sr n t emen t ,  off h is own bat, w ithout consu l ting anyone . I do 
not  m · nn ,  of ·ou rse, his j udg ment on the Pol ish  events, w h ich 
lw r ' I  ·aced mor -· · I  a rl y  and put i n  t h  conte x t  of more gen ral 
1 r o l lcms i n  Eastern Eurot · .  l a m referr ing t o rema rk s  of  fa r 
IJ,I' • t l t  ·r i n 1 1  ort , J · l i v  ·r · I  t o  a n a ud ien · · o f  n i l l  ions:  'Th ' imp - t us 
t h1 t· : I < w · I i ts · I f  ov · r  lo r � r 'r io Is, g< i ng I n  · k t o  t h" r ·a t  ·s t 
r v 1 r > f  > 1 'I o · I , 1"1 • ·to l ·r R -•vo l u t im , i s  
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now exhausted. We have reached the point at which that phase 
is ending.' The substance and manner of this declaration created 
unease and resistance among Party activists and even in the lead
ership, but Berlinguer did not correct it and subsequently gained 
the support of the leadership with a single vote against, that of 
Armando Cossutta.U And Cossutta made his disagreement public 
in the most dramatic way, declaring that Berlinguer's statement 
constituted a real break in the history of the PCI. That seemed 
undeniable, even to those like myself who considered the break 
urgent and fruitful. 

A major break is never pleasant, but it can be handled in several 
different ways. Take a jacket to which you have become attached 
- one with a fine cut, made of quality material and generally in 
good condition, but which has worn away at the elbows and has 
seemed for some time in danger of coming apart. You can leave 
the hole for the time being, if it does not show too much, because 
you know the j acket will not last much longer and is anyway going 
out of fashion. Or you can send it for invisible mending until you 
make up your mind to buy another, perhaps one you have a lready 
seen in a shop window, although it is not of such good qual ity and 
not entirely to your taste. Or you can have some pieces of leather 
sewn onto the elbows, making the j acket more resistant to wear 
and perhaps even nicer to look at. Such was the PCI's situation, 
more or less, after the 'break' of 1 9 8 1 .  Berlinguer chose the third 
option: the hole could not be hidden, but it could be the occasion 
for a major repair. 

This was an arduous undertaking nonetheless. First of all it 
meant answering two sets of historical and theoretical questions. 

1 )  Recognition of the past. Had there really been an impetus 
from October? Did it achieve important results that could be taken 
up and used, or was it a brief and high-minded illusion, vitiated 
by its Leninist matrix and then scuppered by Stalinism? When and 
how did the revolution become exhausted, and attempts to reform 
it break down? Should the PCI's links with that experience (not 
with a model to be imitated) be set aside as a regrettable error, or 
should they be critically reviewed in their various phases, in the 
bel i  f that they were k ept up for too long? 

1 · 1 . A 1·mn 11 · io :o 1 1 nn:  I n l •r of d1 • w i ng of t h  P .I t nost fa voura hl, ro t he 
l i n l<  wit h MoH ·ow; fu 1 1 1 1' f' ot l l l  lr1· of R i fon ln..:ion :on w n i.qn 1 .  I 1 1: 
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2) Present situation and future prospects. What did the exhaus
tion of that impetus leave behind? A victorious capitalism that 
could not and should not be opposed with a systemic alternative, 
or new contradictions and newly emerging forces, needs and pur
poses for the construction of a different society? Could a critique 
of the Soviet Union focus only on its lack of pluralism and total 
statization of the economy, or should it include the progressive 
abandonment of its original aim of moving towards a new civili
zation - one that deserved (or at least gave meaning to) the name 
Communist? 

It is evident from this simple list of questions that, for the PCI, 
the 'break' was only the starting point for a new labour of cultural 
ela boration, without which the 'difference' of Communism was 
bound to fade away. 

The PCI had a number of resources for this task: Marx's 
thoughts on the ultimate goal of Communism, which he refused 
to v isualize in greater depth because he did not want to 'cook up 
th future', and which the revolutions of the nineteenth century 
were not capable of setting themselves; Gramsci's thoughts on 
revolution in the West (which Togliatti admitted had not yet been 
u ed ) , an anti-dogmatic Marxism that re-emerged in the 1 960s 
wi th i n  and outside the Party; the best stimuli to come out of Italy's 
long '68, before it finally ebbed; an original tradition of Italian 
socia l i  m; and the real anguish that neocapitalism had aroused in 
a a t hol ic world shaken by secularization. It was a labour against 
t h  cu rrent, however, which required time, brains, great and single
mi nded determ i nation and much honesty, if it was to enter the 
common sense of the age. 

Berl i nguer did not possess the genius of Gramsci, nor the stature 
of Togl iatt i .  But he was aware of the problems, and he showed this 
i n  a oupl  of p ieces he wrote. On the one hand, he tried to erect 
a barrier to l iq u idat ion i m i n  the name of 'the new': 'There can 
l c t o  i nv·  n t ion, i magi na t ion or  cr a r ion of the new i f  i t  begins  by 
l u rying i ts I f ,  i ts own h i  · t ory and r a l i t y. '  On the oth r, he c lari
f i  d t h  i nnovn r i v  · na t u re of r h  r ·s ·ar ·h t ask ah  ad :  'W, n d a 
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But the break posed another problem, which required an answer 
and an initiative in the short term. If the impetus of the Soviet 
Union was spent, it was logical to expect that its role as a great 
power would decline. The bipolarism that had ruled the world was 
on the wane, but no other balance was replacing it, and no steps 
were being taken towards disarmament and an increased authority 
for the UN. Indeed, Reagan was counting on a new arms race to 
force his opponent into unsustainable military expenditure: that 
is, to use it as a way of converting Soviet decline into collapse. The 
problem of war and peace was more urgent than ever. Everyone 
knows that in history the hegemony of one power or civilization 
over others is not asserted always and only through war, even if it 
usually arises and concludes in war, and that US supremacy had 
many other means of asserting itself. But everyone also knows, or 
should know, that the two unequal powers then in conflict with 
each other had a button with which they could drag the world into 
a common conflagration. 

I consider it Berlinguer's greatest political and intellectual merit 
that, in the final years of his life, he was alert to this danger and 
genuinely tried to defuse it. The clout of an opposition party in 
a second-rank country was perhaps slight, but the attempt was 
neither fanciful nor pointless. What it achieved was due to its 
character as a policy turn - from mere preaching of peaceful coex
istence (or even tepid 1 975-style Atlanticism) to active promotion 
of peace and a proposal for bilateral disarmament. The first defi
nite step in this direction - apart from repeated interventions in 
support of the Palestinians massacred in Lebanon - was a 'touring 
visit' to the main centres of the Left in the Third World: to China, 
where (after all the polemics of the past) he was greeted as a head 
of state; to Cuba, for a long discussion with Fidel; and to a Nicara
gua already under attack from the Contras. These contacts served 
not only to mend the cracks in some arnica! relations, but also to 
measure the i nfluence and prestige that the PCI still had for a range 
of d i ffe rent parties and  states, u nited by a wish to revive the spirit 
of Bandung. The tou r  was an unexpected success, owing precisely 
to tbe pol i t i  a l  way forward that  it offered. 

A i m i l a r  a t e  mp t  to r ·a h agr 'm nt i n  the Eu ropean Left on 
p nd d i s  rt m t t m t v y d i ff  re n t  r - pt ion.  I t  struck a 
h r I w i t h - I I  i I c i v  I w • k p i t i  n (Oiof  

P l r  i l l  i · I y )  - l u t  n t w i  h 

I i ,  
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major party leaders. The differences soon became clear, centrin 
on the burning issue of 'theatre' missiles that was successiv 1 
manipulated, truncated and erased in the historical memory. 

In December 1979 the Atlantic Council decided to in 
medium-range missiles in Europe that would be capable of strit • 

i ng the Soviet Union in a matter of minutes, before it could ea i 
respond. Brezhnev, in his unsubtle way, responded by immed i a t 1 
dep l oy ing equivalent nuclear missiles. NATO then went a h 
wi th deployment in West Germany and Italy (France and Br i e i 
h a d  a l ready had missiles of similar power for some time) .  1 
s i t u at ion was growing steadily worse, since the whole issue 
' f i rst  str i ke' capacity lay behind these moves. Fortunately, two n 
deve l opments applied a brake. Brezhnev died and his replacem n 
a t  t he head of the Soviet Union - Yuri Andropov - had a i ·· 

feren t  outlook and a finer intelligence. He broke new grou n d  
proposing a verifiable bilateral reduction in  theatre-level nu  1 
wea pons, prior to their total elimination; in response, t he br t 
est and most forceful mass movement since '68 sprang u p  a l mo 
th rough o ut Europe. In Italy too a grass-roots movement  bega n 0 
d ve lop ; PdUP and various Catholic groups were espec ia l l y  a i 
i n  a varied and visible membership that expressed itself in a .d m• 

onstrat ion i n  Rome, and in  a blockade of the US base a t  1 i o 
t ha t wa bruta l l y  repressed by baton-wield i ng po l ice . Berl i n  u r 
sen t  a mes age of sol i d ar ity, and from t h a t  moment the P I m i· 
l i zed a l I  i ts forces ( i n  S i ci l y w ith the su p port of P io La rr 1 ta 
w h o  wa as ass i n a ted by the M a fi a ) .  A nother demon tra tion w 
held .i n R ome, th is  t ime w i th a tru l y  i mpress ive d i  p l a y  of  u i , 

A n d ropov's proposa l ca me to n oth i n g  when Br i ta in a n d  Fr t CCI 
rc fu d to i nc l ude tb i r  n uclea r wea pons i n  a n y  d i sa r . n 1 a m  n t p 
b u t  t he moveme n t  d i d  s low the b u i ld-u p  of tens ion for a f w ye 
and s t i m u l a t  d the agre ment  b t w  n R agan a n d  , o r ba ·h v n 
R ··y k ja v lk i n  ' 1 986  ( w h i 'h t h · ·  US Congr 'ss refus d t o  r n t i fy ) . 

Ca n i t  I oncst l y  b de n i · 1 ,  t h  · n , c h a t H · r l i ngu •r 's PC J to< I < r 11 
new i n t crna t i o n n l  rol · l u r i n ' t l  os · y ·nrs, t hn r  i r , · h i  •v • l r  s u i  'N1 
nn I t h , r i t , ·r i v • l y h · l p ' I ro l ny  t h  · I ; 1 s i s f o r· ; r cw k i r  I o f 1 n 't' 

rnovcm • r u ?  Or t· h n r  m n n y  ol'l · rs sn l ot·n!J. · I i t ? 

1 2 . Pit l .n '1\11' 1 l�ndrr of I I  I '  : l in Skl ly, rnrmh r· of t l  r p� r l ht r  1 1111 ry nt • 

Mnlin :om rn l••lon, NNiiNNin t d In A J I'i l I YHl.  
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A PROVIS IONAL BALANCE S HEET 

Our review of speeches, stated intentions and policy decisions 
shows that the PCI did attempt a major cultural and political turn 
between 1980 and 1985,  which went beyond words to express 
itself in a definite political initiative: that is, to generate mass 
struggles and keen opposition to the government in both parlia
ment and the country. Its dominant feature was not a return to 
the past, nor denunciation of the present, but a search for new 
d irections. 

Some legitimate doubts arise, however, as to the effectiveness 
of this turn. To assess a new policy on the basis of its intentions, 
projects and public reception, or even of its early successes, is 
a l ways risky. And it was especially so in the case of Berlinguer. 

Many of the strategic innovations took the form of guidelines 
or principles, rather than a precise programme based on search
ing a nalysis and explicit self-criticism. Some of the hard struggles 
r ha t were begun in this period had a solid foundation and there
for achieved undeniable results, but their final outcome was still 
u ncertain. The political line certainly had a coherent thread, but 
i t  left open a number of questions that would be decisive for the 
fut u re:  for example, the educational system, commercial television 
nnd  t he culture industry, and the growing damage to the environ
! nt ;  that is, the diffuse area of culture that the new Right would 
us ' as its launching pad. The driving force of the turn was Enrico 
B •r l i nguer, in command of wide support and authority in his party 
11 n I beyond; but the degree of conviction in the PCI leadership, 
an i t h  Pa rty's capacity to translate the turn into definite initia
t i v ·s, rema ined uncertain. With a will, all these knots might have 
I · ·n d i senta ngled over time. Instead, Berlinguer died in 1 984. 

Th i s  ra i ses a d i fficult  question. How much of the proposed new 
1 o l i  ·y wa ach ieved , or achievable? It would not be serious to 
n nsw ·r t h is on the basis of the facts and experiences available in 
I J H .  , s t i l l l ·ss f a  for as t for the y a rs ahead made on that basis. 
A l l  w · ·an do is up l a t t he s itua tion i n  w h ich the PCI found itself 
l i vt< y ·n rs aft r t h  t l l rt of 1 980, t ry i ng to i denti fy its ex isting and 
possi b l · f u t u r • s t ,· •n r hs a r  j r h · d i f f i ·u l t i ·s t h · l t  hnd merged in 
t h  m c n r i  •: i n  ot l wo ds, t< d f i n  h I ·y t ha t  B rl i ngu r 
I f h i  . .  u . I J  I w h ief  fl • i )J thL,  r wi ll 

h t • 1 I l l y I 1 n t t d . 
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To identify the  positions of  strength, i t  will be  useful to  sta 
by assessing some banal election results. The idea was born th 
and later widely accepted, that in 1979 the PCI entered a peri 
of steep electoral decline, as did all other Communist parties. 
that is a false idea, especially if it is applied to the years of t 
'second Berlinguer' in order to downplay the effectiveness of h ' 
tu rn . In the general elections of 1983  the PCI won 30 per cent 
the vote (still up on 1 972),  whereas the PCF dropped from 25 p 
cent to 15 per cent, the main European Social Democratic parti 
lost much of their support, Italian Christian Democracy fell t 2. 
p r cent, and the PSI, despite its new government levers, remain  I 
tuck at 1 1  per cent. The most surprising result came in 1 9  4 

when the PCI vote shot up to 33.5 per cent, the highest of a 
I ta l ian party. 

It has been repeatedly said that this was only an appar 
success, prompted by the outpouring of emotion and respect a · 

Berlinguer's sudden breakdown on live TV and subsequent d a 1 , 
There is certainly some truth in this, but it is an explanation th 
itself needs explaining. Feelings can carry activists away, 
respect can express itself in many forms, but there is noth in 
say that it should spread to a wider electorate and express i 
i n  support for a party's policies, especially at a time when tl 
were taking clearer shape and being challenged on al l  s ides . h 
happens only if emotion links up with currents of support wh id 
though unevenly distributed, exist on a h uge scale. 

Moreover, intensity is a better measure than figu res. Fo t 
of Berlinguer's funeral presents us not on l y  w ith vast n u m  
of mourners, s o  varied and so deeply a ffected, b u t  with  a p 
on its feet. It graphica l l y  shows a ren w d relat ion h i p  f · 

between the Party and the work i ng Ia , a d  n u nci a tion .f p l '  · •  

ca l corruption, a r ad i n  to d ia logu w i t h  t h  n w f min i  
an  unmi  tak ab l  au t onomy from t h  d i s  i p l ine of  i n c  rnad -
blocs, and a r vi va ! of h p a ·  mov m n t - a l l  1 n i t  I wi h 
resol ve not t o  aba ndon t h  1 ool of t r  n f ormin 1  t h  so · i I y. 1 • 

E b of t h  'S I m ·nrs st i l l  I n  I ma ny  op ·1 qu st ions nn 1 j 
ot t a  · I s, wl  i · h I huv  · not I i u  I 1 n n  I sl n i l  not h id . But  ' t· 

w r  >ng to pr . 1 r tl I ;1 in I H a. 1 w • I 
i 1  K f ·c, l i  i · l ly i J t 1 J · r t  < ff · ' 
I i lc i r  i rs t l  i n  i n  
I e · 1 en , t h 

--- --� 
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·onsolidate, its strength and to create some new openings. In  short, 
the 'turn' had some results to show for itself, even if it still remained 
a gamble. 

What were the weaknesses that continued to weigh on the Party 
d u r i ng these years ? First and foremost, of course, the overall rela
t ionship of forces on the economic, social and cultural levels - not 
on ly in Italy but in the world. I might add that Berlinguer's policy 
t u rn  would have had greater resources, and greater results, if it 
had happened ten years earlier, when the situation was more fluid 
and the forces it could influence were broader and more asser
t ive. But here I will simply consider the greatest difficulty, which 
lkrl i nguer hesitated to recognize or perhaps did not have the 
str •ngth to face: the question of the Party. 

Aga in  it will be useful to start with some figures. Logically, a new 
pol icy - one involving clearer opposition, more geared to social and 
t:u l ru ra l mobilization, and more innovative with regard to ongoing 
so�: ia l change, without giving way on ideals - should have won 
pmport ionally more activists than occasional voters, more young 
pt•op l, t han  old, and more participation than diffuse sympathy. 
( )nc  wou ld also have expected it to have made most headway in 
j.\t'ogra ph ica l  areas where the social and cultural conflict had been 
Nhn rp ·st (even if it was now declining),  and to have been met with 
j.\1" �ntcr dou bts in areas of long-standing attachment to the Soviet 
l J n io n .  However, the organizational statistics did not respect that 
lo)l, i · . Th PCI 's e lectoral support held up, even slightly increased, 
h u t  i ts membersh ip figures continued to show a gradual decline; 
t hr Party's soci a l  composition, level and quality of involvement, 
l l)l,t' s t ru ' t u re and geographical implantation did not correspond 
t o  t h  · �: ha racter of the pol itical turn, and did not provide it with 
lll t t ff it:i ·n t  m ·ans to overcome the monopolistic media wall and the 
d it' l l t  · l i s t ' · t work at the d isposa l of its opponents. 

I t  was t h  · reforc clea r t o  many, i nc lud ing Berlinguer himself, that 
po ·IH· t s of r ·s i sta n · , m isu nder t a n d i ng or passivity were limiting 
t h r"  l'Hl'�o:t i vcn ·ss of 1 o l i ·y i nnovation.  But he was r ightly con
V I I ln·d r ha t  h ·o u l l b u i l d  on h is ra pport with the Party rank and 
l i l r to pr ·ss a h ·n I w i r h · I ·;H · r  1 oli ·y I ·  · i s ions , in a clea rer, more 
lor t h r i)l,h t  l a ngua!J, ·, ·v ·n i f  i t  m ·n n t t h � l t  h · r i sk ·d p; 1 y i ng a price 
I l l' hri 1  )l, 1 L d 1  · I as i 1 • .  I· I · n ls< f · I t s  1 r  • r hnt, as i r  n • · u m u la t · J n 'w 

" I ri n · , I I w > t i l  I o i l r > ·I ; 1 jJ, wit! > 1 t · r in 
l t H  I f 11 1 • l. 'inl •n feme' • sui/Ira Nn 1 t I 1 w< u l l I t v · ·n i I . Tl 

i I 
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basic idea o f  'lead and others will follow' i s  frequently a t  work, for 
good or ill, in the practice of Communist parties. 

But this time there was another aspect that escaped him. The 
peculiarity of the PCI, as Togliatti already saw, was that it was 
a 'mass party' that 'conducted politics' and acted in the country, 
but also positioned itself in institutions and used them to achieve 
results and to build alliances. This was part and parcel of the dem
ocratic road. The other side of the coin, however, was not only a 
parliamentarist temptation (and a nagging urge to get into gov
ernment) but something that asserted itself more gradually. Over 

. the decades, and most especially in a period of great social and 
cultural change, a mass party becomes more necessary than ever, 
as does a capacity to pose problems of government. Little by little, 
however, processes of change alter the material composition of the 
party itself. In this case, new generations, among subaltern classes 
too, were now mainly educated in the state system and by the l 
culture industry; new lifestyles and consumption habits overtook 
all of society, including groups who could still only aspire to them; 
the 'fortifications' of political power became increasingly impor-
tant but spread out to many decentralized positions, favouring 
those who came to occupy them; politicians, even if in opposi-
tion and uncorrupted, mingled daily with members of the ruling 
class, sharing mores and language, if not ties of friendship, with 
them. All these phenomena had a positive side, since a democratic 
road benefits from higher levels of general education, personali-
ties no longer in thrall to poverty or superstition, and a larger, 
more diverse, number of public institutions. Also larger and more 
diverse, however, were the mechanisms of integration and stand
ardization. 

Nineteen sixty-eight injected a number of anti-systemic ele
ments, but it also sowed the notion that a social system can 
change without a project, organization or alternative power, 
simply through spontaneous, intermittent revolts. For symmetrical 
reasons, the experience of the Historic Compromise speeded up 
the process whereby the mater ia l composi tion of the Part y  became 
more uniform . So, what  rea l l y  was  th PCI on w h ich B r l i nguer 
tr.ied to bas a n w pol i ti s ?  The b u l k  of  activi t o n  urr I i n  th 
n w d i r  t ion h wa nt  d to giv i t ,  but had d i ff i  u l t y  und r ta nd-
1 1  an I prn c i s i n  i t .  Pa rty bran ·h s h d d for . om t i m  t o  
d u l a r  w r k  1 1  m r l  rn .  ss •s, c t i n  t h  • I y-t o- lny 
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education of cadres; their only real bursts of activity took place 
around L'Unita festivals or national and local election campaigns; 
workplace cells were thin on the ground, and left almost everything 
up to the union. The distribution of roles in the leadership had 
changed: the greatest importance, and the best cadres, had been 
switched from political functions to positions in local and regional 
government, or in parallel organizations such as the cooperatives. 
Thi s  meant greater competence, but also less political passion; feet 
closer to the ground, but narrower political horizons. Intellectuals 
were stimulated by the discussion and debate, but tended to involve 
themselves less in political organization - and even the discus
sion among themselves was often eclectic. One exception was the 
women's section of the Party, where a direct link between leaders 
and ordinary members kept things productively on the boil. 

Of course, the waning of the ideologically defined mass party, 
l inked to and nurtured by a clear-cut social base, did not affect the 
PCI alone. Other real parties, such as the DC, had long since shed 
those characteristics and undergone a kind of voluntary degen
eration - in order to keep its sights on power, come what may. 
The PCI too was threatened with a discrepancy between what it 
thought and what it was. 

In any event, Berlinguer's attempt in the early 1980s to reassert 
the PCI's distinct identity won widespread, though not always total 
or active, support in the middle echelons of the Party. A different 
discourse, lacking schematic formulas, was in order at leadership 
level , and for better or worse that was what it got. The real leader
sh ip  group, whose importance did not stem only from the offices 
i t  he ld ,  was not made up of newcomers. It still had some valuable 
cadres from the period of illegality, and in its great majority it rep
resented the generation that took part in the partisan struggle and 
organ i zed the fight-back in the harshest years of the cold war. These 
leaders had mostly been selected at the Seventh Congress, then. 
The N i nt h  Congress had margina l i zed a minority, but the appoint
ment of Longo and then Berl i nguer as nati ona l secretary had been 
i n tended t o  e n s u re a ·er t a  i n  bala nce among various orientations, 
wi th ou t  a l lowing t h ' now dispersed Left t h rough border control. 
It ·a n no t hon st l y  b '  sn id t h : : H  t he n ·w s cretary faced i n ternal  
01 1  os i t ion ( ' · ' I r, f ·w lox i  ·a l l  , for  Longo) l u r i ng r h  long and  
los i t  1 1 ' s  • of t l  • H ist< i · :on I I' >mis  ·. ) · ·, s io t n l  ·r i r i  · isms 
·n 1 1 f >m i i < q�io A n  n I < h ,  l It I y W< u l l s d si I · w i thout·  
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causing a rift, partly because they were well taken. Berlinguer 
avoided a change in the composition of the leadership, except in 
dribs and drabs that had no special political significance. 

The picture changed profoundly with the 1980 turn, however: 
the unity of the leadership broke down. Both the policy decisions 
- which Berlinguer often made alone - and the general line of 
which they afforded a glimpse met with explicit, sometimes fierce, 
dissent at the top. He did not give way, and challenged his critics 
to oppose him publicly; they did not think they had the strength 
to do this. But, since the disagreements linked up with doubts and 
hesitancy in the middle cadre (still hopeful that it might be pos
sible to return to broad political understandings and even effect 
a reconciliation with Craxi) ,  they prevented the kind of general 
shake-up and clarification without which it would be rather diffi
cult to recruit new forces. The PCI's mode of thinking and working 
did not make its proposals secure, nor did they invite participation. 
Thus a vicious circle began to operate. I have reason to believe - a 
turn of phrase I use because it is wrong to attribute definite inten
tions to someone who cannot reply - that in the final months of his 
life Berlinguer determined to break this vicious circle: that is, he 
became convinced of the need to open a real political battle within 
the Party and about the party form as such. He did not have the 
time to do it. 

There remains one delicate matter to clear up. Could Berlinguer 
have fully counted on the support of a sizeable majority of the 
leadership to thwart the so-called Right in the PCI? Among his 
supporters some were still nostalgic for the Historic Compromise, 1 

and quite a few thought that, in difficult times, the Party should l .. �· 

present the image of a complete unity that was no longer there. 
His opponents included not only the long-time Amendolans, who 
now called themselves miglioristi, but also some of those who 
had always thought of themselves as belonging to the pro-Longo 
Centre: prominent figures such as Bufalini, Lama, Pajetta, Di 
Giulio, Perna and, in some respects, even Cossutta. The old New 
Left too ( Ingrao and Trentin, for instance), who supported the 
turn, still bore some understandable grudges towards its sponsor. 

