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ABSTRACT

The Demise of the First Fascist Regime
and Italy's Transition to Democracy: 1943-1948

This paper deals with the Italian transition to democracy, identi-
fying phases and thresholds from the ousting of Mussolini in July 1943
to the first parliamentary elections of April 1948.

From a comparative perspective, two elements acquire major ex-
planatory importance. The first is the role played by existing insti-
tutions: the monarchy and the armed forces. Mussolini's failure to
fully "fascistize" the State, together with the survival of the monarchy,
allowed the king to dismiss the Duce just as he had been responsible for
Mussolini's appointment to the position of prime minister twenty years
earlier. Mussolini could not count on a bureaucratized Fascist Party
or on the pro-monarchist military.

The second element is the role played by international events and
actors both in the demise of the fascist regime and in the creation of
a democratic one. 1In contrast with Franco's Spain, Mussolini's Italy
had staked much of her prestige on a swift and successful military inter-
vention in World War II. Apparent defeat therefore accelerated the crisis
of the regime. At the same time, power was not seized by leftist forces
(whose contributions in denying legitimacy to fascism and in fighting
during the resistance against Nazi-fascism were great indeed) because of
the international support given to conservative and moderate forces, first
by Churchill and later by the Americans.

The paper analyzes in some detail the political struggle which
ensued after Mussolini's ousting--a struggle characterized by the con-
servative and moderate forces' attempt to coalesce around the monarchy,
the progressive forces' split on the issue, and the Communists' decision
to postpone it until the end of the war severely weakened their camp.
Moreover, Communist Secretary Togliatti's attempt to maintain a working
alliance with the Christian Democrats was made at the expense of possible
gains by northern workers and southern peasants. The pace and level of
mobilization were increased only after the exclusion of the left from the
government in May 1947. By then, however, the counter-mobilization of
the moderates had already reached a level sufficient to guarantee them
electoral victory in 1948.

Collaboration among all anti-fascist forces continued up to the
enactment of the new constitution at the end of 1947 and laid the ground
for a successful transition. The very fact that the left did not win the
elections, but could find in a progressive constitution the legal means to
pursue its strategy, represents the turning point of the Italian case. In
the light of international constraints and circumstances, one might have
expected a difficult transition had the moderates lost, and a more problematic
outcome.
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After almost 20 years of rule, Benito Mussolini was overthrown
as leader of fascism and prime minister of Italy's government on July 25,
1943. The political framework of the Italian republic as we know it to-
day was established in the following years, and was sanctioned in the
fateful elections of April 18, 1948. TFor all practical purposes, those
elections marked the end of the transition to democracy and the termina-
tion of any form of collaboration between the Christian Democrats and
the Socialist—Communist coalition, and subsequent Italian political life
has been dominated by the issue of whether and how open confrontation or
renewed collaboration among those political forces should take place.

With the benefit of hindsight, many turning points and sharp
breaks can be identified during that five-year period. While the transi-
tion from the authoritarian regime to a democratic republic was essen-
tially completed by June 2, 1946, its overall political outcome had not
yet been decided. To precisely understand the dynamics of the transi-
tion, therefore, attention must also be paid to the events following the
instauration of the republic and the election of a Constituent Assembly,
and to the results of the first legislative elections of April 1948.

As we will see, those results were also the product of some of the same
processes and conditions which were involved in the initial transition
from fascism.

Fundamentally, there were four phases in the process of transi-
tion. The first, which started on July 25, 1943 and ended on Septem-—
ber 8, 1943, involved the overthrow of fascism and the reversal of
Italy's position in the war. The second phase, the resistance, dated
from September 9, 1943 to April 25, 1945, the liberation of Italy.

The third phase comprised the creation of the first civilian govermments
staffed by the parties which participated in the Resistance movement,
the intensification of political conflicts and struggles, and the
breakup of the tripartite ruling coalition composed of the Christian
Democrats (DC), the Italian Socialist Party (PSI), and the Italian Com-
munist Party (PCI) in May 1947. Finally, the fourth phase was charac-—
terized by the full impact of the Cold War on the Italian domestic situ-
ation leading to the polarization of political alignments and the formation
of a Popular Front (Socialists and Communists) which was severely defeated
in the April 1948 elections. Each phase is important for a full



understanding of the process of transition and also for revealing the
nature both of the authoritarian regime which collapsed and of the demo-
cratic regime which was established.

The Demise of Fascism

In synthesis, the demise of fascism was the product of a vote
taken by the Fascist Grand Council "calling for royal leadership and
the rehabilitation of moribund state institutions.”l This vote (by
19 out of 28 members) created the conditions under which the king
could dismiss Mussolini as prime minister of Italy. Historically
responsible for having appointed Mussolini in 1922, the king now as-
sumed responsibility for his dismissal as well. No single institution
opposed the king's action, and the immediate reaction of the population
was one of enthusiasm accompanied by preoccupation-—-enthusiasm for the
fall of fascism; preoccupation regarding the continuation of the war.

Many issues were raised by this bloodless breakdown of a 20-
year—-old regime and by the lack of organized reaction and opposition
to it. The two most important issues are, of course, the nature of
the regime (and its apparent weakness) and the determinants of its
demise. The two are definitely related, and their analysis will yield
the elements needed to explain the overall process of breakdown and to
understand the subsequent transition to a democratic regime.

It has been correctly pointed out that the Fascists' totalitarian
attempt to integrate Italian society into the state did not succeed. 2
Italian fascism can be characterized as a failed totalitarian experiment
which allowed the persistence of that degree of limited pluralism which
has been singled out as an important characteristic of authoritarian
regimes.3 The presence of the monarchy created what Mussolini called
"the tragedy of the diarchy," that is, the impossibility for the Duce
to completely "fascistize'" the State.# Limited pluralism manifested
itself, on the one hand, in the existence of the monarchy and the preser-
vation of its constitutional powers, the persistence of an army whose
loyalty went to the king rather than to Mussolini or to fascism, and the
continuity of a State apparatus already bureaucratic and authoritarian,
but fragile and cumbersome; and, on the other hand, in the inability of
fascism to create viable institutions of its own to replace or supersede
the traditional institutions. The House of Corporations never really
took hold (while the Royal Senate remained a respected body), and the
National Fascist Party became more and more a bureaucratic organization,
overstaffed and largely passive. Ironically, the only body which could
exercise real power and play an active role, the Fascist Grand Council,6
was the one which took the initiative in the ousting of Mussolini and,
consequently, in the demise of fascism (a connection which most of its
members were well aware of).

Not even in civil society had fascism acquired hegemony. Landowners
and industrialists enjoyed a free hand and, protected from the working
class and its smashed organizations, made high profits both in peacetime
and in wartime. Most important of all, through the Concordat signed by
Mussolini and the Lateran Pacts, the Church was able to reacquire and
to see its role in civil society legally sanctioned. While the Church



never became an anti-fascist institution, and in some instances
was deeply compromised with the regime, it prevented fascism from
acquiring full hegemony over the minds of many Italians.’

Does this mean that fascism never had the consent of the
Italian population? On this point, the debate is still rampant and
acrimonious. According to the very influential, but also very con-
troversial, interpretation of Renzo De Felice, Mussolini and his
regime did enjoy the consensual support of large social strata after
the February 11, 1929, agreement with the Church, and probably until
the creation of the Empire in May 1936, following the conquest of
Abyssinia. The issue, of course, is whether that consent was a
purely passive acquiescence to the existence of a regime which
granted security and internal peace to most of its citizens, or whether
it involved active supgort for the choices and policies made and imple-
mented by that regime.

In order to arrive at a balanced assessment of the quantity
and quality of consent which fascism received, one cannot refrain from
pointing to one historical fact. Despite the persistence of anti-
fascist activities throughout the "ventennio," the great majority
of the population "did not demonstrate a willingness to consider the
regime as a mortal enemy which had to be .overthrown at any cost or,
even less, to run serious risks in order to achieve such a goal."
On the other hand, it is also true that fascism never engaged in
massive mobilization efforts after its phase of initial consolida-
tion, and therefore potential conflicts were largely avoided (with
a few exceptions, such as a clash with the Church and Catholic associ-
ations in 1931).

