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PREFACE

Existing Editions

he present edition comprises a selection of texts from the
TNotebooks (Quaderni del carcere) written by Gramsci in prison

between 1929 and 1935. There is still no critical edition of the
Quaderni in ltalian, though one is in course of preparation at the Istituto
Gramsci in Rome. A preliminary edition containing the bulk of Gramsci’'s
original material, excepting translations and rejected drafts, was brought
out by the Turin publisher Einaudi in six volumes between 1948 and
1951, under the editorship of Felice Platone. The same edition contains
a volume of Prison Letters (Lettere dal carcere, 1947), now superseded
by a more complete edition, and a series of volumes of the pre-1926
writings, from the period prior to Gramsci's imprisonment. Our selection
is based on this Einaudi edition of the Quaderni, with the addition of one
or two previously unpublished texts and with a slight rearrangement of
the order in certain places. References to the Einaudi or to other
selections or translations of Gramsci’'s works are given in these pages as
follows:

Quaderni

MS. [l materialismo storico e la filosofia di Benedetto Croce, 1948.
Int.  Gli intellettuali e I'organizzazione della cultura, 1949,

Ris. Il Risorgimento, 1949,

NM. Note sul Machiavelli, sulla politica e sullo Stato moderno, 1949.
LVN. Letteratura e vita nazionale, 1950.

PP. Passato e presente, 1951.
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Letters
LC. Lettere dal carcere, edited by S. Caprioglio and E. Fubini, Nuovo
Universale Einaudi, Turin 1965.

Other editions referred to

GF. 2000 pagine di Gramsci, edited by N. Gallo and G. Ferrata, Vol.
[, “Nel tempo della lotta, 1914-1926", Il Saggiatore, Milan 1964. On
pp. 797-819 of this volume is published Gramsci's important essay
on the Southern Question (written immediately prior to his arrest):
Alcuni temi della quistione meridionale, hereafter referred to as
“Alcuni temi”.
(Vol. Il consists of letters. Two further volumes are in preparation.)

OC. Oeuvres choisies de Antonio Gramsci, Editions Sociales, Paris,
1959.

A previous English translation of some of the works of Gramsci
contained in this volume, together with one or two of the earlier writings,
translated and edited by Louis Marks, was published by Lawrence and
Wishart in 1957, under the title The Modern Prince and other Essays.
There also exist a number of Italian anthologies and of translations of
Gramsci’s works into other languages. For a selective bibliography of
works of and about Gramsci we refer the reader to the note at the end of
the English translation of Giuseppe Fiori's biography of Gramsci (Antonio
Gramsci, Life of a Revolutionary, translated by Tom Nairn, New Left
Books, London 1970).

Classics in Politics: Antonio Gramsci ElecBook
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Gramsci‘s Prison Notebooks
The problem of making a selection from Gramsci's Quaderni or Prison
Notebooks is complicated by two factors: the fragmentary character of
the writings themselves, and the uncertain status of the Notebooks in
Gramsci’s intentions. From references in the Notebooks and in Gramsci’s
letters from prison it is possible to obtain some indication of how
Gramsci intended his work to be understood. Soon after his arrest he
wrote to his sister-in-law Tatiana (19 March 1927: LC. pp. 57-60)
about a project of writing something “fir ewig” (for ever), something
which would also serve to absorb him and “give a focus to [his] inner
life”. He mentions a plan for a history of the Italian intellectuals, together
with studies on linguistics, on the theatre of Pirandello and on serial
novels and popular literary taste. However, in another letter to Tatiana
(15 December 1930: LC. pp. 389-92) he writes: “thinking ‘dis-
interestedly’ or study for its own sake are difficult for me . . . | do not like
throwing stones in the dark; | like to have a concrete interlocutor or
adversary”, and he speaks of the “polemical nature” of his entire
intellectual formation. Early in 1932, in a note in one of his Quaderni
(Q. XXVIII), he describes a programme of “principal essays” wider in
scope than the previous one, with more political and philosophical
content, fairly close in its general outlines to what has actually come
down to us in the Quaderni. It is this programme which forms the basis
of the ordering of the material of the Notebooks carried out by the
Einaudi editors after the war. Even so, many difficulties remain. llI
health and the unavailability of books in the prison forced him to leave
unfinished, to abandon or to modify certain plans. With his transfer to
the prison clinic in 1933 and consequent partial recovery, he began to
recopy, reorder and rework much of the material from the earlier

Classics in Politics: Antonio Gramsci ElecBook
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notebooks. But he did so with an extra caution, eliminating any surviving
words or phrases, like the name of Marx or the word “class”, which
might attract the attention of the censor and so cause his work to be
brought to an end. Most significantly of all, in a note in one of the
Quaderni entitled “Questions of Method” (see below Ill 2) he offers a
warning, ostensibly about Marx but equally if not more applicable to
himself against confusing unfinished or unpublished work with works
published and approved by an author during his lifetime. In the same
note he also refers to the importance and to the inherent difficulties of
reconstructing the “intellectual biography” of an author. To perform such
a task, in relation to the Prison Notebooks, would be an immensely
valuable but also intricate labour. In default of this, however, and given
the circumstances in which the texts were written, any unequivocal
assertions about the aim and status of Gramsci's theoretical project as
contained or sketched out in the Notebooks are necessarily speculative
and must be recognised as such.

This Edition: Selection and Translation
While the above observations can be construed most simply as a
warning against taking as definitive or as having an unambiguous
intention texts whose form is often provisional and whose intention is in
some way veiled or uncertain, the problem of the fragmentary character
of Gramsci's original manuscript poses more immediate problems.
Gramsci's prison Quaderni number thirty-three in all, several of them
containing notes on a number of different subjects or written over a
period of a couple of years. Many of the notes are isolated jottings.
Others are so placed in the Quaderno as to make their insertion into the
main structure of Gramsci’s arguments at best hypothetical. Longer

Classics in Politics: Antonio Gramsci ElecBook
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texts, about whose coherence and general order there can be no doubt,
are often partially revised in such a way that it is necessary, in editing
the text, to intersperse the revised or rewritten sections with passages of
which only an earlier draft exists. Both in the classification of the notes
according to subject and in the ordering of particular items, we have,
broadly speaking, followed the lines laid down in the Einaudi edition,
which also provides the basis of the text used for the translation. At the
same time we have not hesitated, in the interests of clarity of
presentation, to depart from the Einaudi order wherever this seemed to
us justified on philological grounds, by reference to the original
Quaderni. We have also, where relevant (e.g. in the political sections),
appended in square brackets the date of the Quaderno from which a text
is taken. The texts that we have used are as follows.

The essays on the Intellectuals and on Education belong together in
Gramsci's original manuscript (Quaderno XXIX, ff. 1-12). We have
translated the texts as they appear in the Einaudi volume Gli intellettuali
on pp. 3-19, 97-103 and 106-14.

The sections on Italian History and on Politics have necessitated the
most reordering, both in relation to the Einaudi edition and to the
original Quaderni. The “Notes on ltalian History” in this edition come
mainly from the Einaudi volume /I Risorgimento. One passage, “Material
for a Critical Essay on Croce’s Two Histories”, is previously unpublished,
and we have also integrated into the text one passage from each of the
Einaudi volumes /I materialismo storico, Note sul Miachiavelli and
Passato e presente.