After this provisional balance sheet of the PCI i n  1 985, incl ud
ing both the successes and the obstacles of  the prev ious five years, 
I cannot honestly id nti fy a con ist: nt, ttl d framework or mai n 
trend thnt we 1 l d  a l low a saf j udgcm •n t to be mad · .  But I do find 
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the elements for a non-fanciful hypothesis to measure and explain 
the events of the subsequent years. It goes as follows. 

Berlinguer's turn was driven by the ambitious medium-term 
objective of actually taking a step along the democratic road to 
socialism in Italy and Europe. For objective reasons, but also 
because of subjective immaturity, this ambition did not stand up 
to the test of the facts; the goal was out of reach, but the strength 
it had preserved and the new choices and ideas that had entered 
into it did make it possible for the PCI to escape being engulfed by 
the crisis of the Soviet Union, to avoid dissolution and abjuration, 
and to refound a Communist-inspired Left that was vibrant and 
meaningful. Such an objective was challenging, but not impossi
ble. If such a Left had still been standing in 1 992, when the First 
Republic unravelled, the story not only of the PCI but of Italian 
democracy would have been very different. 

' I I 
I 
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Natta, the Conciliator 

It is indisputable that the last few years of the 1 980s marked a 
watershed between two epochs. 

The decades during which world history had unfolded within a 
basically bipolar order could be considered at an end. The competi
tion between two economic systems and ideologies, each involving 
hundreds of millions of people, had assumed the character of a 
contest between two blocs of states that also served as a refer
ence for other existing or newly emerging states; the competition 
had centred on various goals, in various forms and regions, but it 
had been stimulated, contained and underwritten by the equilib
rium between two superpowers. Now, however, a new and more 
unified, though also uneven, world order was emerging, in which 
spontaneous market forces supposedly ruled supreme, but which 
in reality was governed by the military might, financial supremacy, 
technological advantage and media monopoly of one power: the 
American. It is also indisputable that, in the absence of another 
great war, such a major change could not have happened at a stroke 
or as the result of a political decision at the top; it must have come 
about in stages, based on multiple tendencies and processes with 
deep roots in society. But the real qualitative leap occurred at the 
end of the decade, with a suddenness that no one had predicted; 
it was not due to a stunning success of capitalist restructu ring -
which, in fact, bad run i n to d i fficu lties and cou ld  anyway promise 
l i tt le - but  rather to the col lapse of i ts long-stand i ng adversa ry and  
tbe pass i v  acq u ies en e of t h  • Eu ropea n Left. T h  P CI  ou ld  no t  
r ·ma i n  i m m u n  · f ro m  su  ·h n d rn ma t i  · u ph · a  v a l ,  n n d  st i l l  I ·ss d i d  
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i t  have the strength to prevent it. But what of  the second half of 
the 1980s, when the general crisis of Communism was gathering 
momentum and the power of a new hegemon was becoming more 
and more apparent? Could the PCI not have taken a different road 
then, to keep a strong, Communist-inspired movement alive on a 
new basis, and at the same time to have a positive influence on the 
international situation? 

Berlinguer's death weighed heavily on the Party: it was not easy 
to find a successor. The 'Right' had enough ideas and cohesion 
to aspire to form a new leadership, and in fact it did talk, behind 
closed doors, of making Napolitano or Lama secretary - even 
though both men had expressed a line different from the Right's 
on more than one occasion. But this choice did not command a 
majority. The waverers too considered it risky, and so the meeting 
did not even decide to put the idea to the test. 

On the other hand, although Berlinguer's supporters had the 
numbers to prevail, they were not homogeneous and did not have 
a properly heavyweight candidate. It was therefore decided to opt 
for a wider process of consultation, organized by Pecchioli1 and 
Tortorella.2 The method already entailed the selection: a large 
majority favoured a man of great virtues (culture, decency, experi
ence, independence of judgement) but also of great caution, who 
hesitated before expressing or provoking disagreement, not out 
of conformism, but because his main concern was party unity 
and the likely effects of discord on public opinion. That man was 
Alessandro Natta. He had been standing aloof for some time, with 
no ambition to become secretary, but he enjoyed great respect 
and some popularity in the Party. As his right-hand man he chose 
Aldo Tortorella, who certainly had fervent ideas but was equally 
inclined to prudence. 

O ne might, in slightly jocular vein, sum up the brief period of 
Natta's secretaryship as an attempt to continue Berlinguer's policy 
w ithout its rough edges and, as far as possible, with the support 
of Giorgio Napol i ta no. In normal years, against a background of 
u n i t y, such conci l ia toriness - w h ich d id not ru le  out tactical differ
en es - m igbt hav  succ c led. But tho e were not normal years. 

I . Ugo P• ·ch iol i : a wel l -k nown figure in t he part i san war, lat r leader of the 
PC! in Tu in  on I Pi lmont ,  1111tl 1 1 1 1  ·m l  c:r o f  t h  n

'
n t ional l ·ad rsh ip  s in  1 983.  

2 .  Aldo Tl rtor l i t : dit O I '  of L'U11ila i n  r·h n r l y 1 970N, dos r o  B'rl ingu r 
in hiH lin1 I y n rN n n  I r 1 onN i l l f1 r th I :I 'H ·u l t u r  I t  i1 l icy. 
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The first sign of trouble soon appeared in relation to the ref
erendum on wage-indexation and the assessment of its outcome, 
in 1 985.  The decision to call a referendum had been taken by 
Berlinguer, against the opposition of the right of the Party. And, 
in truth, it was a risky undertaking - though one I supported at 
the time. 

A referendum to abrogate a law involves the whole of the elec
torate, and in this case the law did not strike directly at most 
people's interests; some voters indeed benefited from it; and all 
the other parties and newspapers presented it as a necessity, due 
to the economic crisis. Hence, despite the large-scale mobilization 
of workers, and despite the democratic importance of the issue, it 
was always going to be very difficult to win the referendum. The 
man who had proposed it was no longer with us, and mistrust 
was spreading in the ranks of those who were meant to support it. 
Natta accepted the challenge, mainly to honour the commitment 
made by Berlinguer, but he was not able to mobilize the Party on a 
l arge scale and he did not want to force a campaign on the unwill
i ng (part of the trade union movement, the retailers' associations 
and the regions with a Communist government). The negative 
resu l t  therefore came as no surprise, nor was the Party completely 
blameless. But it was a surprise that the PCI - though out on a limb 
and not solidly united - managed to obtain 46 per cent of the vote: 
this demonstrated great strength and did not call for recrimination. 
However, those who were only waiting for an opportunity read it 

· as proof that Berlinguer's turn had gone a little too far and needed 
to be corrected. This was how the right of the Party argued, and it 
met no opposition. Take, for example, one whole boring issue of 
Critica Marxista published in 1 985,  which contained a collection 
of essays on Berlinguer by nearly all the top leaders. It is easy to 
see that, with the exception of Garavini's article, and laying stress 
on different points, the common aim was to establish an essential 
continuity between the Historic Compromise and the turn of the 
1 980s. This idyllic construction, justified by the commemorati ve 
occasion, d id  not cause much of a sti r - i ndeed, i t  passed u nno
ticed. But the same ca n not be said of a (st i l l  modera te) proposa l to 
rh n tra l Comm i t tee for a con·- ct ion of  t he re nt pol i t ica l l i ne, 
whi  ·h was I a ·k d I y 1 a rt of t l  s r t a r ia t . This  form d t h  main 
t l  m > f  t • 1 · i ·1l l r ·ongr . .  h I I  i n  Flor· n · i 1  · 1 86. Ra h r 

d n 1  • 1 1p 1· 1 1 i  • i t  i t  volv d n 
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simply glossed over recent disagreements and, a s  for the future, 
corrected the turn without explicitly saying so. 

I do not think I am being overcritical, nor would I have any right 
to be. For I too was a silent participant: partly because I had only 
just rejoined the Party and did not want to appear a busybody, 
partly because I did not understand the mechanism that was being 
set in motion. But, when I reread today the bulky Proceedings of 
that congress, I feel sure that criticism is in order. 

The first point that strikes me is the inadequacy, not to say 
deliberate lack, of analysis of what was going on in the real world 
(which Togliatti considered the essential prerequisite for a correct 
policy) .  Just a few important cases in point: the nature and dura
tion of Reaganism, the rightward shift in Europe and its major 
social-democratic parties, the crisis of the Communist camp and, 
at least initially, the reform initiatives of Gorbachev in the USSR 
and Deng in China. As to society and economics, the key develop
ments were not only new technologies (post-Fordism in industry) 
and a redistribution of income to the detriment of much more than 
'a third of society', but also the 'financialization' of capital and 
a global unification of markets in line with the interests of the 
multinationals. 

At the cultural level, the same years had seen a general widen
ing and deepening of individualism and consumerism, a growth in 
the power of commercial television and an erosion of educational 
standards, with the aim of forcing the much-heralded freedom into 
a standard mould. Many of these issues had featured in Berlingu
er's rethinking, while others fel l  outside it. All in all, they added up 
to a picture less favourable than the one presented in the congress 
proceedings, but they also offered a number of possibilities. There 
was little discussion of these in Florence or subsequently, and in 
some cases no discussion at all. 

The 'parsimony' of analysis was not due to ignorance or to 
a wish to downplay what was new; indeed, in the PCI and else
where, overblown rhetoric about new directions was beginning 
to obscure what was rea l ly essent ia l  in the situation. More or less 
conscious ly, however, the a n a l yt ic defic it  served to make a correc
t i on i n  the po l i t ica l l i n e, and i n  t he Part y's po l i tica l practice, both 
m or p l au s i b l e  a n d  more a ccpta b l  . 

Fron t h  Flor  ' '  · '  ·onge •ss o n ,  r h  PCI aga i n  s·  w i ts mai n rol 
' s  b i 1  g ro l < st 1 t he fo m n t i m o ·  n · w  go v · 1 1 1  n m ·lj o r i ty, 
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a 'democratic alternative' government to confront the crisis in the 
country; restored unity with the PSI would help to bring this about, 
but that did not exclude a broader coalition. There appeared to be 
nothing very new in this vision: it essentially resumed the discourse 
of a decade earlier, shorn of errors of subalternity and minimal
ism, and set within the framework of an emergency government 
or a 'government with a programme' .  Had not Berlinguer himself 
been the first to speak of a 'democratic alternative' ?  The problem 
was, though, that the objective no longer had any basis in the real 
situation and therefore should have been scrapped. It is easy to 
demonstrate this, just with reference to Italy. 

As far as the PSI, DC and the secular parties were concerned, 
although they remained in competition with one another, they had 
all shifted to the right under the political and ideological pres
sure of the neoliberal wave washing over much of Europe. Their 
shared resolve to exclude the PCI from government had therefore 
actually hardened, even though it seemed ever less j ustified. With 
the situation in the economy and society still critical ( 14  per cent 
unemployment, a public debt higher than annual GDP), electoral 
support for the government coalition was flat, sometimes falling, 
and so the parties in it were forced to close ranks around an even 
greater recourse to clientelism, new public spending sprees, indul
gence towards tax evasion, and a false image painted over all. Craxi 
was a master of such operations ( 'the ship sails on', 'the leader's 
personality is winning political support', 'how well he handles the 
media! ' ) ,  surrounded by people whom even Formica described as 
'dwarfs and ballerinas' .3 In this situation, how could the PCI have 
thought that an 'alternative government' based on a new agree
ment among the parties was credible? Which parties? And what 
would be the programme of the 'government with a programme' ?  

Nor is this all. For four years Berlinguer had often sprung sur
prises in his attempt to advance the turn: the 'moral question', the 
wage-indexation battle, the critique of consumerism, the dialogue 
with young people over the experience of the peace movement, 
and the new feminism that assailed conceptions of the fam ily and 
ways of conducting politics. The break with the Soviet Union and 
the opening to socia l  democracy went together w i th a foreign 

3 .  Sal va tor ( 'R ino' )  Formi ·a :  PSI app, raws man l u ring t h  .raxi y a rs .  He 
w s r f rr in in 1 99 1  to r h  l org n uml  rs of p opl f rom r h  · t hcnr ri ·a l world 
who rook 1 Ht in i t  I dsion-mn i 1  g Nurionul AR mbly. 
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policy geared to bilateral disarmament and independence from 
both blocs. 

Berlinguer's underlying conviction was that Italy needed a pro
foundly new politics, focused on gradual but structural change, 
and that the conditions for this had to be built in society and the 
national culture, over and above any political manoeuvring. He 
rejected extremist approaches and saw the need for alliances, but 
he also believed that the way forward required clear opposition 
and real mass movements. This was what gave meaning to the idea 
of a 'democratic alternative' government, associated with the term 
'hinging on the Communist Party' or 'a new stage in the Italian 
road to socialism'. 

I repeat that, given all the events of the 1 980s after his death, 
this vision erred on the side of optimism and displayed a number 
of weak points and areas of abstraction. It needed to be rounded 
out and deepened. But the Party that could have been the basis for 
this no longer existed, while the PCI neither recognized the real 
situation nor did anything to try to change it. 

In fact, its immediate emphasis on an inter-party agreement for 
government, which pushed new areas of social and political con
flict to the sidelines, was not only more abstract but also more 
costly. It involved relinquishing various pillars of support: the 
46 per cent vote in the referendum on wage-indexation; poten
tial leadership of the still active peace movement; links with the 
women's movement, which had lost its mass character (at a time 
when the crisis was especially affecting the material conditions of 
women); and any ambition to head the new ecological movement 
(an issue on which it had numerous doubts that left the way open 
for a Green party to emerge) .  Above all, it involved giving up on a 
wide debate in and about the Party, which remained stifled by the 
spirit of conciliation at the top. 

In this detailed, perhaps overcritical, analysis of the Natta lead
ersh ip, which I can permit myself to make because I too was to 
b lame for not crit ic iz ing it, I have intentionally refrained from 
dea l i ng wi th one nove l ty over which there was unanimity at the 
Florence congress. I a m  referring to the sentence: 'The PCI is an 
i n te • ra t  p<l rt of t l  , Eu ropea n Left.'  I t  wa s important because it 
sought t o  I f1n · t h  · Part y's i n t  ·rna t ion a l loc<J t ion at a t ime when 
r h  · glob · 1 l l , l a n  · • wns t"H J i l l y  ·hn ngi t g.  But it was al o so g n ra l 
ns to I n 1  l if4 l iO t l s .  l id i i n  l i  ·n t • n n  1 r� ' t H  1 1  • • I to ov ·r ·omc 
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the barriers to dialogue in the Left, so that Europe could play the 
role of a third force beyond the bipolar world order - a dialogue to 
which the PCI could contribute by virtue both of its tradition and 
its renewal, as well as its influence in the newly emerging countries ? 
Or did it indicate a readiness to join the Socialist International, 
whatever the outcome of the heated debate that was then taking 
place inside the PCI? If the former, it pointed to a development of 
Berl i nguer's recent initiatives on disarmament, multipolarism and 
the cri tique of any great power hegemony. If the latter, it meant a 
new choice of camp and the gradual liquidation of a distinctive 
Communist identity (at least as much as would be necessary to 
obta in  Craxi's consent to its joining the Socialist International) .  

The choice had not yet been made. But the general direction 
of the Florence congress was clear enough: a partial, non-explicit 
correction of the Berlinguer turn, toning it down and making it 
strategica l ly less ambitious. Nor did it take long for the results to 
becorne apparent: in the elections of 1 987 the PCI won 27 per cent 
of the vote, down from 30 per cent in 1 983 and the exceptional 
:B .5 per cent of 1 984. It was a sharp and unexpected defeat, but 
not yet a rout. The lost votes had not gone to strengthen the gov
ernment pa rt i es, but had spread around a galaxy of small unstable 
forces to its l e ft. 

Hut there were other worrying signs. In a number of local con
tests the setback was more severe, as authorities led by the united 
Lt•ft showed symptoms of exhaustion or decline. Internal divisions 
as wel l as labo u r  market difficulties were exacerbating the crisis 
of the un ion movement, and neo-integralist tendencies and organ
izntions were ga i n i ng a firmer hold in the Catholic world. The 
U I H:ontrol led p u b l i c  debt limited the scope for further spending, 
n n d  was being u sed as a pretext to block any progressive economic 
pol icy. As both cause and effect of al l  this, the Centre-Left coalition 
government was sha p ing u p  as a power-sh aring deal among the 
mosr conservative e lements in its const i tu ent parties (the so-called 
C/\ F: Crax i -Andreotti -Forlan i" ) .  So the prospect of a 'democratic 

a l ternative', a l ready i ncons istent  i n  its or ig ins, receded more and  
more cnch day, wh i le t h e  s ize a nd especia l ly t h e  struct u re of the 
PMty mem bersh i p  stead i l y  deter iorated .  As we can see, there was 

4.  A l'llnldo Fmlnni : bl'i!.' f l y  I)(: pril1l!.' 111 in istt't' in 1 91!0- 1 , t hen vkc-pr t n icr  
i n  thr t wo < :m x i  )IOVt'l'llllli.'IHH of thr I 'IliON. 
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no shortage of issues for a bold political and strategic discussion, 
yet the PCI avoided having one, for a combination of reasons. 
The change that the state of things required therefore simply 
took the form of a generational change. The occasion for it was a 
(fairly minor) heart disorder that afflicted Natta. He was politely 
requested to resign, and, gentleman that he was, he acceded to 
the request without expressing the bitterness to which he would 
later give vent. Achille Occhetto became secretary, and a leader
ship coalesced around him that lacked homogeneity in all respects 
except one: its rhetoric of 'newness'. I do not use this expression 
ironically or scornfully: it really did herald an ideology, political 
line, method and organizational form that would carry the day 
and lead to the dissolution of the PCI. 

Before we come to that, however, we should look at the most 
important event in world history during those years, which had 
even greater influence than the other factors on the evolution of 
Italian Communism. I am referring to what happened in the Soviet 
Union between 1985  and 1 990. 

I ' 



Andropov, Gorbachev, Yeltsin 

On 1 1  March 1985,  Mikhail Gorbachev was elected general sec
retary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. It was a great 
surprise all round, and a great hope for the Left. The surprise 
was understandable but exaggerated; the hope had real but weak 
foundations. 

The turn, made necessary by a looming economic crisis and 
widespread discontent, had begun soon after Brezhnev's death in 
November 1982 and his replacement by Yuri Andropov. But it had 
not been evident at first. The economic crisis was still obscured, 
not on ly by official statistics but by the fact that the real rate of 
growth , in quantitative terms, continued to be no lower than in 
the West. (The social discontent was due not to wage levels or 
the performance of the social state, but to the poor quality of 
goods, the privileges of the nomenklatura, rising crime rates and 
t he growth of a shadow economy. ) As for Andropov, what struck 
everyone first of all and made it difficult to form a judgement was 
that be had been head of the KGB; perhaps this indicated that an 
au thoritarian tightening was on the cards. His advanced age and 
poor state of health also made it unlikely that he would toy with 
renewal .  

Yet the opposi te turned out to be the case. I t  wou l d  be i nterest
ing - but for me imposs i b le - to reconstruct the story of h i s  l i fe as 
a way of expla i n i ng th is .  What is s u re is t ha t  h i s  long experience 
i n  t he secu r i ty servi es a l low ·d h i m  t o  hav  a n  accurate grasp of 
th r ·a l  stat of the ·o m try, <1 1 ·I to for ·sec t l  · morta l dang rs t ha t  
t l  r · n t  •n · I  i t  i f  r l  ·rc wns not a 1 rofou 1  d st ru · t u n I t rn nsfon n r io 1  . 
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And he was the one who began it, as a number of immediate deci
sions testify. His foreign policy proposals included the bilateral 
scrapping of theatre missiles in Europe, and a national unity gov
ernment plus the withdrawal of all foreign troops in Afghanistan; 
while inside the Soviet Union he chose the young Gorbachev, an 
intelligent but low-ranking leader with limited experience, as his 
right-hand man and prospective successor. 

To gauge how radical and focused were Andropov's intentions, 
it will be useful to look at a lengthy piece he wrote on the hun
dredth anniversary of Marx's death. It was the first time any top 
leader had offered the public a truthful analysis of the situation 
in the Soviet Union, together with a balance sheet of the past and 
a commitment for the future. He was certainly blunt, admitting 
that socialism had by no means been achieved. 'Despite the sociali
zation of the means of production, the workers are not the real 
bosses of state property. They did obtain that, but they never actu
ally became its bosses. So who are the bosses in the USSR? All 
those who, with a camouflaged privatism, refuse to convert mine 
into ours and want to live on the backs of others, on the backs of 
society.' It is hard to imagine a sharper criticism of the parasitic 
bureaucratic layer, of corporatist greed, and of the underground 
economy that took advantage of public inefficiency to acquire 
undeserved profits. The conclusion, addressed to the mass of the 
population, was not demagogic: 

To overcome the stagnation of the economy, growth must be not only 
quantitative but qualitative; it must improve the quality of work and 
offer consumers what they really need. What must be called into ques
tion is not planning as such but planning based on administrative fiat, 
which is indifferent to technological development or product quality 
and incapable of gauging the results of investment. Let us put an end to 
the system of 'Communist decrees' that has allowed managers to build 
their careers and share part of the proceeds with their dependants. 

These were on ly  thoughts on his part, but they showed a will to 
rea ffi rm th idea l of soc ia l ism a t  a time when their application was 
b i ng cri t ic ized, and  a d t rmination to restore a central role to 
c las s t ruggl . l l l n  ss an · I I a t h  s t opped h i m  from doing more. The 
s u b  qu 'n t  I ,  ·r i < t of Vik  or Cl ·rn n k q  a h i  sue e sor  showed 
h >w · t n  ng w,. t h  I" f t h  s · who I f nd d th sta t u 
1 u  . I u t t h  d 
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became intolerable to everyone, and finally Gorbachev emerged as 
the leading candidate to take over as secretary. Though originally 
in a minority in the Politburo, he was backed by Andrei Gromyko, 
the best-known and most authoritative figure from the old guard, 
who knew enough about the world to understand that the USSR 
might soon go under if it did not 'get a move on' .  In addition to 
running a country in crisis, the new secretary was therefore subject 
to many influences. But he took the plunge and boldly launched 
the process of perestroika. 

PERESTROIKA 

The Russian word is quite generic: it can denote anything from 
a moderate adjustment to a semi-revolution. That is why nearly 
everyone accepted and used it, but not always with the same 
meanmg. 

Gorbachev (as Eduard Shevardnadze later revealed) had been 
convinced since 1 978 that the whole system was 'rotten'. And he 
stuck to the slogan of perestroika through years of hard politi
cal battles, to indicate the need for a 'great reform' that would 
transform the system without giving up the foundations on which 
it rested. Western capitalism had tried something similar at mid
century, to face up to a major economic crisis and the spread of 
fascism in Europe, and to arrive at a new global order. But that, of 
course, had lasted a couple of decades and involved a world war, 
and the West had used the emergence of new antagonists to gear 
itself up for the attempt. Could it succeed in the Soviet Union, 
which was now in much worse straits both internally and interna
tionally? Could it at least ensure its survival as a state? 

Potentially, the USSR still had considerable resources to nav
igate its way in the modern world without being overwhelmed 
by it. It had huge reserves of raw materials (oil, gas, rare metals) 
that it could use and export without much difficulty, and plenty 
of land in relation to population density, which, if well cultivated 
and distributed, could ensure complete food independence. Its 
heavy industrial apparatus was by now techno logica l l y back
ward, heedless of productivity and unsu i ted to new con umption 
needs, but the country had the know-how and sci  nt inc capacity 
to catch up, a w I I  a a I v I of du ation that ·ou ld provi l 
th adr  , for n w u t in - '  lg s ·t o •·s . I r s  1 I nn ing yst • w s 
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increasingly ossified, but it had shown i n  the past that, when nec
essary, it could suddenly concentrate its energy on long-range 
priorities. The people were frustrated and demotivated, because 
their needs were not being met and they had been pushed into 
political passivity. But it cannot be said that they were yearning for 
the veneer of affluence. 

All these opportunities had been available at the time of the 
Twentieth Congress, and they were still present in the 1 980s - plus 
one more. Throughout its history the Soviet Union had had to 
bear the economic burden (and the resulting ideological rigidity) 
of an arms race, first to counter external threats, and then to guar
antee a bipolar balance; its military expenditure was completely 
disproportionate to its national income. The pressure lifted a little 
in the period of 'peaceful coexistence', but then Brezhnev's sense
less policy of 'limited sovereignty' and the costly adventures in 
Afghanistan and the Horn of Africa offered Reagan the chance he 
was looking for. A pharaonic project to achieve definitive US mili
tary supremacy with the help of new technology (neutron bomb, 
missile shield, Star Wars) would force the USSR into responses 
that brought it to the verge of economic ruin. This time, however, 
the military threat was partly bluff. Vietnam and Afghanistan had 
shown that state-of-the-art weaponry was not enough to swing a 
large-scale guerrilla war, and it was all the more absurd to dream 
of a pre-emptive nuclear attack on a country the size of the USSR, 
which already had a developed military capacity of its own. The 
Soviet Union could therefore have remained secure from threat for 
a long time, without pointless imperial adventures, and reallocated 
much of its military expenditure and scarce human and material 
resources to other sectors. 