Expressions of support became, as in other authoritarian regimes,
fundamentally ritualistic and symbolic (such as "ocean-like mass meetings"),
while oppositional activities never enjoyed widespread support. In a
distorted way, Mussolini was aware of the underlying component of his
consensus: '""To speak the truth, I have not even been a dictator, because
my power to command coincided perfectly with the will to obey of the
Italian people.'"10

In short, fascism never enjoyed full control over the Italian
political system and its members. It was unable and unwilling to
destroy and reshape all political and bureaucratic institutions (there
was no Gleichschaltung as in Nazi Germany), and therefore it was com-
pelled to share power with the fundamentally monarchist State apparatus
and with the Church. It was unsuccessful in creating its own insti-
tutions: e.g., the House of Corporations, the National Fascist Party,
the Fascist Syndicates. It adroitly exploited a pervasive climate of
authoritarianism in Europe and the imperfect democratization of the
previous Italian regime, but it proved unable to build a large amount
of support for its aims and goals. This said, however, one must be
very cautious in concluding that fascism was consequently and certainly
doomed. 1Indeed, the debate over the determinants of the fall of fascism
is still quite lively and open, for good reasons.




In this debate, two extreme positions are easily identifiable.
According to the first, the crisis which led to the demise of fascism
was the product of personal and dynastic motivations, those of "patri-
otic" fascist members of the Grand Council and of the king and his
close advisors. The crisis was the final attempt by the monarchy to
dissociate its responsibilities from those of the regime and to save
itself institutionally. According to the second position, the crisis was
rather the product of political events, class contradictions, socio-
economic problems, and clashes of interest. Here emphasis is placed on
the changing orientations of major financial and industrial groups and
on the March 1943 strikes in northern factories.ll

While all of these elements were important as accelerators of the
decision taken by the Grand Council and by the king, and were instrumen-
tal in shaping the further evolution of the transition, there is no
doubt that "the cleavage between the regime and the people was the
product of the war and its tragic failure."l!?2  The war and the invasion
of Italy by the Allies acted as detonators of the internal contradic-
tions and ideological and structural deficiencies of the regime. With
them came the fundamental revelation that Mussolini did not represent
the will of the Italian people in any way, and that fascist institutions
were hollow and the penetration of the fascist "mentality" quite limited.

There is, however, one element which deserves additional consider-
ation. The decision to overthrow Mussolini must be placed in the context
of the dynamics of the war and the nature and evolution of Italo-German
relationships. 1In particular, some attempts were made during the autumn
and winter of 1942-1943 either to obtain better equipment and more re-
sources from the Germans or to disengage Italy from the war altogether.
When both options proved to be impossible, the conspirators became aware
that Mussolini was the obstacle to a separate peace-—hence the decision
to get rid of him.

Two groups were working to achieve fundamentally the same goals.
One group, representing the old pre-fascist political class, which the
king contemptuously called the revenants, was led by Ivanoe Bonomi. The
other was a group drawn from the fascist political class and given some
cohesion and much strength by Dino Grandi, former minister of foreign
affairs and speaker of the house. Both groups internded to achieve the
same goals: Mussolini's replacement and Italy's disengagement from the
war. The king and his entourage, military advisors included, were to
play the role of arbiter.

Grandi asked the Grand Council to approve his resolution that
the dictatorship be declared ended "because it has compromised the vital
interests of the Nation; it has led Italy to the brink of military defeat;
it has eroded and worn the trunk of revolution and of fascism itself."
Grandi's aim was to prevent "any solution of continuity in our consti-
tutional life." Understandably, he bitterly resented and denounced the
behavior of those military leaders who decided to transform a consti-
tutional act into a coup d'@tat characteristic of "a Balkan or South -
American country,"l%4 and he proved unable to free Italy of the responsi-
bilities for the war.



Mussolini's overthrow and his subsequent arrest and short im-—
prisonment signalled the end of the authoritarian regime, but by no
means the return to a democratic regime, albeit of limited democracy.
The transformation of the Italian authoritarian regime partook of two
strategies: on the one hand, it was a transfer of power made possible
by the existence of the monarchy; on the other, it was a surrender of
power made advisable by the fact that the war was still going omn.l5
Grandi himself might have led the transition, but decided not to in
order to clearly mark the return to constitutional government and
also beccause he wanted to play the rolec of negotiator with the Allies.
In the end, given the "withering away" of fascism and its leaders, the
king felt entitled to play the decisive role--however indecisively.

Two issues had to be immediately tackled: the selection of a
prime minister and new govermment, and a solution to the war. It is
not clear how much opportunity the pre-fascist political class really
had to provide the prime minister and personnel for the first post-
fascist government. Grandi pressed for a solution of this kind, but
the king decided to follow the route of a "monarchist restoration,"
as Deakin puts it.16  An aged and rather discredited Marshal Pietro
Badoglio formed a govermment composed of military men and civil
servants. The message was clear: the king wanted to stress the con-
tinuity of the State and its apparatus, and in all likelihood to turn
the clock back to 1922 (a concrete implementation of the thesis that
fascism had only been a '"parenthesis" in the history of Italy). With
varying nuances, the reactions of the opponents of fascism were nega-
tive. Still, Badoglio was given a chance due to the difficult circum-—
stances: "We will forgive Badoglio his past dealings, if he reverses
the Italian situation by declaring void the treaties with the Axis and
stating immediately that we are at war with Germany."17

Indecision, opportunism, and inability to correctly identify
the alternatives or evaluate the costs and benefits have variously
been imputed to Badoglio's proclamation that 'the war continues."
According to some scholars, however, there was more to it than sheer
incompetence and lack of courage--for example, fear that the Germans
might occupy Rome, or preoccupation with the conditions which the
Allies were imposing for an armistice with Italy: i.e., unconditional
surrender. In the 45 days between Mussolini's fall and the signing of
the armistice with the Allies on September 8, 1943, however, no pre-
paration was made for withstanding the likely German reaction. Thus,
"the escape from Rome and the lack of orders to the Army [were] intended
to secure for the King and his entourage the exclusive representation
of the Italian people vis-d-vis the Anglo-Americans and, at the same
time, to prevent or at least to delay the anti-German struggle."18

At the close of the first phase, some aspects of the Italian
experience deserve to be stressed in a comparative perspective. First,
the impulse toward the transition came fundamentally from within the
configuration of forces which made up the fascist regime or gravitated
around it. Second, the world war created more than simply accelerated
the conditions for the demise of fascism. 1In its wake, the regime was
unable to maintain its grip over the country because: (a) it was deemed



responsible for entering the war and suffering a series of crushing
defeats, (b) the internal situation revealed the emergence or re-
emergence of some socio-political opposition (e.g., the northern
workers' strikes of March 1943), and (c) some "reserve'" institutions
existed and indeed had preserved some autonomy and legitimacy of their
own (above all the monarchy, but in a different way and in a differ-
ent sphere the Church as well). The latter point also suggests or
makes clear Mussolini's failure to fascistize Italian institutions

and social life, at the same time showing the resiliency of traditional
political institutions and social forces (as well as the old political
class).

A combination of factors related to the aftermath of World War I,
the polarization of opinions in a supposedly pre-revolutionary climate,
the transition from a limited to a mass democracy, and the incomplete
democratization and differential rates of democratization of various
institutions and Italian political life made the rise and consolidation
of fascism possible. A similar configuration of factors—--that is, the
disruptive impact of World War II, and the changed attitudes of State
institutions and political and social forces toward fascism--played a
decisive role in its demise.

A profoundly different outcome was not likely because of the
survival of institutions not fully identified with fascism, and of
large sectors of the moderate-conservative pre-fascist political class.
In light of the experiences of other Mediterranean European countries,
one might speculate as to why the Italian armed forces did not play a
more active role. Lacking any tradition of active and independent in-
volvement in politics, hampered by imminent military defeat, without a
truly charismatic personality, an outstanding "condottiero," though
backed by the monarchy and perhaps also because loyal to it, and per-
ceiving their prestige and their future as tied to the monarchy, the
armed forces could not and did not play any meaningful role. A military
dictatorship was ruled out at the beginning of the transition process:
institutionally not viable, politically unprecedented, and diplomatically
counterproductive. The option was fundamentally not even entertained.

All this said, it is likely that if Badoglio had immediately
surrendered to the Allies the transition might have stopped at a less
than democratic outcome. Some liberalization might have ensued, but
the process of democratization would have been seriously delayed. The
monarchy would have acquired a respectable face, but the most important
features and certainly the major institutions would not have changed
significantly. A minor broadening of the political arena would have
been necessary, but the struggle for the establishment of a democratic
regime would have been hindered more than helped by the recognition
that, after all, the king and Badoglio had brought peace to Italy.

