
















x GRAMSCI: POLITICAL WRITI GS 1910-1920 

quintals in 191 1-13 to 38 million in 1920, and 40 per cent of the 

balance of payments deficit was accounted for by food imports; 

production dropped after the war by 40 per cent in the engineering 

industries, 20 per cent in chemicals, 15 per cent in mining etc.; coal 

prices were over 16 times higher in 1920 than they had been in 1913; 

and so on) to which successive governments seemed to have no 

solution. The political crisis of the old order was manifest: incapable of 

creating any coherent political party with a stable structure mass base 

or clear programme, the shifting cliques of'notables in parliament, with 

their personal followings, clientele and hired vote-gathering enforcers 

appeared impotent either to control the worsening economic situation 
or to confront the inexorable growth of the socialist forces. 

At the same time the PSI had become the largest single party at the 
November 1919 elections, with 156 seats out of a total of 508. 

Membership of the Socialist trade-union federation (CGL) rose from 

250,000 to two million between the end of the war and 1920. Moreover, 

in words at least, the Socialist Party stood for Revolution and Soviets 
and the workers in the main industrial centres had shown in repeated 
actions that they were a formidably militant force. For the 
insurrectionary uprising in Turin in August 1917 the great general 
strike which created a situation of dual power throughout Piedmont for 
eleven days in April 1920 and the occupation of factories in all the main 
industrial centres of Northern Italy in August-September of the same 
year were fresh in the memories of all. These massive proletarian 
actions had failed, yet was that not essentially for want of firm 
revolutionary leadership on a national scale: in short, a party? And if 
the PSI, despite its formal adherence to the Third International was not 
prepared to become, or capable of becoming that party, by applying 

the Comintern's twenty-one conditions, expelling the reformists and 
putting its own inflammatory rhetoric into practice, then a new 
Communist Party would take its place and lead the Italian proletariat to 
victory. 

However, in reality, the revolutionary moment had passed. The 
occupation of the factories was itself essentially defensive in character. 
The refusal of the PSI to extend the April strike nationally marked a 
decisive turning-point. And the party's failure in the post-war period 
either to tap the revolutionary potential of the agricultural proletariat 
and peasantry or to channel the resentments of the urban petty 
bourgeoisie in a socialist direction had irreversible consequences for the 
balance of class forces. That autumn of 1920 saw the transformation of 
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fascism from a marginal to a mass phenomenon. Fascist squads began 
to carry out raids on behalf of the landowners of North and Central 
Italy, against both the Socialist and Catholic peasant associations and 

against socialist-controlled municipalities such as that of Bologna or 

socialist papers such as the Trieste daily II Lavoratore. Twenty years of 
reaction were just beginning. Gramsci had written presciently in April 

1920 (see p. 191 below): "The present phase of the class struggle in Italy 
is the phase that precedes: either the conquest of political power on the 
part of the revolutionary proletariat and the transition to new modes of 
production and distribution that will set the stage for a recovery in 

productivity - or a tremendous reaction on the part of the propertied 
classes and governing caste. No violence will be spared in subjecting the 

industrial and agricultural proletariat to servile labour: there will be a 

bid to smash once and for all the working class's organs of political 
struggle (the Socialist Party) and to incorporate its organs of economic 

resistance (the trade unions and co-operatives) into the machinery of 
the bourgeois State." By the end of 1920, Gramsci's second alternative 
was coming to pass - though he and the first generation of Italian 
communists were to spend the next six years in a grim fight to the death 
premised on the assertion that the former was still on the agenda. 

This momentous decade, then, was the period of Gramsci's basic 
political formation. When he arrived in Turin in 1911, on a scholarship 
for poor children from Sardinia, his political ideas (reflected in the liceo 

essay "Oppressed and Oppressors" printed here) were probably fairly 
typical of the "southernist" melange of liberal and socialist themes 

which was so prevalent throughout the South and the Islands in the 
years preceding the War. Although Gramsci was quickly to shed any 

leanings in the direction of Sardinian nationalism when he came into 
contact with the proletarian reality of Italy's most advanced industrial 
city, he was never to lose his concern with the "Southern problem". The 
violent social upheaval that had swept Sardinia in 1906 - affecting 
peasant masses, urban workers and miners alike and brutally repressed 
by mainland troops - had been his first experience of class struggle; it 
had been the crucial stimulus impelling him towards revolutionary 
politics. 