The “Notes on Politics” were all included, with the exception of one
previously unpublished text—"Self-criticism and the Hypocrisy of Self-
criticism”—in the Einaudi volumes Note sul Machiavelli and Passato e
presente. Within the political sections however our ordering, in terms of
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a rough division into two parts, on the Party and on the State, is original.
The Einaudi order here is not satisfactory, but it is equally impossible to
follow the Quaderni. The principal source for the notes is a late
Quaderno (XXX, datable to 1933-34) in which a number of earlier texts
are rewritten in a more polished form but in an order which has no
particular internal coherence. Drafts of some of the same texts, together
with notes on related topics, are to be found in a number of other
Quaderni, written between 1929 and 1933. Short of a literal
reproduction of all these texts, or a massive critical apparatus, out of
place in an edition of this size and scope, there is clearly no alternative
to a reordering of some kind, aimed at presenting to the reader a
selection of texts which is as reasonably comprehensive and coherent as
possible, while making it clear, through the dates appended at the end
of each passage, roughly where each stands in terms of Gramsci's
original project.

The essay “Americanism and Fordism” derives from a single
Quaderno, number V, and is translated here as it appears, slightly
reordered, in the Note sul Machiavelli.

The philosophical texts have been translated, with one or two minor
changes, as they appear in the Einaudi volume /I materialismo storico.
The essays “Some Preliminary Points of Referencc” and “Critical Notes
on an Attempt at Popular Sociology” are fairly complete in the original
Quaderni. Those entitled “Problems of Philosophy and History” and
“Some Problems in the Study of the Philosophy of Praxis” are the result
of some reordering’ by the Einaudi editors.

In translating our aim has been to combine the demands of a
readable English style with a respect not only for the precise content but
also for the flavour of an original which, in its fragmentary and elliptical
character and its frequent recourse to tricks to deceive the prison censor,
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bears distinct traces of the difficult circumstances under which it was
written. Names of well-known Marxists and Communists are almost
always given in the Quaderni in the form of a substitute or a
circumlocution. Thus Marx is referred to as “the founder of the
philosophy of praxis”, Lenin as “llich” or “Vilich” [V. llich], Trotsky as
“Leon Davidovitch” or “Bronstein” and so on. Similarly certain
identifiable concepts of Marxism Leninism such as the class struggle or
the dictatorship of the proletariat are usually masked under innocuous
sounding titles. All such names or phrases have been left in the original
form used by Gramsci, but explained either by square brackets in the
text or by a footnote. In the case of concepts this has been done not
merely in order to preserve the feel of the original text but also to avoid
imposing too simplistic an interpretation on phrases which often have a
conceptual value of their own. Thus “philosophy of praxis” is both a
euphemism for Marxism and an autonomous term used by Gramsci to
define what he saw to be a central characteristic of the philosophy of
Marxism, the inseparable link it establishes between theory and practice,
thought and action.

Terminology
Questions of censorship apart, Gramsci’'s terminology presents a number
of difficulties to the translator. Wherever possible we have tried to render
each term of Gramsci's with a single equivalent, as close as possible to
the original. In one particular set of cases this has proved impossible,
and that is with the group of words centred around the verb dirigere
(dirigente, direttivo, direzione, etc.). Here we have in part followed the
normal English usage dictated by the context (e.g. direzione =
leadership; classe dirigente = ruling class) but in certain cases we have
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translated dirigente and direttivo as “directive” in order to preserve what
for Gramsci is a crucial conceptual distinction, between power based on
“domination” and the exercise of “direction” or “hegemony”. In this
context it is also worth noting that the term “hegemony” in Gramsci itself
has two faces. On the one hand it is contrasted with “domination” (and
as such bound up with the opposition State/Civil Society) and on the
other hand “hegemonic” is sometimes used as an opposite of
“corporate” or “economic-corporate” to designate an historical phase in
which a given group moves beyond a position of corporate existence and
defence of its economic position and aspires to a position of leadership
in the political and social arena. Non-hegemonic groups or classes are
also called by Gramsci “subordinate”, “subaltern” or sometimes
instrumental”. Here again we have preserved Gramsci's original
terminology despite the strangeness that some of these words have in
English and despite the fact that it is difficult to discern any systematic
difference in Gramsci’'s usage between, for instance, subaltern and
subordinate. The Hegelian sense of the word “momento”, meaning an
aspect of a situation in its concrete (not necessarily temporal) manifesta-
tions, has generally been rendered as “moment” but sometimes as
“aspect”. Despite Marx's strictures (in The German Ideology) on the
abuse of this word, it occurs frequently in Gramsci in both its senses,
and confusion is made worse by the fact that Italian, unlike German,
does not distinguish the two senses of the word according to gender. In
particular cases where there seemed to us any difficulty with a word or
concept we have referred the reader to a footnote, as also with any
passage where the translation is at all uncertain. In general we have
preferred to footnote too much rather than too little, on the assumption
that readers familiar with, say, the history of the Third International
might nevertheless find useful some explanation, however elementary, of
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the specialised vocabulary of Kantian philosophy, while philosophers
who know their Hegel and Marx might be less at home in the history of
the Italian Risorgimento.

The translation and notes for the essays on Education and for the
writings on the Risorgimento and on politics are by Quintin Hoare; those
for the essay on the Intellectuals, for “Americanism and Fordism” and for
the philosophical sections are by Geoffrey Nowell Smith. With the
exception of the section on Gramsci’s intellectual background, the
General Introduction is by Quintin Hoare.

NOTES
Explanatory notes by the English editors and translators have been
indicated on each page by superior numerals, Gramsci’s own notes, as
contained in the originals, by asterisks.

We have preferred, for ease of reference, to place all the notes on the
pages to which they refer rather than place editors’ notes at the end of
each section or at the end of the book—although this means that
occasionally an editorial note has had to be added below one of the
author's notes.

Classics in Politics: Antonio Gramsci ElecBook
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

in power for four years in Italy. Its character was still very much a

matter of dispute, not least within the Italian Communist Party
and the Third International. Was it a specific, national phenomenon or
the precursor of an international trend? Was it a novel socio-political
formation or one that was basically just the ltalian equivalent of other,
more traditional forms of reaction—such as the Russian Black Hundreds
after 1905 or the anti-labour repression which ravaged American
socialism in the early years of this century or the Freikorps which
underpinned the social-democratic government of Noske and
Scheidemann in Germany after 1918? Did its essence lie in its social
base in the urban petty bourgeoisie and the rural bourgeoisie, or in its
role as the new, more brutal instrument of big capital’s dominion?