The vacillations of the royal entourage and various attempts at playing
shrewd games prevented a development of this kind, producing a more
complex and prolonged transition to a more democratic regime.
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The Resistance Movement

The armed resistance movement which was launched in the nor-
thern part of German-occupied Italy represented not only the climax
of two decades of anti-fascist propaganda and activities but also the
start of a new political organization: the Committees of National
Liberation (CLN). These Committees were the product of the clandes-
tine struggle of some old parties and of the new circumstances.
Staffed and strengthened by the return of some famous exiles and by
the release from prison of many anti-fascists, the CLN were rejuven-
ated by the influx of a great number of young Italians. While
military action in central and northern Italy was of utmost importance,
the resistance movement consistently attempted to create the founda-
tions for a new democratic and republican State in the various zones
which it succeeded in liberating from the Germans.

A new constellation of actors emerged side by side with the
old actors, the monarchy and the State apparatus. It was composed,
first, of the Allied commanders in Italy, and, second, of the Com-
mittees of National Liberation and their representatives. The most
important issue on which they clashed was the relationship between
Badoglio's govermment and the anti-fascist parties. It is from the
development of the many facets of this issue that one can proceed to
an analysis of the preconditions for the transition to a democratic
regime. Up to the appearance of the mew actors, in fact, Badoglio's
government represented, more than anything else, monarchist continuity,
and was in no way related to anti-fascist public opinion.

It is easy to understand why the king resisted all pressures
to dismiss his new prime minister and, for that matter, to abdicate.
He hoped to save the monarchy and to be able to legitimate or, better,
to relegitimate, his own position by accomplishing a smooth transition
to a new regime of limited democracy. If worst came to worst, he might
abdicate in favor of his son Humbert. The constellation of forces
supporting the king included all those who wanted to avoid "a jump
in the dark"--that is, all of those groups who strove to preserve the
continuity of the State and prevent the emergence of an institutional
vacuum. In essence, the monarchy was the remaining rallying point
for Italian conservative forces, and they behaved accordingly.

The Allies, too, had to take sides on this issue. "Washington
and London differed substantially in their attitudes toward the abstract
merit of kingship. Churchill, whose opinion usually counted most in
the Mediterranean, intended unquestionably to uphold the royal binomial
of Victor Emmanuel and Badoglio."l9 The British prime minister feared
that any politico—institutional change at this stage might impair the
war effort. Foremost among his motivations, however, was concern over
the political future of Italy. Churchill wanted to prevent, or at least
postpone, any increase in the influence of the left. He operated ac-
cordingly, and thus became a staunch supporter of the Italian king.



In the meantime, representatives of six parties had created
the Committee of National Liberation in Naples under the leadership
of Ivanoe Bonomi. The so-called "hexpartite" included representatives
of the Liberal Party, Labour Democracy, Christian Democracy, Action
Party, Socialist Party, and Communist Party. Among them, none was
favorable to the existing institutional arrangement. The spectrum of
preferences ranged from those of the Liberal Party's representative,
the famous philosopher Benedetto Croce, to those of the Socialists
and the representatives of the Action Party. While Croce remained a
monarchist but advocated the abdication of the king in favor of his
6-year—old grandson, the latter were fervently pro-republican and
totally unwilling to collaborate with the king and his prime minister.
Adamant pro-republican sentiment was dominant--in fact, unquestioned--
among the leaders and members of the Northern Committee of National
Liberation located in Milan.

All of these events were taking place while Italy was divided
into two halves, both, though in a very different way, occupied by
foreign powers. In northern Italy, moreover, Mussolini's puppet Social
Republic (Repubblica Sociale Italiana, RSI), buttressed by the Germans,
had provoked a lively resistance movement in which leftist republican
elements played a major role. In the south, relations among the parties
and between the CLN and the government had reached a standstill. Pre-
ceded by the Soviet Union's recognition of Badoglio's government and
the exchange of diplomatic representatives, Communist Party leader
Palmiro Togliatti's return to Italy after almost two decades of exile
set in motion a solution to the political stalemate.

The "svolta di Salermo” (March 31-April 1, 1944) was not only
one of the most controversial historical decisions of this or any other
period of Italian history. It was also a turning point in the dynamics
of the transition, and clearly affected the transition in multiple ways.
Briefly, the Communist leader abruptly put an end to months of bickering
among the representatives of the six parties by indicating that he was
willing to collaborate with Premier Badoglio regardless of whether Victor
Emmanuel stayed on the throne.20

It would be comforting to find the official and authoritative
Communist interpretation of that momentous decision. At the time that
the "svolta" was communicated to the leaders and members of the PCI,
disagreements and differences of opinion immediately appeared (later to
be subdued), but even today Communist historians and political leaders
have not reached a uniform appraisal. Indeed, since the party is cur-
rently undergoing a process of critical assessment of its own past, there
is no reason to believe that the "svolta" will not soon be criticized,
particularly in light of its consequences.

From the point of view of the evolution of the international
system and its swift restructuring, there is no doubt that Togliatti's
initiative was specifically based on a sober and perhaps pessimistic
evaluation of the prospects for change in international politics.21
With reference to the conflicts taking place in the Italian situation,
some historians claim that Togliatti introduced into the relationships

of power among the various forces "an autonomous and original inspiration."22



Other Communist historians have stressed "the lesson of the revolu-
tionary method" which Togliatti taught to the members of the CLN.23
Many of these members, in fact, considered Togliatti's line either
at best a mistake or at worst an unscrupulous move to strengthen the
PCI, if not an outright betrayal of the republican position.

On balance, it is appropriate to conclude that "in the 'svolta'
of Salerno, international motives—-—of the USSR, of Stalin--were
combined with national motives——of the PCI, of its 'insertion' into
the country and, even more, into the mechanisms of the State. After
the 'svolta' the formulation and the construction of the 'partito
nuovo' begin. After the 'svolta' also begin the costs--for the country
in addition to and more than for the party—--of the operation of
insertion [into Italian politics]."24

The immediate outcome was the king's retirement and the ap-
pointment of Prince Humbert as Lieutenant General of the Realm, with
the actual transfer of power to take place when the Allied troops en-
tered Rome. Having dropped the institutional "pregiudiziale," the CLN
parties were now free to accept positions in the cabinet led by
Badoglio. This was immediately done, creating the preconditions for
Badoglio's replacement. After the liberation of Rome on June 4, 1944,
the conditions had been met for the formation of a new cabinet. '"For
sure, the hypothesis of the monarchist-representative State was still
alive, only the dinstitutional referendum would be entrusted to dissolve
it, not without difficulties, in June 1946; but the hypothesis of the
monarchist—-administrative State, which had been at the roots of the
ruinous experience of the forty-five days, was definitively defeated
and filed away by the 'svolta of Salerno.'"25

It is difficult to underestimate the impact of the "svolta,"
particularly its long-term effects. For better or for worse, Togliatti
put the Communist Party at the service of the national cause; the war
of national liberation took precedence in his strategy over the goals
of socio-political reforms. The Communists were asked then, and are
still inclined today, to justify that decision mot on the basis of an
irreconcilable contrast between national interests and class interests,
but on the basis of a temporary postponement of the latter. The justi-
fication was that without achieving the liberation of Italy, it would
be impossible to struggle for social reforms. The so-called theory of
the "due tempi" (two speeds) was of course immediately criticized both
inside and outside the party. '

Moreover, while Togliatti explained his line in terms of the
importance, and in practice the supremacy, of national interests over
any others, his strategy did indeed serve interests which were not at
all national. Paradoxically, but certainly not without his previous
knowledge, the line implemented with the '"svolta" served Soviet interests,
or what the Italian Communist leader perceived them to be. But most
important of all, the line launched at Salerno was intended to serve
the interests of the Italian Communist Party. To some extent, the PCI
needed to present itself as a responsible party willing to collaborate
in the liberation of Italy without resorting to maximalist demands.
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All the more so in domestic affairs, insofar as the Party remained,
or was obliged to be, identified with the Soviet Union.

The success encountered by Togliatti's line is indicative
not so much of its "correctness," as many Communist writers put it,
but of many other important factors. First of all, objectively speak-
ing, Togliatti's line introduced the least amount of change in the
politico-institutional framework. And those changes which were deemed
indispensable followed very smoothly and without the pressure of
popular demands. The constellation of moderate and conservative
forces which had supported Badoglio's government and defended the
monarchy, if not the king himself, were obviously strengthened and
heartened by Togliatti's decision. To some extent, they were even
justified a posteriori in their resistance to the changes advocated
by the Socialists and by the Action Party. Needless to add, the in-
stitutional question was to burden the Italian political system for
two additional years.