On closer consideration, however, it becomes clear that struc
tural reforms were necessary to take advantage of the opportunities 
mentioned, and that success in one area would require advances 
i n  others. If the system in crisis was already rotten, it needed a 
complete overh a u l  to p u l l  th rough. All this helps to explain why 
Gorbachev came t o  power, why h i s  efforts obtained impressive 
resu l t and widespread support a t  f i rst, and  why growing obsta
des f i n a l l y  i n fl icted a I +at that con t ri bu ted to the col l apse of the 
Sovi t Un ion.  

As m · n y  h i . to i · I • • n f I • s  r •n · I 
cnsi ,. th n r volut ior ; it ·n i L 

us, � 'gr a t  r form'  i s  no 
n u  h · i ry nnc.l st r ·np;t l to 
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sweep away what is already 'rotten' and decayed. But a realis
tic assessment of the situation is also required, as are clear ideas 
about what should replace the old and how it should function: a 
grasp of the feasible objectives, the timescale necessary to achieve 
them, and the forces that might continue to give support for the 
long haul. 

Gorbachev was not lacking in audacity. His first aim was to 
release society and the Party from their cage of prohibitions, con
formism and silent conspiracies, which had developed during the 
twenty years of Brezhnevism and sunk roots in a vast bureaucratic 
apparatus numbering sixteen million. This objective was achieved 
by the simple means of conceding, and stimulating, free speech 
and press freedom. In the space of a few months the Soviet Union 
saw an explosion of debate among intellectuals of every stripe, 
the headlong growth of a critical and widely read press, and new 
scope for television to tell the truth and sometimes broadcast lively 
debates at the top of the Party. It was a real structural reform, 
the sine qua non for anything else. It gained widespread support. 
Sceptics had neither the courage nor the arguments to oppose 
i t, and whenever they tried, they simply added more fuel to the 
flames of argument. Nevertheless, problems started to show amid 
the innovation. The discussion mostly involved intellectuals, who 
expressed the most diverse and irreconcilable opinions, but were 
very fa r from constituting a new ruling class. The masses were 
i n tr igued but remained on their guard. A scathing quip began to 
do the rounds in Moscow: 'I read lots of papers, but the shops are 
s t i l l. empty.' 

The dismantling of a petrified system could no longer be halted. 
But  the problem of creating a new vision came hot on its heels 

- one that could mobilize tens of millions, offering some immedi
ate i mprovement in living conditions and beginning a clear-out of 
the institutions. 

It cannot be said that Gorbachev did not try. At the Twenty
Seventh Congress, l ate i n  1 986,  he proposed an amb i tious and 
structured programrne of reforms, ma in l y  cen tri ng on tbe economy, 
w h ich addressed r a l  problems but, i n  a l most every ase, poi nted 
t o  a ra li al hoi · · t ha t  had y t to l corn p l ted . A bov a l l  it fa i l  d 
to say w h i  ·h s d j · ·rs an I w h i  · I i ns t r u n  nts wou ld i m p l rn n t  
i t ,  w i  I i n w h o  i 1 1 s ·a l . T h  d i ff n • • w i t h  I n 

l i. I ppn n t . l w i l l  iv j ust ·o l f  I o f  • 
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1 )  Was greater enterprise autonomy enough to raise labour pro
ductivity, to upgrade the technological base, to shift investment 
towards light industry and to improve the quality of consumer 
goods, if there was no fiscal system to reward or redistribute 
results, and no directive plan to steer decisions? In the absence 
of these, would greater autonomy not give a further advantage to 
large monopolistic enterprises, inducing them to produce the same 
things as before in the same old way, only with pointless new plant 
and for higher prices? 2) Was it enough to tolerate the growth of 
a hazy private or cooperative initiative, without entrepreneurs or 
a market, and without controls, transparent accounting or con
tractual guarantees to ensure that the result was not a specu l ative 
underground economy? 

The obvious shortcomings in this economic programme cer
tainly did not make it easier to implement, nor did they promise 
swift or imposing results. Yet the programme was encouraging 
and open to correction. The better company managers, of whom 
there were not a few, were initially in favour of taking on greater 
responsibilities, and at the same time were aware that an overhasty 
elimination of planning would threaten to sow disorganization. At 
the other extreme, the majority of workers demanded an imme
diate improvement in the supply and quality of basic consumer 
goods, a reduction in the privileges of the nomenklatura and a 
war on crime and speculation. All these goals were achievable; the 
regime only had to achieve them before moving on to other things. 
At the Twenty-Seventh Congress of the CPSU Gorbachev scored a 
great success, even if many had been expecting a balance sheet of 
what had been done. 

When it was realized, less than two years later, that results were 
slow in coming and popular support was on the wane, almost eve
ryone, Gorbachev included, did not dwell on the real reasons but 
blamed everything on the failings of the existing personnel and 
political institutions. Hence the idea of giving priority to politi
cal reform. In my view this was a correct decision, though also 
unwise. Correct, because a major political reform was impos
s .i b le  w ithout a ch ange in the ideas of the ruling class and the 
acti ve i nvolv  m n r  of broad masses, w i thout new institutions 
and  n w wa y  t f t l  i n k i ng an I n ·r i ng at both top and bottom. 
U n w i  ·, f< u <  l ly o l  v ious r ·asons t ha r  w r und rva l ued 
ar d n g d. 

I 
I I I I! 
I il l 
I 
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For seventy years, political power had been in the hands of a single 
party; the state was only one of its instruments, its secular arm. But 
it was a peculiar kind of party, which ensured unity by suppressing 
dissent, yet organized and activated many millions within its limits 
and beyond, disseminated or imposed a world view, and secured 
the virtually constant mobilization of an entire people to face great 
emergencies (patriotic defence) or to attain great objectives (rapid 
industrialization, mass literacy, universal social protection, great
power status, the struggle against colonialism). Towards the end 
of that period, however, the Party had gradually changed its role 
and nature, while still ruling alone and remaining authoritarian. 
Its re-definition of itself as a 'party of the whole people' seemed 
to recognize a plurality of ideas and interests, but behind this a 
dominant stratum had welded political nomenklatura and tech
nocracy into a bloc, reduced ideology to a catechism in which few 
believed, and encouraged the passivity of the masses by offering in 
return a tolerance of absenteeism (and hence of moonlighting and 
the black market) . To clip the wings of this party and to separate it 
from the state would therefore be of little avail unless it recovered 
an identity at the level of ideas, and unless it rebuilt a relationship 
with the underprivileged masses. Nor would it help much to allow 
parti a l  scope for contested elections, for micro-parties with a local 
b· 1  e, or for individual demagogues who might later join forces 
i n  ·oa l i tions to weaken the CPSU. The most that would achieve 
wou ld be political segmentation and a power vacuum, whereas a 
ma jor reform, at least for a transitional period, would require a 
u n i ted and determined political force to lead it. The refoundation 
of pol i tics, more than of any other domain, would take a long time 
and demand much hard work. And yet it was precisely a reform of 
pol i tics, greater than at first envisaged, which was now happening 
p iecemeal, without a cohesive project, as a set of fait accomplis, 
expressi ng local initiatives and interests and contradictory, some
times fortu i tous, positions. This  move from an ultra-centralized 
a u thorita rian  system to a scattered d iaspora set u p  effects i n  a ll 
t he problematic a r  as of Soviet l i fe: the economy, nat iona l  un i ty, 
i n t ·rna t iona l  pol i t ics. 
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FROM GORBACHEV TO YELTSIN 

Is it right to speak of a shipwreck of perestroika, and if so, when 
and how did it occur? The judgement at the time, as well as the 
memory still dominant today, has presented a rough-and-ready 
version for the purposes of edification. 

Gorbachev himself is seen solely, or mainly, as the man who 
extended democracy to a sizeable area of the world (the fall of 
the Berlin wall being its symbol) and promoted a reshaping of the 
world market. The breakdown of the Soviet Union as a state; the 
rise of a corrupt oligarchy in what remained of it, resulting not 
from energetic enterprise but from the greatest pillage in history; 
the collapse of production, the scandalous inequalities, the pro
longed tragedy for tens of millions left unprotected and forced 
back into poverty, the sharp fall in life expectancy, the explosion 
of violent and still unresolved ethnic conflicts: all this is regarded 
as the transitory 'collateral damage' of a great civilizing enter
prise, the last bitter fruits that the distant year of 1 9 1 7  rendered 
inevitable. 

In my view, this is false both as judgement and as factual analy
sis. The happy period of perestroika lasted only three years, after 
which it broke down more and more visibly and rapidly. The 
process would not have begun at all had Gorbachev not become 
general secretary of the CPSU; only that gave him the strength to 
'demolish the cage', to introduce free speech and press freedom, 
to promote the idea of a 'great reform'. Behind him stood a party 
which organized nearly twenty million people, from every social 
layer and every region, exercising power in all the nerve centres 
of society and of a state accustomed to discipline and unity. Like 
it or not, that party was the force that drove the extraordinary, 
triumphant mobilization of an entire people. But, from the very 
first experiences, it was agreed that the reforms had to have a 
precise content if they were to succeed, and that the party of which 
Gorbachev was  secretary was at the same time both necessary and 
i nadeq uate. Th i s  is why  a spec ia l  congress was convened, early on, 
to tran form i t - to l i m i t  i t s  tasks i n  run n i ng the country, while 
i m pa rt i ng n w ) i f  a n  I v igou r  t o  i ts cu l t u re and  placing i ts idea l s  
on a n · w OL I I  da i on .  

B r w· 'I I 8 8  n l 1 H t l  i r  g. 
I f< r·e 1 8 8 I y I I I g 1 1  t > I 
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Gorbachev had aroused hopes of renewal, especially among young 
people, who, lacking experience or a clear line of sight, bounced 
off in every direction, forming endless microparties (below 5000 
members) and thousands of political associations on disparate 
issues. The Party felt mistrustful and closed itself off defensively, 
with the result that it suffered many little splits and a growing 
number of individual defections. But the worst damage came 
during the congress: not through the re-emergence of a nostalgic 
opposition (that had always been there, and only now came into 
the open), but on two much more important levels. 

First, cracks appeared among those who had supported per
estroika and Gorbachev, not merely on topical or organizational 
i ssues, but on questions of strategy. A party cannot be founded 
or refounded without a relatively cohesive leadership, without 
a vision of the past and the present, without goals shared by a 
maj ority of its members. Indeed, the more one wants to permit 
and encourage free debate within a party, the more necessary it is 
to have a common perception of things. 

Gorbachev's people, or at least many of them, discovered that 
they were divided into two camps. One side - not out of prin
ciple but to prevent the economic and political break-up of the 
country - argued that even deep reforms should not erase the 
socialist character of the system: there was no need to write off 
the whole past, or to capitulate wholesale to the market and 
private property. The other side was equally convinced that it was 
necessary to go jusqu'au bout, as quickly as possible: to close the 
parenthesis of the October Revolution and to build a coherent 
new system modelled on Western democracies (wide scope for the 
market, multiparty parliamentarism, economic and cultural open
ness to the world), which was now finally accessible to the Soviet 
Union. Otherwise the reforms would remain on paper, unable 
to produce results because of sabotage by powerful conservative 
forces. This second position was held by a m i nori ty within both 
the Party and the country. Gorbacbev hel ped to crit ic ize i t  and, 
for the moment, a voided a howdown . Bu t  the first posit ion too 
had l i ttle to be omplacent about, s ince i t  wa an  a rd uou task 
to proceed w i th com p reh nsi ve r form w h i l e  ke p i ng t h  so · i a l i st 
syst 'm i n ca · t . :u l t u ra l l y, i t was n '  · ssa r y  to i nv  n t  a ·om pl t l y  
n ·w so in l i st s st •m, wl i · I · l i · I 01 1 >t )J I t h  · s u pport b u t  
I 1 · t i v i n v  l v  1 1  n t > f  n i l l i  n.· of i 1  l i v i l u n ls, · .  p · · i n I I  a mon 
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the popular classes, and neutralized those who had always sworn 
by socialism but actually feathered their own nest and avoided 
taking personal responsibility. In short, a battle was joined. 

Many delegates to the congress remained above the fray, 
however, passive and suspicious, partly for fear of losing their 
established role, partly for the deeper reason that they did not 
know what to say. With regard to the past, for example, it had 
been easy to encourage debate, or a real fight, so long as the choice 
had been between Stalinist nostalgia and liquidation of Lenin and 
his revolution. But now that greater discrimination was required 
to separate good from bad in a long and complex history, debate 
was not possible for the simple reason that the Party cadre did not 
know the history. For years it had studied Stalin's official version, 
then Khrushchev's secret report, and that was the sum of its knowl
edge. Nor did Gorbachev try to fill the gap: he spoke of a return to 
Lenin, but as if all Lenin had done was invent the New Economic 
Policy in 1921 .  

The consequences were onerous indeed: failed revitalization of 
the Party, plus cracks in its leadership. But that is not why the Party 
split apart. The truth is that it had simply been vanishing from the 
centre of the stage, as it grew ever weaker and tried to perpetu
ate itself at the edges in the form of pressure groups. Although its 
members did not realize it at the time, this was the starting point 
for the future waves of secession. 

Gorbachev tried to react by changing the agenda of perestroika, 
refocusing the political reform on democratization of the state 
(greater powers for the soviets of the constituent republics, elected 
by popular suffrage with a real choice of candidates) .  Here too 
the intentions were excellent, the results terrible. The elections 
were a stunning defeat for the CPSU, especially in the big cities, 
where small parties and individual demagogues banded together to 
marginalize it. 

Of even greater import was the concentration of the whole of 
Russi a  into a single u n ion , which, by virtue of its size, became a 
counter-attraction to the central government of the USSR. Politi
ca l power was now thorough l y  fragmented, not on l y  horizontally 
(among region a l  f icfdoms)  but a lso vertica l ly :  soviets had legis
l a t i v - pow ·rs i n  t h · i r  r ·spc ·ri v · t ' J'f ' i t or ies,  p rmanent l.y  vy ing 
w i t h on ' a n o t h r ov • r  rh  • l i v is ion of  · · l 1 t ra l  r ·sou r  s; th Sovi- t 
of  h · f uss inn F · l ' t ion 'Mr·i · I  n r ·h JJ; ·a t • w · i!J,l r t h a n  n n y  

I '
' 
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other, undermining the authority of the central government, whose 
thirty-seven ministers did not know where to turn for their orders 
and anyway often made light of them. Each of these centres and 
levels claimed that its laws prevailed above all others in its ter
ritory. Headlong democratization turned into utter confusion. It 
also boosted the ethnic and religious conflicts that led to the break
up of the Soviet Union two years later and, in what remained of 
it, the rise to power of Boris Yeltsin, director and inventor of a 
new populism, who, in the name of liberty, ended up bombarding 
the parliament building, and in the name of the people divided up 
the public patrimony among corrupt oligarchs and mafiosi. The 
point I want to make is that the collapse was already under way in 
1 990: the economy was lurching into recession; it was difficult to 
distribute what was being produced; crime and speculation were 
booming; a real state no longer existed. Gorbachev was losing his 
authority, his only real power now over foreign policy. In fact, 
this was the realm that most clearly showed the best aspects of 
perestroika, and illustrated the heavy responsibility of the Euro
pean Union (especially the European Left) in not only failing to 
seize the opportunity in its own interests but actually sabotaging 
it. Moreover, Gorbachev himself had certain illusions that made 
him unsure of how to handle foreign policy. 

Already in 1985 the Soviet Union took up the idea of a com
pletely new order in international relations, which would involve 
gradual and mutually verifiable nuclear disarmament; self-deter
mination for every country in the world; the referral of disputes to 
the United Nations; democratization of the UN and other major 
institutions, and progressive dissolution of the blocs. To make this 
more credible, Moscow proposed a number of immediate agree
ments and concessions that often caught the Americans by surprise. 
Moreover, after some hesitation, Gorbachev withdrew the Red 
Army from Afghanistan, unilaterally reduced military expenditure 
and showed himself more open to trade. The other side seemed 
gratified but was only half listening: the American weapons mod
ernization programme proceeded apace; the M ujah ideen kept up  
their offensive i n  A fghan istan; and the terri b le  war between I raq 
and Ira n rema ined as  b loody as  ve1; with US pol i tica I and  finan

c ia l  support for Baghdad.  The 1 a l  t i n  i an  q uest ion sm u ld  · r d on, 
w h i l  no on - v n a ft r th · ITI ' lSS r s i n  L I anon and Jordan 
- t ri I to n u k  h • Is  · · l i s  r S J • ·r t h  · r ·so lu  io1 s p n  · ·d a r h  
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UN. Gorbachev's peace proposals thus began to turn into a creep
ing capitulation, with nothing in return from the other side. 

That is precisely what happened between 1989 and 1 990. 
Gorbachev made minimal efforts to influence how the East 
European countries - whose full independence was absolutely 
just - passed from one bloc to the other, or to shape their future 
economic relations with the USSR. One cannot fail to value the 
freedom of passage that came with the demolition of the Berlin wall 
- an event that soon acquired mythical status - but it is perfectly 
reasonable to discuss whether reunification of the two Germanies 
should have taken place immediately, in the form of an annexation 
of the one by the other (which even the SPD did not call for) .  

The lack of a Soviet initiative on the war over Kuwait was 
equally resounding. There was nothing to object to in the UN
backed decision to re-establish the frontiers of an independent 
country, but it is more doubtful whether this should have been 
achieved by a massive armed force rather than through political 
means. And there was every objection to the fact that a war, and 
then an inhuman blockade, were unleashed in support of Kuwait's 
international sovereignty, when no measures were taken concern
ing the fate of the Palestinians and the Golan Heights. Saddam 
was accused of possessing fabulous, non-existent weapons, while 
Israel was allowed to keep its nuclear arms. On these issues, a 
tough and clear position from the Soviet Union would have carried 
weight in the United Nations and on the ground. But none was 
forthcoming. 

What amazes me most is that Europe did not realize how much 
it would gain from having an economic and political partner in 
the East, which could have allowed it to escape a subaltern role in 
the new American empire; and that Gorbachev imagined he could 
convert Reagan to the Roosevelt line by sheer force of example. It 
was too l ate in the day when he realized that democracy by itself 
was no Aladdin's lamp. 

I 
It 
I 



The End of the PCI 

This brings me to the last part of my work: the end of the PCI. 
I come to it after a brief interlude, in the worst of conditions, 

above all because of a deep personal loss. The death of my beloved 
companion, Mara, is not only a source of pain but feels like an 
amputation that will never heal, making my mind opaque and my 
will sluggish. On her deathbed, though, she made me promise to 
struggle on without her, at least until I finish the work I began 
during the years of her suffering. And I know that if I break it off 
now, I will not be able to keep that promise. 

As it happens, I now find myself facing the complex, and in 
its way also painful, theme of the end of the PCI at a moment 
when not just the PCI but the whole Left seems to have vanished, 
or to be in total disarray, while the adversary that defeated it is 
in the throes of a serious crisis that makes the Left more neces
sary than ever. Furthermore, Italy in general - which for decades 
was a laboratory of political-cultural debate and social struggles 
of interest to the whole world - has been demoted to the rank 
of a minor, sometimes rather indecent, country, so that a new 
historical cycle appears unlikely to begin here amid the global 
turmoil; indeed, for the moment, it seems more l ikely that the 
worst consequences will play out here. If the systemic crisis 
proves to be long-lasting, new opportu n it ies m ight present them
selves, but in the short term i t  is d i fficu l t  to see where to start: 
the reconstruction of  a gen u i ne Left wi l l  be a problem for future 
g nerat ion . 

[ u t  1 · r hnps t h is  v •r obs ' I'V; H ion shc >U I I 1 rom ,,  t us to ask  
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whether the PCI's legacy of ideas and forces should not have 
enabled its demise to be less abrupt and barren. 

I should like to hazard an answer - sounding two notes of 
caution. I shall be delving into my own memories to fill the gaps in 
the archives and recent historical studies, with all the risks that this 
involves. And I shall also be inserting occasional autobiographical 
material, given that I had a not insignificant role and responsibili
ties in the events. 

THE OCCHETTO OPERATION 

I know for sure that if I were to ask competent figures when the 
end of the PCI began, I would receive many different answers: in 
1979, after the collapse of the Historic Compromise to which it 
had been so committed for so long; in 1 984, when the death of 
Enrico Berlinguer, the only high-quality leader of his time, drew a 
line under the Party's attempts to tack against the prevailing wind; 
in 1 989, when the 'Bolognina turn' that was supposed to lead to 
the Party's revival rapidly ended in disaster; or in 1991 ,  when a 
larger than predicted breakaway led many waverers to end their 
membership. 

I see some truth in each of these answers, because each moment 
contributed in turn to the advance of a poorly diagnosed and 
poorly treated disorder. But if one wishes, as I do, to identify 
what triggered the really terminal stage, then one would have to 
choose Occhetto's performance at Bolognina - relating it both 
to what went immediately before and made it possible, and to 
what followed in the next two years. The 'Occhetto operation' 
was launched at the Eighteenth Congress, with much audacity but 
muddled ideas, rather in the manner of Gorbachev's perestroika. 
And it followed the same trajectory: a rapid ascent, with broad 
support, then difficulties and bitter disputes, and finally, three 
years later, the collapse. 

Unlike in the time of Togliatti or Berlinguer, the turn did not 
gradually develop from a particular set of risky choices into a new 
strategy; it began with an ideological revision. 

The rev is ion was not closely argued, but it was radical. 
I ndeed, it on rn I how the Pa rty saw i ts own past. I n  an inter
v i  w h t t o  i 1 :  'Th P J f I i t  · ff t o  b the h i ld of th 
Fr 1 · h I v l u  · ic n (t l  v< lu ion of  '8  , t h  t i , bu w i t hou t  t h  



3 7 0  T H E  TAI L O R  O F  U L M  

unfortunate Jacobins) and not, as is always said, the heir of the 
October Revolution.' In a speech shortly afterwards, he accused 
Togliatti of having been 'Stalin's unwitting accomplice' .  And, 
finally, he hit out at Berlinguer as well: 'A third way does not exist; 
we don't think we can invent another world. This is the society 
we live in, and we want to work in this society to change it.' The 
class struggle no longer had a primary role, 'since the main con
tradictions of our age concern the whole of humanity' .  In short, it 
was necessary to 'move beyond' the democratic road to socialism, 
conceived as a distinct society, antagonistic to capitalism. 

Such iconoclastic fury dismayed even an authoritative old-timer 
such as Norberta Bobbio, who wrote in La Stampa: 

I ask myself whether what is happening in the PCI is not a real about
turn. One has a sense that there is a lot of confusion there. The haste 
with which they have been throwing their old cargo overboard seems 
suspect to me. They are still afloat, but the hold is empty. It would be an 
illusion to think that new merchandise can be easily found in any port. 
Be careful: there are a lot of damaged goods around, a lot of stuff that 
does not work and is passed off as new. 

It could not have been better said, but one important point escaped 
Bobbio. Behind the ideological iconoclasm lay an all too elementary 
political project. By eliminating the 'difference' of Communism, 
Occhetto - and not only he - thought it would be possible to break 
the exclusion and to form a government with the PCI inside, a 
better one than anything previously seen. But here precisely was 
the strategy's weak point. 

For, to fuel such hopes and to make them seem credible, it had 
not only to obscure reality but to construct a fantasy world. It had 
to ignore the fact that, although the bipolar world order was going 
up in smoke, it was being replaced not with a multipolar system 
but with a world dominated by one superpower; that, where that 
power could not peacefully impose its neoliberal policy and a reas
sertion of class domination, it wou ld do so by force of arms; that 
the new financial ized global cap i ta l i sm d id  not protect the major
i ty of nations and i nd i v idua ls,  but  excl uded them from prosperity; 
that I ta l y, in pa rtic u l a r, was head ing for ba n k ruptcy and soc ia l  
con fl ict, w i t h  a l i v i l d a n d  w ·nkened u n i o n mov rn n t ;  and tha t  
r h  overn m ' n t r ,  r r i s r •s i sr ·d h · i n  l u s i on of t l  e .om m u n ists 
1 ot f <  i c l  ·o l < gicn l r nso ns, l It i n  o · I •r r l d · f  ·n I t l  · i nr  •r ·sts 



T H E  END OF T H E  P C I  3 7 1  

and forms of rule on which they had always based themselves. 
Et cetera. 

Thus when platforms, alliances and the real international situa
tion were discussed at the Eighteenth Congress, there proved to a 
vacuum at the heart of the 'Occhetto project'. 

A SURPRISING UNANIMITY 

Despite all this - liquidation of an often revised but deeply rooted 
theoretical tradition, analytical void on newly emerging realities, 
'newness' as the only criterion for a political proposal - Occhet
to's 'new course' won almost unanimous support at the Eighteenth 
Congress. 

Before we go any further, we should consider the reasons for 
this surprising unanimity, which explains much of what happened 
immediately afterwards. It would be ungenerous and misleading 
to claim that Occhetto won it mainly because he was secretary of 
a party in which, for the sake of unity, the secretary could not be 
overruled on crucial questions at a congress. The fact is that he 
also displayed political intelligence, and his lucid reading of the 
party allowed him to gauge what he could promise each section 
to gain its approval, and what he should refuse so as not to be its 
pnsoner. 