These uncertainties about how fascism should be defined were
accompanied by equal uncertainty about its stability and historical
prospects. It was still widely believed by communist leaders that the
ruling class might decide that the fascist option was too costly, and
switch to a social-democratic alternative. The notion that social-
democracy was the “left wing of the bourgeoisie” had been generally
accepted, for example, by Italian communists since Zinoviev first put it
forward in 1922 (by 1924 this had become “the left wing of fascism”).
Moreover, it was true that the fascists had not entirely suppressed
bourgeois political institutions; indeed, even communist members still
sat in the fascist-dominated parliament. And during the crisis which had
followed the fascist assassination of the social-democrat deputy
Matteotti in June 1924, the regime had genuinely appeared to totter and

By the autumn of 1926, the world’s first fascist regime had been
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its backers to hesitate. But in fact fascist power already had immensely
strong foundations. It had inaugurated a system of repression
incomparably more thoroughgoing and efficient than any previous form
of reaction. By the end of 1925 it was quite clear that any idea of the
regime splitting in the foreseeable future under the force of its own
internal contradictions was an illusion. Throughout 1926 Mussolini had
been effectively playing at cat and mouse with the opposition parties—at
least at the legal level.

Finally, in the autumn of 1926, on the pretext of an alleged attempt
on his life, Mussolini decided to make an end of even the semblance of
bourgeois democracy that still survived. All remaining opposition
organisations and their publications were banned, and a new, massive
series of arrests was launched throughout the country. Among those
arrested was Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci was a member of parliament—
but the régime was no longer interested in niceties about parliamentary
immunity. He had also, since August 1924, been the general secretary
of the Communist Party—though of course under such political
conditions the identity of party officials was kept secret. He was 35
years old. At his trial in 1928, the official prosecutor ended his
peroration with the famous demand to the judge: “We must stop this
brain working for twenty years!” But, although Gramsci was to be dead
long before those twenty years were up, released, his health broken, only
in time to die under guard in a clinic rather than in prison, yet for as long
as his physique held out his jailers did not succeed in stopping his brain
from working. The product of those years of slow death in prison were
the 2,848 pages of handwritten notes which he left to be smuggled out
of the clinic and out of ltaly after his death, and of which this volume is
a selection.

Our introduction will make no attempt to offer a general

Classics in Politics: Antonio Gramsci ElecBook



Selections from Prison Notebooks 24

interpretation of Gramsci’'s Prison Notebooks, but will concentrate rather
on giving a brief outline of the political and intellectual experience which
formed, inevitably, the background to and the point of departure for
Gramsci's writing during his imprisonment.

Early Life
Antonio Gramsci was born in 1891, in the small town of Ales in
Sardinia. His father came originally from Naples and had been intended
to be a lawyer. But the death of his own father, a colonel in the
Carabinieri, meant that he had to abandon his studies; he found a job
as registrar in the small Sardinian town of Ghilarza. There he met
Gramsci's mother, who was the daughter of a local inspector of taxes
and had the rare attainment, in an area of 90 per cent illiteracy, of being
able to read and write. Any ambitions the couple might have had for
their children were rudely dashed, however, in 1897 when the father
was suspended from his job, without pay, on suspicion of peculation.
The following year he was put under arrest and in 1900 he was
sentenced to nearly six years imprisonment. To what extent he was
guilty of the charges, which were undoubtedly motivated by his
opposition to the political party in power locally, is not very important;
corruption is anyway endemic in that type of society. The essential fact
is that from 1898 to 1904, when her husband was released from prison
and found a new—albeit inferior—job, Gramsci's mother was forced to
bring up her seven children, alone, with no source of income other than
her meagre earnings as a seamstress and the proceeds from the sale of a
small plot of land, in conditions of dire poverty.

Antonio’s health was an added problem. He had a malformation of
the spine, which the doctors attempted to cure by having him
suspended for long periods from a beam on the ceiling, and when he
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grew up he became hunch-backed and was barely five feet tall. He also
suffered from internal disorders which brought him close to death as a
small child, and which were to recur throughout his adult life,
accompanied by severe nervous complications, and to culminate in his
death at the age of 46.

In 1898 Antonio started school at Ghilarza, but his education was
interrupted for a couple of years at the end of his elementary schooling
since none of his brothers was earning and he had to go out to work. His
father's release enabled him to return to school, in the neighbouring
town of Santulussurgiu. It was an appallingly bad school, but
nevertheless, by dint of application and the help afforded by his literate
home background, he managed in 1908 to pass the examination to
enter the senior /iceo in Cagliari.

When in Cagliari he lodged with his elder brother Gennaro, now a
white-collar worker and recently returned from military service in Turin.
Gennaro, whose experience on the mainland had turned him into a
socialist militant, helped to introduce Antonio to politics, and from 1906
used to send socialist pamphlets back to his younger brother at home.
An equally formative influence was provided by the wave of social
protest that swept Sardinia in the same year, and was brutally repressed
by troops from the mainland. The form taken by the repression, both
military and legal, gave a great impetus to the cause of Sardinian
nationalism, and it was to this cause that Gramsci first adhered.
Experience of the working-class movement in Turin was to lead Gramsci
to abandon his attachment to nationalism as such, but he never lost the
concern, imparted to him in these early years, with peasant problems
and the complex dialectic of class and regional factors. A unique
surviving essay from his schooldays at Cagliari shows him, too, already
progressing from a Sardinian to an internationalist and anti-colonialist
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viewpoint, as vehement in his opposition to European imperialism in
China as in his repetition of what (he recalled in 1924) was the favourite
slogan of his schooldays: “Throw the mainlanders into the sea!”

In 1906 mainland troops were called in to repress the Sardinian
peasantry. Later on, however, Gramsci was to discover the opposite side
of the coin—Sardinian troops being used to hold down the workers of
Turin. In general, the conflicts between industrial “North” and rural
“South” tended to obscure more basic class questions. Since 1887, the
growing industry of the North had been favoured by protectionist policies
which kept out foreign capital, and secured its dominance of the
domestic market. This protectionism provided the basis of an effective
community of interests between big industrial capital and the reformist
working-class organisations—a community of interests which was
fostered by the policies of Giovanni Giolitti, the dominant bourgeois
politician of the years preceding the First World War. But its impact on
agricultural Italy was, with the exception of the cereal-producers in the
Centre and North, calamitous: the peasants were no longer able to
export their produce, and at the same time were forced to buy the
products of Italian industry rather than the far cheaper goods made in
the more advanced industrial countries. This was the main basis of what
became the “Southern Question”. One of its consequences was that the
socialism which spread in the South and the islands was not that of the
P.S.I. (Socialist Party of Italy) or the trade unions, but a kind of mélange
of socialist and liberal theories which can be traced back to the ideas
and activity of Carlo Pisacane during the Risorgimento, and which was
propagated most notably by Gaetano Salvemini in the period preceding
the First World War. This “Southernism” was almost certainly Gramsci's
political position, broadly speaking, at the time of his arrival in Turin in
1911. Salvemini in particular, an early socialist who resigned from the
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party because of its reformism and indifference to rural and Southern
concerns, was to be a major intellectual influence in Gramsci's political
formation.

In 1911 Gramsci, having managed to recoup the losses caused by
his indifferent and interrupted early schooling, won a scholarship for
poor students from Sardinia to the University of Turin, sitting the
examination at the same time as a future student friend and fellow
communist, Palmiro Togliatti. The scholarship grant was miserably
inadequate, and cold and malnutrition played havoc with Gramsci's
already precarious health. During 1913-15 he was desperately ill most
of the time, and eventually he was forced to abandon his studies,
despite his talent, especially for philology and linguistics generally, and
despite the encouragement of several of his teachers. However, there
was a more important reason even than his impossible personal
situation which finally decided him to leave the university. This was the
fact of his growing political commitment.