It was in Turin, however, that Gramsci became a socialist,joining the 
party towards the end of 1913. Soon after arriving in the city, he had 

struck up a friendship with Angelo Tasca, a fellow student, the son of a 
railway-worker, born in the same year as himself and active in the 
Socialist Party since 1909. Tasca was probably the decisive influence in 
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as to the significance of the balance of forces within the PSI. He was to 
regard the Livorno split, in which the communist fraction took only a 
minority of the PSI with it into the new Party, as "the greatest triumph 
of reaction" - whereas for Bordiga, the question of trying to win a 
majority had never so much as been posed. Reading what Gramsci 
wrote in a text like "Predictions" (see pp. 356-9 below), it is hard not to 
conclude that he was at heart convinced that the revolutionary moment 
had passed, and that a period of reaction lay ahead. In the years that 
followed he was not always to be so lucid in his recognition of the 
realities of the situation. Or at least, not so explicit. But now in contrast 
to the texts of the preceding years collected here, animated by the belief 
that a revolutionary situation existed and what was needed was a 
subjective effort of will, there is an unmistakable note of stoical 
resignation to the inevitable in "Predictions", despite the invocation of 
the Communist Party in the final paragraph. 

So how should one judge these texts of the "Red Years"? In a sense, 
of course, texts written in the conviction that revolution is possible, is 
immediately on the agenda, inevitably take on a tragic aspect when the 
historical moment has passed; when the reader knows with hindsight 
that not revolution but black reaction was in store. When the author 
was himself destined to die a victim of that reaction, this tragic aspect is 
redoubled. Yet it wouJd be quite wrong to read these texts simply as the 
record of a tragic illusion. For quite apart from the question - which 
can, of course, never finally be settled - of what was possible in Italy in 
1919-20, the problems with which Gramsci sought to grapple are those 
which must arise in any pre-revolutionary situation. What kind of party 
is needed to organize the revolution? What role do the trade unions
quintessential expression of the class s corporative interest - play? 
What are the soviet bodies that can incorporate the whole working 
class? What allies can the proletariat win? What are the cultural and 
moral prerequisites for a successful revolution? What are the material 
prerequisites? To what extent, and in what conditions, can workers 
control production prior to the overthrow of capitalism? What is the 
potential significance of such control? 

In any case, Gramsci was more free of illusions than most. His stark 
presentation of the alternative perspectives that faced the Italian 
working class in early 1920 has already been quoted. Neither during the 
April 1920 general strike nor during the August/September 1920 

occupation of the factories did he succumb to facile optimism. In 
"Superstition and Reality", one of the many important texts which 
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pace did not allow to be included in this volume, written immediately 
after the April strike, he wrote: 'The Turin working class was defeated 
and could not but be defeated. The Turin working class was dragged 
into the struggle; it had no freedom of choice, it could not postpone the 
day of the conflict because the initiative in the class war still belongs to 
the capitalists and to the power of the bourgeois State." And in "The 
Occupation" (pp. 326-9 below), written while the main factories of 

orth Italy were in the hands of the workers, his entire concern was to 
warn against comfortable illusions. Not for nothing did L 'Ordine 

/lOVO print Romain Rolland's watchword "Pessimism of the 
intelligence, optimism of the will" at the head of each issue. 

• • • 

I have not tried in this Introduction to duplicate the historical narrative 
background to this period provided in the General Introduction to 
Selections from the Prison Notebooks, particularly in view of the fact 
that - in addition to Giuseppe Fiori's admirable biography and John 
Cammett's Gramsci and the Origins of Italian Communism which were 
already' available to English-language readers before the Selections 

appeared - the history of the period is now also covered in Gwyn 
Williams's well-<iocumented Proletarian Order and Paolo Spriano's 
The Occupation of the Factories. There seemed little point in going over 
the same ground yet again, so I have simply tried - very briefly - to 
provide a framework for assessing the significance of the texts 
translated in this volume. I should like to take this opportunity of 
thanking Roger Simon for the assistance and encouragement he has 
given as the responsible editor at Lawrence & Wishart since the idea of 
a selection of Gramsci's political writings was first put forward. 


















































































































































































































































































































































































































