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ITALY IN 1943 was little changed, outside of its major cities, since the time of Garibaldi and Cavour. It was still predominantly a peasant country, of great and unspoiled natural beauty, of sleepy provincial cities, of enduring poverty, especially in the South, of rural culture and local dialects. It was also a country in terrible crisis. Mussolini's desire for imperial expansion had led to the invasion of Italy both from the north, by the Germans, and from the south, by the Allies. The very integrity of the nation state, which was less than eighty years old, was called into question. As one British officer in Italy commented at the end of 1943: ‘Collectively, they [the Italians] are to us a beaten people who live in squalor and have made a mess of their country, their administration and their lives.’1

Forty-five years later, Italy has been transformed out of all recognition. It has become one of the most economically powerful nations of the world, with a Gross Domestic Product more or less equal to that of Britain. It has undergone an extraordinary process of enrichment, urbanization and secularization. The peasant cultures of the previous centuries have not disappeared altogether, but they have been replaced overwhelmingly by a single national urban culture. There has been an unprecedented migration of country dwellers to the cities, and of southern Italians to the North. During the years of the Republic, Italy has witnessed the most profound social revolution in the whole of its history. This great transformation is the principal protagonist of this book.

Italy has been transformed, but the continuities in its history are not easily set aside. While charting the country's dramatic passage to modernity,I have tried to keep in mind certain themes and issues which have been constants in Italian history at least since the Risorgimento: the incapacity of the élites to establish their hegemony over the classes that lay below them; the weakness and inefficiency of the state; the strength of the Catholic church in Italian society; the class consciousness of significant sections of Italian urban and rural workers; the special political role of the ceti medi, the middle classes of Italian society; the enduring problem of the South.

There is one other theme upon which I have tried to concentrate in particular. It is that of the relationship between family and society. Attachment to the family has probably been a more constant and less evanescent element in Italian popular consciousness than any other. Yet the question of how this devotion to family has shaped Italian history, or been shaped by it, has rarely been posed.

The few scholars who have ventured on to this terrain have been disparaging in the extreme about the social role of the Italian family. They have placed the emphasis firmly on Italian familism, i.e. the accentuation of exclusive family values and actions. In the late 1950s the American sociologist Edward Banfield achieved notoriety with his denunciation of the ‘amoral familism’ of the peasants he had studied at Chiaramonte in the Basilicata. For Banfield the extreme backwardness of Chiaramonte was due to ‘the inability of the villagers to act together for their common good, or indeed, for any good transcending the immediate, material interest of the nuclear family’.2 More recently the Italian anthropologist, Carlo Tullio-Altan, has extended Banfield's judgement both geographically and chronologically. For Tullio-Altan, the exaltation of the family and the distrust of collective action are to be found in virulent form as far back as the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, in the family diaries and correspondence of Tuscan writers such as Leon Battista Alberti. Familism, for Tullio-Altan, has been one of the great banes of modern Italy: ‘In most of Italian society, in both the North and South, there prevailed, and there still prevails, the moral viewpoint of the individualistic Albertian family, with its disastrous social consequences. This is the true and profound root of national qualunquismo*.’3

Any visitor to Italy, whether in the 1950s or the 1980s, let alone the 1440s, would immediately recognize what Banfield and Tullio-Altan are trying to describe. Yet I would like to suggest that the relationship between family and collectivity is almost certainly more complex and less one-sided than they would have us believe.

By way of an introduction to this theme, I would like to quote briefly an extraordinary life story recounted to Danilo Dolci in Palermo in 1949. ‘Gino O.’ was an orphan turned pickpocket, who spent his teenage years in various reform institutions, and then joined the Communist Party in 1943. He soon became a leading member of the Palermo Communist federation. He told Dolci of two events in 1949 which epitomize the variable and complex nature of the relationship between family and society. On the first occasion he went to the national congress at Mantua of the Federbraccianti (the rural labourers' trade union). There he was moved to tears by the speech of a woman delegate from the province of Lecce, in the deep south-east of the country. Asking pardon for not being able to speak Italian, she declared: ‘Until they give us the land, and as long as my little ones walk around with bare feet, I won't ever tire of fighting side by side with my woman friend, and I don't give a damn for the beatings we get from the police.’4 In this case, as is obvious, family deprivations were a prime mover to involvement in collective action.

By contrast, ‘Gino O.’ went in the same year to one of the many land occupations of the great estates in Sicily, at Marineo:

Here I received a hard political lesson, from a practical point of view. Because while I, having read about the collective farms in Russia, exhorted the peasants to cultivate the land collectively, they instead proceeded straight away to split it up and work it individually. They concentrated on marking out their portion with a belt or some stones or the reins of a mule, just as when people get on a train they rush to occupy a seat, throwing their hat or bag or newspaper on to it. To me such attitudes seemed strange and I called over a peasant to tell him that it was not the right way to do things. He replied: ‘Excuse me, comrade Gino: if I work my plot with a mule, and next to me there's someone without one, it's only fair that when it comes to harvest time I should have much more to take home than him.’5


Here too, the lesson seems clear: the deep-rooted individualism of southern peasant culture was far stronger than any abstract appeal to families to pool their resources.

Individualism and solidarity, family and collectivity: I have tried to mark out the changing nature of these relationships in the forty-five years of Italian history since the fall of Benito Mussolini.

Lastly, I would like to draw the attention of readers to the geographical divisions which I have used in this work (see the map on p. 427). Following the lead of the sociologist Arnaldo Bagnasco in his book Tre Italie,6 I have tried to trace Italy's social and economic development with reference to three major geographical areas: the North-West; the Centre and North-East (often referred to as the Third Italy); and the South, mainland and islands. These divisions, of course, are far from perfect; in purely historical terms it would be better to talk not of three Italys but of three hundred. None the less, a tripartite division does seem a more effective way of describing the reality of contemporary Italy than the old North–South divide. In the statistical appendix Giulio Ghellini and I have added a fourth dimension, and have treated Lazio as a separate entity because of the special statistical weight of the city of Rome within that region.