The miglioristi did not care for Occhetto's movementist rhetoric 
or his impromptu solo acts; indeed, they had once voted against 
him when he was made vice-secretary. But he now offered them an 
end to Berlinguer's talk of 'Communist difference' and planned to 
apply to join the social-democratic International, without calling 
a ceasefire with Craxi over policies (which would have caused a 
strong adverse reaction in large sections of the PCI) .  

Occhetto knew he could count on the goodwill of Natta and 
Tortorella, because it was they who had made him secretary of 
the Party. Knowing their affective ties to Togliatti and Berlinguer, 
he moderated his direct criticisms of them and even threw in a 
generic appreciation of what they had done to distance themselves 
from the Sov iet camp  (the a ffi rmation of democracy as a universal 
va l u  ). The w re k n i  f -edge compromises, but  they worked. 

M u  h mor l i ff i  · d t  to ·xp l a in is t h • support, or a t  lea t the 
I a  ·k o f  ho t i l i  , o · t l  ! .  · f w i t h i t  t h ' I rr y  o --h t t o '  ' n  w 
'< u rs '. l nj<raismo I I ' l i . .  > l v  l ' 1 ft · t l  • El •v ·n t l  :ongr •ss, 
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remained silent throughout the period of the Historic Compromise, 
and failed to take full advantage of the opportunity offered by 
Berlinguer in his final years. It had received a modest shot in the arm 
from the convergence with PdUP in 1985,  but in normal conditions 
it would have been wrong to think of it as an active and recognized 
force within the PCI. Occhetto's turn, however, sanctioned by the 
Eighteenth Congress, was not within the bounds of normality. It 
a l ready signalled a break - one which, if challenged, would have 
bad immediate repercussions and cracked the unanimity. 

This was not an abstract possibility but something already under 
way, unbeknown to anyone, and which I now feel that I ought, at 
last, to reveal .  

The shape o f  the 'new course' was already clear before the con
gress, and a group of comrades with a certain profile and authority 
d cided rightly or wrongly to oppose it from the left - in the name 
nor of conservation but of a different kind of renewal.  They there
fore drafted a resolution to put to congress, together with a longer 
su pporting document. They were Ingrao, Garavini, Bassolino1 (a  
l i t tle  l ess resolutely) and myself, who for this purpose was assigned 
to the small committee in charge of preparing the congress theses. 
At that point Occhetto, wary of appealing to democratic central
ism, moved with undeniable skill. He invited Ingrao to meet him 
and  generous ly asked: 'What would you like to put in my speech 
i n  retu rn for giving up an alternative motion? '  Ingrao replied, 
more or less: 'A strong emphasis on the environmental question 
a nd,  to be consistent, a strong denunciation of the multinationals 
t ha t  now make a l l  the main decisions for the economy. ' Occhetto 
prom i sed to do th i s, and kept h i s  word after a fashion: he inserted 
a few h igh-flown genera l phrases, inc lud i ng one on Amazonia that 
ca us d a b i t  of a sti r. I ngrao too fel t  bound by the agreement, so 
t ha t  within a few hours the a l ternat ive document was fi led away 
i n  a d raw r. I shou ld  a l ei that those attending the congress were 
v ·ry sa t i s f ied , beca use t hey ·ame away w i th the impression that 
t h  · new ours had u n i ted t he Pa rt y an I would pave the way for 
a dyn ; 1 m i  · a n  I fru i t fu l i n i t i a t i ve. I ,  and perhaps not on ly  I ,  was 
·on vi n · ·d of  t h  · 0 1  pos i tc , l u r I r ·s i  rn · I  mys · I f  r o  acq u ies ent 
s i l  ·n · · .  Wh ·n I look l n ·k 01  my l i f · i 1  pol i t i  ·s ,  I t h i n k  t h is  wa 

I . Antonio llnNNol i no: :om mu niH! I j u l y  wi rh  moi H in  :o n 1 pu n i  1 ;  he cvcn-
l llil l l y  j l i l l� I th 1 ' 1  ,' 11 ft r l  l iNMol u l il 1 1  o r  the p : 1 , 11 1 1  I N v I liN mn yor of 
N n  I N in t h  I ON nd I r Ni I I I or :nn 1'11 1 1 111 from 200(} to 20 I ). 
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the only error which had some cowardice mixed i n  with it. For on 
one point Occhetto was right: the PCI could not survive on a line 
of continuity. An opposition needed a completely different analy
sis and political line, organic and innovative in equal measure; it 
therefore needed to run the risk of confrontation. 

But reality is much less malleable than words. In the months after 
the congress, two disturbing developments occurred. Economic 
crisis, institutional disarray and breakaway tendencies heralded 
the end of perestroika and the collapse of the Soviet Union (and 
its zone of influence), not only as a regime but even as a state. And 
Occhetto's 'new course' in Italy elicited sympathy and encourage
ment, but completely failed to modify the alliances or the policy 
of the forces in government. Occhetto, like Gorbachev, therefore 
found himself at a crossroads: he could modify his chosen course, 
or he could speed it up by means of risky political actions intended 
to raise its profile in society at large. The latter was the rational 
basis of the so-called Bolognina turn; it provides us with the key to 
understand the timing, form and content of a decision that would 
otherwise appear as the work of a would-be demiurge. 

THE BOLOGNINA TURN: THE AYES AND THE NOES 

The timing. Occhetto sprang his proposal immediately after the 
fall of the Berlin wall, because he intuited that, symbolically at 
least, the event offered the PCI one last opportunity to present 
its dissolution not as a surrender to the inevitable but as part of 
a great democratic advance, which legitimated its history and its 
function in society. 

The form. If his proposal had followed the normal rules (discus
sion in the leadership, then in the Central Committee, then in the 
local branches), not only would the process have taken longer, but 
the motion would have risked being defeated. The Party therefore 
had to be presented w i th an i rreversible fait accompli, even if it 
meant that the m a n  who carried it out would be brought down. 

The con tent. I ts t wo bombshe l l s  were: the open i ng of a con
sti t u t i ve ph as for a n ·w part y of t h e  Left, i n to wh ich the PCI 
was w i l l i ng to merge; ; 1 1 1  I n (.;hang · i n  t he n ame of the PCI as a 
st i rn u l  us to, n 1 I logi ·n I cons ·q ucn '(.' of ,  th is  phns ·. Someone had 
a i r ·, ly  f lo. t ·d t h  • i l ·n o f  n nn t c · I nnp; ·., hu t the l ·n l •rsh i p  hn I 
· x r  l i  · i t l y u l · I it ou ot rl f.' gt· J u t  Is t l  n t  it m i�-4! t I lOk l i k  • n t  
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acceptance of defeat, such as  other Communist parties had suf
fered - not a recognition of the specificity of Italian Communism 
and the beginning of a well-deserved re-launch. But, according to 
Occhetto, now that such a misunderstanding had been cleared up, 
a new name might benefit the construction of a great new force of 
reform, bringing together various social and cultural components 
and finally unblocking the Italian political system. 

So, on the morning of 12 November 1 989, Occhetto unex
pectedly showed up at a small gathering of Resistance veterans 
i n  t he  Bolognina district, on the outskirts of Bologna. He made 
n speech that said nothing of names, but emphasized that the fall 
of the Wall showed how much the world was changing and how 
m uch the PCI had to change if it were not to lag behind. Then, as 
tl e meeting was coming to an end, a young editor from L'Unita 
- a we lcome guest who looked implausibly innocent - finally 
asked whether we would also drop the name 'Communist' .  And 
'the wretch responded':2 'Everything is possible. '  In a few hours 
t he rest of the press heard of this and had no difficulty decoding the 
ph rase: the next day's headlines read 'The PCI Changes Its Name' 
- wi t hout a questi on mark. I was dumbfounded and, coming upon 
N a t t a  at Montecitorio , I asked him: 'Did you know about this?' 
To wh .ich he rep l ied, sadly raising his arms: 'Absolutely nothing.' 

Tw n t y years later, although I have often repeated the question 
o ot her , 1 ha ve sti l l  not managed to discover exactly who knew 

what .  My h unch is that the secretary's most trusted friends (Petruc
· io l i/  M us i,4 t he Rodano fami l y5 )  were fully in the picture, and 
the id a had been run past a number of others, but that the major
i t y of the top leadersh i p  k new a much a s  I did: nothing. 

2. The a l l us ion i s  to Ca n t o X X I l  of Dante's Inferno. 
3.  Cla ud io J>cr rucc i o l i :  Com m un ist You t h  secreta ry in 1 966, parliamentary 

lei ut·y in I ':18.1,  PCI nar ion: 1 l secret a ry in 1 987.  One of Occhetto's main associ

: l l"l'S in r h  · ctma p: t ign to w i n  I up t h  J >C I .  A ppo i nted head of R A I  televis ion i n  
2005. 

4.  l :a hio M uss i : jo i tll'd rh · PC I nr : 1 1 1  c: t r l y :tgc in t he 1 960s a nd was i n  the 

l > i rl•ziotll' hy I 'iH4. /\I t hough hl· su pporr ·d r hc d isso l u t ion of t he PCI, he jo i ned 
t lw ll· f't ' (  :on'l'l l i"Ot ll'' i n  dw PJ )S whi ·h l a iTr  con vcrg ·d w i r h  mu ·h of R i fondazione 
Con H t n iN tn  i n  t he new Si n isn·n 1 ·: ·ol o11.ia · L ib  ·r r :  p< t r t y head ·d hy N i k i  V ·n l o l a .  

5 .  i ' t't l l l  ·o ltodn no: origin 11 · ing i 1 1  t lw C n t  hol i  · Lef t· o f  r hc wnrr i mc period, h e  
h ·u n tr 11 1 1  i n f l lt' l l l i ll l  f i�o�un· i 1 1  t lw I 'CI ,  t h l ll tj.lh w i rhour  !.' V  · r  hoi l i ng n n y  pos i t i o n .  
( :o-· fml l l  I t '  of  H iiJiSttl trimc•stri,i/c• ( I  %l-70),  wh idt CXJ'I'!.'�N I n  ·r i t icn l pos i t ion 
I OWII I'd 'oflidn l  �mdNill'  11 1 1  I n l l t'tll.tt'd 1 1  Nij4n i fit.:nnt· j.\t'oup of i n tc l lc�.:t u n l H  11 1 1  I 
rmtto IN! " ( lnd u l 1t14 Nt J o l on l ,  :h lit t'll l l l  nnd M n�o�r i ) .  



T H E  E N D  O F  ' 1 ' 1 1 11 . P C I  

That same day, the secretary cal led a r ing 
and, after a brief report, asked for its col lect i ve endorscn n , No i · ·  

ing a certain unease, and a few teary eyes, he pointed to an 1 pty 
page intended for resignations if he was denied its support. But he 
received it, even though the statutes specified that the secretariat 
was only an executive body, with no power to make important 
policy decisions. Apparently everything was up for renewal, except 
the time-honoured tricks of the Via delle Botteghe Oscure. The 
next morning, when the matter was discussed in the Direzione, the 
secretary put forward a more detailed argument, without varying 
the content. I was the first to jump up and utter a flat 'No': both 
to abandonment of the name 'Communist' (which remained justi
fied in the case of Italy, and might yet be enriched by events taking 
place elsewhere in the world); and to the formation of a new 
party, which seemed premature and therefore threatened to wreck 
what already existed, instead of creating something larger. On 
the first day my 'No' stood alone, and I.:Unita carried a headline: 
'Only Magri Against'. But two days later Castellina and Cazzan
iga6 added their 'noes' and two others abstained ( Chiarante and 
Santostasi?), while some further speakers (Natta, Tortorella) raised 
doubts but stopped short of a vote against. Ingrao was in Spain 
at the time, but he would soon return to express his total disa
greement, lending greater solidity and visibility to the scant forces 
of the opposition. Meanwhile, however, the ground floor of the 
building was full of journalists and TV cameras, and the news 
rapidly spread to the whole country. This prompted the first active 
and public intervention from the grass roots: lively federal com
mittee sessions, packed branch meetings ( some convened on the 
initiative of the members),  noisy protest marches in front of PCI 
headquarters, dissenting statements from intellectuals. Everyone 
wanted to have a say, with no beating about the bush. 

On 20 November the Central Committee met for a three-day 
session. The atmosphere was tense, and hundreds had put their 

6. Gian Mario Cazzan iga: origi n a t i ng in the extraparl iamentary Left, he joined 
the PCI in the late '1 970s and grav i tated towards the 'orthodox' Cossutta current. 
As such he entcn.:d the Di rcziont· i n I YHY  ; 1 1 1d opposed the d issol u t ion of the PC!, 
later turn i ng to <1 · : 1dcmic l i fe i n l' i sn . 

7. M : l l· io Snn tosl'nsi: Pu�o�lil111 ln iHH i l' lc :1dc r, wh1i  jo i ned dll' PCI Dir  zionc i n  

I � 8 1i .  1\ supporter of M otion 2, which oppoH d I I  c disNolu tion of  t he PC : I ,  nml 
l n t·cr lwnd of If Ma11i/�t/u ( 2000-.� ) .  

i 
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name down to speak. The secretariat wanted clear statements from 
everyone, and put forward the briefest of agendas: a yes or no vote 
on the proposal as a whole. This was followed by the calling of a 
special Party congress. Someone tried to head this off by express
ing a commendable fear that it would harden the various positions 
- but to no avail. It was later said that Pietro Ingrao was the one 
who insisted on a congress. But that is not true. There would have 
had to be one, for reasons of legitimacy. The Central Committee 
had been elected by a party that actually existed; it did not have 
the right to create another party. Besides, you can't quieten people 
i n  ferment by making them discuss but not decide. 

Of course, both the Central Committee session and the hastily 
convened Nineteenth Congress were well attended, and sparked 
l i ve ly debate. But, to tell the truth, the discussions were neither very 
interesting nor creative - mostly a rehash of old positions, with a 
l i ttle added varnish but no real substance. I shall therefore not go 
into the details. Two novelties that emerged did have considerable 
importance, however, both immediately and in the long run. 

Fi rst, the dissent was far greater and more tenacious than 
expected. This is clear from the figures. At the meeting of the Direzi
one there had been three clear 'noes' ( four after Ingrao arrived), 
p lus  two abstentions and one no-vote. At the Central Committee, 
out of the 326 people present, 219  voted 'yes' and 73 'no', while 
34 abstained. At the Bologna Congress the 'no' delegates repre
sented 33 per cent, a third of the registered membership. Nor do 
t he figures tell the whole story. Many other elements allow me 
to affi rm that the scale of dissent was even larger. There was an 
exc ptiona l ,  and sometimes m le-bending, mobilization behind the 
secreta r iat, regiona l  apparatuses and local administrations; wide 
regiona l  dispari ties, with an  overwhelming 'yes' in the 'Red areas' 
(conta i n i ng more than a th i rd of the Party) but widespread or even 
ma jori ty oppos i tion i n  a number of la rge cities; and a campaign in 
t he Party press and  independent papers that  l eft dissenters without 
a n  orga n iza t ion or a mea ns of con veying the i r  arguments. Two 
OJ in ion su rveys of t h - Comm u n ist electorate (whatever their va l ue 
in such n s i t ua t i on ) r • ·ord d 73 p r c- nt aga i nst . And,  l ast but not 
I ·nsr, ·o1 si l · r ab lc  n u m l  ·rs j ust wa lk ·d q u i  ·t l y  away :  t he Pa rty 
m ·mb • r: h i p  f · I I  by 11 •; rl y 00,000 b • t w · ·n 1 98 9 · 1 nd 1 990. 

B 1t H ·on I 1 1  w hl t l l l' • wmk · l aga i nst  t h  • > �  J- os i t ion-
ists, '< 1 l tl' i l u i n��t 1' 0 t l  1o1 1 1'11 1 l l l  n :  . Th 'No F on ', t hough 
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unexpectedly large, was politically and culturally heterogeneous. 
It was united in opposition to Occhetto's proposal, but it had not 
formulated, nor did it wish to formulate, a common and con
vincing alternative. It lacked reflection on the past (critical, not 
liquidationist) and it lacked analysis of the present (not compla
cent, but conscious of new developments in society and the world) .  
So, in the end it appeared as a source of resistance rather than a 
more serious, more ambitious project to build on the best of the 
PCI's legacy. 

This posed a delicate and complex problem. The congress 
finally backed Occhetto's proposal, and so he had every right to 
call upon the whole Party to implement it, without further consul
tation, dissociation or verification. But it was very risky to begin 
building a new party by losing a third of the existing one, amid 
constant uproar. On the other hand, the opposition also needed 
time - to define its purpose more clearly, to develop its own central 
and regional leadership, and above all to decide what to do in 
the future. A compromise was therefore reached whereby prep
arations would get under way for the new party, but would be 
subject to checks at another congress in a year's time, when only 
those still registered as members would have a right to vote. This 
semi-postponement certainly kept a lively contest going, but it also 
provided for more serious discussion, in the most interesting and 
least predictable phase of the process that had begun at Bolognina. 
It is worth reconstructing this period, since it was badly reported 
at the time and later forgotten. 

The majority around Occhetto was determined not to change 
its course, and in fact a member of the secretariat was given the 
task of approaching forces outside the Party to gain their support; 
this was meant to show that the work of preparing the new party 
was bearing fruit, and to reduce the space for a future split. But 
the hunt did not live up to expectations. The small parties showed 
interest, but no positive intent. Prestigious left-wing intellectuals 
were divided, but generally non-committal with regard to them
selves. The 'scattered and submerged Left', already sceptical of the 
party form as such, refused to have a n ything to do with the unre
solved confl ict. But  what  was decisi ve was the effect of the turn 
on those at  w hom i t  was m a i n l y  p i t  h ·d . Th DC a n  I esp cia l l y  

raxi ( th - man who h ld t h  ba lan · ) w 'r  not sf u rr • l l y t h pro
Sf ' · t i v ' d i ssol u t ion of th ' ( ] t i n volv r l  •m, • l v  '.' in  l i s  'USS ion 
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about the reshaping of politics, but rather saw it as the expression 
of a crisis that would cut Italian Communism down to size; only 
afterwards might it be possibl e  to engage in advantageous parley. 
The new integralist organizations were making the running in the 
Catholic world, whil e  the Polish Pope had been p laying a lead 
role himself in the evolution of Solidarnosc and the collapse of the 
East European regimes. Dissident Catholics close to the PCI had 
made their choice years ago: they felt they could be more useful as 
independents active in new social movements than as members of 
the new party. So, poor old Petruccioli returned from his trips with 
a game bag half-empty at best, causing rifts in the majority that 
never seemed to heal. One section, the miglioristi, thought they 
would get nowhere without revising their judgement of the PSI 
and their attitude towards it. But Occhetto demurred, because he 
k new this touched a raw nerve in the PCI membership and might 
increase unruliness in the ranks - precisely what Craxi was waiting 
for before he committed himself. 

The 'No Front' was not in good shape either, or at least it had 
to clarify many things before it could pul l  itself together and 
decide what to do next. A general meeting was held in June, but 
it was here that the first cracks began to show. Ingrao and Berti
nottiH suddenly proposed shelving the question of the name until 
t h  next congress and concentrating instead on programme and 
po l i t ica l  l i ne. Santostasi, who was the coordinator and reporter at 
t h  meeting, did not share this view of how to proceed - neither 
l i d  1 .  Th i s  was not only, or not chiefly, because of the symbolic 

i m portance of the name, nor only because the proposal to change 
i t  was an i ntegra l part of a political and cultural turn begun a year 
ca r. l ier; the point was that, in facing the problem of whether to 
r t i re or reaffi rm the word 'Communist', we too would have to 
make an effort to enrich its meaning and to think more critically 
a bout the past. It should not be shelved but become central to our 
d i scussion. Santostasi put a rather bal d  motion a long these lines 
to t he vote, and it was rejected by a large ma jority. But behind this 
l ay  a more burning question, a bout which nea rly everyone was 
und · · i J d. What  wou ld  we do a fter the congress, and  what could 
w · t h r  at n t o  i n A u  nc i ts outcome ? 

H. Wir h i1 ba · lq�I'Oi 1 1 1U in r h  · : : 1 1 ., h l l lsto B ·r t i nor t i  jo in  ·d t h  P :1 in · 1 972 
1 1 1 1  I he 'II II I one 1f t h  t 1 1 1 ion lea I I'N moNt op1 o�cc l r o  ·onscnsus 1 o l i l' i  ·s. He wen t  
o n  t o  1 l n y  n I ndin� ml  i n  l( i f ondnzionc :( mm u n isn . 
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All this favoured some timid attempts to reach a compromise 
between the majority and the opposition. One glimmer of hope, 
proposed in an article by Michelangelo Notarianni,9 was a 
federal solution that would allow a Communist minority to be 
recognized, on condition that there was a basis for agreement on 
short-term policies. But the majority showed no openness to the 
idea and nothing ever came of it. Part of the reason for this was the 
onset of the Kuwait crisis in August, and the later Italian involve
ment in the war against Iraq (which the majority supported);  for 
the first time ever, a sizeable number of PCI deputies broke disci
pline in parliament. This made it all the more necessary for the 'No 
Front' to develop a more advanced platform, before it launched 
into organizational initiatives. A long and wide-ranging seminar 
was convened for this purpose in the autumn; I was commissioned 
to write a text for it, and this kept me busy all summer. After con
sultations with many other comrades, a finished document was 
produced in time. 

The seminar took place at Arco di Trento, in late Septem ber, 
with a large attendance and an unusual and interesting agenda.  
Since the document was very ambitious and consisted of many 
parts, it was decided not to have a personal introduction setting 
out its main points. Participants were given a copy on the first 
evening and asked to spend the whole of the next morning reading 
and reflecting on it. The result seemed encouraging: people were 
generally appreciative, there were no disagreements in the discus
sion, and since the text was neither trivial nor repetitive the support 
did not mean that it represented a lowest common denominator. 
At one point, though, a sudden clap of thunder made everyone 
jump. In fact, the storm had been building up for some time; we 
might call it 'Hurricane However' . 

Armando Cossutta took the floor and said some nice things 
about my proposed platform, but then came the first 'however'. If 
the Party changed i ts name, he and others would create another, 
Commun ist, pa rty. Soon afterwards Ingrao, who until the previous 
evening h a d  a p proved of the text, added a 'however' of his own: 
he wou l d  ta k e  pa rt i n  t he pr pa ra t ions  for a new party proposed 
by Ocche t t o. W i t h  t h  ·se t wo ' howevcrs' ,  a n y  power to reach a 

9. M ichclnngclo Nmn rin n n i : cd i t·ot• of t he pcnct' n ovrt lH'Ill' wcrldy (,'tH'rm 
t' l 'act•. 



3 8 0  T H E  TAI L O R  O F  U L M  

deal - assuming that one was possible - was greatly diminished. 
The outcome of the Twentieth Congress, to be held in Rimini, was 
a foregone conclusion: there would be a sung mass, followed by a 
split unworthy of a news item. 

THREE SPLITS 

Separations and splits have punctuated the whole history of the 
workers' movement, in nearly every country and in many eras: 
between Socialists and Communists, but also within the ranks of 
both. In every case a heavy price was paid. Gramsci, who played 
a leading role in the split of 1 921 ,  said that it had been a neces
s ity but also a misfortune. This is not to say that all have been 
equally disastrous, or have proved with time to be equally sterile 
or i rreversible. Nor have all been the straightforward reflection of 
a great ideological and political divide. Their gravity and finality 
have depended in large part on their historical context, on who 
executed them and why, and on the nature of the project behind 
them. 

The split of 1991  was one of the worst. Much later Bertinotti 
pa inted a seductive but misleading picture of it, when he simply 
sa id :  'Sparrows went with sparrows, blackbirds with blackbirds. '  
lf the  sp l it had led to a strong reformist party on one side, linked 
t o  the best in the social-democratic tradition, and to a genuinely 
refounded Communist party on the other side, then Bertinotti's 
su mmary would have been appropriate. But that did not describe 
what  was happen ing in 1991 ,  sti l l  less what would happen subse
q uen t l y. 

I n  rea l i ty, there were two or even three splits. The first - the 
most i m porta n t  and conspicuous - saw the birth of two new 
pa rt ies that fought over the inheritance: one devised by Occhetto, 
t h · Pa rt i to Democra t ico del l a  S in i stra ( PDS), with the oak as its 
symbol ;  and  one l aunched by Garav i n i ,  Cossu tta , L i bert i n i, Serri 
a nd S::d va to ,  w h ich,  a fter much d iscuss ion,  took the name Rifon
dnz ion · Com un i sta ( PRC).  A second cleavage, Jess i mportant and 
v is i l l · ,  bu t  w i th importan t  ind i r  •ct effects , opened up  between 
1 1  •;H i y  a l l  t ht: n a t ionn l  nnd  lo ·a l l ·a lcrs who had wag c l  th · ' No' 
bn t t l · b ·fore j oi n i ng th · PDS ( a n  I r ·mn i 1  i ng th ·r · for 1W1 n y  yea rs, 
g · nera l l y I iss; t i sfi · I n n I r ·d u · ·d ro s i l  •n ·c) a nd th i r  h<lsc, wh i ·I 
most ly 11 ov I own I. R i fon ln:t. i  >11 • •  In th i s  ·ns · t oo, 0 · ·h · t ro 
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and others persuaded themselves that the split would fail or that it 
would soon be possible to mend it. 