Intellectual Formation

It was during his years at Turin University that Gramsci first came into
serious contact with the intellectual world of his time. The deficiencies of
liberal Italy had created a certain vogue for socialist ideas even in
bourgeois circles, and many of the professors at the University had links
with the socialist movement. Foremost among these were Umberto
Cosmo, a literary historian and Dante scholar, with whom Gramsci
became friends and whom he subsequently was to criticise for his
bourgeois style of attachment to the workers’ movement, and Annibale
Pastore, whose lectures on Marxism Gramsci attended. Here he was
introduced to the particular brand of Hegelianised “philosophy of praxis”
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to which he remained in an ambiguous critical relationship right to the
end of his working life.

The term “philosophy of praxis”, best known today in connection with
Gramsci’'s Prison Notebooks, in which it is used partly for its own sake
and partly as a euphemism to deceive the censor, was introduced into
Italy by Antonio Labriola, the only Italian theoretical Marxist of any
consequence before the first world war. Labriola, who died in 1904, was
a philosopher and historian who had come round to Marxism and to
participation in the socialist movement fairly late in life, bringing with
him distinct traces of a Hegelian intellectual formation. He saw the
essence of Marxism in the unique nexus it established between
theoretical and practical activity, and maintained the unity of philosophy
and history; he distinguished himself from the Hegelian school mainly by
his insistence on the primacy of concrete relations over consciousness.
Labriola’'s ideas, particularly on the interpretation of history, were
extremely influential, but mainly in intellectual circles and often in a
distorted form which accentuated their latent idealism at the expense of
their materialist base. The phrase “philosophy of praxis” in particular
entered into the parlance of a specifically anti-materialist tendency of
which the major exponents were Rodolfo Mondolfo and, in a marginal
way, Giovanni Gentile.

Gentile’s role in the development of Italian Marxism was limited to
one thing: his translation, the first into ltalian, of Marx's Theses on
Feuerbach, which he interpreted idealistically as referring to the process
of cognition rather than to the real world and man’s relation to it.
Gentile’s flirtation with Marxism was brief and superficial. His theory of
praxis soon degenerated into a philosophy of the “pure act”, of
voluntarist and proto-fascist inspiration. He later became a major
ideologue of fascism and was executed by the partisans during the
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resistance.

Mondolfo was a far more serious figure, and after Labriola’s death the
leading philosopher of Italian socialism. His main contribution to
Marxism lay in his attempt to drive a wedge between the “philosophical”
Marx and the more empirical Engels. Mondolfo and his school were also
responsible to a large extent for the idealistic interpretation of Labriola.
The use, common to Labriola, Mondolfo and Gramsci of the same
phrase “philosophy of praxis” has led some commentators to posit a
common idealist matrix for the three thinkers. This is a view that must
be treated with caution. In one feature Gramsci’'s mature thought is in
accord with Mondolfo's ideas and that is in its constant underplaying of
the materialist element in Marx's work, which, in Gramsci at least, is
replaced with a stress on “immanentism” and the elimination of
metaphysics. On the whole, however, Gramsci shows himself critical of
Mondolfo and concerned to reassert the substantial Marxism of Labriola
against both those Marxists who had criticised him for idealism and the
idealists who had tried to claim him for their own. That Mondolfo’s
approach to Marxism entered into his own culture at this early period is
certain, but as Gramsci himself was to point out, in relation to Marx,
there is a distinction to be made between the personal philosophical
culture of an author—what he has read and absorbed and maybe
rejected at various periods of his life—and his own original philosophy.

A far more important philosophical and cultural influence imparted to
Gramsci in his early years was that of Benedetto Croce. Croce had been
a pupil of Labriola and for a short period, between 1895 and 1900,
professed himself a Marxist. He soon defected, declaring Marxism to be
useful only as a “simple canon of historical enquiry and research” and
pronouncing, with characteristic arrogance, “the death of theoretical
Marxism in Italy”, coincidental with his own defection. Croce’s influence
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on the whole of Italian culture right up to the present time cannot be
overestimated. Despite his abandonment of Marxism many of his ideas
continued to strike an echoing chord among young intellectuals of the
left in the pre-fascist period: notably his secularism and his opposition to
the previously dominant ideology of positivism. Politically his role was
always ambiguous. His calls for ethical renewal had dangerous
overtones, as his support for Mussolini in the early twenties was to
show. But his continued association with the French theorist of
syndicalism, Georges Sorel, helped to sustain the illusion that his could
be a philosophy for the Left.

Looking back on his student days, Gramsci was to describe himself
self-critically as having been, in his youth, “tendentially Crocean”, and
many of his early articles have a distinct Crocean ring about them. This
personal, though culturally imparted, Crocean influence on Gramsci
himself must be carefully distinguished from the attitude which emerges
from the Quaderni, where Croce is considered more objectively as a
philosopher and as a dominant figure in contemporary culture. Much of
Gramsci’s philosophical notebooks is devoted to a rigorous critique of
Crocean philosophy in its relation to Marxism. In his prison writings he
refers constantly to the need to combat Croceanism, both as a diffuse
ideology and as a specific philosophical system, sometimes casting
Croce in the role of a Dihring, to be polemically destroyed, but more
often seeing him as comparable to Hegel as a thinker whose work could
be profited from in the struggle to renew Marxist thought and liberate it
from positivistic accretions.

The substance of Gramsci’s mature critique of Croce’s philosophy
relates to the latter's reduction of historical movement from a struggle of
opposites to a merely conceptual dialectic, the “dialectic of distincts”.
While, Gramsci contended, such a schema might have its place in the
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philosophy of a society in which real conflicts had been eliminated and
where the unity of knowledge and being, impossible in a class society,
had finally been achieved, it was unable to offer an account of the actual
concrete character of a history fundamentally determined by the class
struggle. This abstraction of real history into an ethereal realm of distinct
concepts went hand in hand, in Crocean philosophy, with a radical
denial of politics. The distinct “categories” of the Crocean system allow
for the existence of four sciences, Aesthetics, Economics, Logic and
Ethics, relating to the pursuit respectively of the Beautiful, the Useful,
the True and the Good. Politics, in this conception, can only be a
composite entity, a mere “passion”, of no philosophical value. In
Gramsci's thought, by contrast, politics figures, philosophically, as the
central human activity, the means by which the single consciousness is
brought into contact with the social and natural world in all its forms.
The critique to which Gramsci subjects Crocean idealism in the prison
Quaderni is motivated, however, less by an abstract concern to expose
its intellectual inadequacies than by an awareness of the need to destroy
the influence which Croceanism, and Croce himself, had on all aspects
of Italian cultural and even political life. Whereas in the period leading
up to the first world war much of what Croce said and did could be held
to have a positive value—his leftish sympathies, his revaluation of a
“romantic” tradition in Italian culture from Vico through De Sanctis up to
the present, his opposition to contemporary positivism—the rise of
fascism and Croce’s ambiguous attitude to it had turned his role into a
pernicious and reactionary one. Unlike Gentile, Croce did not play a
direct and active part in the elaboration of fascist cultural policy and
even managed to draw intellectual credit from the fact of his abstention
from public life after 1926. But the fact remains that he did support the
regime at the outset and that the theoretical character of his later
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opposition was of a singularly insipid and depoliticising kind, whose
effect on the intellectual strata subject to Crocean influence was at best
to inspire a certain withdrawal from fascist vulgarity, but which more
often promoted a habit of “justificationism” with regard to the régime far
more extensive than any provoked by Hegel's supposed glorification of
the Prussian monarchy.