Very many people, especially in Italy, have helped me in the preparation of this book. I am deeply grateful to them all, but I must make special mention of those who have read and criticized in detail major parts of the manuscript: Luigi Bobbio, Stephen Gundle, Norman Hampson, Bob Lumley, Luisa Passerini, Claudio Pavone, Anna Rossi-Doria. Each of them has made invaluable comments, but none of them bears any responsibility for the final version. I must also thank the Leverhulme Foundation, the Nuffield Foundation and Churchill College, Cambridge, for financial assistance. I am very grateful to my colleagues in the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences at the University of Cambridge for much support and encouragement; I am especially indebted to John Barber and John Dunn. I have to thank Marcello Flores for his constant friendship and for advising me on various problems of historical interpretation. Over the past three years, Ayşe Saraçgil has helped me in innumerable ways; together, an unlikely Anglo-Turkish Italian-speaking team, we have tried to understand something about the country which has become her home. Neil Middleton first encouraged me to write on contemporary Italy; at Penguin, Peter Carson, Caroline Robertson and Esther Sidwell have helped me a very great deal. Finally, I would like to thank Vittorio Foa, who has been the formative influence in the making of this book and to whom I dedicate it, with very great affection.

Churchill College, Cambridge

March 1989
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Chapter 1
Italy at War
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AT MIDDAY on 9 September 1943, a young Scottish prisoner of war, Stuart Hood, walked out of his prison camp near Fontanellato di Parma, on the Emilian plain south of the Po. It was the time of the maize harvest. It was also the day after the armistice had been declared between the Italian king, Victor Emanuel III, and the Allies. All over northern Italy the Italian guards were opening the gates of the prison camps to allow men to escape, as best they could, before the Germans arrived.

Hood has left us this description of the Emilian peasantry at work in the late summer of 1943:

In September the cobs make an orange heap on the barn floors. The stalks stand brown and skeletal in the fields, hung with tattered, parchment leaves. The men walk through this insubstantial jungle and clear the land for ploughing… In the barns women and children, old men and vagrants, sit round the piles and strip the cobs. Dry, they will stuff the peasant mattresses. The men in the fields heap the stalks and set them ablaze… each field is shut in, fenced off by willows, by the vines looped from trunk to trunk, and by the poplars. This is a landscape lush and claustrophobic… completely dominated by the sky.1


It was not a landscape that offered much security for escaped prisoners. Hood took to the hills and wandered southwards for the next three months, working as a casual labourer, living off peasant hospitality, half-hoping to meet the front line as the Allies swept up the peninsula. In November he crossed the Apennines and came into Tuscany, where, so it seemed to him, ‘life had greater ease, promised more than mere labour’.2 By the beginning of December he was in the hills above Prato, to the north-west of Florence.

There he encountered the partisans for the first time. His contact was a man called Franco, who had worked in the wool mills of the valley until the dust and fibre from the machines ruined his lungs and forced him back to the hill village of his birth. Franco was thirty-five and remembered the time when the local Fascists had destroyed the workers' organizations in the valley, remembered ‘his father dosed with castor-oil and tied in a sack, like a calf ready for the market, to lie in his own filth and weakness’. What struck Hood about Franco was that ‘he was not un pur. He was spendthrift with a hint of the spiv and a spiv's love of little conspiracies… The old looked on him with suspicion. His clear and open aim was to destroy life as they knew it – to break the bond that held the peasant to the soil and to the landlord, to liberate the women from superstition, drudgery, the tight, merciless circle of their lives.’3

Franco took Hood eastwards to where the partisans had encamped, high up on Monte Morello. They were a very mixed bag. Lanciotto, their leader, was a butcher from a village near Florence, a communist who knew little doctrine but wanted to fight the Fascists. Totò, a mechanic, was also a communist. From him Hood learned of Antonio Gramsci and of the then leader of the party, Palmiro Togliatti, who broadcast from Moscow under the assumed name of Ercole Ercoli. There were other ex-prisoners of war – two Yugoslavs and two Russians. One of the Russians, an industrial worker from Moscow, told Hood that the Italians were not real communists but were only playing at it. Many of the rank and file of Lanciotto's band were local teenagers who had taken to the hills to avoid the Fascist call-up. They were frightened, and with good reason, because if caught they were likely to face a firing squad.

Over the Christmas period they waited. On a clear day, writes Hood, it was possible to see Florence,

the squat dome of Santa Maria del Fiore and Giotto's campanile. It gave edge to our isolation to think of the morning life of the city, the offices, the shops, trams, fiacres, the dressmakers and the shoemakers, the little workshops and the long factory sheds. It gave us, too, a sudden shock of insecurity to see how close we were to the city, to the barracks, the fortress, police headquarters, the Ortskommandantur.4


On 3 January 1944, the partisans, having moved camp, were unexpectedly attacked by the Fascist militia. The latter, better armed and more numerous, soon gained the upper hand. The partisans’ machine-gun jammed and the barn which had served as a refuge soon became a death-trap. The only possible escape was up the hillside towards a crest some 300 yards away. Hood ran and got away with nothing more than a scratched wrist, but he and one of the Yugoslavs were the only two to escape with their lives. A family from a nearby village then saved Hood from imminent recapture and probable death by hiding him for a time in the top room of their house. Much later in the year, after linking up with other partisans in southern Tuscany, Hood was finally to rejoin the Allied forces at Siena.5


Politics and War, 1943–4

To understand the complex situation in Italy at the time when Hood was with the partisans of Monte Morello, we need to look back for a moment to the last years of the Fascist regime. Mussolini's decision to enter the Second World War on Hitler's side proved fatal for Italian Fascism. Had Mussolini stayed out of the war, it is difficult to see how internal pressures would have brought down his regime any faster than they did Franco's in Spain. But the Duce was far too committed to his ‘brutal friendship’6 with Hitler and too avid for the spoils of war to resist intervention. An ill-equipped soldiery, spurred on by promises of a short and glorious campaign, entered a struggle which Mussolini defined as being that of the ‘poor and populous nations’ against ‘those who hold a monopoly on all the riches and gold of this earth’.