But new members did not flock to the PDS, even when the wind 
of Tangentopoli10 began to break the PSI and DC apart, whereas 
Rifondazione recruited 1 1 9,000 in just a few months. The 'grand 
new party' therefore celebrated its debut with a membership 50 
per cent down on that of the PCI, and a score of 1 6  per cent at the 
general elections of 1 992. 

This second cleavage also weighed on the political project of 
Rifondazione. For its recruits were predominantly working-class 
activists, trained in operational tasks or trade union disputes, full 
of enthusiasm and a sense of belonging, but unaccustomed to polit
ical reflection and rightly enraged by any 'newness' that produced 
no results. To build, or rebuild, a party out of them - as Togliatti 
knew - calls for organization, clear thinking and sharp struggles, 
and minimum demagogy; it requires, above all, a cohesive leader
ship, rich in ideas and prestige, capable of pedagogy, and un i ted by 
common experience. Without that, a popular brea kaway from a 
mass party, burning with a sense of betrayal, could easily fal l  i n to 
maximalism or harden into uncritical worship of the past. 

A third split was even less visible but in my view perhaps the 
gravest of all, because it struck not only at the PCI but at Italian 
democracy. 

Italian democracy was already a weakling at birth, because of 
its late delivery and the elitism of the Risorgimento. Held back by 
illiteracy and the Vatican's non expedit, 11 it was later regimented 
and undermined by fascism, which - let us not forget - was in its 
way a reactionary regime with a mass character. 

The PCI made an essential contribution to the renewal and 
completion of democracy, not least through its role as a mass 
party that educated millions of people, involved them in politics 
and infused them with confidence that their collective action could 
change the world . Most of these men and women belonged to the 
subaltern classes, wh ich, as everywhere, are the most distrustful of 
i nst i tu t ions, and espec i a l ly distant from international politics. A 
pa rty of  th is  size and  hara ter, su pported by a range of flanking 

1 0 .  Tn n��t n ro 1  o l i ,  f rom Ulllgenti (I r i l  ·s or k i  ·k ha ks )  and polis, is the term 
·ornmon ly I S ·  I for th w hol l i fi ·c  of pol i r i  ' t i l ·orrupr ion un  ·ov ·r I by t he 

M u ni Pul it i  i nv  Ht i� 1 1  ion rcnm h t ween I IJ  2 nnJ 1 91) . 
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organizations, was unique in Europe. Over the decades, however, 
these features became much less pronounced. There were advan-
tages in this (for example, a move away from ideological dogmatism 1 

and hierarchical structures) ,  but the downside outweighed them 
(separation between leaders and workers, political careerism, a 
paucity of young people, assimilation of mainstream culture) .  By 
the late 1 980s, the mass party was quite different from what it had 
been. Yet the fact remains that the PCI still had 28 per cent of the 
vote, and of its 1 ,400,000 members, many active and politically 
aware, with roots in the world of the proletariat, 40 per cent had 
been in the Party for more than twenty years. 

This was what even Occhetto called the 'bedrock' - a resource 
and a bond. The need for renewal above all else was evident, but 
so too was the fact that any sudden break in identity and symbols, 
while perhaps not provoking a rebellion (because of habits of dis
cipline), would produce an exodus. And an exodus there was, on 
a colossal scale: careful research, going beyond official statements, 
shows that roughly 800,000 people moved away from active poli
tics. And since it is not true that the subaltern classes are by nature 
of the Left - and since television will take over if there is not an 
organization to persuade and orient them - an exodus on this scale 
and of these classes is worse than a political split: it creates an 
opening for populist demagogy. 

At this point I can say that my work is done, as I have fulfilled 
my principal objective. I can also say that it has been worthwhile. 
I have restored the memory of twentieth-century Communism, 
especially the PCI, filling in some of the gaps and refuting some of 
the manipulation. Perhaps I have even provided serious evidence 
that twentieth-century Communism was not a calamity and did 
not leave only a heap of ashes behind. I have not concealed, or 
hidden from mysel f, anythi ng of what I knew and thought. I did 
fail in one objective, though - or, better sa id, one hope. 

I had hoped that my probing of a d i stant past wou l d give me 
a better pu rchase on the word ' ·ommu n ism' and revea l a wider 
range of me·� 1 i. ngs. But J l id not f ind enough, e i ther a t  the level of 
t hought or a t  th · I ·v  · I of cx 1 cri  n ·e. M a rx was v 'ry ca u t ious i n  
t h is r · ar  l . A s k ·  I wl  at a :on m u 1  i s t  so  · i t y  wou l l lool I i i  , he 

r l  \1 1 f w I i l  ts. ; rn ,  s · i t1 l l · I t o  t h is  r h  · whol 
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thought made it possible to 'go beyond' progressive democracy. 
The movement of 1968 expressed the same demand, but often 
contradicted it in practice, while the main workers' parties ( Com
munist and social-democratic) basically set it aside. The words 
'communist' and 'socialist' were used as equivalents, each indicat
ing a long transition, in a different way, but without much concern 
for the final destination. This was understandable, because the 
times were not yet ripe: economic development, class struggles and 
mass education would automatically define the goal and enable it 
to be reached. 

By the late 1 980s, however, more than a century had passed. 
Economic prosperity, mass education and the running of the state 
had not produced a new civilization, still less a 'historic turna
round' or a 'new and higher type of human being'. The time had  
therefore come to explain what Communism meant, in  contrast to 
actually existing capitalism, and to specify both its goal s  and  the 
forces capable of upholding it; or else to adapt to the presen t  tate 
of things. Here lay the almost incurable weakness of the Left, i n  
every country and every school. Only the developed West cou ld  try 
to remedy it, over a long period of time. Other countries sti l l  had 
other questions to address, and either they did this well (China ) or 
they collapsed (USSR) . But once again the European Left shirked 
the test, either by dissolving or by throwing in the towel. The PCI 
too, which had persisted for so long in its distinctiveness, shrank 
from the challenge and paid the price, suddenly finding itself face 
to face with the Berlusconi phenomenon (much as Italy's relative 
backwardness had once led to the first fascist regime) .  

I cannot exorcise this disappointment, since historical reality 
has to be recognized for what it is. But, in this case, it allows for 
an attempt at a 'counterfactual' conclusion. 

Counterfactual history is not a retrospective flight of fancy built 
upon experiences that came later. It must apply to the situation 
that  i t  is meant to cover, on the basis of ideas present at the time; it 
is a h y pothesis that  d id  not, but  cou ld  have, become reality. 

So, i t  is  l egi t imate to ask whether there was still a possibility in 
the 1 9 8 0s t ha t  the PCJ wou ld not rumble  as  it d id .  Did it st i ll have 
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under way? I think there were. And, to avoid sounding like a crazy 
visionary, I will resort to a little expedient: I will append a large 
part of a text I wrote in 1 987, without corrections of any kind. It 
is not a personal text: it was intended as the basis for a collective 
resolution to be presented to the Eighteenth Congress of the PCI, 
as an alternative to Occhetto's resolution. Two years later it was 
taken up and inserted into the agreed platform of the 'No Front', 
which represented a third of the PCI. Then it was again put away 
in a drawer. It must have been a good drawer, because twenty years 
later, to my eyes at least, it does not seem to have aged so much. 



A New Communist Identity 

The crisis and restructuring that we have been living through is  
certainly not the first in the history of modern capital ism; others 
no less innovative and even more dramatic h a ve ma rked it  
development. Capitalism emerged from each of these mom nts 
profoundly transformed, often gaining the impetus for furth r 
expansion and new forms of domination. And in each of them, the 
workers' movement and progressive forces suffered huge blows i n  

various countries and were everywhere forced to revise their previ
ous theories, programmes and organizational forms. 

In the past, however, albeit unevenly and over a period of 
time, the crisis and systemic changes always spurred a general 
development of the workers' movement and the Left, in terms of 
organizational strength, spaces of power and cultural hegemony. 
This happened at the end of the nineteenth century, after the First 
World War and in the 1930s. For example, the darkest period of 
the 1 930s also saw the great mobilization inside the USSR, the 
mass struggles of the Popular Front, and even the rise of a new 
progressive bourgeois thought (Roosevelt, Keynes), not to speak 
of the tide that followed it. 

Toda y  this is not the case, or does not seem to be. Years of eco
n om i c  cr is is  a n d  po l i t ica l insta bi l ity have been accompanied with 
a decl i n  of t he pol i t i  ·;: d and  cu l tu ra l  forces that h ave i n  var i ous 
ways opposed t h  · t r  ·n I a nd shou ld have prof i ted from it .  To say 
t ha t  t l  i s  is  b · ·, us ' th · w · r ' u n 1 r 'I a r ·d for  t h< t t r  n I ,  a nc l  w r 
t h  • r  f o1· l i t  · 1 l l • to 1 1  l ·rst \ 1  I i t . , i � 1 i n · n · • o form l i n t · n 

ll l u t· 1 o 1 1  u�o�l  ; t l  l 1 ·k of 1 t'l n • I n  s: n tL r 
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itself be explained, and so too must the fact that the initial bewil
derment has not yet given way to fresh initiative and reflection. 

A plausible and widely recognized explanation is the follow
ing. The greatest novelty of the massive changes under way - and 
certainly the most important for our discussion - lies in something 
over and above the crisis and the capitalist restructuring: that is, 
in what is commonly called the 'epochal shift from industrial to 
post-industrial society'. Of course, this statement should be treated 
with considerable caution and many qualifications: we should not 
think that what matures over a period of time is totally new, nor 
confuse what is still only a tendency with something universal and 
complete. 

It is evident that many of the phenomena we define as 'post
industrial' gradually developed within the previous historical 
phase of Fordist mass industrialization; this may be useful to 
recall, because they could then have had a 'left' expression if the 
cultural, social and political referents for it had been present. Even 
more evident is the fact that industrialization is only now taking 
off in many parts of the world, or attempts are being made to clear 
the obstacles in its path; while in the advanced countries of the 
West itself, not only do traditional forms of industry continue to 
occupy a large part of the labour in society, but industry has been 
most successful in applying innovations, raising productivity and 
organizing concentrations of power, so that it remains the core 
that carries along and orients the whole. This reminder may help 
us not to lose sight of an important part of reality and its contra
dictions. Indeed, as we shall argue, the decisive element that allows 
us to understand and intervene in the world is perhaps, once again, 
this structured coexistence of different levels and forms of produc
tion, thi s  dialectic of 'uneven development'. 

Three facts a re nevertheless true. 1 )  Indus trial production, 
at least in the West, is tend i ng to decl ine in terms of value and 
employment levels, relat ive to the production of services or imma
ter ia  I goods. 2 )  In ind ustri a l  production,  prod uctiv i ty depends 
less and I ss on r h  · d i rect i n p u t  of g n ral l abou r or  the q uanti ty  
of  i nv  ·st rnent  ·a 1 i t a  I ,  ; 1 n  I more an I more on sk i l l  leve ls a nd the 
orgn n i1.:1 t ion o f  ·onsu m 1  t ion :  in short , on w l at happ ns ou ts ide 

I l l s , . . . ) Tl , 1 1 ·nom •nn i 1 1 1 1  n ·r on I n  ·k w. re i so · i t i  s l 
l i  ·i r l y 1 1 1 I l i  · t l y l 1 n i 1  t h  1 ns t , I L H v n m > • ·o • r · i v l y, 
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that are hard for them to adopt, and an international division of 
labour in which they cannot usefully participate, or which actually 
has a disruptive effect on them. 

The capitalist restructuring of recent years has enormously 
accelerated these long-term processes. It has speeded up the intro
duction of new labour-saving technology (much of it available 
for some time) ,  which narrows the industrial foundations; it has 
boosted the expansion of services and the production of imma
terial goods; and it has shaped the industrialization of emerging 
economies through the replacement of natural raw materials, the 
intensive transformation or revival of mature industrial sectors, 
or the permutation of capital resources within the circuit of core 
countries to enable them to live 'beyond their means'. 

In this sense, and for this reason, we may say that the 'post
industrial transition' is the horizon within which we must operate. 
What dominates the scene is a capitalism that strives to outlive the 
historical factors that produced its birth - to guide the next epoch 
too with its values and rules. 

This presents all variants of Marxist theory and all components 
of the workers ' movement with radically new and disturbing prob
lems of perspective and purpose. On the one hand, it seems to 
offer new and unexpected historical justifications for the capitalist 
system: the market provides for the flexible, swift and decentral
ized decision-making required by ceaseless changes in technology, 
organization and consumption demand; the entrepreneurial func
tion may once more extend to large numbers of people, either 
directly integrated into the economic trusts or guided by their deci
sions; and intense competition at an individual level stimulates the 
development of necessary skills and the deployment of labour in 
areas that the Taylorist organization of work cannot reach. 

On the other hand, class polarization in terms of ownership of 
the means of production and struggles over the division of surplus 
value seems to have become increasingly obsolete, now that new 
trends shape a nd fragm · nt d i fferent figu res within wage labour, 
en la rge th rea l m  of a 1 t onomous, sem i-a u tonomous or precarious 
l a bo u r, a nd br in  in to  t l  · op ·n so  · ia l su bj · ·ts and  contrad ict ions 
e x t  rna l  t o  1 ro lu ·t i on . 

Th is  I as f ort i f 1  d t l . • · u l r u rn l of f ·n: iv  · of w h i  ·h n ·ol i l  
i s  m l y  I 11 >. t· v i . i l l I rn i . l  
1 . ,  11 1 , ,  I i ' I  • i i H  f M 
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The very idea of the socialist revolution and communist society, 
in all its possible forms, is now said to be baseless, since capital
ism seems better able to ensure its development by means of, not 
in spite of, its fundamental elements (market, profit, individual
ism) - those 'animal spirits' which are more than ever the engine 
of progress and its necessary 'material basis'. Should this no 
longer hold true in the future - it is said - a system transformation 
would anyway have no affinity with the conceptual apparatus of 
Marxism, which operated entirely within the horizon of industrial 
society. 

These views are now widespread in the major parties of the 
Left, which think that, in the present historical period and perhaps 
for ever, it will be necessary to manage - and impossible to change 
- the capitalist social-economic formation. 

But they are also widespread in the new (anti-war, ecological, 
feminist) movements, which challenge existing society yet often 
think it marginal or distracting to define and change it as capital
ist; they situate themselves either this side or the other side of the 
problem of capitalism. 

It may be objected - indeed, it is crucial to object, so as not to 
throw away a precious historical and theoretical legacy - that the 
hypothesis of a 'post-industrial transition' was not only present 
in Marx but underpinned his idea of communist society. Perhaps 
he was the only thinker who, seeing the nexus of capitalism and 
industrialism so far in advance, linked the overcoming of the one 
to the overcoming of the other. 'The exploitation of living labour 
will become a paltry basis for the general development of wealth'; 
'production for the sake of production' will lose all meaning when 
the primary measure of progress is 'the enrichment of distinctively 
human needs, and in particular the general need for non-alienated 
activity'. 

This and only this prediction,  contrasting with any 'primitive' 
theory, allowed h im to see capita l i sm as the necessa ry premise for 
socia l i sm,  and  to conce ive of  commu n i sm as  a reversa l ,  not a devel
opment, of prev ious h i story: t he rea l m  of fr edom opposed to the 
rea l m  of necess i t y, t h  'cri t ique  of po l i t i  ·a l econom y ' .  l t  was th is  
p red ict ion w h ich  ga v · to  h is  rad ica l con ·cp t ion of  communism 
- th  · ov ·r ·om i n  o ·omn o l i t  r · l a t ions , n l i  •n ,u ·d I a !  our, t he  
s c  · i a l l i v i s im o f  I n ! < 1 r  n n  I I · I ·w u · I l • 1 o ·r 1 • - t h ' · I a racr r 
of n I' Hi < nn l t oj 't 1 t l t h  1 1 11 •n t t  u t  h . Th · f n ·r r h t 
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human history is moving beyond the threshold of basic needs, that 
new technologies permit a reduction in necessary labour, that edu
cational levels and the speed of information allow a great diffusion 
of power and decentralization of decision-making, that quantity 
is no longer the only or main criterion of progress, should mean 
that the discourse of communism, in its original, emancipatory 
meaning, has come of age for the first time in history. 

All this is true: we were arguing it in 1 96 8  and we are still con
vinced that it is the key to a communist identity that involves both 
recovery and profound innovation. 

But the ebbing of '68, at the levels of both theory and practice, 
has taught us that things are less evident and much more complex. 
First of all, the reference to Marx is too simplistic, and like every 
return to the sources, to 'something that used to exist but was la ter 
misunderstood and betrayed', it is arbitrary. It is neither i rreleva n t  
nor fortuitous that Marx himself felt neither a b l e  n o r  w i l l ing to 
formulate a theory of revolution that integrated the rad i  al man 
cipatory aspects which seem most topical to us tod a y. H is t h  ory 
of revolution never departed from the sketch presen ted i n  th 
Manifesto of 1 848 :  neither the themes of his Paris manu  cri pts 
nor the more solidly grounded reflections in the Grundrisse and 
the Critique of the Gotha Programme ever served as  the basis for a 
real theory of the transition to socialism. The revolutionary break 
would pave the way for a radically changed horizon of history, 
but it would occur before that horizon took shape, owing to the 
strength of the contradictions and social subjects within the phase 
of industrialization; the incapacity of the system to guarantee 
development of the productive forces would lead to the conquest 
of power by a proletariat that industry had made ever larger and 
more united. The rest would follow by itself, or at least could not 
be theorized without 'cooking up the future'. 

This schema was never criticized or revised in the theory and 
practical h istory of the workers' movement. Even those, like Lenin, 
who concentrated al l  their theoretical work on the intertwining of 
modernity and back wardness, the need for social alliances or the 
l im itation of workers'  ponta neous consciousness , and who occa-
i on a l l y  tri d t h  i r  h a n  I at sorn of M a rx's more rad ical  themes 

( tate and R •volution),  n v · r  l J rt d. from t hat  a pproa h .  Spon
J ld I ov •r · ) I w i t h  n p 1 r  ly s u b j  ' t i v  
p ry ) ,  w h i l  . l l i · t  · .  W > l l l l ui l r  
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essentially around 'completion of the bourgeois revolution'; the 
'withering away of the state' was left to salvation through tech
no logical development. Most important of all, however, actual 
h istory yoked the workers' movement and industrialism ever closer 
t ogether. Twentieth-century revolutions happened in parts of the 
world still on the threshold of industrial development, whereas the 
Western labour movement willy-nilly stimulated capitalist growth 
wh i le  distributing its product by means of trade union struggle and 
po l itical democracy. All this accentuated an economistic vision 
of progress in 'actually existing Marxism', and an emphasis on 
t h  state as the only possible alternative to the domination of the 
ma rket. 

A post-industrial society, with its new contradictions, therefore 
in troduces a disturbing novelty with regard to a tradition built 
up over many decades. What can be the point of insisting on a 
·ommun i st identity, if we are talking about two such different 
t h i ngs ? 

Nor is this all. The founding element of Marxism is not only 
i t  cr itique of capitalist society and its affirmation that a differ
ent  society i s  abstractly conceivable, but also that communism is 
a ' rea l movement that abolishes the present state of things'. Its 
t h  oretica l coherence and practical efficacy depended, and still 
depends, on the possibility of demonstrating three things: a)  that 
t he rea l d ia lectic of capitalist society generates material contradic
t ions that lead towards its dissolution; b) that these contradictions 
a re xpressed in the struggle of social classes, which to liberate 
t h  msel ves have to subvert the existing order, but which have 
i n  t hemse lves a real capacity to build a new order; and c) that, 
a t  vary ing speeds and with varying degrees of violence, all this 
req u i res break i n g  the mechan isms of th e system and establish
i ng  new mechan isms,  a d i fferen t  k ind  of transitiona l class power, 
wi t hout  wh ich another sy rem w i l l  never be 'mature' .  

lf none of  this wa true, or was true no  longer, i t  wou ld  m a ke no 
s ·ns- to sp ak of  M a rx ism or com m u n ism.  The cen tra l role that 
M a rx ism ga v to  t h  · ·on t ra l i  ·t ions w i t h i n  i ndus t r ia l  development 
w ·r • t h  ·r · for · t h  • r ·su i t  not on l y  of h i s t ori ·a l ·on t i ngency but 
t I so of i ts < wn I ·or · r i " I s r a  ·m · n t : t l  • i n  l ust r i a l  d v Jopm-n t  
< f · 1 i t1 l i  1 1 < I 1 • · . > · i 1  I • Ll l j ·t, th • 1 ol ·t r iat, wh i ·h in  
i t. '< n n l i  ·ro 1 > l i . 1  HiS • si< r ,  mnx i r  1m 
l i t  Ju  wi I 1 I 1 1 I 1 1'1 l i  · I n  t.l n n  I 1 r n l  
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capacity to emancipate itself, and with it the rest of humanity. To 
be sure, it remained unclear how this dialectical leap might take 
place. On which material forces could the proletariat base itself to 
escape its inherent dichotomy between the pure negativity of total 
alienation and the 'bad positivity' of heteronomous technological 
progress ?  Perhaps Gramsci was the only one who took this theme 
seriously, by focusing on the relationship between the proletariat 
and 'preceding forms', between productive base and superstruc
ture, between political and cultural reform. 

In retrospect, one might doubt whether Soviet society and 
the Soviet regime were really socialist, or whether the social
democratic experiences really were an alternative. But on the 
whole it was evident to everyone that a historical process was 
under way in that the working class not only grew in size but 
gradually asserted a political and cultural role as a ruling class, as 
the driving force behind major processes of economic and demo
cratic development. 

So, what remains of this strong identity of Marxism and the Left 
in general, at a time when industrialism is on the decline but a rev
olutionary break is not emerging in the most developed countries, 
and when revolutions in backward regions have not produced a 
solid point of reference or a credible alternative model, but have 
themselves fallen into difficulties as a result of the competitive 
pressure of modern capitalism? 

Is the crisis of society continuing to express itself in devastating 
material contradictions, or producing no more than disappoint
ment, an atomized unhappiness? Do these material contradictions 
ultimately derive from the production relation, and condense in 
oppressed social forces capable of assuming a directive role in 
society? Or do the various prospects for the future depend on 
a non-hierarchical plurality of contradictions and once more 
compete within the circuit of elites as their 'unhappy conscious
ness' and possible options? Can the oppressed social forces unite 
in a common project, and does or does not the system create its 
gravedigger i n  the shape of class antagonism? Final ly, and perhaps 
most i m portan t  of a l l ,  is a system ic break (that is,  a d i fferent eco
nom ic and  pol i t i  a l  sys t m) sti l l  necessa ry, or is it poss i b le for a 
n•w so · i a l o•·d r gra l u a l l y  to ass rt its I f  i n  th in t  rst i · s of t he 
o ld,  us in  , nd s t ri i ts prot d si v • f < r · wid  out ov · r  u m i 1  i ts 
• >1 : r i  r 1 t d 1 w • ? 
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On these matters there is a new, more problematic, divergence 
between communist identity and both radical utopianism and 
liberal democracy. Neither of the latter is capable of responding 
to all these questions today in a theoretically rigorous and empiri
cally grounded manner, or of giving an equally convincing answer 
to each. But it is possible to glimpse some of the answers. 

Let us try to give a few examples, without making any claim 
to exhaustiveness. We shall refer to the 'great issues of our age', 
especially the new ones that are seemingly most remote from the 
traditional class conflict, but we shall consider them in their most 
prosaic, empirically verifiable forms, as they present themselves 
and operate today. 

DEVELOPMENT AND NATURE 

No one now denies that the threat of environmental disaster is an 
explosive problem of our age, a contradiction that people already 
experience today as an element in the collective imagination. It is 
a new and far from trivial issue, which not only agitates the van
guards but is forcing broad masses to reconsider the meaning and 
criteria of development. 

Human production and demographic growth have always been 
based on the assumption that nature is a virtually inexhaustible 
resource, immune to the consequences of the productive process 
deployed to utilize it. This belief did not flag, indeed it became all the 
more unqualified, when science and technology stamped an expo
nential rate of growth on production, consumption and population 
in the last few centuries. The myth of science and technology fuelled 
con fidence in their unlimited capacity to absorb the disasters they 
produced . Nor was it entirely a myth, because even in environmen
ta l terms the trade-off between what economic and demographic 
growth underpinned ( hygiene, health, protection against catastro
phes) and the costs they i nvolved was indisputably positive. 

We now k now that this was ceas ing to be true. For many natu ral 
resou rces were r unn i ng short before they cou ld be done without; 
prod uct ion had i nc reas i ngl y de truct ive e ffects on the env i ron
m n t ;  t h is was  a l  r ·ad y worse n i ng th  s i t u a t ion wi t h r ga rd to new 
q ua l i ta i v  · n ,  l s w I I  ' l S l as i · ,, ds o f  h a l t h  a n d  s u rv i va l ;  a nd ,  
i f  h i s  k i n  of f v r i sh 1 • · n i ta r i v  row t h ·on t i n u d, i would  
I I ·, t h i r  , I t t i v I I r i f i t  
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Less clear perhaps i s  our awareness o f  two equally evident facts. 
First, environmental disaster does not only affect the more devel
oped parts of the world but is also reflected,  indeed compounded, 
in backward regions as a result of demographic pressure and 
breakdown of the old economic fabric based on self-sufficiency. 
In short, it is the product of development and underdevelopment 
alike. Second, what is at stake is no longer only the natural exter
nal environment but also the social environment ( lifestyles, not just 
the speed of production growth) and even the biological human 
species (both through effects on physical and mental health, and 
because of new possibilities opened up by genetic engineering) .  