As for the other parties' perception of the PCI and the Com-—
munist image, there is no doubt that reservations concerning the
"duplicity" of the Communist strategy found their starting point from
the "svolta di Salerno." The unscrupulousness of the Communist leader,
his almost complete disregard for the positions of the other parties of
the left, and the demonstration of PCI unity and discipline following
such a momentous decision alarmed the other parties and many sectors of

the emerging Italian political class.

Finally, Togliatti and his collaborators were fond of pointing
to the "svolta" of Salerno as a turning point in the conception of
the Communist Party as the living instrument of the revolution. From
that moment, they have claimed, the very idea of the "partito nuovo"
was born, a mass party which addresses its appeal to all sectors of
the population, a mass party which is more than a class party, a truly
national party. While this is certainly correct, there was another,
more disturbing implication of the way the "svolta" of Salerno was
decided upon, communicated, "explained," and later quickly accepted
by the Communists, especially those working in the mnorthern CLN and
in principle opposed to it. Giorgio Amendola has put it in very honest
and concise terms. Expressions of dissent against Togliatti's policy
were rapidly blocked by Togliatti himself: it was "the end of a regime
of more open discussion. This regime had had its inconveniences,
but it had accustomed us to so frank a relationship that we would not
have easily recovered."26

In sum, the "svolta'" of Salerno had positive consequences for
all those who in the domestic situation as well as with regard to
the international balance of power thought, hoped, and acted to
achieve a stable political and institutional outcome--that is, for
those who strove to keep the political struggle confined to the various
existing institutional actors: the monarchy, the Allied Military Gov-
ernment, the Soviet Union, the hexpartite government, the Church, and
the top echelons of the different parties, the PCI included. The in-
fluence of the masses remained, for the time being, suppressed.
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It was in the armed resistance movement that this influence
continued to be felt. Unfortunately, for geopolitical reasons, the
war of liberation could be conducted only in central and northern
Italy. Therefore, its political impact on those areas where it was
most needed in order to stimulate political awareness and political
mobilization and to break the chains of subordination to traditional
authorities of all kinds (the old local notables and the Mafia, the
Fascist representatives, the priests, and the new local notables)
was nil. To the well-known cleavage between north and south in eco-
nomic terms, a socio-political cleavage was added in these two fateful
years——a cleavage based on political perceptions and experiences,
which has not yet been mended.

If politics had to remain institutional politics, then it is
easy to understand why the war of national liberation was not encour-—
aged by the Allies, especially not by Churchill. General Alexander's
misguided proclamation to the partisans "to halt large-scale military
operations'" because of the impending winter (November 13, 1944) was
interpreted by many as an attempt to disband the resistance move-
ment, and as such was sternly rejected by the partisans. Notwith-
standing Alexander's motivations, there seems to be little doubt that
the partisans were seen as a destabilizing force, even more so after
the Communist-inspired uprising in Athens in December 1944,

As for the political maneuverings, two issues became paramount.
The first had to do with the purging of all those in positions of
responsibility in the fascist regime. The second concerned the role,
present and future, of the Committees of National Liberation. Both
issues were, of course, extremely important for the shaping of the
new regime and were recognized as such by the participants.

Once more Churchill played a very influential role in this
phase. First of all, he vetoed the ascent to the office of prime
minister of one of Italy's most prominent and capable statesmen, Count
Carlo Sforza. Bonomi's second cabinet therefore was weakened from
the beginning because the Socialists and the Action Party stayed away
from it. Sforza was appointed High Commissioner of Expurgation, but
he soon had to resign in order to defend himself against Churchill's
personal attacks. The result was that "the purge program ground to
a near halt by year's [1944] end. The conservatives had triumphed;
the purge machinery ceased to be a political weapon and was turned over
to the jurists who, understandably, were reluctant to apply ex post
facto legislation."2/

It is fair to add that while the conservatives clearly under-
stood the political advantage of becoming a rallying point for all those
who were thus saved from expurgation (and there were many, since, after
all, fascism had enjoyed at least a passive mass acceptance, but a
somewhat active consent among bureaucrats and numerous groups of govern-
ment employees and middle sectors), the representatives of the left-
wing party underestimated the problem. At best, they believed that
they would be able to sweep away all remnants of fascism once they
came to power.
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For different reasons and from different perspectives, the
Communists and the Socialists shared this approach, while Action Party
leaders refused to compromise and took a more adamant stance against
fascist influences. There is no doubt that the Socialists believed
that power in post-war Italy would fall into the hands of the left.
When that happened, a new political class would inevitably emerge.
Their idealistic expectation vanished very slowly. On the other
hand, while at the rank—and-file level many Communists shared the
Socialist position (something which made collaboration at this level
rather easy), at the top, Togliatti in particular showed his realism
(or the pessimism of the intelligence, as Antonio Gramsci would have
put it) by accepting as a fact of life that no full purge was possible.
In the war of attrition foreseeable for post-war Italy, therefore,
even repentant fascists should not be thrown automatically into the
arms of conservative parties. (This policy was immediately applied
to party recruitment.)

The lack of a severe, rigorous process of political expurga-
tion was especially evident in three sectors: the top ministerial
bureaucracy, the prefects, and the armed forces. Only 403 high-level
bureaucrats were retired or suspended from their offices. As for
the prefects (the real backbone of the Italian State), "the conserva-
tive request to repeal the prefects appointed by the CLN was motivated
by the need to avail oneself of 'impartial' fundtionaries, in view of
the forthcoming elections: only very few of the men appointed by the
CLN accepted the government's offer to transform themselves into career
functionaries, and the [parties of the] left aimed at the possibility
of keeping open the prospect of the institutional transformation of
the State, sacrificing the renewal of the personnel of one of the
most decisive nerves of the Italian State apparatus.'?28

As for the armed forces, the issue of their renewal had two as-
pects: on one hand was the expurgation of the officers compromised with
the fascist regime and, even worse, with the Italian Social Republic.
"The expurgation was never completed, notwithstanding the fact that
Minister of War Jacini declared in August 1945 that as many as 688
generals and 83 colonels had been retired. To tell the truth, the
selection had been made in a rather chaotic way which did not affect
the officers compromised with the past regime.'"29 On the other hand,
there was the legally sanctioned possibility for partisans to become
members of the armed forces, retaining the rank they had acquired during
the resistance struggle. Few partisans, however, took advantage of
this opportunity, while most of those who opted for an army career
encountered hostility, and were discriminated against, so that by the
end of 1947 the Italian armed forces had been reconstituted as an instru-
ment of the government more than of the new republican State.

Behind all these phenomena lay the dispute over the nature and
role of the CLN. In the north of Italy especially, these Committees
might have transformed themselves into genuine ruling organizatioms,
creating a new type of democracy largely supported by the mobilized
sector of the population and wholly outside the traditional chanmnels of
political influence. Once more, it was the division within the leftist
camp which prevented this solution from being implemented. Once more,
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the line of division passed between the Action Party, which was in
favor of a full and immediate transformation of the CLN into gov-
erning bodies, and the Communists, who pleaded the case for the
participation of the large masses organized by the major parties.

The controversy was critical. It involved three major
aspects: the timing of the socio-political changes, the nature of
the forces entitled to introduce those changes, and the very quality
of the changes. ZEmpirically related to each other, these aspects
have to be kept analytically distinct in order to appreciate the dif-
ferences of opinion (and behavior) among the parties of the left.

With regard to the timing of the changes, the Communist posi-
tion fundamentally meant the subordination of all reforms to the lib-
eration of Italy, and effectively discouraged any attempt in northern
areas to introduce irreversible political changes or changes in the
ownership of industrial companies. The Socialists and the Action Party,
in contrast, were in favor of creating conditions which would anticipate
a new structure of the State: republican, democratic, decentralized,
and with rigorous limits on private property. The Christian Democrats
were content to take advantage of the differences of opinion within
the left. This meant that their positions were not challenged and that
the past involvement of the Church in legitimizing the fascist regime
was not called into question. Moreover, the postponement of any change
after the liberation of Italy had a practical effect only in the north,
where the parties represented in the CLN were subject to pressures from
the grass—roots and where the struggle against the fascists and the
Germans had opened up new political spaces. 1In central and southern
Italy, one can speak of a rapidly achieved consolidation in terms of
power relationships and, above all, in terms of the restoration of the
socioeconomic fabric of the system.