As is well known, disaster followed disaster. The Italian armed forces were humiliated in Greece and Africa, and the fortunes of war swung slowly in favour of the Allies, with von Paulus's surrender at Stalingrad and Montgomery's victory at El Alamein.

At home, the consensus in favour of the regime, already on the wane, crumbled in the wake of Allied aerial bombardment, food shortages and steeply rising prices. Sections of the industrial working class were the first to express open discontent. On 5 March 1943 workers at the Rasetti factory in Turin staged a prolonged stoppage inside the factory. The police were called in and ten of the strikers arrested. Some form of protest also took place at FIAT Mirafiori on the same day. On 7 March stoppages at work spread to nine factories in the city.7 The workers' demands were primarily economic, involving equal compensation for the ravages of bombardment and the high cost of living. A small number of Communist militants, encouraged by the news from Stalingrad, were in the forefront of the agitation. By the end of the month many workplaces in the northern cities had seen some form of strike action, with some 100,000 workers involved in all. In April the employers and the government announced substantial concessions. The strikes, the first ever of their kind in Fascist Europe, made a profound impression both in Italy and abroad. Mussolini told the Fascist leaders that their movement had been put back twenty years, Hitler said he could not understand how such disobedience had been permitted, Radio London praised the Turin workers for daring to affirm their rights as human beings.

No other class in Italian society manifested its discontent so openly or so massively, but the erosion of support for Fascism was widespread. The families of small peasant proprietors and sharecroppers, so courted by the Fascists in earlier times, were badly hit by conscription, high taxation and the regime's control of grain prices and consumption. As a result, they turned increasingly to the black market. In the cities the real wages of white-collar workers declined drastically. Shopkeepers found it impossible to obtain stock, unemployment was rife in the consumer industries and leading members of the capitalist class began to distance themselves from the regime.8

On 10 July 1943 the Allied armies landed in Sicily. On the 19th, Rome was bombarded for the first time. Hitler, at his meeting with Mussolini at Feltre, refused to assign any more troops to the defence of southern Italy. General Ambrosio, chief of the Italian general staff, tried to get Mussolini to tell Hitler that he was withdrawing from the war. Instead at Feltre the Duce sat in dejected silence, barely comprehending Hitler's monologue in German.

At this point the Italian king, urged on by his generals, decided that the monarchy and the traditional Italian state could only be saved by severing immediately all ties with the Fascists. The ageing Victor Emanuel had been a mediocre king. In the early 1920s he had willingly backed the Fascists, but he harboured no love for Mussolini, who had constantly upstaged him in the following twenty years. The king knew that he had to act to prevent his dynasty being damned in the eyes of the Allies and swept away by pressure from below. He therefore plotted the dismissal of the Duce, confident that he could count on the army and sections of the police and bureaucracy.

The cue for the palace revolution was provided by the meeting in Rome on 24 July 1943 of the Fascist Grand Council, the supreme body of the Fascist party. Leading Fascists like Dino Grandi and Roberto Farinacci had grown increasingly critical of Mussolini's handling of the war effort, and now demanded that he should share power with them and the king. They entered the Grand Council meeting in some trepidation, fearing a violent response from Mussolini. Grandi claimed that he took in two hand-grenades, and passed one to Cesare De Vecchi under the table. After nine hours’ discussion a motion critical of the Duce was passed by nineteen votes to seven. Mussolini decided that the best course of action was to underplay the event, and told his friends that he regarded the vote as meaningless.

He had reckoned without the king. While the Fascist hierarchs had little real power to unseat Mussolini, the king had. On 25 July an unsuspecting Duce went for his weekly interview with Victor Emanuel. In halting tones the king asked Mussolini for his resignation and told him that he had already taken steps for Marshal Badoglio to replace him. As a dazed Mussolini emerged on to the steps of the Villa Savoia, he was bundled away into an ambulance and later placed under arrest. Those Fascists who remained loyal to him were taken completely by surprise and failed to organize any resistance to the army units which had moved in to control Rome. Twenty-one years after the march on Rome, Mussolini, who had seemed impregnable in the late 1930s, now fell to the same king who had first summoned him to power.

The confused and dramatic period which followed the fall of Mussolini, from 25 July until 8 September 1943, has gone down in history as the Forty-five Days. In that time the full significance of the king's action became apparent. Instead of Fascism being overthrown by popular revolt, it had been destroyed by a coup from above which preserved the control and freedom of action of the traditional ruling élites in Italian society. Victor Emanuel's ‘pre-emptive strike’ was to condition the whole balance of power in Italy in the following two years.9

The Forty-five Days began with a series of enormous popular demonstrations celebrating the end of Fascism. Fascist insignia and inscriptions were torn from the walls of public buildings and monuments. Fascist headquarters were stormed and burned down. At Milan 4,000 workers of the Innocenti factory marched through the city carrying placards demanding an immediate end of the war. At Genoa women distributed red carnations to the soldiers.10

These demonstrations met with a brutal response. The king and Marshal Badoglio were determined to maintain a military dictatorship, but beyond that they were unsure of how to move. On the one hand they wanted peace, not least because they knew that without it they were likely to face an insurrectionary movement founded on the fraternization of troops and civilians. On the other, they were paralysed by fear of Germany. Their eventual response was to play for time when none existed. Secret negotiations with the Allies went ahead painfully slowly; at the same time the Germans were promised that Italy would not desert them. At home, many of the first free demonstrations in post-Fascist Italy ended in tragedy. In Bari twenty-three people were killed and seventy injured when the army opened fire on the crowd in Piazza Roma. Outside the Alfa-Romeo factory in Milan machine-guns were trained on the exits to prevent workers from leaving the factory to join their colleagues in the streets. In mid-August, when the workers of Turin and Milan went on strike to demand an immediate peace and an end to the alliance with Germany, the authorities agreed to release political prisoners but also responded with more bloodshed and a massive wave of arrests.

The uneasy interlude of the Forty-five Days was ended on 3 September 1943 by the signing of the secret armistice between Italy and the Allies. The terms were severe, amounting to unconditional surrender, and Italy was not allowed to become one of the Allies. Instead she was to be granted the strange status of ‘co-belligerent’.