These two facts mean that any fundamentalist position, any 
romantic critique of development, is contradictory and fundamen
tally unstable; rather, they compel us to establish a link between 
ecological and social critique, to raise the question of a d ifferent 
kind of development. For the mere slowing of quantitat ive growth 
would not be enough to cushion the env i ronmenta l  d i  a t r in 
Third World countries without resorting to ferocious M a lthu  i n 
ism, and it would be quite illusory to force t hem into cons rva t ion 
policies while denying them the option of a more expensi ve road 
to modernity. Nor can the threat of repressive anti-human uses of 
genetic engineering be combated simply in the name of preserving 
human nature, since the attenuation of natural selection by the 
increased capacity of the weakest to survive compels us to find 
new ways of averting biological decay. 

Nevertheless, it is significant that a high awareness of the scale 
of these problems finds very little expression in individual and 
collective behaviour, featuring only sporadically as a criterion for 
decisions and planning. 

But this is precisely where the 'question of capitalism' comes 
into play, both as an economic system and as a political form. 

By its nature, capitalism is based on certain mechanisms that have 
constituted its historical legitimacy and underpinned its extraordi
nary dynamism: the market as a guiding standard, the firm as a 
subject of decision -mak ing, and profit as a motive and as proof of 
resu l ts .  The capita l i st - or 'entrepreneur', as he is called nowadays 
- i n ot on l y  a n  orga n iz  r of production; he takes over various 
i n novat ion , r sp · t ing t hos· m ·h a n isms, sti m u l i  and rules. 

B 1 t ,  a1 rt f ,· o t h -r im p l i · ion to wh i  ·h w h a l l  r turn, a l l  
c h i  i · I I l u 1  c l  1 J  wi t h h n v i 1· >n r  ·n ea l l l l  t i on . For i t  
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is  this fundamental logic - not a degenerate 'pillage capitalism', 
however important that has been at certain times and places -
which makes it necessary to think of production as the production 
of commodities, and to calculate productivity mainly, if not only, 
in a narrow time frame and within the limits of the productive 
process sensu stricto. Indirect or long-term costs cannot enter into 
the economic calculus of the great majority of decision-makers, 
just as a development process not involving the expansion of com
modities for sale and consumption is systemically incidental or 
marginal. 

It might be objected that new frontiers opened up by modern 
technology and increased knowledge seem to allow for less 
resource-hungry development, or that the spread of immaterial 
goods and services may make the environmental fall-out from 
development less burdensome. Perhaps, in other words, the con
tradiction between development and environment applies with 
somewhat lesser force in post-industrial society. 

This is absolutely true, and it offers the material basis for a dif
ferent logic of development. But reality shows that the investment 
and location choices characteristic of the system are not taking 
us in that direction, nor are the prevailing consumption model, 
the addition of new subjects to the market crush, or the extreme 
concentration of powers to plan research, technology and growth 
strategy in the hands of decision-making centres remote from the 
regions and populations affected by them. Instead, what we some
times see is the replacement of scarce, and therefore costly, raw 
materials with artificial products whose impact on the environ
ment or human health is no less uncertain and dangerous; or the 
dismantling of noxious industrial plants in the capitalist heart
lands, to be relocated in other regions where they are even harder 
to manage, or replaced with totally decentralized but even more 
polluting forms of production; or the combined consumption of 
material goods and immaterial goods and services, in forms no 
less damaging to the urban and natural environment ( fast food, 
city traffic, mass tourism); or minor limitation and regulation of 
the use of chemical fertilizers, together with export monocu lture, 
intensive farming techn iq ues and  shri n k i ng b iodi vers i ty ;  or  the ever 
greater dom i nat ion of pha nna eu r i ca l a n d  bio logica l r s a rch by 
i n ter st a nd ag ndas th t mak i rs r su i ts unr l i a b l  and d is t u r b

i ng; or t h  spr I of s L J b u rl s · n I t l  · gl r to izar io 1  of · i ry · ·n r r ··s, 
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leading t o  a chaotic degradation o f  life seen a t  its monstrous worst 
in the mega-cities of the Third World. 

A new spurt in consumerism, for those who can indulge it on 
an individual basis, is taking place around the need for protection 
and withdrawal from the consequences of this spiral ling collective 
impoverishment. 

This economic mechanism is compounded by political and cul
tural trends. However grave the environmental question may be, 
and however much the awareness of it is growing, it still essentially 
appears as a long-term issue concerning numerous scattered popu
lations; those who will suffer the consequences are often a long 
way from those who produce them. Or, in particular regions, the 
problem presents itself as a set of contradictory needs. The political 
authorities, on the other hand, are intrinsically unfit for planning, 
tied to short-term consumption, more sensitive to pressure from 
small but determined social groups than to broad but fluctuating 
public opinion, organically impotent and, of course, subordinate 
to big private interests. They therefore produce regulations that 
remain a dead letter, and, even when their declared intentions are 
acted upon, these are undermined by far more weighty factors. 

Under these conditions, the ecological movements themselves 
keep oscillating between radicalism on single objectives and cha
meleon-like trasformismo, between an effective and sometimes 
positive apocalyptic culture and an underlying reticence when they 
have to take political sides. 

As always, of course, we are not speaking of absolute con
tradictions. Just as it was partly possible at times to modify the 
spontaneous thrust of the system by steering income distribution 
or constructing a social state, it may be possible, even in the exist
ing system, to implement 'environmental policies' as the need 
arises and as awareness develops. But it is much more difficult. For 
an environmental policy cannot operate only, or mainly, 'down
stream' from the productive process, redistributing for various 
uses the resources that it makes available; such forms of restric
tive or reparative intervention would make it not only ineffectual 
but  h ugel y expens i ve.  Besides, the fate of t he envi ronment depends 
p recise l y  u pon long-term choi es, whose comparat ive fru i tfu l nes 
can b m asu red 0 1  l y on a � loba l s ·a l . 

Pow ,. ar n d · l co i n t  rv •n  l l ' i < r to t h pro l r ·t i o n 1 ro · s, i n  
t h  s r r i ng f '.' '<H · h 1 11;  •r l 1s,  t l  I inv; < f . r t g i  · i n v  s t n  • r H  
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and location decisions, even the organization of the international 
division of labour; and it is necessary to foster a new public aware
ness, so that people are capable of conceiving a different hierarchy 
of needs and experiencing it as their own within a long-term global 
perspective. 

Thus the environmental question not only offers new ground on 
which a communist project could base its critique of the system, 
but also provides a momentum to transform and qualitatively 
enrich that critique, taking it beyond economistic ways of thinking. 
At the same time, the environmental question needs a communist 
project and organizational form to unite different social subjects 
and interests, to identify the real roots of the problems, to assert 
a power capable of addressing them as a whole, and finally to 
change people's very minds. 

ABUNDANCE AND POVERTY, NEEDS AND CONSUMPTION 

The history of society until now has been dominated by the 
problem of scarcity. Not only have the great majority of men and 
women been forced to live at the limits of survival, but the appro
priation of the surplus product by ruling elites formed the material 
basis for civilization. 

The great historical merit of capitalism is precisely its capacity 
to channel much of the surplus product into accumulation. This 
made i t possible to accelerate the development of the productive 
forces to an extraordinary degree, thereby laying the material 
basis for the broader satisfaction of basic needs, and to involve 
a growing part of society in the circuit of civilization (education, 
m obi l i ty, socialized labour) .  

But the history of capitalism has not been one of ever widen
i n g  prosperity. Indeed, in certain phases ( 'primitive accumulation', 
colon i a l ism, the ear ly i ndustr ia l revolution), the priority given to 
accumu l ation and the creation of generic wage-labour produced 
forms of i nequa l i ty and exp lo i tat ion that  were even more brutal 
a nd widespread tha n  before. I n  the last hundred years, h owever, the 
onv rg nc of t wo ma jor  i m pu l ses - tb need to deve lop markets 

for ·::� p i t a l i st prod u ·c ion i tse l f, J n  J the rise of mass truggles that 
mo I •n prod u · t ion ma I mor ·ons · ious and or an i ze I and the 
1 1  >d 1 • t ,  r m I n _or • \ ) I I -• of f o l i  i ' I ion - v nr ua l l y  

t d t l  ' <  n li i n · f n I, in ' ·1n s,  
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for greater equality. At the peak of this correlation of develop
ment, welfare and equality, represented by Fordism, the welfare 
state and the anti-colonial revolution, the workers' movement 
found favourable terrain for its struggles, even though at some 
points the necessity of systemic change seemed to diminish. On 
this view of things, what is now happening to prosperity in the 
period of emergent 'post-industrial society' ? 

The first thing that strikes one is a new tendency to inequality 
and poverty at the simple level of basic needs. 

Not only does the gap in living conditions seem to be widening 
again between North and South, but a considerable part of the 
South, trapped between population pressure and the break-up of 
traditional forms of self-sufficiency, is spiralling downward below 
subsistence level. Meanwhile, in the most developed parts of the 
world, income differentials are increasing again after a period of 
relatively narrowing, and a substantial fringe of society is fa l l ing 
beneath the historical threshold for a minimum existence. 

It seems to be the most traditional of all possi bl e contrad ic
tions, but in fact it is not traditional at all. The main reason wh y 
it is not is that the injustice and poverty appear not as ' res idua l '  
or transient phenomena, but as the direct result (or the other 
side of the coin) of modernity and its governing mechanisms. 
The other reason is that the new injustice and the new poverty 
express themselves in cumulative processes of marginalization, 
creating a large social stratum bereft of hope and pushing it 
towards degenerate cultural forms (fundamentalist fanaticism or 
barbarism among new marginal layers in the Third World; racial 
conflict, widespread violence, rejection of politics in the capital
ist heartlands) which may open the way to a spiral of repression 
of revolt. 

To dismiss all this as a secondary issue, manageable with the 
instruments of aid or welfare with no need to question our life
styles or modes of production and consumption, seems not only 
deluded but foolish . Here, after all, is 'ultramodern' terrain for 
the rev iva l  of com m un ist th ink ing and struggle; this large mass of 
the marg ina l ized and  impov 'r i shed i s  the organ ic l i n k  between the 
workers' movcm · n t  a nd t he new soc i a l subj ects emergi ng from the 
q ua l i ta t i v  ·on t rn l i  · t ions of  post- i n  l us t r i n l i sm .  

B u r  o u t· r<.!l'l • -t in t s c n ' prosr · r i t y ' ·n n n o · n d  r h  ·r ·. I f  th -·y l i I ,  
t l  t l i n l  wou l l l  v y l i fli ·u l t t > 1 1  k , 
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Other aspects concerning the quantity and quality of consump
tion, and the mechanisms by which consumption needs are actually 
formed, have been no less important in challenging confidence in a 
l inear relationship between development and growing prosperity. 
Such confidence has therefore also become problematic in coun
tries or social sectors that participate in the process of enrichment, 
or hope one day to do so. 

The theoretical presupposition underlying the rationality of the 
capitalist mode of production was the existence of an autonomous 
system of needs, which formed the basis for demand and hence for 
the market. This autonomy was always partial and problematic, 
i f  only because the order of priority for the satisfaction of needs 
depended on the distribution of income: that is, on which needs 
could be translated into effective demand. 

And yet, so long as the majority of basic needs remained to be 
sat isfied, the development of production had a secure reference 
measure, and policies for growth and income distribution con
verted into rising individual and collective prosperity. 

Today this presupposition is  beginning to fade. For, now that 
productive capacity, in some parts of the world, has gone well 
beyond the basic needs threshold, and now that the productive 
apparatus and the organization of society are increasingly capable 
of steering consumption and forming new needs, real prosperity 
depends on the fact that individuals and society have sufficient 
income to convert their needs into actual consumption, plus the 
capac i ty to enrich the quality of their needs. 

This very fact ought to permit an extraordinary leap in civiliza
t ion:  the enrichment of distinctively human needs associated with 
persona l  growth and relationships - and previously connotative of 
upper-class pr iv i lege - could for the first time in history become the 
goa l of an entire society. The spread of i n formation, rising levels 
of cu l ture and  emanci pation from age-old  static systems of rela
tions cou ld open the way to the reva l uat ion of ind iv idua l  freedom, 
i nc l ud i ng in the rea l m  of  consumption; they cou ld  stri p away 
from consum ption i ts rep t i t i v , predetermi ned, passi ve cha racter; 
a bove a l l , t hey ·ou l d  r move i ts logic of i n d i v i  ·l ua l  a ppropriation 
( t h a t  w h i  · h is ta l ·n f mn o t l  • rs )  n n d  m; 1 k e  i t  a med ia t i ng  fo r · · i n  
t h  · r · I n t i  > I  s l  i 1 w i r l ot h •rs. 

A l r l lll�h r l  w t · I 1 > I  �i .· :t i l l ! · •  r t h  • mn rk o f  pnst I i stor 

ln  I r l  1 s 1 t .  ys t 1 l'l y Il l ! t' t > o f f  I' i t  1 tnn r  i nst 1· 1 1 1  1 ts 
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for such a n  advance, since they permit a gradual reduction i n  nec
essary labour time and create the scope for hugely differentiated 
products. 'Quality' is within the realm of possibility, both in the 
case of the subject who consumes and in that of the things to be 
consumed. 

But this is not the direction in which 'post-industrial capitalism' 
seems to be heading. On the contrary, the tendency is to make 
differentiation the vehicle of the illusory, the serial and the ephem
eral, to subordinate consumption even more to changing external 
imperatives, and to perpetuate elite consumption models in a 
squalid, second-hand repetition. 

The first aspect to consider is the 'inducement of consumption' 
in accordance with the easiest and most convenient priorities. This  
is not a new phenomenon: it was present in the classics of  econom
ics and has been widely discussed in the past thirty years. What  i s  
new i s  the leap i n  the manipulative power of the mass media a n d  i n  
their inter-relationship with the major centres o f  economic power, 
which makes it more and more possible to transform consumption 
into a function of production, and to impose world-wide consump
tion models with an impressive capacity for standardization and 
deep roots in the consciousness of the masses. New is the fact that, 
beyond a certain threshold, expanded individual consumption in 
relation to basic needs (especially mobility and food) generally pro
duces a qualitative decline in the satisfaction of those same needs. 
New is the fact that other areas of consumption uncoupled from 
basic needs are much more liable to manipulation. New is the fact 
that some growing needs of unquestionable importance (health 
care, education, urban planning) are restricted and marginalized 
by the mechanisms of inducement, precisely because they can be 
satisfied only in the form of collective production and consump
tion. And new too is the fact that the intertwining of individualism 
and mass culture impels people to look for 'positional' forms of 
consumption, the ever more vacuous symbols of an immediately 
self-defeating differentiation. 

No less importan t, though less discussed, is what is happen
i ng in the u nderl y ing process of needs formation. The idea of 
hu ma n  natu r or human  needs out ide h istory, req u i r ing only the 
n sa ry mean r o  X I  r ss t b, i r ri ·hqe s, has no basis i n  rea l i ty. 
H u mz1 1  1 I , I y >t r h  t h t· sh >I I of n i t y, a r  both t h  

> > f  . ·o · i t  l r  · I n t i  >t s.  Th · � r i v i l · · of u r r  · r- · l ass 



4 0 0  T H E  TAI L O R  O F  U L M  

consumption consisted not only in the ability to satisfy one's needs, 
but often also in the capacity to shape them in a relatively more 
creative and meaningful way, precisely in relation to the individu
al's function in society and to the social system of values. 

Well, we are dealing with a society where wage labour, though 
less wearying, remains largely fragmented and operative, while 
directive or creative labour has income and profit as its over
whelming reference; where education is more and more blatantly 
subordinate to occupational training, and its wider function sup
planted by fast-moving mass media and their message of passivity; 
where intellectuals have been losing their autonomy and becom
ing absorbed into the circuit of production; where old schemas of 
i nterpersonal relations are giving way to individual atomization, 
and the logic of the market is invading the most private spheres 
of life. By its very nature, this society produces subjects who are 
i ncapable of expressing qualitatively rich needs, over and above 
the simple expansion of material consumption. And, instead of 
generalizing the positive side of upper-class consumption, freeing 
it from parasitism and privilege, it generalizes the essential poverty 
of mass consumption and strips from privilege even its quality. 

If all this is true, then three things follow from it. 1 )  New and 
richer reasons exist for a critique of the society in which we live, 
as well as more solid ground on which to build a different society 
by appealing to the needs that affluent consumption deadens, to 
the diffuse unhappiness fuelled by the blockage and impoverish
ment of needs, and to real possibilities that the present historical 
level affords. 2) This critique attacks more directly and radically 
than ever before the foundations of a certain mode of produc
t ion and a certain structure of power. The 'alienated character of 
consumption' does not derive solely from cultural mechanisms or 
the dom inance of technology; in fact, both are bound up with a 
c lass con trad iction, even i f  they do not exhaust themselves in it. 
3 )  What is ha ppeni ng in the rea lm  of consumption hinders the 
forma t i on a n d  u n i f i ca t i on of a n  a l terna t i ve soc ia l  su bject, and so 
t od a y, more t ha n  ever, t here is no ex i t  from t he v i c i o u s  c i rc le of 
i n tegra t ion a n d  revo l t w i thou t  a powerfu l pol i t ica l i n tervent ion;  
w i t h o u t  n subj  · · t capa ble o f  i n  f lu  ·n · i ng t he major  a ppa ra t u ses tha t 
shap · i n  l i v id u n l  a t  I ·oi l · · r i ve ·ons · iou sn •ss, and of promot i n g  a 
n >ml , n I · u l t u m l r for1 1 ,  n · i t i  l l l  o f  •v · ry lay I i f · a n  I a 'new 
h t l 1[  n t·ypc' . 
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I s  this not a strong basis for a communist project and a com
munist identity, one that is radically new but no less antagonistic 
to existing society? 

THE QUESTION OF WORK 

The greatest novelty that capitalism introduced into the history of 
society related to work. It brought, on the one hand, the progressive 
transformation of all living labour into wage labour (commodity
producing labour, itself a commodity);  and on the other hand, the 
ceaseless incorporation of living labour into capital, into a system 
of machines. 

Industry was the most effective terrain and vehicle for this 
process. Here the separation between labour and ownership of the 
means of production, between managerial-organizational func
tions and general operative labour, between labour and its product, 
between 'dead' and 'living' labour (with the former supreme),  
permitted the most extraordinary increases in productivity. The 
fragmentation of tasks, and the resulting impoverishment of job 
content, produced a huge rise in the social capacity of labour; and, 
by virtue of its homogeneity and cohesion, wage labour acquired 
a collective bargaining power that offset the decline in individual 
power associated with job specialization. 

All this permitted not only real wage rises but also improve
ments in conditions (continuous across-the-board reductions in the 
working day, lower levels of physical exhaustion, bargaining over 
line speed and the factory environment, and a degree of control 
over recruitment and work assignment}. 

Taylorism and collective agreements represented the high point 
of this process, both in the extreme fragmentation and alienation 
of labour (the mass worker) and in the control that workers had 
over the workplace, the growth of collective identity and the polit
ical weight of organized labour. 

Although the transformation of autonomous or self-sufficient 
labour into market-oriented wage labour sometimes involved 
extreme disp lacement and pa u per izat ion, i t  genera l l y  offered a 
qu id  pro q uo i n  t n n s  of h igher i ncome , greater mob i l i ty and  
f r  dom from u ffo a t i ng so  · ia l r l a t ions. W h a t  do s t b  ra d u a l  
d l i n  of i ndus  ry an  J c h  f a  ·ro ys r m i r  1 l y fo r h fu t L l t'  > f  
I b u 1 I i s f< r s ? 
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A totally new opportunity for human emancipation has arisen: 
both emancipation from work and emancipation of work. The 
further reductions in the working day that are now possible, indeed 
necessary in order to provide work for everyone, offer space not 
only for relaxation and entertainment but also for a widening of 
interests and social activity beyond the horizon of 'paid work', 
without which free time becomes a hollow and frustrating state of 
restless agitation. 

At the same time, productive activity has become increas
ingly necessary and possible in sectors where wage labour cannot 
ensure either control over employment or a sufficient degree and 
quality of involvement. This applies to major collective services 
such as health care and education, to cultural activity and the 
distribution of information, and to the organization of leisure 
time. 

In industry itself, complex new technologies, a more flex
ible and differentiated product range, and expanded functions 
of organization, planning and quality control, point beyond the 
great concentrations of production to a decentralization of opera
tional decisions, requiring greater skills and a higher level of active 
participation and cooperation. 

Finally, the increase in average cultural levels, or at least in 
the amount of time spent in education, together with the general 
a va i lability of high-speed information circuits, helps to make roles 
more mobile and to socialize management and productive strate
gies (the main entrepreneurial functions being connected more to 
overal l  organization than to individual capacities for risk-taking 
a n d  command) .  

Now, some of  these labour reorganization processes have gone 
a head through simple force of circumstance, as they should, even 
in the context of the existing social system: for example, the 
growth of diffuse entrepreneuria l  activity in services and industry, 
a s  decentra l i zed poi n ts in  a productive cycle governed by large
sca le  concentration, or market i n terstices unsu i ted to l arge-scale 
enterprise; the gro wth of a stratum of workers i n volved, however 
peri J hera l ly, in the manag m nt  o f  l a rge bus i nesses; and the spread 
of j obs a nd ro l ·s w i t h n h igh profess ion a l  ont  nt in a l l  s ctors of 
r h  · ·onomy. Th s u q  r is ing J r'< l u  · t i v i t y su · ·css s o f  th  ' I t a l i a n  
mo I • I '  i n · • r t  i n  s · · tors, a 1  d o f  t h • ( ] U i t  • l i fh·  n t )  J a pan , 
nH 1 · 1 i n  h .- , n 1  .. wi I I r · · >p,n i z  • I o st ·m i n  I , rp; · 1 a r  f rom 
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the social capacity to  promote and mobilize these new and diverse 
job-creating energies. 

This is not the main tendency, however. 
What we face are two disturbing, and closely interconnected, 

macroscopic phenomena. The first is the new mass unemployment 
and the growth of precarious forms of employment. Despite a stable 
population level, the labour supply has been rising throughout the 
West as a result of profound and irreversible social trends such 
as the declining productive and reproductive role of the family, 
increased life expectancy, and the irrepressible need of everyone 
- particularly women - to have their own independent livelihood 
and mode of insertion into society. Job opportunities are gener
ally declining, however, or do not offer an income level or quality 
of work that everyone finds acceptable. A sizeable and increasing 
section of the population therefore does not find steady employ
ment, while some of the demand for labour can only be met by 
immigrants. 

The fact that unemployment or underemployment does not 
appear suddenly, as part of the business cycle, but represents a 
chronic and gradually rising tendency, particularly affecting groups 
(young people, women, senior citizens) who survive on benefits or 
family support, means that the problem is less immediately explo
sive. But it also means that the phenomenon is more serious in 
the long term, since it results in systematic and permanent mar
ginalization from the mainstream labour market, and expresses 
itself in forms of dislocation that damage the whole society (drugs, 
violence, gang culture and organized crime) .  

No doubt much of  this i s  linked to  a particular phase in  the 
economic crisis and the restructuring of production: that is, to 
the decades-long fall in growth rates, new labour-saving tech
nologies, the irreversible decline of certain traditional sectors, 
and the elimination of old occupations or roles at an initially 
faster pace than new ones are created. It is therefore possible 
that u nemployment w i l l  decline as a result of renewed growth, 
the ta ke-off of new sectors of production and effective retraining 
schemes. 

We s i m pl y n�ed t o  ask  ourse l ves - as we sha l l  do i n  a moment 
- how t h in  · s  st and t <  I y f rom t l  i s  po in t  o f  v i  w; wh  · t h  r a n ··w 
I r i <  d of · ns i v r w t h i s  i1 s i I t ,  a n  I, i f · >, wl ' I  ir w i l l  ·o1 • 

nd • t wht  r 1 r i  · . 
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But i t  seems to  us  that, i n  the new unemployment and job inse
curity, we can and should see something deeper and permanent, 
which touches precisely on the overall question of work in a post
industrial society. 

It is now generally recognized that, at least in the industrial 
sector and the production of material goods for sale, the devel
oped countries are unlikely to return to stable growth, whatever 
their economic circumstances, and that for them stagnation, 
if not rapid decline, in employment levels is an irreversible ten
dency. It may be possible to recover from degenerative processes of 
advanced deindustrialization (as the United States is trying to do, 
and regions such as southern Italy should be doing), and certain 
industries or products (such as steel or basic petrochemicals) may 
be replaceable with others. But the fact is that by its very nature 
- not only because of various temporary objectives - the present 
technological revolution does better at producing the same goods 
more efficiently than at creating new ones; that the demand for the 
new goods it produces is rather less elastic, and that their unit cost 
and labour content soon start to fall; and that, in their case, pro
ductivity rises much faster than production, so that more labour is 
shaken out than is taken on. In short, not only will industry lose 
relative weight in the total labour of society - as it has been doing 
for some time - but the developed countries will not experience 
another phase of sharply rising employment. 