By far the most important aspect ©f the post-1943, and especially
the post-1945, situation was the mobilization of large popular sectors
into politics. Two new parties were, so to speak, obliged to mobilize
large masses of Italians: the PCI and the DC. The Socialist Party was
also a mass party, while the Action Party, especially strong among in-
tellectuals and influential because innovative, remained a small elite
movement. Because the Communists acutely perceived that political
competition in post-war Italy would entail struggle among organized
groups, their foremost attention was addressed to the Christian Demo-
crats and the Catholic Church. Their efforts were directed toward main-
taining a good relationship, close ties, and a working agreement with
the representatives of a party (the DC) whose strength among popular
and progressive sectors they did not underestimate. What the PCI
overestimated or misjudged was the willingness of the majority of those
sectors to accept, let alone implement, incisive reforms.

The logical consequence of the Communists' policy of collabora-
tion among mass parties, the primacy given to political considerations
(and not to the dynamics of social movements), and their cool appreci-
ation of international realities led Togliatti to accept the replacement
of Action Party leader Ferruccio Parri as the first prime minister
appointed after the liberation. Parri had been a political and military
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commander of the resistance in northern Italy and was a direct ex-—
pression of the CLN. Once more, for better or worse, Togliatti pre-
ferred a simplification of the political game by allowing DC leader
Alcide De Gasperi to become prime minister. December 10, 1945 in-
augurated the era of De Gasperi governments, one which lasted until
July 28, 1953, and of DC hegemony over all successive cabinets to the
present day. More than that, Parri's overthrow signaled the deflection
of the "wind of the north"--that is, of the more radical aspirations
for social change nourished by the resistance fighters and their sup-
porters——in favor of the prudence which characterized the activities
of the parties' representatives in Rome.30

Finally, the creation of the De Gasperi government decisively
eliminated any possibility of transforming the CLN into autonomous
governing organizations. From then on, politics would largely be insti-
tutional politics, and would have to pass through well-defined insti-
tutional channels without yielding to extra-institutional pressures
or utilizing outside channels of communication and mobilization. To
this end, a formal pact of collaboration was even signed among the
three major trade-union movements (Catholic, Socialist, and Communist),
which effectively blocked the more radical demands of some groups of
northern industrial workers. The very quality of the changes to be
introduced into the ITtalian socio-political and economic system was
affected by the policy of moderation pursued at this stage by the PCI
in a very disciplined manner.

In synthesis, the resistance must be understood as a transi-
tional phase in the process toward a democratic regime, an interlude
rich in implications and potentialities. 1In approximately 18 months,
the amount of political activity and mobilization which took place
showed that fascism had not succeeded in destroying Italian civil
society and wiping out all organizational networks, as some authori-
tarian regimes in Latin America are trying to do.

It is not simply that many members of the pre-fascist Italian
political class survived the ventennio--moderate opponents such as
Croce, De Nicola, Bonomi, De Gasperi himself, living in the country
and retaining some prestige and visibility; as well as outspoken enemies
of the regime such as Salvemini, Sforza, Sturzo, Nenni, Togliatti, and
Saragat, working in exile for its delegitimation and demise. It is
also that during the oft-criticized period of Giolittian democracy
(1900-1914), quite a number of Italian political organizations--
parties and unions of the left as well as those belonging to the
Catholic world—--had been able to root themselves, to acquire the
allegiance and the support of newly politicized groups. Organizationally
and socially, and perhaps also culturally, they were rather well established
in 1919. Only through a massive use of force and subsequent repression
did fascism produce the retrenchment of this associational network and
the apparent atomization of society. (It is astonishing to note,
however, that the electoral implantation of the Socialists and Com-
munists in 1946 was closely patterned upon their electoral strength
of 1919 and 1921, with the Communists having of course made inroads
into many Socialist strongholds. As for the Christian Democrats,
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in addition to taking over the areas of traditional Catholic implan-
tation, they absorbed the votes of the many southern notables and

of the divided right. Thus, one must stress the importance of anti-
fascist activities which continued throughout the 20-year rule—-
witness the incessant operation of fascist special tribunals--in keep-
ing the loyalty and memories of the left alive, but also the role of

the Catholic Church which, enjoying a relatively free hand in the
social and cultural sectors, educated practically all of those Catholics
who would make up the Ttalian ruling class after 1945.

The persistence of partisan identification is an obvious element
of strength of the Italian case. To this one must add the impact of
the resistance. While the consequences of the mobilization it produced
were geographically limited, its political and symbolic impact was
pervasive. On the one hand, it was correctly perceived as a rehabili-
tation for Italy which showed that fascism had not corrupted all the
consciences. It was also considered a continuation of the Risorgimento
and its crowning, particularly in terms of the radically democratic
socioeconomic demands it promoted. Politically, the very existence and
diffusion of the war of national liberation made it at first inconceiv-
able and later impossible to proceed to the creation of a semi-authori-
tarian regime or to the restoration of a regime of limited democracy.

Moreover, the resistance also constituted or functioned as a
relatively large-scale experiment in accelerated political socializa-
tion and recruitment of cadres for the parties of the left, establishing
and moulding the necessary links between top national leaders and
rank-and-file followers and sympathizers. Finally, these 18 months in
which the Ttalian government enjoyed limited sovereignty, plus those
few additional months during which the Anglo-American tutelage was still
evident and influential, allowed the leaders of the different parties
enough time to get to know each other well, obliging them to act within
some ill-defined but real boundaries and to solve their conflicts, taking
advantage of a sort of safety net—--that is, without risking a breakdown
because irreconcilable differences of opinion might have activated the
intervention of the Allies.

From many points of view, therefore, the resistance was a sub-
stantially positive interlude along the path of transition to a
democratic regime: from the cleansing of the fascist experience to the
apprenticeship of political leaders who had to learn to live together.
Its importance, and its exceptionality, for the subsequent stability of the
democratic regime should not be underrated.

From Liberation to the Break-up of Tripartite Collaboration

The period from April 25, 1945 to May 1947 was characterized by
major changes in the domestic and international situations, by shifts in
the number and quality of the relevant political actors, and by a very
dynamic pace of events. All of these elements were closely intertwined.
The various international factors impinged on the Ttalian situation
particularly through the interpretations given to them by the different
Italian political actors. There were exceptions, however. Let us
start with a brief identification of the changes in the international
scene and their impact on Italy.
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I have already mentioned that the defeated Communist attempt
to take power in Greece was given an interpretation by Togliatti which
excluded any insurrectionary effort in Italy. The "Greek prospect"
was not simply a lesson drawn from those events—-it was also a cal-
culation made on the basis of the power relationships at the inter-—
national and domestic levels, with reference to the presence of Allied
troops in Italian territory until the end of 1945 (and the ease with
which they might re-enter Italy). This is not to say that Togliatti
had already renounced the prospect of seizing power, but merely that
he was perfectly aware of the international constraints and therefore
unwilling to use any means which might jeopardize his longer Lerm
perspective on the struggle for power. The insurrectionary path was
barred from the very beginning, in his mind, even though the "comrades"
were never openly and explicitly told so in that period-—-another in-
stance of "duplicity" on his part.

Chronologically, the second important event which influenced
Italian political life between the end of 1945 and the elections of
1948 was the fact that the United States replaced Great Britain as
the decisive power during that period. Churchill had played a very
active and incisive role in buttressing the monarchy, in defending
Badoglio and the continuity of the State apparatus, in downplaying the
resistance's contributions to the liberation of Italy, and in opposing
the transformation of the CLN into governing bodies. With the elec-
toral victory of the Labour Party and a declining British interest
in Ttalian affairs, American influence over Italian politics replaced
that of Britain. Contrary to Churchill's stubborn determination,
however, the Americans had no specific policy for Italy, no clear-cut
design for shaping the Italian political system. Therefore, at least
from the end of 1945 until May 1947, it was likely that autonomous
Italian initiatives might have been successful. 32

While the Communists were blocked by their allegiance to
Moscow (and by the hope that collaboration between the USSR and the
western Allies would continue) and, hence, remained very cautious in
order not to rock the boat (the Socialists had to follow suit, com-—
pelled to do so by their "Unity of Action" pact with the PCI, already
resented by some internal groups), the Christian Democrats quickly
exploited the emerging international alignments. Of course, there
were limits to a dynamic policy, but between complete subordination
to the United States (which American policy-makers did not demand
at the time) and a neutralist stance, there potentially remained enough
space for leftist forces to find a more favorable position, thus saving
their own domestic reform program.