Worse still, while the king hesitated throughout August, the Germans had been pouring troops into Italy. Any chance of saving at least central Italy from occupation was lost in these vital few weeks. By the beginning of September the Allies were willing to organize an airborne landing north of Rome to try and secure the capital. But they needed Italian military help for this tricky operation, and when General Maxwell D. Taylor arrived in Rome he found little more than an evasive Badoglio awaiting him. Eisenhower, incensed by Italian procrastination, abandoned any plans for Rome, concentrated his forces for the landing at Salerno, south of Rome, and made public the armistice on 8 September, much too early for the Italian authorities.11

In a famous radio broadcast of that same day, Badoglio was forced to announce the signing of the armistice. He told the Italian armed forces to cease fighting the Allies, but left them with no other precise instructions, except ‘to react to eventual attacks from whatever quarter’.12 The royal family then abandoned the capital in considerable haste and made for Pescara, on the east coast. There they boarded a corvette which arrived off Brindisi in the early afternoon of 10 September. The king had no idea if the city was in the hands of the Germans or not. Fortunately for him, Nazi troops had already withdrawn, and he was able to go ashore safely. ‘The little king and the old marshal’, as Brigadier-General Holmes mockingly described them,13 had not even managed to bring a typewriter with them to Brindisi. Badoglio's first letters to the Allies were written in longhand, and a typed copy was then made by the Allies and returned to Badoglio for his own use. The flight to Brindisi had hardly been an honourable or courageous action, but it had served the invaluable purpose of keeping the royal person and authority intact, and of opening the way for the creation of a ‘Kingdom of the South’.

While the king fled the army dissolved. Badoglio's ambiguous radio announcement was a fitting end to the Italian high command's performance in the Second World War. Rank-and-file soldiers streamed out of their barracks and began to make for home before the Germans could stop them. More than half a million, though, were made prisoners and deported to Germany.

However, if the general pattern was one of total decomposition, the September armistice also marked a watershed in Italian history. At the blackest moment in the whole history of the unified state, with the peninsula invaded from both north and south, there are innumerable testimonies to a new spirit being born among certain, as yet very restricted, minorities of the Italian population. On the Greek island of Cephalonia the Italian garrison of nearly 10,000 men held a plebiscite and refused to surrender to the Germans; 9,600 of them lost their lives. The king had left Rome to its fate but this did not prevent sections of the army and part of the civilian population from attempting a desperate resistance. An estimated 600 Italians were killed before the Germans took the capital. In the other major cities there was no organized fight against German occupation, but isolated individuals seized the chance to prepare for the long hard battle that they knew was to come. It was in these days that Lanciotto, the leader of Hood's partisan band on Monte Morello, loaded a truck full of arms from the local barracks and drove off into the hills. And it was in the afternoon of 10 September, as the first German outriders entered Turin, that the Communist organizer in the city, Andrea Romano, furiously pedalled an ice-cream cart full of guns towards a safe hiding-place. With the arrival of the Nazis the first stage in partisan war, which Henri Michel has called the ‘refusal to submit’, had come into being.14

By the middle of September 1943 Italy was cut in two. South of Naples were the Allies and the Italian king, who finally declared war on Germany on 30 October. To the north were the Germans. In a brilliant parachute action they had managed to rescue Mussolini from his prison high up on the Gran Sasso, in the mountains of the Abruzzi, and take him back to Germany. He soon returned to Italy at the head of a puppet republic of the North, which had its capital at the small resort of Saló, on the western shore of Lake Garda. Salò was chosen because it was felt that both the person and the authority of the Duce would have more chance of surviving there than in the great working-class cities of Milan and Turin. The government of Salò enjoyed nominal control over the whole of northern Italy, but the ageing and dispirited Mussolini was now little more than a useful figurehead for the Germans. It was they who gave the orders, and amongst the first of these was the rounding up and deportation to extermination camps of as many of the Italian Jews as they could find.15

As the terrible shadow of Nazi rule fell over northern Italy, the Resistance came into being. Guido Quazza, the foremost authority on the subject, has divided Italian anti-Fascism into three strands.16 The first was the traditional organized anti-Fascism of those who had always opposed Mussolini, who belonged to political parties which had been declared illegal in Italy and who had suffered trial, imprisonment and exile for their convictions. The second was formed by the spontaneous reaction of many young Italians who had been brought up under Fascism but who felt, as the author Franco Fortini did, that after 25 July it was not a new life that was beginning but life itself. The third, with which we have already dealt, was the anti-Fascism of the Fascists, of those who had always supported the regime but now deemed it advisable to abandon the sinking ship.

The first strand – that of organized political anti-Fascism – was dominated by the Communists. Their aims and strategy will be dealt with at the beginning of Chapter 2. Suffice it to say here that they were the political party which had suffered most under Fascism but which had kept intact none the less. Many of their leaders – Antonio Gramsci, Umberto Terracini, Gian Carlo Pajetta – had been sentenced to very long prison sentences by the Fascist special tribunal. Some, like Gramsci, had not survived the ordeal. Yet the party managed to keep a semblance of organization going inside Italy, to maintain cells in the most important factories, and to provide the majority of the more than 3,000 Italians who fought for the republic in the Spanish Civil War. For the young worker or artisan who wished to oppose the regime in the thirties or early forties, the Communist Party was the likely point of reference. In the early days of the Resistance the Communist formations, which were called the Garibaldi Brigades, comprised more than 70 per cent of the partisans.