The war and fascism provided a brutal litmus test for many
progressive and avant-garde intellectuals and artists beside Croce.
Among those who supported or were at least complicit with the regime
were D'Annunzio, Pirandello, Marinetti the futurist poet, together with
most of his acolytes, the meridionalist Prezzolini, former editor of La
Voce, Mario Missiroli and countless others. Many of these had been
important figures in Gramsci's cultural formation, at a time when they
had held advanced positions in the world of Italian culture and before
Gramsci’s own Marxism had matured and taken its definitive form. Not
only Gramsci but the whole Ordine Nuovo group of Communists in Turin
had been influenced by the cultural ferment of the prewar years and it is
a sign of the complexity and confusion of the Italian situation that a
group such as the Futurists, for example, whose Russian equivalents, led
by Mayakovsky, had played a leading role in the formation of the Soviet
avant-garde, should in Italy have degenerated into the barrel-organs of
fascism. Be that as it may the whole question of the Italian intellectuals,
their provincialism, their cosmopolitanism, their role in the power
structure of Church and State, particularly in the South, was to become
a major subject of Gramsci’s reflection in prison. His critique is never
sectarian. It starts from a realistic assessment of the objective weakness
of the Italian intelligentsia with a view to recuperating those ideas and
those forces which could contribute to the formation of a “national-
popular” consciousness in association with the rising power of the
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proletariat. Even Crocean idealism, despite its evident anti-popular bias,
is not totally dismissed, and those features of it which had positively
impressed Gramsci in his youth are brought out and used, even, as an
aid to the criticism of orthodox Marxism itself.

Socialist Politics in Turin
When Gramsci arrived in Turin, the city was the red capital of ltaly—
Gramsci was to call it Italy’s Petrograd—home of its most advanced
industry and above all of FIAT. By the end of the war, FIAT was to be
the biggest producer of tractors in Europe; its workers were to increase
from 4,000 in 1913 to 20,000 in 1918; by 1915, it was exporting
armoured cars and aeroplanes to the Entente countries in great
quantities. Turin's population rose from some 400,000 in 1911 (20 per
cent of them industrial workers) to over 500,000 in 1918 (30 per cent
of them industrial workers)—and this despite the fact that between 5
and 10 per cent of the population was in the army and therefore not
included in the 1918 total. Of the Turin working class, some 40 per cent
was made up of women, and these were in the vanguard of all the major
proletarian upheavals which shook the city between 1912 and 1920.
One consequence of the specific character of Turin's capitalism was
that, unlike the other major industrial cities of the country, it was
relatively satisfied by the boom which it experienced in 1914-15, and
hence favoured the policy of neutrality advocated by Giolitti. It was
above all heavy industry—iron, steel, coal, shipping—which stood to
gain from war. But the cotton and wool factories which still represented
by far the greater part of Turin’s industry, and the vehicle industry which
was soon destined to outstrip these, were both so overwhelmed by
orders from the belligerent Entente countries that they saw no need for
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direct intervention in the war. They had absorbed whatever unemployed
labour they could find among the recent immigrants and especially
among the women of the population, they were short of skilled labour
and were intent above all on introducing new methods of raising
productivity—the Taylorism which was to interest both Lenin and
Gramsci so much—and in maintaining industrial peace as far as was
possible.

The latter task was a formidable one. The proletariat of Turin was the
most advanced and combative in Italy. As early as 1904-6, it had
demonstrated a high degree of solidarity and a readiness to take to the
streets. Although it suffered a series of massive defeats in 1907, which
were followed by years which saw the apogee of Giolittian “industrial
peace” and the rapid growth of a collaborationist trade-union movement,
nevertheless in 1912 the metal-workers (those not organised in unions!)
embarked upon a strike “to the end”. This was defeated, after 75 days
of struggle; but the metalworkers came out again—this time led by the
union, the FIOM—in the spring of 1913, and after a 93-day strike won
a considerable victory (partly as a result of government intervention
against the employees’ dangerous intransigence). These struggles were
the background to Gramsci's first years in Turin. They won him from his
youthful Southernism, demonstrating that the workers were the real
enemy of the Northern industrialists, despite the collaborationism of
their reformist leaders, and that they were thus the potential ally and
leader of the peasant masses of the South. As war approached, and after
its outbreak, the struggles of the Turin proletariat became yet more
massive, and at the same time more political. The key stages in this
trajectory were the general strike of June 1914, following the bloody
repression of an anti-war demonstration at Ancona; the huge anti-war
demonstrations and general strike of May 1915; and above all the
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insurrection of August 1917.

When Gramsci arrived in Turin, the two dominant influences on the
younger generation of socialists were Salvemini, and Mussolini who was
the acknowledged leader of the party's left wing and the editor of
Avanti!, the party newspaper. Salvemini's impassioned crusading against
the indifference of the reformist working-class leaders to the plight of the
Southern peasantry has already been discussed. He had violently
opposed the imperialist expansion into Libya in 1912, and had been
beaten up by government thugs. His newspaper was entitled Unita, with
the implication that genuine unity between North and South on a basis
of equality remained to be fought for; years later in 1923 Gramsci
proposed the same name for the new organ of the P.C.I. (Comnmunist
Party of Italy) “because . . . we must give special importance to the
Southern question”. The influence of Mussolini was as great. An equally
harsh critic of the Libyan expedition, and of the passivity of the reformist
party officials, Mussolini wrote in the accents of Sorel, exalting the
combativity of the masses and the potentialities of the general strike as a
weapon in the class war. In this period he was also a passionate
opponent of all forms of militarism. his youth and voluntarist
temperament won him the admiration and loyalty of the younger
generation, which he was only to forfeit in 1914 when he became an
advocate of Italian intervention during the war.

To understand the complex internal life of Italian socialism in these
years, it is essential to stress that the party itself was only one of the
forces in play: the socialist trade union federation (C.G.L.), the socialist
deputies in parliament, the socialist local councillors, and the powerful
co-operative institutions were none of them subject in any effective sense
to party discipline. The primary concern of the party leadership
throughout the war years was to play a unitary role in relation to these
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various forces; such a role could of its nature not be a revolutionary one,
even though some at least of the party leaders were subjectively genuine
revolutionaries. At the same time, the leadership was edged steadily to
the left (in words at any rate) in response to the growing unpopularity of
the war, the increasing militancy of the industrial workers, and later to
the immense impact of the Russian revolutions. These twin, conflicting
pressures combined to create the “maximalism” (Italian equivalent of the
“centrism” which was an international phenomenon after the war, and
whose most important expression was the German U.S.P.D.) which was
to dominate the Italian Left until it was crushed by fascism, and of
which Serrati, the editor of Avanti! after Mussolini’s defection, was the
most important and most honourable expression.