When the Cold War started, the Italian left found itself utterly
unprepared to face its development and consequences. The immediate
outcome was the left's exclusion from the government in May 1947.

From then on, the Christian Democrats and the Catholic Church were able

to present the political struggle in Italy as a choice between civiliza-
tions. This led not only to the resounding defeat of the Popular

Front in the elections of 1948, but to a propaganda campaign to thoroughly
delegitimatize the Communist Party (as the "puppet," the "ally," the
"representative" of the Soviet Union) whose effects are still felt today.
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Perhaps there was no alternative to the PCI's close identi-
fication with the Soviet Union once the Cold War started. However,
many scholars maintain that what was not inevitable was such a
complete reliance on the United States by the Christian Democrats,
and consequently the fact that many important decisions in the field
of economic reconstruction were made with reference to American pref-
erences. Once more, it is not that the United States dictated policy
choices, but that the dominant forces in the Italian political and
economic system opted for a capitalist reconstruction in order to
obtain advantages from their allegiance to the United States.33

The advantages deriving from this kind of dependence were clear
at the time and have retained their validity to the present day. It
was not simply the possibility of participating in the European Re-
covery Program, and therefore rebuilding the Italian economy along
a purely capitalist pattern (while the left had, of course, pressed for
some nationalizations and workers had temporarily occupied some fac-
tories in the north). This was an important aspect. But more impor-
tant and--in the eyes of the dominant groups in the Italian political
system——decisive for throwing their support behind the United States
(despite the reservations which some Catholic groups always harbored
regarding the "American way of life'") was the clear perception that
the United States would protect their political power and act as a
shield against Communist subversion.

I have probably overstressed the clarity of the conservative
design and the détermination with which it was pursued. Indeed, one
ought to attribute the success of the moderate forces as much to
their more "natural' homogeneity (without detracting from the fact
that the Catholics-turned-Christian Democrats were not fully homegeneous
with the Italian capitalist class) as to the mistakes and the hetero-
geneity of the leftist forces. A sober assessment of the dynamics of
the Italian situation would probably point to differences of opinion .
and fluctuations in both the domestic aligmment of Italian moderate
forces and among U.S. policy-makers. The left was unable to exploit
the opportunities which were open for political initiatives, while
the Italian moderates and U.S. policy-makers quickly understood the
importance and necessity of an agreement as soon as the first winds
of the Cold War began to blow.

If international events and constraints shaped the framework
within which Italian political actors had to implement their strategies,
one should not forget that important changes had occurred in the
Italian domestic situation. The first was the disappearance of the
Action Party from Italian politics. With the benefits of hindsight,
one can attribute the dissolution of this party to the coming to an
end of most of the principles which the party had fought for and to
a realignment of its actual and potential electoral and political bases.

The Action Party had taken a very intransigent republican
stance (which would be vindicated by the results of the institutional
referendum of June 1946). It had advocated the transformation of
the Italian State on the basis of the structures of the CLN, con-
ceived as popular and revolutionary bodies. It had stressed the
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importance of creating Workers' Councils and the need for political
decentralization, and had supported unity among leftist forces. The
political base of the party was to be found among the middle strata
and its leadership among the progressive intellectual bourgeoisie.

Its ambition was to occupy a position in the ceunter of the party spec—
trum.

As long as Parri remained in office as prime minister, the
Action Party could indeed present itself as centrist in the Italian
political alignmment. When Parri was ousted, all of the contradictions
came to the fore. It became clear that "without the support of the
Communist Party, the reform program of the Action Party could not be
implemented,"” as Leo Valiani, then political leader and later historian
of the Party, appropriately noted. By the beginning of 1946, it was
already evident that the most ambitious proposals for the reform of
the State were doomed. Finally, not only had the Christian Democrats
succeeded in occupying the center of the political alignment, pushing
the Action Party to the left and therefore into competition with the
Socialists and the Communists, but they were undermining the Action
Party's electoral base as well. In the process of political radicali-
zation which was occurring, the Italian middle strata were increasingly
torn between the DC and the Socialist—Communist alliance, leaving no
space for the Action Party. One might also question the feasibility
of a strategy founded on the expectation that in a country such as
Italy, after 20 years of fascism, a party would find enough support
for a reform program among those middle strata, a large majority of
whom had represented the backbone of the previous regime.

For all of these reasons, the Action Party's disappearance,
following its convention in February 1946 and its poor showing in the
municipal elections of March 1946, seemed inevitable. Its political
goals appeared out of reach and its social base was evanescent. The
irruption of mass parties into the Italian political scene and the
nature of the two major Italian parties made the hypothesis of a
political struggle based on an idealized British pattern very far-
fetched--rendering the Action Party, which had cherished it, irrelevant.
Its members and leaders joined either the Socialist or Republican
parties and retained an important role in Italian politics (e.g.,

Ugo La Malfa, Francesco De Martino, Riccardo Lombardi, Emilio Lussu,
Tristano Codignola).3

Until the beginning of 1946, the parties belonging to the CLN
had collaborated on the basis of "parity"--that is, an equal allocation
of ministerial positions-—-although in few instances, some parties had
not joined the government (e.g., the Socialists and the A¢tion Party
remained outside the second government led by Bonomi). Moreover, in
many cases local administrations had remained in the hands of the
traditional local leaders, even if most of the fascist godesté (ap-
pointed mayors) had quickly been removed by the Allies.

The timing and sequence of the first free elections in post-
fascist Italy were, of course, matters of controversy. The left was
in favor of early political elections——that is, the election of a
Constituent Assembly endowed with legislative powers as well. The
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Christian Democrats and the small rightist groups favored a different
sequence: first municipal elections, then Constituent Assembly elec-
tions, in the hope of utilizing the power thus acquired at the local
level (where many non-political factors might play into the hands of
the "traditional" dominant figures and against the left) in order to
influence the outcome of the elections for the Constituent Assembly.

De Gasperi succeeded in securing the support of Alexander Kirk, the
U.S. ambassador, and municipal elections preceded national elections.
The two parties of the left, nonetheless, did very well, perhaps too
well, producing some fear among the moderate sectors of the population.
The DC also polled a large number of votes, strengthening the Communists'
inclination to consider it the representative of all those sectors
which the PCI could not reach.

The institutional issue also had to be solved through an elec-
toral consultation. In an eleventh-hour effort, Victor Emmanuel
attempted to save the monarchy by abdicating in favor of his son.
However, it was the institution itself which was considered responsible
for many unconstitutional deviations and which, as even this belated
abdication showed, played the role of rallying point for all moderate
and conservative forces. Humbert II was given the nickname "King of
May." On June 2, 1946, the dynasty of Savoy, whose historical contri-
bution had been the unification of Italy, was ousted by a popular vote
of 12,718,641 (54.26%) against the monarchy to 10,718,502 (45.72%)
in favor. The results not only reflected widespread support for con-
servative ideas, but showed that, particularly in the south, the
republican and democratic "wind of the north" had not arrived.

At the same time, the Constituent Assembly was elected. Party
fragmentation was very high: 51 lists received votes, but only 9 obtained
seats. The Christian Democrats came out on top (35.12%), followed by
the Socialists (20.72%) and the Communists (18.96%). The combined
leftist vote was therefore higher than that of the Christian Democrats.
The latter, however, occupied the central position in the political
alignment, had retained the office of prime minister, and were quickly
becoming the major object of support for the Catholic Church, the
Italian bourgeoisie, and the United States. A new historical bloc
was in the making: the Christian Democrats had already succeeded in
producing a realignment of all moderate and conservative forces around
themselves and were in the process of giving those forces cohesion
and a socio-political project based on anti-Communism and support for
capitalist reconstruction.