Next in numerical strength came the ‘Justice and Liberty’ Brigades of the Action Party (Partito d'Azione). This organization, which took its name from Giuseppe Mazzini's party during the Risorgimento, was founded only in July 1942. It drew together various groups of radical and democratic anti-Fascists, including that of Giustizia e Libertà, which had been founded in Paris in 1929 by Carlo Rosselli, Emilio Lussu and Alberto Tarchiani. In 1937 Rosselli and his brother Nello were assassinated in France by a Fascist secret agent. The Action Party was composed initially of young men and women from the Italian professional classes, many of whom, like Ugo La Malfa and Ferruccio Parri, were to become major figures in Italian post-war history. They were committed to establishing a new democracy based on greater local autonomies and, while accepting the framework of capitalism, they wanted to correct its distortions and injustices. Their programme of January 1943, the object of heated discussion between moderates and radicals within the party, talked of the need to establish a republic, nationalize major industries, safeguard the middle classes, split up the great agrarian estates and give workers shares in company profits.17

The Socialists (PS I UP) were at this time only a shadow of the great party of the early 1920s. They had been far less successful than the Communists in keeping contacts amongst the working class. The party, under the leadership of Pietro Nenni, was characterized by a high level of theoretical debate but scarce participation in the early months of the Resistance. Their political declaration of August 1943 talked the language of revolution, of ‘the workers' socialist republic’, and of ‘leading the proletariat to the conquest of power’.18 In reality the party contained a great number of ideological positions, ranging from the cautious reformism of the Turin section of the party to the young revolutionaries grouped around Lelio Basso in Milan.

The other two major anti-Fascist parties, the Liberals and the Christian Democrats, contributed almost nothing to the early months of the Resistance, but were active in the various anti-Fascist committees which came into being after 25 July. The Liberals, the traditional party of the Italian bourgeoisie, wanted a return to the pre-Fascist state. The Christian Democrats, about whom much more will be said later, were still in the process of formation.

These parties, all of whom were numerically very weak at the time of Mussolini's fall, were completely outflanked by the action of Badoglio and the king on 25 July. They were forced to play a subordinate role during the Forty-five Days and it was only after the king's flight that they emerged into the limelight. On 9 September they formed in Rome the National Committee of Liberation and called upon the Italian people to join them in the Resistance against the Nazis. During the autumn clandestine committees were set up in all the regions under German occupation, and in January 1944 the central committee in Rome invested the Milan committee with extraordinary powers of government in the North. From this moment the Milan committee, which now became the supreme organ of the Resistance, took the name of the National Committee for the Liberation of Upper Italy (CLNAI). The anti-Fascist parties, though profoundly divided over general ideological issues and the thorny question of the monarchy, managed to preserve a precarious unity of action in these early months.

If we turn from organized anti-Fascism to the mass base from which it recruited, to the second of Quazza's categories, the spontaneous or ‘existentialist’ Resistance, we see that nearly all the first partisan bands were as mixed in composition as was that which Hood joined on Monte Morello. Some partisans, like the subject of Fenoglio's II partigiano Johnny (the outstanding novel of the Italian Resistance), felt as they took to the hills the historic importance of their choice: ‘[we were] to oppose Fascism in every way, in the name of the authentic people of Italy, to judge and to execute, to decide both civil and military affairs… so much power was intoxicating, but the consciousness of the just use we would make of it was more intoxicating still’.19 Others, very young, went to escape the call-up of the Republic of Salò – more in desperation than in hope. There were many escaped prisoners of war, a significant section of middle-class radical youth and, as the months passed, an increasing number of workers, often fleeing from persecution and arrest in the factories.

By the end of 1943 there were about 9,000 partisans. The casualty rate was extremely high because many of the bands, often led by ex-army officers, made the mistake of trying to fight pitched battles which usually ended, as with Hood's band, in disaster. Partisans or their sympathizers were treated with the utmost savagery by the Nazis and the blackshirt troops of the Republic of Saló. In September 1943 the Germans committed their first atrocity against the civilian population, reducing the village of Boves in Piedmont to ashes, burning alive many of its inhabitants. In spite of reprisals of this sort, and in the face of every difficulty, the partisan movement grew to 20,000–30,000 members by the spring of 1944.



Italian Society in the Early 1940s

The peninsula had thus become the site of prolonged warfare, both between invading armies and between the Italians themselves. At this point we need to ask what Italy was like at this time, to describe its different patterns of work and of family life, its divisions in regional and class terms, its inhabitants' reactions to the dramatic problems posed by the war. With national state authority having dissolved, two occupying armies and three Italian governments (Mussolini's Republic, the CLNAI, the Kingdom of the South) claimed the obedience and allegiance of the Italians. In this unique situation, every citizen was faced with crucial moral and political choices, on which their lives and those of their families might well depend.20 Here, for obvious reasons, it is not possible to examine every reaction to these dilemmas, nor to describe every region, city and social class; what follows is a sample, an attempt to sketch in broad terms the nature of Italian society before and during the war.


a. LABOUR AND CAPITAL IN THE NORTH, 1943–4

In a country where well over 40 per cent of the active population was engaged in agriculture, Italy's industrial heartland was narrowly situated in the triangle formed by the three great cities of Turin, Milan and Genoa. Let me concentrate on Turin. At the beginning of the war the city had over 600,000 inhabitants, of whom nearly a third were employed directly in industry.21 The numerical preponderance of the working class was thus very marked, as was the pre-eminence of the FIAT company as the city's largest employer.

Working-class families in Turin in the late 1930s and early 1940s were nuclear in structure, but each family was isolated in formal terms only, for kinship networks were very strong.22 Family units tended to be quite large, with three or more children each. In spite of legislation on compulsory education and the employment of minors, both boys and girls still went to work while very young, at ten or twelve years of age. The women, employed in tailoring shops or textile factories, would continue to work until they got married, when they would assume the tasks of running the household and rearing the family. The ambition of most men, having served as apprentices and sometimes attended night school, was to enter the factories as skilled operatives. The hours were long, usually ten and often more, with real wages lower in 1939 than they had been in 1921. Working-class families ate little meat and a great deal of minestrone and polenta. There were few luxuries: a good bicycle took three years to buy on hire purchase of 10 lire a month.23