Furthermore, it is doubtful that this tendency can be reversed 
through the extension of modern development to new areas of 
the world. For, not only does the present shape of the world set 
major limits to this, but, in comparison with forty years ago, the 
application speed of new technology is so great, and technological 
supremacy so hard to convert into steady commodity flows, that 
new processes of industrialization rapidly threaten competition in 
the consumer goods sector that more than offsets the absorption 
of investment goods from the dom i nant power. In any event, a 
new i n ternation a l  d iv i s ion of l a bour wou ld  not resu l t  in major a l l
round expans ion of th i nd ustri a l  bas i n  the capita l i st h a rt lands .  
I t  wou l e i  proba b ly  t a  k c  t he form o f  'i t h  r a t rade-off b t w  n mate
r ia l  good a n d  k now-how, or surg of h n a n  · ia l 1 ecu l a t ion . 

Th I i issu fc r i ·v · l c  1 I so · i ·ti · s is h r · for wh th r a 
f r ( l u  ·ti c I I 1 1  l '( 1 1 S U I  r t ion - I ot 1 1 1l1 ri I 0 )  j 

r , l 1 t  in 1 H • in I �< < l . n n l • v i · •s - '< 1 of f r 
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adequate long-term outlets for the labour supply, comparable to 
those that emerged with the historical passage from an agrarian to 
an industrial economy. 

The analogy certainly raises some doubts. For, in the advanced 
societies, what we call the service sector has for some time been 
undergoing constant - and, in some respects, hypertrophied -
expansion. In a number of traditional services, developed under 
official auspices and funded by continual industrial growth, the 
costs have proved unsustainable, and new technologies themselves 
have permitted a rationalization of work and the elimination of 
overmanning. Since the sectors in question often fa i l  to cover rea l 
needs, and since their institutional structure is more l i ke l y  to guar
antee job security, it is possible this tendency w i l l  be curbed . B u t  i t 
remains difficult to see how greater efficiency in  those erv ic w i l l  
consistently create new jobs. 

Our hopes should rather focus on new types of  serv ic , wh ich 
replace residues of self-sufficiency, prov ide su pport to i nc! ustria l 
forms ( applied research, insurance and finance, consu l tancy, mar
keting and legal assistance) or produce new immaterial goods 
( training, information, health care, cultural activities, regional 
administration) .  

This brings us  to  the fundamental point. As  Alfred Sauvy and 
Giorgio Ruffolo have noted, two conditions are necessary for a 
new sector to create employment more quickly than the old sector 
sheds it: 1 )  productivity in the new sector must on average be 
higher, so that it can offer better wages while leaving a margin for 
growth; and 2 )  production in the new sector must grow faster than 
productivity. Industry did indeed achieve this in its time. But it is 
not so easy in the case of the 'new services', some of which replace 
non-market labour with wage labour (fast food, personal serv
ices ) or answer new social and individual demands (from security 
guards to services connected with traffic congestion), which, useful 
and necessary as they may be, have considerably lower levels of 
produ ct iv i ty than any industrial activity. Others, such as finance 
and  d i str i bution services to fi rms, do not produce new goods, are 
pa rt of the costs o f  production, and,  however profita b le, result at 
I st pa rt l y i n  pa ras i t i sm and  checks on growth . Sti l l  others - the 
n w t a t d most � mmising - i n vo lv  · t h ·  prod uct ion of i m ma ter ia l  
r< o is . H 'r · r h  · f orm < f sta l l ·  w; H · I ·m 1 loyn • t  t is rn th · r  less 
s l i  n l l t hn n  i n  i n  I t , t 1·y, not n i l 1 d 1 od u ·ts nc un l l y  s · I I , n n  I 
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both production and consumption have a social character, involv
ing deferred profitability and a less direct, more diffuse utility. On 
the whole, then, productivity in capitalist terms is relatively low 
i n  these new services. And, precisely because the labour market 
functions as a market, job opportunities either come with inferior 
wages and conditions (and are therefore aimed at layers without 
social protection) or expand too slowly to satisfy the growth in 
demand. 

So, there is good reason to believe that steady employment at a 
decent wage is tending to stagnate, if not decline, in the advanced 
societies. 

This being so, the redistribution of work becomes a structur
a l ly important and strategically central issue. The idea of such 
a social operation is not something that a capitalist system is 
capable of conceiving. Yet the general rise in labour productiv
ity, partly expressed in reduced work time, means that it has kept 
recurring for the best part of a century. In periods when aggregate 
productivity is flat, however, the system's invariable tendency has 
been to reduce total work time by means of endemic unemploy
ment, underemployment, part-time work, and lack of security 
for general unskilled labour, while lengthening the working day 
for stable, highly skilled employees. Nor is naked capitalist inter
est the only obstacle to a redistribution of work, since employed 
workers cannot reduce their hours if it means losing part of their 
i ncome. A cut in working hours is therefore impossible unless a 
way is found to increase individual productivity in sectors where 
waged employment does not function well, and to ensure greater 
prosperity by other means than the pay cheque - through modern 
forms of non-market work and a revaluation of socially useful 
activities outside the form of sellable commodities. 

S imi lar points app ly to the second major phenomenon we face, 
which concerns not the q uantity but the qua l ity of work. A new 
po l a r iza tion i s  tak i ng p lace i n  the most advanced societies today. 
On the one hand t here is a n  enha ncement of sk i l l s  and  profes
s iona l ism, i ts I f  h igh ly  d i fferen t i a ted a nd h ierarch ica l ,  among a 
n i nor i t y  i n  so ' i cty, a t  t he pri  · · of a tom ized spc · i n l i za t ion and su b
ord i na t ion t o r ro l u  · r ion gon ls ( r h  · 'mass i n t  · I I · · t u a l '  work i ng for 
·n 1 i r� I ) , :o rh, t r · :m , I ' 1 1 1' i  · I 1 1 1  'I t h ro 1g l work f rov s n or 
n 1 1 I' • 1 t rl 11 ' I ,  n 1 • u I i l  t • m. > f i n  ·o 111 o 1· 1 c w r 
t l  1 f l c  1 1 1 1 i t  14· I I  . 1 o I · I i s 1 1 mdigm r i  · 
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for the future. On the other hand a process of  further fragmen
tation, de-skilling and subordination of labour takes extreme 
forms among the insecure, downtrodden service proletariat, but 
also affects stable jobs in large corporations, reaching far beyond 
directly productive manual labour into the sphere of white-collar 
work, commerce, health care and public employment; the image 
of an information society based on high skills, creative labour 
and workforce involvement is sheer mystification. Here American 
society is a good illustration: the much-vaunted creation of mil
lions of new jobs is a function of the new de-skilling, sometimes 
beyond the limits of social maladjustment and neo-illiteracy. 

We would not argue that these phenomena exhaust the horizon 
of work, nor that it is impossible to envisage or impose employ
ment policies and revaluations of work that might have some 
effect even within the present system. We only want to stress four 
points. a) In the post-industrial future, there will be new and dif
ferent, though no less abundant, material to fuel the class conflict 
between capital and labour. b) The major issue of employment and 
the quality of work will appear more, not less, bound up with the 
essential logic of capitalism. c) Even more than yesterday or today, 
tomorrow will pose the question of gradually overcoming (not 
only protecting) wage labour, and perhaps the more radical one 
of freedom from work. d) Structural changes in the labour market 
are weakening the homogeneity and direct power of labour; its 
unity and destiny will depend less than in the past on trade unions 
and more on a political project, and on instruments that directly 
impact on the structure of the state, the economy, technological 
strategies and educational apparatuses. 

Is this radical yet underdeveloped part of the Marxist critique of 
capitalism - the emancipation of human labour from its commod
ity character - not a sufficiently solid base on which to rebuild a 
communist identity? 

THE I M P OTENCE OF THE SOVEREIGN 

The i n fa t uat ion with neo l i bera l i sm that bas ma rked the whole of 



4 0 8  T H E  TAI L O R  O F  ULM 

spirits' of individualism, released from the chains of politics and 
public intervention, can provide a brighter future for the commu
nity and the individual. Even those who think it unnecessary, or 
indeed dangerously mistaken, to question the capitalist basis of the 
economy are again forced to recognize the wisdom of regulating 
and balancing it with an efficient and independent public power. 

The waning of neoliberalism is matched by the recent fortunes 
of its friend-enemy: movementism. For hard facts also eat away at 
the notion that diffuse struggles and the molecular growth of alter
native cultures and movements expressing social solidarity will 
suffice to correct the ferocity of the market and individual compe
tition. Each day brings crushing evidence of the logic that, des)'>'ite 
appearances, really governs the system, and of its capacity to frag
ment, integrate or redirect whatever opposes or challenges it. 

The question of democracy in the strong sense is therefore 
coming back onto the agenda: that is, democracy not only as a 
system of guarantees for the autonomy and freedom of action of 
individuals and groups, but also as a political and institutional 
form capable of condensing a general will and interest, equipped 
with effective instruments to ensure that they prevail. 

This, however, is precisely the terrain on which the situation of 
the Left is so paradoxical. At the moment when it might have been 
celebrating complete success and regained unity, it displays a new 
and disturbing impotence. Let us explain. 

Modern democracy came into being in a direct relationship 
with the capitalist system, and the mark of this origin was present 
within it as an underlying contradiction: political equality among 
individuals who are unequal in their real power and effective rights. 
The 'abstractly equal' right of citizens covered over the reality of 
class domination and guaranteed its objective character, but at the 
same time offered a principle and a powerful instrument to those 
wishing to change things. The h istory of Western political thought 
and i nsti tut ions i n  the past two centuries is entire ly  dominated by 
th i s  tension. On the one hand, the l i bera l state guarantees that  
sub jects who are unequa l  i n  thei r fortune, ta lents and  power a re 
forma l l y  a b l '  t o  com pete w i t h  one anot her; o n  t he o t her, u n i ver
sa l su ffr, g f rov i l ·s an i ns t r um ·n t  t o  ·orr ·· · r t ho r  .i n  q ua l i t y  and 
n I lows •v ·ry01 o x · · i s  • r h  • i r  ·ss n t i , I r ig I t s .  I t  was not  on ly  a 

'I s ion [ tw • 1 t l  lo�i · o f 1 o l i r i ·, I I i i  •rty t nJ t h  · loHi · < f so · i a I 
j 1 i · , 1 1 > I' 1 l i r i  ·n l l i l  l'ty i ts • l f  wns m l y  1 1  1 n i n�f  d i n  so f r 
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as  citizens had the minimum education, income and security to 
enjoy it; while the ruling class was prepared to revoke the politi
cal institutions it had created as soon as the substance of its social 
domination was threatened. 

We might say that, for more than a century in the West, the 
workers' movement that had grown up outside and against 
the political system became its champion and guarantor - the 
whole workers' movement. Even those like Lenin, who dwelled 
on the limitations of bourgeois democracy, the illusory character 
of parliamentarism and the need for a 'proletarian dictatorship', 
not only recognized the representative state as an 'enormously 
favourable terrain for the class struggle' but insisted obsessively 
that socialism called for even broader and more radical forms of 
political democracy. So, the true paradox of this century is that 
movements that criticized liberal constitutions often defended 
their formal elements more effectively, and with greater sacrifices, 
than did the most convinced apologists for those constitutions. 

Yet what divided the workers' movement for a whole epoch was 
precisely the question of political democracy. For the Leninists held 
that the historical period in which democracy could coexist with 
a capitalist order had come to an end, and that socialist democ
racy could blossom even while denying - or only by denying - the 
exercise of universal political rights. It might be argued that these 
convictions were justifiable in their time, and that they were in the 
end part of a real movement that contributed much to a general 
process of liberation and emancipation, including politically. But 
there can be no doubt that they were formulated, and practised, as 
a general theory of a new and higher form of political power. And 
at that level Leninism suffered a harsh defeat, whose full scale is 
only today becoming apparent. 

As far as the Soviet Union is concerned, Lenin's hopes of a 
higher democracy (workers' councils, recallable mandates, elimi
nation of the state apparatus as a separate force) not only clashed 
with the problems of bu i lding  soc ia l ism in an isolated and back
ward country; it gradua l l y  proved i ncompatib le w i th a political 
sy tern (s ingle pa rty, cen t ra l iz d power, q uatioo of d i ssent w i th 
t h- c lass n m y ) t ha t  harden d i n to I u r  au  ra t i  · pr iv i l  ge, incu l -

a ted po l i t i ·a i J  a ss i v i cy h h mass s, 1 r r i f i  d ·r i  i "<.1 1 t hough t i n ro 
l ogm i.m, n l f i n· l l 1 1 , I ' > t t t r  '. ' <  ·i 1 l . n l 1  

c i v d 1 mi.  t • H i  t <  t l u . I 1 N I n r I f I l l  x 
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political democracy is not less, but more, important for socialism 
than it has been for capitalism. 

Meanwhile in the West, first the struggle against fascism, then 
the experience of the welfare state showed that political democracy 
- even in a bourgeois society and in the form of a representative 
state - offers huge scope for specific changes in social relations. 
It may result in real and substantial gains (mass education, trade 
union bargaining, social security systems),  and permits continual 
growth in the organization and consciousness of the exploited 
mass of the population. 

Everything now suggests that the long and troubled historical 
controversy is at an end. All the countries of mature capitalism 
(including Spain, Greece and Portugal, and tomorrow perhaps 
Korea, Taiwan and Brazil) are now governed by representative 
democratic institutions that no significant political force or cultural 
component seeks to subvert. The state decides on the destination, 
and organizes the spending, of more than half the national income, 
intervening directly in a number of sectors of production. Educa
tion, health care and pensions are largely organized as universal 
public services. The level of education and information ensures 
that public opinion has a certain sway. There are powerful trade 
unions and professional associations, and social conflicts are a per
manent fact of life. At the same time, a truly revolutionary process 
of self-critical reflection has begun in the Soviet Union around the 
question of political democracy. 

In this situation, we used to say that the Western Left could 
celebrate a historic victory and rebuild a new unity. A political 
form for which it long fought, and which is largely its own his
torical achievement, has asserted itself as a universal model and 
the most realistic instrument for the progressive transformation 
of society. 

It would therefore appear that, at least on the level of political 
institutions, a cr itique of tbe syste.m no longer serves a ny purpose. 
That the q uestion of a 'th i rd way' does not ex ist, and  that a com
munist  ident ity and trad it ion have r ight ly d i sappea red, without 
regrets, i n t o  the ma inst r · a m  of  democra t i  · t hough t  tout court . 

But ,  as ofr ·n ha f  r · ns, t h  · hour of su · · ss t h rea t ns t o  b a lso 
t h  • I o u r  of ru l · w· k •n ing  . . I 1 s t  wh ·n t h  • r ' f  r ·  · n ta t i v ·· d m-

l ' s  ·h i v m · t u r · 'X l r •ss i o n ,  wi h h · r >w r to 
I wl I >f 11 · i ty n n  I to 1 n l  < 1 u l 1 s< v • · ign r  
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and equal civil rights a reality, it seems to be regr s i ng i n  a new 
form to its origins: that is, to an appearance beh ind  w h ich a q u i te 
different de facto power grows and operates unchal leng d .  

What we have i n  mind i s  not only the ideological and  pr t i 
cal attack on public intervention in the economy, on employ m n t  
protection policies, universal welfare benefits, labour market regu
lation and formalized trade union bargaining - an attack that has 
done grave and lasting damage, but that might be part of a par
ticular economic phase and a transitory relationship of political 
forces.  Nor do we have in mind only the fact that, in most parts 
of the world - economically underdeveloped as they are - politi
cal history has recently been going into reverse, as the states that 
emerged from great l iberation movements degenerate into oligar
chies riddled with privilege and arbitrary power, or into fanatical 
theocracies: all of which might be the reflection of an economic 
impasse and a cultural dependence that political democracy in the 
leading countries could, and should, seek to modify. 

We are mainly referring to someth i ng more profound and 
general, intrinsic to the political institutions of a capita l i sm t u rn i ng 
post-industrial :  the growing structura l irre l eva nce of pol i tics. What  
used to be, for good or ill, the nerve centre of dec ision-ma k i ng, th 
instrument of an armour-plated hegemony, the principa l  a rena of 
the most heated conflicts, is tending to become an empty r i tua l  
for rubber-stamping what has already happened, a mediation and 
administrative support for power that exists elsewhere. 

The empirical evidence of the last few decades is enough to 
raise the alarm. Is it not true that, during those decades, various 
coalitions and political forces in Europe have taken turns to form 
governments, pursuing the same set of policies in certain periods 
and another set in other periods, following ties of obligation and 
impulse whose strength overrules theirs? Is it by chance that the 
advanced capitalist country where the state has most effectively 
operated a p la n for economic growth is Japan, the one without 
a system of pol i tica l a lte rna t i on ,  the one resting on a commit
tee of a l l  t h  ma jor  onomic  pow rs, a consensus of  organ i z  d 
cla ns  an  I l i  ' t  I s and  a h i  •h d gr of con formi m a mon 
th rna s s? 

In h < r , i f  1 I , . i 1 
i t  j I t h  y t h  i I< i t  I 
p< i i  t l  
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What lies behind all  this? Is it, as many believe, mainly the 
bloated inefficiency of a state machine which, apart from being 
extremely costly, has yielded too much to the purposive logic 
of welfarism and the functional logic of bureaucracy? Is there a 
congestion and paralysis of political decision-making, an organic 
incapacity to draw up and impose priorities, precisely because 
democratic powers are too diffuse and a thousand rights of veto 
are present in society? 

That is certainly a factor. And it tells us that the existing 
political-institutional system has reached crisis point, entailing a 
need for innovation and non-neutral choices. 

But there are also deeper phenomena, linked precisely to the 
epochal shift of which we have been speaking. 

The first set of phenomena stem from the economic globalization 
process and the force dominating it: finance and the multinational 
corporations. It is strange that something of such obvious and 
overwhelming significance for the real shape of power remains so 
marginal in political reflection, and that the whole Left accepts it 
uncritically, or anyway as a neutral fact, about which very little 
can be done. 

The progressive unification of markets and technologies is not 
in itself a novelty. What is new are the enormous acceleration of 
th is  tendency, and the power mechanisms that govern and sustain 
it. I am thinking, above all, of the headlong growth of interna
tional centres of political and economic management, endowed 
with normative as well as market powers: the European Economic 
Community, the International Monetary Fund, the league of 
central banks, the effectively unified international system of sci
entific research .  These structures, which are taking over the most 
strategic areas of poli tical power, elude any form of democratic 
control or infl uence: not only because they reject it in principle 
( I M F) and the insti tutions that should guarantee it have no real 
pow r (the Eu ropean Par l iament), but because it would anyway 
b a formal  contro l or power, one that l acked a po l i tica l subject 
m i n ima l l y  ca pa ble of se l f-organ ization, underst and ing and invo lve
n n t .  What  is lev lop ing is a k i nd of feel ra l stat 'by conquest', 
wh ·r• tl ' k i n  , , n · Hrow · ·o 1 omi and t ·hno r t ic o l iga rchy, 
f, · ·s 'p < 1 ! •' d i v i  I I by 1 t iot a l  h is or i  s and lo ·a l  ·orpora te 

n I • p l ie: f 1 u 1  r i 1  g n l  · r I r s i .  t n · (on 
g i ·u l t 1 1 I l i  ·y. o t l  B I I f tr  le u n i n 
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organizations and the social state) .  Universal suffrage, the m uch
vaunted lynchpin of modern democracy, plays l ittle or no role i n  
the decisive choices. 

Next, we need to consider the new reality of finance and the 
multinationals. Not only has their weight grown enormously in 
individual countries and sectors, but their base and role have 
changed. Compared with the still recent past, the great economic 
concentrations give less and l ess priority to a national base and 
industrial activity. First and foremost, they are a financial force 
stretching across sectors, with a global, or at least continent-wide, 
theatre of operations and the function of producing organiza
tional capacities, research programmes and market organization, 
integrating apparatuses of training and information, organizing 
myriad dependent firms, and guiding the choices made by govern
ments and major institutions. 

These are private power centres that play a full role in the social 
planning of development, with their own mass base (shareholders) 
and their own system of forming a consensus. 

Here an even larger part of political power eludes universal suf
frage. It is not only that big capital has the means to stifle or distort 
the exercise of democracy, but simply that it can commandeer 
state power and empty democracy of any real meaning. It is rather 
pathetic to imagine that this power could be 'governed' with the 
traditional instruments of the national state, or that it could be 
regulated by anti-trust legislation or the like. 

Finally, globalization also means a uniform consumption model, 
integrated information systems and unrestricted circulation of 
people's savings: in other words, a mass of micro-decisions stand
ardized in accordance with objective mechanisms and interests 
that the power system determines, and which radically limit, from 
below as well as from the top, the real scope for intervention on 
the part of what is still constitutionally defined as the democratic 
national state. 

To counter this transfer of rea l power, the democratic state 
shou ld  fie ld  a strong reso l ve and capacity to pursue forceful long
term projects. But  h r we come up aga i nst a second , no less 
grav , s t of phenom na t h n r  th rcnr •n a cr i s i s  of democra cy. Let 
u · m n t io 1 a f w in no 1 a rt i · dnr  ord ·r, wi r ho 1 t  l rnw in  out t he 
d p r l i n !  s t l  L n  i r  · le1 . 

Th l • · l i 1  < h In K f, · y, I c�n t i  1 o · ' l l l ntion I 
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profiles, the varied and often random or arbitrary distribution 
of income, the concentration of social injustice in marginalized 
or subaltern sectors and zones: all this makes social conflict less 
unified and transparent, and removes the cohesive, organized 
subject that for decades breathed life into political democracy. The 
pervasive drumbeat of the mass media not only makes it possi
ble to manipulate consensus - which is obvious - but shapes an 
inherently atomized public opinion and clouds political awareness 
with a uniform and jumbled surfeit of ephemeral stimuli and data. 
These objective elements, together with an ideological crisis linked 
to general social attitudes, produce the decline of mass parties as 
activist organizations capable of unifying interests and behaviour 
in a common culture and project. Massively expanded public 
intervention in a thousand areas of life, and in the management 
of national income, involves a specific trade-off between a corpo
ratized society, which offers consent in return for protection and 
favours, and a layer of political professionals who are also tending 
to become a corporation. Politics in the strong sense, in so far as 
it can survive at all, cuts itself off from this consensus machine 
and moves into a parallel realm of power, where the real ruling 
class, very small in size, unifies governmental, technocratic and 
economic elites, but by its nature interprets market impulses and 
acts forcefully only in response to them. 

Democracy without hegemony transmutes into a ritual, a reign 
of the ephemeral, degenerating in the corporate market and, in the 
best of cases, merely dealing effectively with tasks and objectives 
that are decided elsewhere. Meanwhile, a parallel oligarchic power 
grows not only as a fact but as a necessity. 

The tasks and objectives of the state do not diminish, there
fore. But the state no longer plays a propulsive, synthetic role, and 
the people that legitimates it is less and less sovereign, at most its 
opposite party. The Leviathan is no less invasive, but it has now 
been tamed. 
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complexity. In  any event, i f  these are the only p l i cic 
we have, the idea of 'governing' development, 
sign of modernity in accordance with a collective pr 
credible foundation. 
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Some classical, and radical ,  themes of the Marxist critique ·· he 
bourgeois state are thus re-emerging in the most modern reality. 

The first such theme is the mystified, illusory, ultimately unsus
tainable character of a democracy that is neither able nor willing to 
attack the sanctuaries of an ever more centralized and determinant 
economic power, or to take public control of areas that the sociali
zation of the productive forces already makes intrinsically public, 
well beyond functions of income redistri bution and including the 
very mechanism of accumulation and the fundamental choices of 
resource allocation. Not everything can be planned, to be sure. But 
it is absurd that, on the pretext of the market, such planning as is 
possible is becoming a function of the private economy. 

A second theme is the need for an internationalism that 
matches the process of global unification, offering a real force 
with the capacity to manage and control it democratically - and, 
in the process, valuing the distinctive richness of national iden
tities against a pure standardization that feeds the resurgence of 
particularism. 

We should not delude ourselves that it is possible to influence 
the process of supranational unification if the ruling classes are 
the only forces that unite culturally and organizationally; political 
institutions must not only sanction certain rights, but be occupied 
by real forces capable of upholding them. 

The final theme is the need for a collective political subject: one 
capable of imposing a complex long-range design on immediate 
impulses and particularist interests, and capable of promoting cul
tural and moral reform among those who wish to change society, 
but are constantly conditioned by its values and mechanisms. 
Democracy is not a l ive without a col lective sovereign, and that 
collecti ve sover ign can not ex i st i n  the form of a n  atomized m u l ti
tude, a j u m ble l m i x  of i mp u l  s and u l tur  : fragmen t a t ion is not 
p lu ra l ism but  l isgu is I u n i form i t y. 