In the course of the war years, a reformist Right, based primarily on
the parliamentary deputies and the trade unions and led by Turati,
Treves and d'Aragona, emerged as a coherent entity. Its main
characterising feature, especially after the catastrophic defeat of the
Italian army at Caporetto in 1917, was its readiness to accept patriotic
slogans. The official party position was defined by the party secretary
Lazzari as “Neither support nor sabotage”, and the principal source of
dissent within the movement was the argument over whether or not
support could be given to the various committees (for aid to war victims,
industrial mobilisation, etc.) formed to assist the war effort. The Right
was favourable to participation in these, but the party leadership
remained true to its “abstentionist” principles. Though positive as far as
it went, this had some extremely negative consequences for the future.
For the leadership had a “left” enough position to prevent the emergence
of any effective organised Left until well after the war, while it was in no
genuine sense revolutionary in its practice; at the same time, it
profoundly alienated the petit-bourgeois strata—susceptible to patriotic
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slogans—who were to provide the social basis for fascism. Although
there was a diffuse “Left” within the party, and this even constituted
itself briefly as an “intransigent-revolutionary” faction in mid-1917, it
overlapped to a great extent with the party leadership. It differed from
official policy mainly on issues of “principle”—in its insistence that
violence is inevitable as the midwife of revolution; that the reformists
collaborating with the committees should be expelled; that the bourgeois
notion of the “nation” should be repudiated, etc. The faction did also
advocate a more active encouragement of mass resistance to the war,
but it never elaborated any really distinct strategy. Although the
“intransigent” faction of 1917 was in a sense the forerunner of the
communist fraction of 1919-20, it was short-lived and acted as the
conscience of the party rather than as an alternative, left leadership.
Many of its most prominent members, were to become centrists rather
than communists after Livorno (see below).

At the outbreak of war, the Turin branch of the P.S.l. had some
1,000 members, of whom perhaps four-fifths were workers. This total
was quickly reduced by conscription to not more than 500, and in the
course of the war—despite the huge upsurge of revolutionary
consciousness among the masses—almost certainly was further reduced
by police repression, until in the last year of war the section almost
ceased to have any public existence. The section, during the course of
the war, became one of the bastions of the intransigent wing of the
party, and this was especially true of the younger members, such as
Gramsci.

Gramsci’s first political associate and mentor after his arrival in Turin
was Angelo Tasca, who subsequently became the leader of the right
wing of the P.C.I. until his expulsion after the left turn in 1929. Tasca,
the son of a railway worker, born in the same year as Gramsci, had been
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active in the socialist party since 1909. In May 1912 he gave Gramsci a
copy of War and Peace with the inscription “To my fellow student of
today, and my fellow militant—I hope—of tomorrow”. In November
1912 Gramsci moved to Tasca's street, and a year later to the same
building, at more or less the same time as he joined the Socialist Party.
Tasca had risen to national prominence within the party at its 1912
youth conference, when he had clashed with the man who was to
dominate the P.C.I. in its first years, and subsequently to lead its left
faction until his expulsion in 1930: Amadeo Bordiga. Bordiga, the son of
an agricultural economist, grew up in an intellectual socialist milieu in
Naples, and through his immense energy—Gramsci was to describe him
as capable of as much work as three others put together—soon imposed
himself as the leader of the intransigent opposition to the reformist
socialism which dominated the local party organisation. Whereas the
young Turin socialists, in their reaction against the class
collaborationism and passivity of the old socialist leaders, were
influenced above all by Crocean idealism and Sorelian voluntarism, by
Salvemini's Southernism, and by the experience of the mass proletarian
struggles of Italy’s most advanced industrial city, Bordiga's reaction took
a different course. He fought for a return to Marxist orthodoxy,
principled, intransigent, but also already showing the inflexibility and
indeed dogmatism which were to characterise his political career. He
also fought, however, for a national perspective for revolutionary
strategy, at a time when Gramsci was still thinking in local terms; it was
this factor above all, together with his early understanding of the role of
the revolutionary party, which ensured his dominance in the P.C.1I. at its
foundation.

At the 1912 youth congress mentioned above, Tasca had demanded
that Avanguardia, the youth organ of the Party, should become the
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bearer of a new culture and set out to renovate the intellectual patrimony
of Italian socialism. Bordiga heaped derision on this “culturalism”: “The
need for study is what a congress of schoolteachers proclaims—not a
congress of socialists”, etc. Gramsci, years later in his Prison Notebooks,
was to write of this clash: “It is often claimed that [Bordiga's]
‘economistic’ extremism was justified by [Tasca’s] cultural opportunism .
.. but might it not be replied, vice versa, that the cultural opportunism
was justified by the economistic extremism? In reality, neither one nor
the other was ‘justifiable’ nor should they ever be justified. They should
be ‘explained’ realistically as twin aspects of the same immaturity and
the same primitivism” (PP pp. 73-4). Gramsci’'s achievement within the
P.C.I. was to win it away from Bordiga without delivering it to Tasca.

During these early years in Turin, Gramsci also made the
acquaintance of other future leaders of the P.C.|.—notably Togliatti and
Terracini. Since the two latter, together with Gramsci and Tasca, formed
the nucleus of collaborators responsible for the creation of L’Ordine
Nuovo in 1919, there has been a tendency to read back their
association as a group into the war years, which was not the case.
Togliatti was essentially a student friend, whose political activity really
dated from the end of the war; when war broke out he volunteered to
serve in the medical corps. Tasca was called up immediately in May
1915. Terracini, who had joined the Socialist youth organisation at the
age of sixteen in 1911, was arrested in September 1916 for distributing
anti-war propaganda, and after a month in gaol was also conscripted.
Gramsci alone spent the war years in Turin.

Gramsci’s first political initiative was a blunder, and one that was to
cost him dear. In October 1914, when Mussolini began to shift away
from the official party position of neutrality in the war, Gramsci wrote an
article in the party press defending him. The mistake was hardly
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surprising, given Gramsci’'s political inexperience; Mussolini was the
unchallenged leader of the P.S.I.’s left wing, and nobody, of course,
could foresee his future trajectory. The internationalism of Lenin was
utterly unknown in Italy at the time. Gramsci was motivated above all by
scorn for the passivity of the official party position “Neither support, nor
sabotage”, for what was in effect nothing but a policy of “clean hands”.
He wrote: “Revolutionaries see history as a creation of their own spirit,
as being made up of a continuous series of violent tugs at the other
forces of society—both active and passive, and they prepare the
maximum of favourable conditions for the definitive tug (revolution); they
must not be content with the provisional slogan ‘absolute neutrality’, but
must transform it into that of ‘active, operative neutrality’.” It quickly
became clear, of course, that Mussolini's perspective was a very different
one, and Gramsci did not venture into print again for over a year.
Despite his irreproachable record of opposition to the imperialist war in
the ensuing years, the accusation of “interventionism” was still to be
hurled at him years later by political opponents, on the basis of this one
article.