In the working-class quarters on the periphery of the city – Borgo San Paolo, Barriera di Milano, etc. – a very particular relationship between family and collectivity had developed in the period 1910–20. The families who populated these districts had usually emigrated from the surrounding countryside at the turn of the century. There was little upward social mobility. Housing usually took the form of flats in tenement blocks, with long balconies on each floor looking inwards on to a communal courtyard. Here, every morning, ‘all the alarm clocks would go off almost at the same time’.24 In these courtyards and districts, isolated from the rest of the city, a strong sense of community flourished: ‘In San Paolo everyone knew everyone else… We used to sit outside our doors, on chairs and stools, chatting away.’25 Allegiances developed between families as well as amongst kinfolk. They were based on a complex system of favours and exchanges, and on a social network which was almost exclusively confined to the neighbourhood.26

Solidarity also derived from and contributed to a shared political culture. The years 1910–20 saw the new Turin working class in the forefront of the socialist movement in Italy. Class-consciousness in the city reached its height with the demonstrations in opposition to the First World War, the factory-council movement of 1919–20, and the Piedmontese general strike of April 1920. At the workplace and in the cafés the menfolk talked socialist politics as a matter of course: ‘On a Sunday they played cards in the taverns… At the end of the day, when it was time to settle the debts, 6–8 lire were left over… and with the agreement of all the money went off to Avanti!’27

So strong a sense of community could also be suffocating. For the younger generation the socialist norms of their parents (and especially their fathers) were often experienced as oppression as much as liberation. The Fascist period did not entirely destroy the social patterns and structures described above, but it rendered them much less universal. Fascism entered the working-class quarters both as cudgel and as hidden persuader. With the socialist networks and organizations destroyed, families turned in on themselves. All the oral testimonies bear witness to the silence that descended on the working-class districts. Resistance was confined to certain symbolic gestures: the wearing of a red tie or braces on May Day, the scrawling of slogans in the lavatories at work.28

However, Fascism was more than mere repression. For the younger generation, Gribaudi has argued, it represented a sort of release: social and geographical mobility increased, as did the integration of working-class youth into the life of the city as a whole. New myths – sport, consumer goods, modernism – replaced the old ones. So too did new leisure-time activities: the traditional games of bowls, rides on the backs of trams, Sunday picnics, games of cards in the cafés, were challenged by the organized pastimes of the cinema, the football match, the cheap outings by train offered by the regime. The city expanded. Lingotto, the new working-class district dominated by the giant FIAT factory of the same name, was populated by families of more recent immigration. Here the socialist subculture had never existed, and many of the characteristics of a modern working-class suburb were already to be found – few amenities or meeting-places, a strong sense of alienation from the environment, families more closed within themselves.29

If we turn from Turin to Milan, we find many of the same characteristics, but Milan, with over a million inhabitants, was much less a one-company, one-class city. It had become the commercial and financial capital of Italy, and this meant that the middle strata of urban society, as well as white-collar workers and those employed in the service industries, were much more numerous than in Turin. None the less the industrial working class at Milan was far from insignificant; by the last years of Fascism there were nearly 130,000 metalworkers, most of them working for large concerns like Pirelli, Borletti, Falck and Marelli. Some idea of the condition of the Milanese working class can be gleaned from the housing statistics of the Fascist period. The census of 1931 found that 260,000 Milanese were living in a state of ‘grave overcrowding’. The working class of the city (44.5 per cent of the total) were forced to live in 30.6 per cent of available accommodation. Under Fascism the city's housing stock decreased by an estimated 133,000 rooms, as popular quarters in the centre of the city were cleared to make way for offices and luxury flats. On the periphery, in the rapidly expanding industrial suburb of Sesto San Giovanni, an official report of May 1942 talked of nearly 7,000 people living in cellars, stables and garrets.30

Genoa, the same size as Turin, was an important steel, shipbuilding and engineering centre. The significant expansion under Fascism of the public sectors of industry was particularly noticeable in the city, where IRI (the Institute for Industrial Reconstruction) controlled the Ansaldo company, which employed 30,000 workers. Genoa was also the most important port in Italy. In 1941, at a time when maritime trade had been seriously reduced by the war, 23,000 sailors and 8,000 dockers still found work from the port's activity.31

Although never subject to the saturation bombing employed by the Allies against Germany, the cities of the industrial triangle suffered very severely during the war years. By August 1943 air raids on Turin had already caused 1,175 deaths and 1,615 wounded. In Milan in the same period more than 230,000 people were made homeless.32 Women and children were evacuated en masse to the rural areas near the cities. Camilla Cederna, later to be the journalist responsible for the resignation of President Leone, was a young woman in Milan at this time:

In the late afternoon we too helped to swell that river of people which was heading for the countryside. There were those who had a specific destination, and those who with their children and some blankets were going to spend the nights in the open fields on the periphery of the city. It was a doleful exodus, characterized by a frenetic disorder. The bags attached to the handlebars made the bicycles lean over dangerously, the sidecars of the motor bikes were overladen with goods, there were carts full of children being pulled along by hand, vans propelled by pedal, horse and carts, and even frail old grandmothers sitting in the prams of their grandchildren.33


The men usually stayed in the cities, but with shifts in the war industries reaching eleven and a half hours each, they had little time to rest or be with their families.

The labour market in 1943 and 1944 presents a complex picture. On the one hand there was extensive unemployment in all those sectors which were classed as ‘inessential’ to the war effort – textiles, construction, food products, etc. On the other, those employed in heavy industry, in spite of longer working hours, military supervision and increased rhythms of production, found a unity and strength which they had not known in the Fascist decades.

Many factors contributed to this latter process. The workforce had become more concentrated as war production led to the expansion of the larger factories at the expense of the small and medium-sized ones. Wage differentials had become less marked as price inflation brought a general equalizing downwards. Above all, the proletariat itself was less stratified than before. The standardization of jobs on the production line was partly responsible for this. But so too was a chronic shortage of skilled labour, brought about largely by German demands for factory workers in return for coal and iron. In 1943 in a major factory like FIAT Mirafiori at Turin, with over 12,000 workers, skilled men were in a majority in only four shops out of twenty. Most of the workforce consisted of the lower category of semi-skilled labourers. This greater homogeneity of those employed in heavy industry, when allied with the strength that came from being in the vital sector of war production, formed the material background to the extraordinary strikes of March 1943.34

German occupation from September 1943 onwards brought an added dose of terrorism and repression. Workers who were suspected of organizing resistance were arrested and frequently deported to German labour camps. But the Nazis were quite unable to impose their will simply by force. They sorely needed the production from the Italian factories to bolster their war effort and were forced to make concessions to a working class which was not going to be frightened into silence.35 Often the authorities threatened to dismantle the machinery of the major factories and transport it to Germany where production would proceed undisturbed. Such threats rarely achieved their purpose. The workers responded with strike action and, in extremis, with sabotage of the machinery in question.