A final blow was dealt to the reformist hopes of some sectors
of the left: the Constituent Assembly was not given legislative powers
(the govermment retained them and the Constituent Assembly could only
play a checking role over its acts) but only the task of drafting
the Constitution. This task was very important indeed, and its
fulfillment, according to most commentators, proved to be not only
lasting but a true political monument to some of the demands which
had emerged from the resistance movement. As Piero Calamandrei, a
famous professor of law belonging to the Action Party, put it, the
republican constitution was "a promised revolution in exchange for
a revolution manquée." Approved at the end of 1947 and enacted on the



20

1st of January, 1948, the constitution represented the final act of
the uneasy collaboration between the Christian Democrats and the
Socialist-Communist group in the Assembly. So important was that
period of collaboration, and so celebrated were its results, that

to this day the Communists stress that while they do not have very
much in common with the Christian Democrats, they drafted the consti-
tution together.36

For international as well as domestic reasons, the left was
losing its momentum. At the beginning of 1947, those Socialists who
opposed the "Unity of Action" pact with the Communists split from
the PST and created what would become the Social Democratic Party
(PSDI). By May 1947, all of the intermational and domestic conditions
conducive to an easy ousting of the left from De Gasperi's government
had been created. The Cold War was rampant. Its effects were already
felt in France, where a Socialist prime minister had obliged the
Communists to leave his government. The Americans gave their approval
to De Gasperi's decision and, more than that, promised their financial
and "ideological" backing. The era of the tripartite arrangement
was over and the seeds of centrismo, of centrist governments with
Liberals, Christian Democrats, Republicans, and Social Democrats were
planted. This coalitional formula would dominate Italian political
life until the early 1960s.37

In this climate, the elections of April 18, 1948 merely sanc-
tioned a fait accompli. They did so with the high visibility and great
reliability that only hard electoral data can provide. For the first
and, so far, only time in the history of the Italiam republic, a party,
the DC, polled enough votes to secure an absolute majority of seats in
the House of Deputies (elected according to proportional representation).
United in a Popular Front list, heavily damaged by the Communist coup
d'état in Prague in February, the Socialists and Communists lost more
than 77 of their combined 1946 votes. Not only had the founding coalition
of the republic come to an end, but two of the most important partici-
pants were now relegated to the role of secondary actors.38

What was accomplished by the Christian Democrats in this period
was fundamentally the reorganization and consolidation of a powerful
center. In the south (including the city of Rome), and in the various
State branches, the bureaucracy, the judiciary, and the armed forces,
the center-right had not been challenged, and enjoyed a head start.
Togliatti's acknowledgment that De Gasperi, as representative of the
majority party, was entitled to form a govermment was a boost for
the entire center-right alignment, which found, if not a spokesman,
certainly a powerful point of reference. On the other hand, the
left showed itself to be divided on some important issues (the insti-
tutional questions, the politics of alliances, governmental collaboration),
and it would remain divided on many other issues (the insertion of the
Lateran Pacts into the Italian constitution, the Concordat with the
Church, the relationship with the trade-union movement). Moreover,
it underwent a process of political fragmentation with the decline
and disappearance of the Action Party and with the Social-Democratic
split in January 1947, which deprived the PSI of at least one-fourth of
its votes and members and helped to establish the conditiomns for a
splitting of the labor movement.
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Utmost in Togliatti's mind, however, was the search for a
credible and powerful interlocutor empowered to speak for the interests
of the Catholics, large sectors of the popular classes, and the
petty bourgeoisie (the ghost of fascism loomed large in Togliatti's
mind). While this strategy might have prevented a bloody show-down
with the right and avoided a sharp limitation of democratic rights
and electoral competition, it certainly underestimated and did not
anticipate the regrouping of the landowning classes and the industrial
bourgeoisie around the DC.

Moreover, since Togliatti openly supported the efforts of
Communist trade unionists to take full control of the unified trade-
union movement while at the same time disavowing and discouraging
those workers' groups which wanted to expropriate some factories,
his strategy remained confined within more or less defined, but
contradictory, institutional boundaries. Yet it was widely perceived
as a purely opportunistic strategy. In fact, the PCI resorted to
more militant tactics of mobilization at the end of 1947 and in late
1948, when national political power seemed out of reach, and the net
result was to increase the fears and hostilities of the center-right
without obtaining significant social or institutional advantages.

Throughout this period, the hardening of relations between the
United States and the USSR reduced the left's opportunities to be per-
ceived as a viable and non-dangerous political alternative. One might
even speculate that, because of the international climate, Togliatti
would have preferred a continuation of the tripartite coalition to
a thin electoral majority for the left. He was painfully aware that
the Popular Front would have been unable to govern if confronted with
American hostility, lack of cooperation from the State apparatus, and
the outright opposition of the DC and the Church. However, the abrupt
end of the tripartite arrangement, the electoral defeat, and the split
of the labor movement obliged the Communist leader to follow the in-
clination of many militants and resort to very aggressive opposition
tactics, in Parliament and in the squares.

A Successful Transition?:
"Cid che é stato conquistato non & perduto39

A balanced assessment of a transition from authoritarianism
to democracy is always a difficult task, not only because it requires
precise analytical standards, but also because the protagonists and
the scholars are the bearers of wide political and ideological dif-
ferences as to the desirability and the very feasibility of specific
outcomes. While one should avoid oversimplifications and deceivingly
simple dichotomies (restoration vs. revolution, but also authoritarianism
vs. democracy), the Italian debate has taken some time to go beyond
this stage. Some remnants of easy definitions and misguided accusations
are still present in the debate among scholars and politicians. I will
try to avoid them, and instead offer some considerations in a comparative
perspective.
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There can be no doubt that a transition from an authoritarian
regime to a democratic one was accomplished in Italy, and that it was
essentially the work of domestic forces. There is widespread, almost
universal, agreement concerning the success achieved by democratic
groups in defeating the representatives of the past regime in their
attempts to prevent the democratization process, both by hindering the
mobilization of new political forces and by retaining the monarchist
institutional arrangement. The very emergence of mass parties, out of
the resistance struggle and the efforts of Communist and Catholic or-
ganizers (the Socialists were already a mass party before fascism)
provided the opportunity for expanded electoral and political partici-
pation. This is the most novel component of the Italian political
system and at the same time the most important in explaining the per-
sistence of the republican regime despite the many difficulties en-
countered and created by Italian democracy.

Differences of opinion exist and disagreements persist in evaluating
the defeat of the Popular Front in its bid for power in the 1948 elec-
tions. While it might sound "impolitic" to say so, it is likely that
the democratic regime was saved by the defeat of the Popular Front (I
would not go so far as to say "by the victory of the Christian Democrats,"
since other outcomes in the distribution of votes were conceivable).

Due to the international situation, in light of the strength of domestic
forces opposing "communism," and, to be sure, taking into account the
tactical and strategic postures of the PCI itself, a left-wing coalition
would have found it extremely difficult to govern. Under tremendous
internal and outside pressures, the coalition dominated by the PCI,

at that time very loyal to the Soviet Union and organizationally cen-
tralized and politically "extremist," might have resorted to undemo-
cratic deviations, further polarizing the domestic situation. Perhaps,

malgré lui, and probably against the intentions of most Socialist and

Communist leaders.

The consideration that the left-wing path was the most difficult
to tread leads to a brief evaluation of the overall results of the
Italian transition. Two extreme positions have been taken--on the one
hand, by those who speak of the '"resistance betrayed," and on the other,
by those who stress that the outcome achieved in 1948 was, if not the
best possible outcome, certainly one of the best,l-*O and almost pre-
determined anyway, in the light of the circumstances (though more in
its limits than in its configuration).

In the abstract, of course, it is clear that not all of the
ideals of the leftist groups active during the resistance have been
put into practice. The Communists' obsession with a continued col-
laboration with the Christian Democrats, with their strategy of
political and social alliances, entailed a very high price in terms
of socioeconomic reforms. Thus, for instance, more control by the
workers over the production process in their own companies, better
protection over working conditions, and decentralized bargaining were
postponed or renounced until it was too late.
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In between the restoration of a capitalist system and a revolu-
tion and the creation of a socialist system, there lie many more or
less satisfactory options. The time and the ground for a revolution
were not available, but opportunities for restructuring the Italian
socioeconomic system were not exploited with determination and foresight.
In particular,4l the Communists utilized their working—class support
to buttress political goals, essentially their govermmental role, and
not to pursue the establishment of better conditions for the workers
in many local areas and industrial companies. Defeated at the national
level and ousted from the govermment, they found themselves with poor
leverage in the industrial sector--that 1s, powerful in their opposition,
but powerless in their capacity to introduce changes. Thus, most of
their energies had to go to the defense of positions, at the level of
socioeconomic democracy, which had not been institutionalized when it
was possible and which were easily rejected because of the new power
relations. The 1950s represented the worst period for the organized
working class and the many migrant workers.