Th lassi ·a l r l  m s, I <  w v ·r, now " I I ·n i n  n d 1 1  ou�l ly 
n ·w f< n , or >r so a t  · i 1 t t l < t h · 1 cmo > f i t  I n. l 
t h  · t i. r l u  i i n  n i 1 1 1ow i 1  I w 
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ever powerless to solve the problem of democracy. Public power 
run as bureaucratic power is caught in a spiral of inefficiency and 
arbitrariness, which causes the masses to reject the public sphere as 
such. If popular sovereignty is confined to the selection of a repre
sentative at the polling booth, it not only marginalizes the section 
of the population who exercise no other powers, but produces 
in them a regression to cultures of subalternity and demands for 
protection rather than participation in government, transforming 
sovereignty into consent, and consent into the market. To govern 
society from the centre, or simply with laws, is a sheer illusion. In 
today's world, the development of democracy goes together with 
daily, structured appropriation of the various functions of govern
ment, with a socialization of power, with a gradual withering of 
the separateness of the state. And none of that is possible without 
questioning the statism reflected in the organizational forms of 
the workers' movement: that is, a conception of the party as the 
exclusive locus and instrument of politics (distinct from a mass 
movement as locus and instrument of social-economic conflict) ,  
not as the stimulus and synthesis of a whole system of autono
mous political movements, through which a multiplicity of social 
subjects together weld a new historical bloc. The very richness of a 
long-cultivated democratic field, the cultural diversity of the politi
cal subjects confusedly yet actively present in society, the thousand 
articulations of state power resulting from a succession of experi
ences and struggles, the irrepressible though subaltern multiplicity 
of national subjects: all this offers extraordinary material for a 
similar but very difficult attempt to reconstruct democracy on new 
foundations. 

In short, and perhaps a little crudely: to recognize democracy as 
a universal value does not at all mean abandoning the old Leninist, 
and especially Togliattian, assertion of a link between democracy 
and socialism. In fact, we may today speak rather of a two-way 
link, whereby each element is not only essential to the otber but 
confers a di fferent form and content u pon i t. 

Does not a l l  th i s  have someth i ng to do with the search for a 
' th i rd wa y ' ?  l t here not  a strong bas is  for a refound ing of commu
n i s  i · I n t i ty a rou 1 c l  t h  · more ·om 1 I ·  x · �  n c l  cont rov rsi a l  q u  t ion 
of  r l  n fo m s  o f  r ol i t i  s ?  

· I i > J , 1 > i t  s , w 1 1  ns t l  (l; •t r, I • H tm  ' I  
t Hl l'i ly  1 s•t re J ·o1 • 1 i 1 14 h 'n i <  • 1 t 
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would appear sufficient to define a fairly solid, non-subjectivist, 
field of possibility, but not to provide any reasonable certainty. As 
a first step, these contradictions allow us to affirm the following. 

1 )  Capitalist society, as it emerges from its new transforma
tions, does not appear either to be unified or to be governed by a 
stable hegemony. On the contrary, it is already today - and will be 
more tomorrow - shot through with material and ideological con
flicts that do not concern only peripheral or marginal areas, nor 
express only needs for liberation that are still historically unripe 
and limited to a minority in society. These conflicts and needs 
also assert themselves at the heights of modernity and involve the 
great bulk of society. If their depth is not duly appreciated, and 
a rational way forward is not offered, they may generate a slide 
towards barbarism. 

2) The contradictions besetting society are and will be less and 
less straightforwardly attributable to the conflict between capital 
and labour. In fact, the conflict between capital and labour can 
itself find full expression only if its contents and goals are enriched 
to include a critique of the quality of development, and not only 
of its quantity and the distribution of its product. The autonomy 
of new social subjects and new needs must be recognized (ecology, 
women's liberation, species diversity, meaningful work and con
sumption), as these are essential to lend hegemonic capacity to the 
struggle of the working masses, and full scope to its emancipa
tory project. Yet all these various contradictions are linked more 
profoundly than ever to the structures and values of the capitalist 
mode of production: that is, they pose in even more radical terms 
the problem of overcoming it, while offering the bases on which 
this might be done. If this link is not grasped, and if unity is not 
achieved around it, it seems inevitable not only that the new move
ments and subjects will be defeated, but that they will come into 
conflict with one another and take part in a passive revolution. In 
this light, the c lass  struggle cont inues to be the engine or noda l  
point of  an a l ternat ive .  

3 ) A d i ffer n t soci ty can not om' a nou t through ·1 sud 1 • t bn1k ,  
a revo l u t ion from abov ; i t  mus t  ::�dvan · a s a long t rn nsfon a t ion 
of t b  mod of  p ro l u  ·t ion n t  I ·o1 S l t tn l  r ion,  < f r · · l no lo�o�;i · 1 1 I 
i d  and  l i f·st I · · , l or h i t  d i v i  un l  nd '< I I · ·t i  . 1 ur t h i 1 �w 
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needs power, a project, an organization; i t  i s  a social transforma
tion that must not only conclude but originate in an antagonism, a 
hegemony, a political rupture. All this definitely offers a solid basis 
and possible mass audience for the full recovery, or the refoun
dation, of a communist identity. Above all, it shows up as quite 
abstract and unrealistic any idea that the Left today can present 
itself as a credible alternative by conforming still further to the 
system. For that would mean no longer speaking (except rhetori
cally) about the most acute problems in society; it would mean 
cutting oneself off from the needs of the most oppressed, and 
losing a strong motivation for one's own political commitment. 

But the above considerations also point to another side of reality 
that it would be impossible, or dishonest, to censor. They realisti
cally force us to recognize the following. 

1 )  The social forces antagonistic to the system today appear 
largely divided, or boxed in, between subalternity and revolt, inte
gration and utopianism; a unifying perspective still lies far beyond 
their practice and culture. In addition to what we have already 
stressed in relation to the advanced societies, the Third World 
has been undergoing the regression of national bourgeoisies, new 
agrarian contradictions, and the emergence of a huge, marginal 
proletariat eking a precarious existence in the cities. Meanwhile, 
in the countries of 'actually existing socialism', passivity and con
tradictory impulses make it difficult for the working class and the 
broad masses to play a role on the social stage. 

2) The main political forces that might possibly counter this 
fragmentation are still sunk in a deep crisis of culture and identity. 
Apart from the trends we have already noted in the Western Left, 
the Soviet Union is witnessing an extraordinary and unexpected 
reform process, but its historic turn is based on a theoretical model 
and will take quite a while to settle down, recover and take effect. 
Gorbachev speaks sincerely, and correctly, of 'more socialism and 
more democracy', but it is difficult for this to become immediately 
evident or successful, and produce reforms instead of crisis. 

3) The redefinition of a communist identity appears to be a long 
haul theoretically and culturally, which involves sw i tch ing away 
from a decades-long mode of th inking. It has to pass through a 
period of trial and error, w i th a l l  the r isks of eel ct ic i sm and fa I ··· 
tra i l  , w i th i n  a horizon domi na t · · ] by n w bour ois id "as 1 l o i l 
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working-class ideas; it will require a long educational effort before 
it acquires the strength of a diffuse culture, a new world view and 
a common store of deeply rooted ideas. 

In conclusion, it seems that we can give the following answer to 
our initial question: for the PCI and the whole European Left, the 
refoundation of an anti-systemic identity is a necessary and possi
ble condition for a political revival .  But it is not an easy condition 
to fulfil, nor is it sufficient by itself. 

On the contrary, it can happen only in so far as a crisis of the 
system persists and grows more acute in economic and political 
terms, creating scope for intervention to force through partial yet 
trenchant structural changes around which a longer-term perspec
tive can take shape. If, instead, the capitalist system attains economic 
growth and relative political stability in the near future, it is hard 
to see how the main forces of the Left will again manage to express 
a strong anti-systemic identity in respect of long-term perspectives. 
In that case, the 'main contradictions of our epoch' would prob
ably manifest themselves in the form of a diffuse malaise, scattered 
experiences of struggle and eccentric cultural statements, threaten
ing over time to regress rather than move beyond the present state 
of society. And a force such as the Italian Communist Party would 
find it very difficult to avoid decline and growing conformism. That 
is why any serious reflection on the PCI, and more generally on the 
European Left, must mainly be tested on the terrain of analysis, 
prediction and 'phased' proposals. 

THE PARTY FORM 

The matter of the party is the one on which we must honestly 
recognize that Occhetto's turn has greater justification, but also 
the one on which his proposed solution is most debatable and 
dangerous. 

The j ustification is that collective theoretical reflection has been 
espec ia l l y  i m poverished with regard to this problem, and practical 
i nnovation ti m id  and  i n  oncl us ive .  There has been some renewal, 
but by force of i r  u m  t a n · ; t h  n w ha been uperimposed on 
th o l  I, i n  r h  a bs n f a  proj t or rea l  d ci ion . Without the 

f n · 1 d ·u l t u r , and without 
' i 1  sr un 1 ' h • f< r r < w 
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seems to everyone incapable of putting even the best policies to 
good use. 

But then it must be asked what kind of break in continuity is 
required, tilted in which direction. What are the real 'evils' that 
need to be corrected or excised? What kind of party can be useful 
in the transformed society - and for the process of transforming 
it? 

What is developing is the idea of a modern 'light party' - not 
light in the sense of low membership (that would, if anything, be 
an unintended consequence),  but in the sense that its members and 
activists have less weight in relation to the electorate and regional 
associations. It means a party that uses the skills offered in the 
intellectual marketplace; that marshals its forces around specific 
issues and programmes; that aims to listen and to interpret (a part 
of) society more than to transform it - an instrument more than 
a subject, and above all a form of institutional representation and 
electoral aggregation. 

Now, there can be no doubt that this marks a profound break, 
not only with certain traditional forms of Communist organization 
- those at which criticism has been easily and rightly levelled (cen
tralism, discipline, political activism as an all-absorbing practice, 
and so on) - but also with their theoretical foundation. A break, 
in other words, with the idea that the party should be not only 
'for the workers' but 'of the workers' - the instrument through 
which a class that by its nature occupies subaltern roles, within a 
subaltern culture, gradually but directly turns itself into a ruling 
class, and without which the proletariat (different in this respect 
from the bourgeoisie) cannot become a class 'for itself'. In fact, we 
might add that such a break is even more radical with regard to 
Gramsci's conception of the party than to Lenin's. In the Leninist 
model (at least until the advent of socialism), there was always a 
real dichotomy between, on the one hand, a proletarian mass con
fined in an economic-corporatist logic and politically mobilized 
only at certain moments for general objectives, and, on the other 
hand, the cadre party bearing a 'science of revol ution', basically 
identified with the science of se izing power. G ra msci , by contrast, 
po · i ted an i o te l l wa l  and mora l revol u tion - the o l l ective l f-
ed u a tion of an o i r  Ia - a t h  n t ra l  p r  m i o f  b g mony, 

nd c 1 h t  t h  d i a l  t i  · b t w  n 
I we 1 w > k i ng· 1 • •  pr, · t i · 
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pre-modern values present in the society and culture. The pa r ty  
was the locus and instrument of  this not only because i t  was an 
activist mass party, but because i t  was a 'collective intellectual'. To 
tell the truth, this conception never materialized in an actual party 
(not even Togliatti's new party, at its best moments),  but nor was 
it simply confined to books. Before, and especially after, Gramsci, 
one of the original features of the Italian workers' movement (even 
of the old Prampolinian socialism 1 ) was precisely its function as a 
civilizing force, provider of a collective ethical and cultural foun
dation that Italy's bourgeois revolution had never had. In short, a 
break of no little import. 

The first point to make, however, is that the break now being 
proposed is not at all with the type of party that dominates politics 
in the West - the type that the PCI has often become in practice, 
and towards which it spontaneously tends. 

What is being proposed as an 'innovation' tends to equate with 
the 'party form' as it presents itself in today's Western democra
cies. This helps us to understand it better. For when we look at 
the facts, it is easy to see that a so-called 'light party' of this kind 
- even if it is on the Left - is not light at all, and that it has a 
rather peculiar way of 'listening to society'. It is a 'light party' that 
compensates for its tenuous links with the masses and its poor 
connective tissue by strongly emphasizing the personal role of the 
'leader'; that is run by power apparatuses no less complacent and 
aloof than the old ones, by an establishment of almost irremova
ble parliamentarians, information and administration technicians, 
managers of cooperatives and trade union bureaucrats; that it has 
to build a consensus mainly by using the mass media (or, rather, 
seeking its not disinterested support) and by mediating between 
various corporate interests, good and bad. The direct consequence 
is a political passivity of the subaltern classes, both outside its 
ranks (voter absenteeism) and within them ( 'how can you become 
a leader if you don't have the know-how or the power? ' ) .  The direct 
consequence is a kind of electoral consensus that does not hold 
together and cannot withstand ha rsh tests of government - hence 
a watering down of program me, and a ' l i sten ing to society' that 
selects and  respe ts th - ss nc of th ex i  ti ng ba Ia nee of forces. 

I . :n m i l lo I n m p > l in i  ( l !l .� \1- 1 \1.10) : '  fmm l r of t' 1 1  l rn l inn Sodn l iHr l nrry i n  
I !l9 .� ,  111 I n  I n l i n �  1Kt1  In I JN 14rn l un l iNt--r fmmi"t w 1 114. 
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'Low-profile reformism' becomes less a choice than a necessity. We 
are not only describing conservative and centrist parties (which in 
Italy take on the character of a party-state), but also trends within 
the 'progressive' parties: the US Democratic Party, the French 
or Spanish Socialist parties. To some extent the same is already 
happening in the PCI. 

Everyone in the West knows, and some say, that this is the great-
est weakness of the Left: a democratic deficit that exposes it to 
electoral abstention by the poor, media blackmail, and the cultural 
hegemony of its opponents. 

None of this is fortuitous or due simply to political errors; it 
is directly attributable to the new features in society that the Left 
would like to address, and has to address, by renewing the party 
form. 

Let us schematically mention a few points already touched on. 
a) Segmentation of society. The working class itself is becoming 

much more differentiated, by physical location and function or 
level within the production process; and greater social mobility 
( spontaneous or forced) is continually subtracting from its van-
guards. The importance of intellectual workers is growing, but . i  

they are heavily conditioned by their formative culture and the 
role they take on. Intellectuals in the narrow sense are an organic 
part of powerful, structured apparatuses. A large part of 'the poor' 
consists of marginal layers (the unemployed, pensioners, precarious 
workers) .  The 'new subjects' associated with horizontal contradic-
tions in society are by their nature physically dispersed and often 
at odds with one another. 

b)  The role of the mass media enables them not only to manipu
late political decisions, but also to mould cultures, lifestyles and 
values, especially among subaltern classes, and to keep shaping and 
reshaping the common sense of the times; this gives public opinion 
a confused and indecisive character. This is the typical constitu
ency of the 'primaries', the lynch pin of the electoral machines in 
the United States. 

c) The rea l  power beh i nd (and i ndeed thanks to) the apparent 
p lu ra l i ty is h igh l y  concentrated, and c l a ims  to act object ive l y on 
the grounds that i ts de · i  ions a r· t he on l y  rationa l  ones po i ble .  

d)  La t hu t  t ot I as t , a l t hough t h  ·hoi · ·  o f  ' d  m o  ra y' 
an  I i ts n t l •s is ·orr' · c and  >h l igatory, i t  om s at  
t h  f r i  · . l l i . l i ng f J • ·n I s h ,. . t ra t u m  o f  1 o l i t i · · l l  
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professionals, whose everyday existence integrates them i n t  t h  
modes of thinking and acting (and often also the privileges) o f  t h  
dominant layers in society. The parties of the Left, then, not on ly  
occupy the state and society, but are in turn occupied by them. 

As a result of the changes under way, if there are to be real reforms 
(I do not speak of a revolution),  it is more necessary than ever 
that the protagonists of change should have an organized, autono
mous subjectivity that makes them capable of self-transformation. 
In this sense, the question of an activist party that not only has 
a 'mass' character but operates as a collective intellectual should 
absolutely not be consigned to the archives; and to do no more 
than update it, rather than treat it as a problem to be discussed, 
would be to surrender to an absolute continuismo. On the other 
hand, it seems absurd to throw away an experience that has been 
of such vital significance. 

What would real innovation mean, theoretically and practi
cally? 

The PCI was only ever partly an 'activist party with a mass char
acter that operated as a collective intellectual' .  For some time it 
has no longer been that at all; but it could not and should not have 
remained the way in which it used to be conceived. As regards its 
mass character, let us start with some factual observations, rather 
than with how the Party thinks of itself. There is a need for in
depth research and analysis, but some points stand out at once. 

a) Age composition. The membership of 1 ,400,000 now has 
an average age above fifty. The under-twenty-fives ( 1 .9 per cent) 
are outnumbered by the over-eighties. The percentage of members 
under thirty (the truly dynamic force in society) is smaller than the 
percentage of those over seventy. The Youth Federation has begun 
to decline again, after its moderately successful re-launch. 

b) Class composition. Apparently the PCI still has a very largely 
working-class and popular base; its composition seems to have 
been stable for decades. I say apparently because the percentage of 
pens ioners h as greatl y increased, and new occupational categories 
of dependent l a bour  do not have a sign i ficant presence. Moreover, 
i t  ha b om i n  r d i b l y  d i ff i  ·u l t  to n u re that the soc ia l  compo-

1 i n  I , d ·rsh ir  1 osi t i cms. Wh n on t h i n k s  of th 
r t I< < n in < f w< I in - · I s l i t  i t  t l  ' I 70 , on 
h w l i  nl t l  r I . I : r ·.· I • I r. h i p  
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groups. All  the more reason to fear that the trend will worsen in a 
period when those elites are no longer forming spontaneously. 

c) The Party's grass-roots structures have become extremely 
narrow in their political activity, mainly focused on self
reproduction ( recruitment) or propaganda (election campaigns, 
L'Unita festivals ) ,  or in the most energetic cases on local admin
istration in small and medium-sized towns. Their links with 
real struggles, on the other hand, appear tenuous, or operate 
via the trade unions or social movements (peace, ecology) from 
whose everyday activity they stand relatively apart. The only 
positive exception, not by chance, is the Communist women's 
organization. 

d) The Party's local leaderships experience mounting difficul
ties: their selection base has become narrower, drawing less on 
real experiences of social and cultural struggle, and they lead a 
tough life materially, with little compensation in terms of role and 
ideals. Their real power is spread among a number of apparatuses, 
of which the Party's is neither the most important nor the most 
valued. The central leadership lost its undisputed authority long 
before the recent crises, yet it acts more through impulses and 
instructions than through a mechanism for discussion and decision
making that might provide a check on the implementation and 
results of decisions. 

e) Educational activity is much slighter than in the past, in terms 
both of cadre training and of the development and transforma
tion of the intellectual sector. The typical relationship between the 
Party and intellectuals now recognizes the latter as 'independent' 
- or anyway as 'experts' separate from active political life. The 
Party press is clearly in crisis, and even political information is 
disseminated independently of it. 

The list could go on. But these remarks are enough to show that 
a break is necessary in relation to the Party and its organizational 
forms. 

This obviously cannot be achieved by reverting to a classi 
cal model. For not only experience but changes i n  society have 
called into question Gra msc i 's conception of the Pa rty as a 'tota l
izing' subject and h i s  emphasis on i ts educat ional  rol  . Today, the 
Party i on ly  on component, though an s en t ia !  on , i n  an ant i 
sy t m i  subj t i v i t y. Wha t r i ts fu n · r ions i n h i s  r ··sp · c , a r  d 
wh i  ·h or a n izn r io1 n l fc ms a ' n t. l  ro� i · ' < h 1 ? 
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The problem is among the most complex an I. ' 

Party faces; it cannot be solved in an armchair wi t o 
of ongoing experience, without a clear idea of th o e 
to be fielded that will require adequate organizati n 1 
main thing that can and must be achieved is some 1 i 
direction in which we wish to find an answer. 

But let us just raise a few problem areas and 
emphases. 

a) If a new party form with the features we hav m 
to exist, it needs something to grow outside it, if not b 
at least together with it, so that the 'boundaries' of th 
correct but also ambiguous concept - are not simply r pr se 
by an amorphous society or atomized individuality. h 
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needs a n  organized democracy and autonomous mass mov m 
which, though starting from particular issues and conflict , h ve 
the strength and durability to become political subjects and t 
be recognized as such. Hence the relationship between party a n d  
masses - the so-called mass character of the party - can no long· r 
be conceived as the superimposition of 'general consciousn s' 
on economic-corporate spontaneity, still less as the superim po i
tion of a political-institutional apparatus on an atomized pub l i  
opinion from which no more than consent i s  required. Th J t 
two decades have witnessed some extraordinarily rich , i f  embry

onic, experiences in Italy: first in the working class (the fa ory 
councils of the 1 970s),  then the peace and ecological mov rn n ts 
and, above all, the women's movement. Today only the l a t t  r ha 
really retained the tension of which we have been speak i ng. Envi
ronmentalism has been too quickly sucked into corn r- u t  i 1  
electoralism, the peace movement h as gone into a period of  d · l i n  , 
and the factory counci l structures are going th rough a gra v · ,· is is .  
Yet a capacity for se lf-organization sti l l  ex ists in a l l  t h  • a r " l S ,  
and in  some cases b as been growing  for the f i r  t t i m ( t h • t l l  i 
Mafia struggle, vo lunta ry work on h -a l th  or d rugs, th  · i m m iwn nr  
q uestion ) .  Beca u of i ts · u l ture a nd i ts mod of  op ra  ion ,  t h · J >  ; 1 
ha not rea l l y rc ·ogn iz  c l  t he n · · ss i r y  o f  t l i s  l i n  I · ·r i ·: son 1 · t· i n ll's 
i t  ha b en sus 1 i · ious, sorn ·r i m ·s i t  has  t r i · I t o  ahsor l  rh • mov ·
m n t ,  and  som 't i l  1 ·s i t· has ·stn bl i sh  · I  a r · l a r ion. · l i 1  o n l y  w i t h  i t N 
i n  · r i cu t ion I · � r •ss ion.  l�u t  t h  · �on I of 1 1  i f y i ng rh vn i< 1s I l l < v ·-
1 1 1  1 ts i n  · i 1 t , < r· in An  n- r I I t 1 l  l l i 1 1 • N, i N � 
·n I .  . ol t ti 1 • I t  i n · 1 y f< w I ' i t  ' lr' tl c 
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movements, each recognizing the other's autonomy; the party must 
engage with them, not simply 'represent' them. Without such a dia
l ectic, there is no 'material' on which to build a new hegemony. 

b) For this reason, however, it is also necessary to create the 
minimum structural and institutional conditions for the growth of 
an organized democracy, a collective subjectivity. Here I am refer
ring, above all, to the two major structures that shape subjectivity 
i n  modern society. First, the bureaucratic-centralist character of 
the educational system makes it incapable of creating a critical 
spirit  or a sense of personal identity, while at the same time widen
ing the rift between elites and subaltern classes. Unless a break is 
made with this system - without falling into a conception of edu
cation as a conduit for the requirements of capital and the market 
- i t  will be impossible for any mass experience to overcome the 
l imits of particularism and pressure groups. Second, unless the 
mass media are liberated both from the oppressive powers that 
stand over them and from the market logic that has them in its 
grip, the problem of constituting an autonomous subjectivity will 
be impossible to solve. 

c) This premise leads to radically new features in the conception 
of Togliatti's 'new party', and even more in our present organi
zational forms. First there is the very meaning of the term 'mass 
party', characterized by the joint presence of two fairly separate 
realities: the cadre party, whose members, though highly active 
and enthusiastic, take little part in policy formulation; and the 
'Communist people' to which it is linked by broad ideologi
cal orientations (anti-fascism, 'actually existing socialism') and 
immediate struggles (trade unions, cooperatives, occupational 
associations) .  Today this separation - between a political layer and 
public opinion - has become deeper. 

Today, then, it is necessary to distinguish between party and 
i nstitutions; to emphasize the party as an agent and organ
izer of society, whose role is to promote struggle and stimulate 
i n te l l ectua l  and mora l  reform. It is what Gramsci called the 'split
ti ng menta l i ty ' - I hope I a m  not stup id ly  m istaken here - when 
be r gr tted the absenc of a Reformation or En l ightenment 
i n  I ta l y  a rh b s is for a new ol l  ct i ve id n t i t y. He m ant by 
c h i mor• t han  m r ·u l t t ra l  a u t onomy, and mu ·h r nor han a 
g ·n r I ·hoi · ( f v .  l 1  s :  1 · n 1 t I · f v l u  s, n, lys i  
, n I ,. 1 . · l l't j ·t th t l . t< w )11 1 l i ti ·s i r. 1 ro f< 1 1  d 
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significance, and which, day in, d .y 
for the criticism and transformation e 11 
not only intellectual, foundation. Is this not t he 
women's critique of male politics ? Does it not l i  
unexpected and often fundamentalist revival of re l ig i , 

new and greater 'wretchedness' of modern left parties a nd ) 
who proclaim ourselves communists? Now that the perilou dri t 
towards populism and the equally false conception of a 'party
church' have exhausted themselves, the reality left behind is that 
of the party as a pub l ic apparatus. In a society as fragmented and 
secularized as ours, is there a real basis - excluding the short-cut 
of fundamentalism - for a revival of that tension of ideas which, in 
Marx's view, constitutes a materia l  social force? The answer will 
probably lie in whether qua l itat ive ocia l  contradictions allow the 
party of the subaltern c lasses to break out from the confines of 
integration or revolt, and to express a rad ica l ly anti-systemic but 
also 'positive' point of view. Dec is ive importance - which we have 
no wish to deny - therefore attaches to the relationsh ip  with  other 
cultures and subjectivities, some of which  con flict with our own 
tradition. The only provisos are that this not be degraded into the 
banality of 'contagion' or eclecticism; that a provisional synthesis 
be sought at every moment, and that each element in the relation
ship value its own richness and identity. 
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