The enormity of German reprisals encouraged more than one sector of the labour movement, and more than one party in the committees of national liberation, to argue in favour of a policy of limited resistance while waiting for liberation at the hands of the Allies. This attendismo, as it came to be known, had its roots in a humanitarian desire to limit bloodshed as far as possible, but it was roundly condemned by the majority of the movement, and by the Communists in particular. They argued that after the Fascist débâcle the Italians would only recover their sense of self-respect and national dignity if they fought against the Germans without offering any truce at all. They also refused to have anything to do with Mussolini's attempts to woo the working class by proclaiming an advanced programme of ‘socialization’ of the factories under the control of the Republic of Saló.36 Only a tiny percentage of workers voted in the elections for the internal factory commissions which Mussolini had established, and clandestine ‘committees of agitation’ carried on the independent organization of workers' action.

Thus in spite of the Germans’ presence, strikes and other disruptions of production continued throughout the winter of 1943–4. If the Fascist period had dissolved a compact workers' culture, the war years went a long way to recomposing it. The dramatic events of 1943–5 occupation, bombardment, the mass strikes, the networks of resistance – created a new era of collective action. They also gave rise to a myth of solidarity which was to be as potent and enduring as that of the Blitz in London. Gaetano Salvemini looked back to this period as one of growing exaltation, as if the Five Days of Milan (the famous urban insurrection against the Austrians in March 1848) was being relived, but not in one city and not for five days.37 This was certainly one element of what was happening. But there was also another, much more terrible, which was that of civil war. Even in the working-class quarters of Turin families had different allegiances; old scores were settled and vendettas waged, both during the war and immediately after it.38

As the Resistance grew in the northern cities, groups of urban terrorists, the Gappisti (Gruppi di Azione Patriottica), started to plant bombs and assassinate Fascist and Nazi soldiers. In Genoa, after the killing of a German officer on 14 January 1944, eight political prisoners were shot at dawn on the 15th. All the factories in the city came out in protest, but were forced back to work on the 20th without any of their demands being met. Arrests, deportations and forced flight to the hills decimated the ranks of the local committees of agitation.39

In March 1944, a year after the first major wave of strike action, a new and even more impressive protest spread through occupied Italy. This time the slogans of the strikers were more political, demanding immediate peace and an end to war production for Germany. The numbers involved exceeded the most optimistic forecasts; 300,000 workers came out in the province of Milan. In the city itself tram workers struck on 1 March, and were only forced back on the 4th and 5th by a terror campaign against them. The strike spread beyond the industrial triangle to the textile factories of the Veneto and the central Italian cities of Bologna and Florence. Women and lower-paid workers were in the forefront of the agitation. At one time or another in the first week of March hundreds of thousands of workers downed tools.

The strike was not without its negative aspects. Because the demands had been more political than economic, many workers felt that they had risked a lot – 2,000 of them had been deported – but gained nothing. Before the strike there had been much talk, especially in Communist leaflets, of the imminence of a general insurrection and the probable intervention of the partisans. Nothing of the sort happened and the workers returned to the factories with the bitter realization that they had to face many more months of German occupation. None the less the strike achieved an international resonance.40

Little or nothing is known of the conditions and attitudes of the other strata of urban society in these years. There is evidence that in March 1944 the lower grades of white-collar workers made common cause with the strikers, and at FIAT Mirafiori only 20 per cent of technicians and clerks voted in the elections for the Fascist internal commissions. On the other hand, considerable sections of the petty bourgeoisie and the bourgeoisie continued to support Mussolini. At Milan the Fascist prefect Piero Parini appealed to the citizens for a loan of a thousand million lire for ‘the Milan of tomorrow’. In spite of the fact that the CLNAI warned that the loan would not be repaid by the ‘liberation government’ at the end of the war, many Milanese contributed and the money was collected in under three weeks.41

We know slightly more about the industrialists. As it became increasingly clear that the Axis powers were facing defeat, the major Italian capitalists began to lay plans for the post-war situation. They were anxious, for obvious reasons, not to offend the Germans. But they were equally worried that at the end of the war the working-class movement might make them pay dearly for any excessive collaboration.

Few responded to this tricky situation by going as far as Agostino Rocca, the managing director of Ansaldo's at Genoa. In August 1943 he distributed to all his managers a copy of the Soviet constitution, to which he had added approving comments. Under the Republic of Saló, Rocca insisted on his managers having the right to remain apolitical, and was actually arrested for his anti-Fascist activity.42

Most industrialists preferred instead to play an intricate double game, which achieved its most sophisticated version in the activities of Giovanni Agnelli and Vittorio Valletta, respectively president and managing director of FIAT. In April 1944 the vice-president of FIAT was sent on a dangerous mission over the Alps to communicate to Allen Dulles that the geographical position of Italy and the low cost of its labour constituted an ‘interesting opportunity’ for the United States. FIAT transmitted to the Allies the production requests of the Germans and secretly agreed with them what levels would be acceptable. At the same time Valletta was careful not to upset the Germans or Fascists, and did little to save the anti-Fascist militants in his factories. In April 1945, when the partisans went to arrest him for collaboration, they found an English officer at his villa, waiting to present a safe-conduct pass on his behalf.43



b. SHARECROPPERS IN CENTRAL ITALY

Let us turn now away from the cities to the vast world of rural Italy. In the central Italian regions of Tuscany, Umbria and the Marches, where the principal agricultural products were grain, olive oil and wine, most peasants were sharecroppers. Sharecropping, in simple terms, was the system by which the landowner provided the farm, the peasant family the labour, and the expenses and the crop were shared between the two. The system had many other distinguishing features: sharecropping families lived not in villages but in farmhouses directly on their land; their contracts were annual, but in practice were usually renewed for many years without difficulty; the landlord was not a distant figure, but took an active interest in the running of his farms; the relationship between him and the sharecropper was a direct and paternalistic one, based, as Pazzagli has written, on the profound subjection of the peasant to his landlord, but also on the lord's care and protection of his sharecroppers.44