The Italian political system was fully liberalized, if by this
we mean the creation of a parliamentary democracy based on free elections,
a reasonable protection of civil rights, and due process of law. But
it was not democratized, if we refer to a process of expansion of
democratic procedures in the socioeconomic field and in the workings
of the State apparatus. Indeed, some pre-fascist or even fascist
features were reacquired or retained. Thus, one can speak of limited
democratization, a process subject to reversals but also to gains,
but also of a limited democracy, at least formally--the PCI was long
considered a non-viable political alternative.

What was not gained reflects the strength of the conservative forces
as much as the limits of the left's approach and analysis vis-a-vis the
problems of democratization. Fundamentally, the left proved unable
to go beyond two major formulae: the first based on the idea of political
decentralization ("la Repubblica delle autonomie') and workers'
councils (in more modern terms: autogestion or self-management), and
the second defined as '"progressive democracy." But the left was not
even united in the pursuit of these two goals.

The first formula was put forward by the Action Party, and
was therefore doomed as soon as the Party disappeared, probably even
before then. The Socialists and Communists were largely in favor
of a centralized State; moreover, due to their control over the
organized working class and their overall strategy concerning the
role of the trade unions, they remained essentially opposed to any
proposal which might increase the decision-making power of the workers
regardless of their union affiliation. The Action Party formula showed
itself to be, on the one hand, too modern, and on the other, without
the necessary support of the workers, encapsulated by the Socialists
and the Communists or tied to a somewhat anachronistic Catholic doctrine
of "solidarity."

The Communist formula of a "progressive democracy" was very vague
and obscure precisely in institutional terms. That is, either the
Communists had in mind something resembling a "proletarian democracy"
or "popular democracy," which would scare most potential partners, or
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they simply envisaged a regime characterized by the powerful presence of
the masses organized by the Communist Party, the partito nuovo. But
then, the institutional shell would appear to be, with some ambiguities,
still a representative regime. This was in fact the definition given
during the electoral campaign of 1946: "a democratic republic of manual
and intellectual workers ruled by a representative parliamentary regime."42

It is somewhat surprising, therefore, that the actual text of
the constitution also contains, in addition to some traditional features
(a bicameral Parliament, a Constitutional Court), many provisions dealing
with the social aspects of private property, and with citizens' rights and
not only duties-—a constitution which is, as Calamandrei stressed,
projected into the future, providing a framework which accommodates poli-
tical struggles and makes room for progressive changes.43

All this said, however, having pointed out the various novelties
of the Italian republic, one must be aware that considerable continuities
with the past persisted. The State apparatus, in its multiple components,
was largely able to survive and to thrive--so much so that it has re-
vealed itself as the major stumbling block against which all reform pro-
posals have run aground. It might therefore be appropriate to quote
the sad words of a disillusioned protagonist of the resistance:

After the insurrection, a new State might have been
built in which De Gasperi would have remained in the opposi-
tion. The Socialists and the Communists, who would have to
be the most important leaders, did not believe in it. One
might also have restored the old pre-fascist State, provided
the political class were renewed. De Gasperi believed in
it. One could not do what the Socialists and the Communists
believed--to keep indefinitely the interregnum of a weak
State, always ready to yield to the pressures of the organized
masses. De Gasperi put himself at work to restore the old
State and was successful with the forced consent of the
Socialists and the Communists themselves. He wanted to re-—
juvenate the political class and was successful, gradually
dividing almost one half of the Socialists from the Communists
and absorbing the former into the State of the restoration.44

Concluding Remarks

Italy partakes of northern Europe and southern Europe in its
geography, in its secioceconomic structure, and in its political dynamics.
Even the process of transition to a democratic regime provides an in-
stance of the difficulty of locating the Italian case among other
southern European cases. The authoritarian regime did not last as long
as in the Portuguese or Spanish cases, while politiecal instability and
the role of the military have loomed much less significant than in the
Greek case.

In Italy, the assets conducive to the demise of fascism were
generally more numerous than in other southern European cases and in
Latin America. Specifically, Italy could count on a democratic past,
the traditions and the organizations associated with it, and (in the last,
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decisive phase) a supportive international climate. Also important
was the relentless struggle against fascism by its opponents in Italy
and in exile. Finally, the resistance movement, the accelerated
politicization of a new generation, the experiences and memories of

a profound moral renewal, constituted one additional, probably irre-
peatable, phenomenon.

These aspects explain why it was possible to overthrow the
fascist regime and to start a process of transition to a democratic
one. The democratic outcome, however, was not predetermined--cer-
tainly not in the very first phase when it was harshly resisted, more
than by the forces associated with fascism, by the king and his military-
civilian entourage which hoped for a stalemate of the process. The
decisive blow to these hopes was dealt by the emergence and re-emergence
of organized political parties. Relevant too, in a comparative per-—
spective, is the fact that the armed forces had not been the ruling
group, that they lacked any tradition of political involvement, were
without a charismatic leader, and did not enjoy any support coming
out of a defeat in war. Institutionally, the moderate and conservative
forces did not offer a united, cohesive front. Moreover, they could
not hope to be able to create one around a discredited monarchy, without
the support of a well-organized party. When it became clear that, even
with some ambiguities, the Christian Democrats were unwilling to play
the role of unifying center for them, the majority of the conserva-
tives still decided, tactically, to support the DC. This support
helped to solidify the conservative front at the same time that it
isolated the reactionary elements.

The organization and reorganization of social, political, and
economic groups were facilitated by the relative lack of success which
fascism had met in trying to destroy or wipe out civil society or
accomplish a Gleichschaltung. Where success was achieved, as in Ger-
mahy, democracy had to be imported. Moreover, the decisive impulse
for a complete political reorganization came from the resistance move-
ment. This period, a very productive interlude between the demise of
the authoritarian regime and the inauguration of the democratic one,
acquires even more relevance if one assesses all of its positive con-
tributions. In particular, it created and strengthened a core of central
values common to the major political forces, most of whom found an
almost immediate tramslation into the constitution.

A final and very important asset of the Italian transition was
the constitution itself. Its profoundly democratic character, its
progressive potentialities, the very manner in which it was drafted
and enacted, gave the major political forces a sense of involvement
which cemented the democratic fabric of the country. With specific
reference to the constitution, but also in more general terms, one
can maintain that in this founding period the political leaders of all
parties showed themselves to be much more advanced and farsighted
than some socioeconomic institutions and groups, such as the Church
and Confindustria (National Association of Manufacturers), which were
largely dominated by very conservative spokesmen, whose supremacy might
have produced intolerable tensions straining the system to the very
breaking point, and whose power certainly delayed further democratic
gains.
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Perhaps the most important element of all was that the transi-
tion was piloted by the three major political groups, while at the same
time countervailing powers remained dominant in their respective arenas:
the Church in the socio-religious sector, Confindustria in the economic
sector. The state of relative equilibrium, the uncertainty of the
various competing groups about the quantity and quality of resources
in the hands of the other groups, the probable risks to be encountered
in an open, head-on confrontation, produced a situation of restraint
among the successful (the DC, the Church, Confindustria) and of con-
fidence among the defeated (the PCI and the PSI, the unions, the leftist
intelligentsia). Therefore, it was not so much the defeat of the left
which assured a successful inauguration of the democratic regime and
its institutionalization, but the conviction that the outcome of the
process was after all acceptable (and binding), that it allowed the left
to enjoy positions of power in the many local municipalities and among
many social and political organizations, chiefly the trade unions, and
that it offered the prospects for significant changes and major improve-
ments. The cards were not fixed.

Finally, Italy's regional position in the international system
obviously acted as a constraint on the dynamics of the domestic political
struggle. It set clear limits to socioeconomic transformations; it
gave advantages to the forces locating themselves, more or less oppor-
tunistically, on the side of the "West." But it also, in the very first
phase, worked to the advantage of those who intended to consolidate a
democratic regime. If there is a lesson here, it is that the inter-
national climate can provide the impetus for the transition, but it
cannot produce a successful democratic outcome unless many other condi-
tions are simultaneously present. The best foreseeable outcome remains
the one which creates a situation of relative uncertainty for all poli-
tical forces and of clear risks for those forces trying to subvert the
process of democratization. It is like walking on a tightrope, and
those who do the walking are as important as those who may shake the
tightrope or shout and hinder them.
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