However, in 1915 Gramsci joined the staff of the Socialist Party
weekly /I Grido del Popolo, and became a full-time journalist. During the
war years, he developed into a formidable political commentator. He
wrote on every aspect of Turin’s social and political life; on the strikes
and demonstrations of the Turin working class; on international events
such as the Zimmerwald Conference or the Armenian massacres. As the
theatre critic of Avanti!, the party daily, from 1916 on, he was one of
the first to recognise the importance of Pirandello. His influence
extended far outside the ranks of the party itself. In 1916, Gramsci
spoke in public for the first time, addressing meetings on Romain
Rolland, on the French Revolution, on the Paris Commune, and (taking
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as his cue Ibsen’s play The Doll’s House) on the emancipation of
women. However, before 1917 Gramsci did not play any very prominent
part in the life of the Turin party organisation. 1917 was the turning-
point in his political formation: it was the year of the Russian revolutions
and of the great proletarian insurrection in Turin.

When the news of the February Revolution in Russia filtered through,
Gramsci was in no two minds about its significance, despite the
sketchiness of the censored press reports. As early as 29 April 1917, he
wrote in /I Grido del Popolo, the party weekly: “The bourgeois press . . .
has told us how the autocracy’'s power has been replaced by another
power which is not yet clearly defined and which they hope is bourgeois
power. They have been quick to establish a parallel between the Russian
Revolution and the French Revolution, and have found that the events
are similar. . . . We, however, are convinced that the Russian Revolution
is not simply an event but a proletarian act, and that it must naturally
debouch into a socialist régime.” Yet Gramsci’'s understanding of the true
achievement of the Bolsheviks, or even knowledge of who precisely the
Bolsheviks were (see, e.g. his article “Kerensky-Chernov” of 29/9/17),
was inevitably still quite limited. Above all, he did not yet at all realise
the importance of Lenin's theory and practice of the revolutionary,
vanguard party. He responded above all to the affirmation of proletarian
will which he discerned in the Bolshevik Revolution; after October, he
wrote a famous article, of great interest despite its all-too-evident idealist
misconceptions, entitled “The Revolution against Das Kapital”. In this
article he counterposed Lenin's achievement as an affirmation of
revolutionary will against the determinism which dominated the Second
International—a determinism justified with the help of a positivist
interpretation of Marx's Capital. In his view “the Bolsheviks . . . are not
‘Marxists’ . . . they have not compiled on the basis of the Master's works
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an external doctrine, made up of dogmatic assertions. . . . They live the
thought of Marx, that which can never die, which is the continuation of
ltalian and German idealist thought, and which in Marx was
contaminated by positivistic and naturalistic incrustations”. The parallel
with Marx’s own assertion that he was not a “Marxist” is obvious;
Gramsci was already more of a Marxist than he knew, but what he did,
decisively, reject was the “Marxism” which held that there was “a fatal
necessity for a bourgeoisie to be formed in Russia, for a capitalist era to
open, before the proletariat might even think of rising up, of their own
class demands, of their revolution”. In other words the “Marxism” of the
Mensheviks or of the Second International.

The impact of the Russian revolutions of 1917 was perhaps more
rapid in Turin than anywhere else in Europe. Hostility to the war had
been general in the city from the start, and had grown in intensity as the
conflict continued. The first months of 1917 were punctuated by
numerous industrial struggles launched to counter the effects of food
shortages and rising prices; in the vanguard were the women workers,
above all in the textile factories. As soon as the news of the February
Revolution began to filter through, the idea of “doing the same as in
Russia” spread like wildfire. By May the prefect of the city was asking
the Government to proclaim the province of Turin a “war zone”. Socialist
speakers urged workers to “come to meetings in future . . . with
revolvers . . .” to use against the police, and stressed that “it is
imperative not to waste time, but to work actively for a general
insurrection, get hold of bombs . . .“, etc. These fiery words were not in
fact accompanied by any serious concrete preparation for any such
course of action on the part of the socialist leaders, but they seized the
imagination of the mass of workers in Turin, and of many workers in the
other Italian cities. A typical attitude in this period was that of Serrati: on
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8 May he was arguing at a national meeting of the socialist leadership
that they should assume responsibility for co-ordinating the current
struggles with a view to channelling them towards a general
insurrection; after his resolution was defeated, he subsequently urged
moderation on the intransigents of Turin—in line with the priority which
he was long to continue to give to party unity.

In August 1917, on the occasion of yet another failure of bread
supplies, the Turin proletariat rose in a spontaneous insurrection.
Barricades went up in the working-class quarters, and the centre of the
city was besieged. In so far as there was any organisation on the
insurgent side, it was provided by the anarchists. The intransigent
socialist leaders were as impotent as the reformist deputies or trade
union officials. This impotence of the socialist leaders was to be
demonstrated repeatedly during the next three years. The insurrection
lasted for four days, and machine-guns and tanks had to be brought into
the fray before the last barricades fell. Some fifty workers were killed in
the fighting, and almost one thousand were subsequently either
imprisoned or sent to the front by order of the courts. The August events
showed with dramatic clarity both the immense revolutionary spirit of
the Turin proletariat, and the wretched inadequacy of its political
organisations.

Before the August events, Gramsci had held no important post within
the Turin party section, but when, in their wake, virtually all the socialist
leaders were arrested, he was elected to the “Provisional Committee”
which directed the semi-clandestine activities to which the party was
reduced in the city until the war ended. He also became editor of //
Grido del Popolo, which was a key position when the press was almost
the only aspect of the party’s activity which was able to continue a legal
existence. His political position was evolving in the direction of a break
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not merely with the “centrist” party leadership, but also with the
“purism” of the intransigent Left. In October 1917’ a meeting was held
between the principal leaders of the intransigent faction mentioned
earlier and representatives of the party leadership, including Serrati and
Lazzari. This was followed in November by a secret conference held in
Florence, with the aim of working out a common platform before the
party’s next national congress. By this time the only major point which
separated the “intransigents™ and the party centre—although it was to
prove a crucial one—was their respective views on what should be done
about the reformists: the centre was not prepared to expel them.
Gramsci attended the conference as one of the two delegates from Turin,
although he was not a member of the intransigent faction (which
dominated the Turin party organisation). The net result of the conference
was a declaration of support for the Zimmerwald and Kienthal
congresses of anti-war socialists, and a formal condemnation of the
reformists, Turati and the rest, who had compromised with social-
patriotism. In this, it was a perfect example of the “purism” of Italian
maximalist socialism, concerned above all with the preservation of
principles, and offering no concrete strategy for political action.
However, Bordiga, whose opposition to the war had from 1914 gone
beyond the “Neither support, nor sabotage” of the leadership, and who
was of all ltalian socialists during this period the nearest to Leninist
positions, made a speech which ended with the words: “It is essential to
act. The proletariat in the factories is tired. But it is armed. We must
act.” Gramsci spoke in his support. The two future leaders of the P.C.I.
had met for the first time. Bordiga already enjoyed national stature as
one of the most uncompromising of the leaders of the party’s left wing
for the past five years; Gramsci was attending his first national party
function. In the three years which were to intervene between this
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meeting and the founding of the Communist Party at Livorno, Gramsci
was to emerge as the main theorist of the factory council movement
which focused the struggles of the most advanced section of the Italian
proletariat in Turin, and as such he was to become a national figure. But
in terms of party activity Bordiga was to be the unchallenged leader of
that Left which was to become first the communist fraction within the
P.S.l., and later the P.C.l.; it was not until 1923 that Gramsci began to
question that supremacy. At all events the combination of intransigence
with an emphasis on action in Bordiga's speech to the Florence
conference must have struck a chord in Gramsci. His political position
was very different, in reality, from Bordiga's, but they shared a total
impatience with the passivity of the party leaders. (It was incidentally at
this meeting that Gramsci was first to be accused by a maximalist
speaker of “voluntarism” and “Bergsonianism”—an accusation which
was often to be repeated by opponents in the years to come.)