All these features combined to make of central Italian sharecropping (mezzadria) a model renowned for guaranteeing social harmony in the countryside. Over the centuries, the mezzadri were considered a privileged caste, to be contrasted with those peasants who enjoyed no security on the land – the pigionali of Tuscany, the casanolanti of the Marches, the casengoli of Umbria. A considerable literature grew up in praise of sharecropping; foreign visitors, even as late as the Second World War, gave glowing accounts of what they saw. Doubtless the reality, seen from the peasant side, was not all that idyllic. The mezzadro had to perform a series of personal services and favours to the landlord, who exercised considerable power over the peasants' life: marriages in the family could not take place without his consent, nor could the sharecroppers work off the estate without his permission. Security on the land was also not as great as myth and landlord literature would have us believe. None the less, the traditional sharecroppers of the ‘Third Italy’ (sharecropping also predominated in some provinces of the Veneto and Emilia-Romagna) were certainly better off than the landless labourers of the northern plains or the impoverished peasantry of the South.45

Families in the sharecropping regions had more members per household than in any other part of Italy. Numbers in these families were directly related to the security enjoyed on the land and the size of farms. Families were usually multiple and vertical in structure, in the sense of having more than one married couple and more than two generations living under the same roof. By way of example, let us take the family of ‘Federico P.’, a sharecropper living in the early 1930s on a farm of some thirty-five acres on the plateau land above Gubbio in northern Umbria.46 The family consisted of eleven people: Federico and his wife Emilia, seven sons and daughters, one daughter-in-law (the wife of the eldest son), and one grandchild of three months. The whole family lived in a single and quite spacious farmhouse of two storeys, and all but a very small part of their time was dedicated to the farm and to household tasks. Families of this sort had had even more members (as many as twenty to thirty) in the nineteenth century, but all observers noted a marked numerical decline by the 1940s.47

The male head of the family, called capoccia or reggitore or vergaro depending on the region, ruled over the household in patriarchal and authoritarian fashion: ‘As long as I am alive,’ the sixty-two-year-old Federico P. was fond of repeating, ‘I alone give the orders, and when I am dead it will be my sons who will do the same.’48 The capoccia was in sole control of the family's money and took all the responsibility for relations between the family and the outside world. However, his was not the sole authority. The massaia, the senior female figure and usually his wife, also exercised considerable power, especially (as was to be expected) within the domain of the household. Here the other women of the family were at her beck and call. Power relations of this sort led over time to resentments and deep tensions, especially between the massaia and her daughters-in-law.49 The sharecropping family thus presented a united and much admired face to the outside world, but it was one based on notable subjection, particularly of the in-laws and of the younger generation, a subjection that could continue well into middle age.

In the work patterns of the family it was noticeable how hard women worked, both in the fields and at home. Emilia, the forty-eight-year-old wife of Federico P., the massaia of this family, worked an estimated 500 hours per year more than any other member of the family. Household tasks were very numerous and time-consuming: fires had to be lit and maintained, food prepared, water brought into the house. Washing, including the landlord's clothes and linen, was a long and laborious task. So too was cleaning, given the constant presence of animals in the household. At Easter, in preparation for the priest's visit and blessing of the farmhouse, ‘there is not a single object, starting from the glass in the windows, which is not carefully inspected, washed or polished’.50 Women would also spin, weave and help in the production of brooms, chairs, ropes, farm tools and raffia work, all of which the family would use, exchange or sell.

It might be expected, given the dispersed nature of the farmhouses and the families’ binding internal structures, that the degree of contact and cooperation between them would be very limited. In other words, here one might expect Tullio-Altan's Albertian familism to reign supreme, or to find confirmation for Marx's famous remarks on the peasantry being a sack of potatoes, isomorphous entities without contact between them. This was only partly the case. In central Italy families had developed a rich network of exchanges and mutual aid; typical of these was the aiutarella, the exchange of labour between families at crucial moments in the agricultural calendar, such as at threshing time.51

No practice epitomized better the frequent contact between families than the veglia. On winter evenings, usually from the beginning of November onwards, families would gather in the stables of the farmhouses, to play cards and games, to knit and to mend, to listen to and tell stories. Participation in the veglia was not segregated family by family. Rather, as Mugnaini has shown for Castellina in Chianti, it involved rotating hospitality and a complex system of visiting, with young people for instance seeking each other out in farmhouses where they were more certain of a welcome.52

The countryside was also populated, even as late as the 1930s, by significant numbers of wanderers: friars and nuns living off charity, rag-and-bone men, gypsies, hawkers, beggars. Not all these, not even the friars and nuns, were sure of a welcome from the sharecropping family. But some were given food and allowed to sleep in the hay; others were given a little oil; and in return they brought news of what was happening from far around.53

The traditional world of the central Italian sharecroppers was not, therefore, totally isolated nor devoid of community. It was, though, very static. In his report to the Houses of Parliament on conditions in northern and central Italy, published in 1839, Sir John Bowring recounted that in Tuscany ‘I had occasion more than once to see four generations inhabiting the same cottage; but the last had not added a particle of knowledge to the ignorance of the first.’54 However, from about 1880 onwards conditions began to change rapidly. Increased competition from American grain and the tariff war with France pushed the landowners towards









C. THE RURAL SOUTH








































d. NAPLES












*Qualunquismo is a denigratory term which derives from the short-lived political party, L'Uomo Qualunque (see pp. 99–100). It is not easily translatable, but means, in broad terms, a lack of any sense of social responsibility and an ‘I'm all right, Jack’ attitude.
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