In 1918, after the war had ended, the idea that the revolution was on
the agenda was common to both sides in the class struggle, in ltaly as in
most of continental Europe. But beyond the first, tremendous revelation
of October, that the socialist revolution could be made, even in a
country where the objective conditions were apparently “not ripe”, the
impact was a dual one, the lessons drawn of two kinds. Firstly, the
supreme lesson for party militants everywhere was the role played by a
highly organised, disciplined revolutionary party. In Italy, the quickest to
appreciate this lesson was Amadeo Bordiga, and it is this more than
anything else that explains his absolute dominance of the P.C.I. at its
formation. But October had a second meaning, which for the proletarian
masses was primary, and this was as the installation of Soviet power.
The idea of these new institutions of proletarian power, which could
both play a role in the revolutionary process and provide the institutional
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basis for the proletarian State, swept round the world. Germany in
1918, of course, provides the most familiar and striking example of this
inspiration, with the largely spontaneous springing up of workers’ and
soldiers’ councils throughout the country. But in ltaly, too, and above all
in proletarian Turin, the impact of the Soviet model was immense. And
during the next three years, Gramsci became the theorist and
propagandist of an attempt to emulate that model in Turin. One result of
this option was to delay his understanding of the central importance of
the revolutionary party, so that he was not to play a determining role in
the formation of the P.C.I. But at the same time it meant that Gramsci
was at the centre of the main struggle of the Italian working class in the
post-war period—a struggle which was to furnish the new P.C.I. with
the essential of its working-class base. Moreover, Gramsci's writings of
this period retain their theoretical interest and indeed relevance to this
day.

Ordine Nuovo, the “Red Years” and the Founding of the P.C.I.

The War ended in November 1918, and the two years that followed
were marked by a constant, and growing, conviction on the part of most
of the ruling class in Italy as among the mass of workers and socialists
that the revolution was inevitable, and was only a matter of time. Yet by
the time that the P.C.I. was founded in January 1921, the revolutionary
wave was on the ebb; the workers had been defeated and had lost their
confidence in the possibility of revolution. Big capital, shocked by what
it saw as unnecessary concessions made by Giolitti to the working class
and the socialists, was looking for a blunter instrument. And fascist
squads had started their punitive expeditions in the autumn of 1920.
The debate about whether a revolution was really on the cards in 1919-
20 can of course never be conclusively resolved one way or the other;
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but what is certain is that even if the ruling class could not go on in the
old way, and the oppressed classes were not prepared to go on in the
old way, the revolutionary vanguard party which was needed to lead the
assault on the bourgeois State did not exist until after the revolutionary
crisis was over.

Furthermore, the notion that the ruling class could not go on in the
old way requires careful examination. It is true that there were no ruling-
class parties to confront the mushrooming P.S.l.; the country was
governed by makeshift coalitions of parliamentary cliques and personal
followings. It is true that the war was followed by a catastrophic
economic crisis—the /ira lost 8o per cent of its value between 1914 and
1920; the budgetary deficit rose from 214 millions in 1914-15 to
23,345 millions in 1918-19, with the main tax burden falling on the
petite bourgeoisie; wheat production fell from 52 million quintals in
1911-13 to 38 million in 1920, and 40 per cent of the balance of
payments deficit was accounted for by food imports; production dropped
after the war by 40 per cent in the engineering industries, 20 per cent in
chemicals, 15 per cent in mining, etc.; coal prices were over 16 times
higher in 1920 than they had been in 1913; etc., etc.—to which the
various governments seemed to have no solution. It is true that there
was a general feeling of impotence in the bourgeois press and among
bourgeois politicians, in the face of the growth of industrial militancy and
the advances of the P.S.I. Yet there is another side to this picture. ltalian
capitalism had been given an enormous shot in the arm by the war, and
the process of concentration of capital was proceeding at a vertiginous
pace. Between 1915 and 1917, the average rate of profit in industry
went up from 4.26 % to 7.75%; in advanced sectors the progress was
dramatic—e.g. steel 6.3 %-16.55%, vehicle manufacture 8.2%-30.5%.
Production of iron and steel multiplied five times in the course of the
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war, and firms like FIAT increased their capital tenfold. These advances
did indeed have a calamitous effect on the agricultural sector of the
economy, and, by eliminating large numbers of small firms, helped to
proletarianise important petit-bourgeois strata. Nevertheless industrial
capital was in a particularly aggressive and confident mood in the
immediate post-war period. Moreover, at least one bourgeois politician,
Giolitti, had a coherent political strategy—of restraining the more
intransigent employers and backing the reformist trade-union leaders—
and, in the event, this strategy proved extremely successful, above all in
the critical month of the factory occupations of September 1920. It
would be utterly mistaken to portray fascism as a desperate last resort of
a threatened ruling class. On the contrary, it was only after the defeat of
the working class in 1920 that the big industrialists (and Giolitti)
decided that the moment had come to replace the velvet glove by the
iron fist, and gave financial support and tacit approval respectively to the
fascist squads.

In order to understand the “Great Fear” of the Italian bourgeoisie in
this period, it is essential to grasp the character of the “maximalism”
which dominated the P.S.l. After the event, commentators of every
political persuasion were united in the view that the party had never at
any moment seriously considered the problem of how to make the
revolution, nor made any serious preparations for it. However, at the
time, the verbal statements of its leaders and the party's adhesion to the
Third International created a very different impression. The process
whereby, from 1917 on, the party leaders shifted their positions to the
left, to converge with the “intransigents”, has already been mentioned.
When the Third International was founded, in March 1919, the P.S.I.,
although its delegates could not get to Moscow in time for the First
Congress, immediately declared its adhesion—a decision that was
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ratified at the P.S.I.’s congress in October by an overwhelming majority.
At this congress, a 65 per cent majority voted for a resolution calling for
the installation of Soviets in place of the institutions of bourgeois
democracy, and for a ftransitional régime of dictatorship of the
proletariat. In the November 1919 general elections, the P.S.I. received
almost two million votes, and returned 156 deputies to parliament, out
of a total of 508 seats. Party membership rose from 20,000 at the end
of the war to 87,000 in 1919, 180,000 in 1920; membership of the
C.G.L. rose in the same 