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The
text we publish here in English is an adaptation of a study that
first appeared in 1990 in “La
Gauche Communiste”, issues 18-19, 20-21 and 22-23, then translated
into Italian in “Il
Partito Comunista” in issues 187-195 of 1990, and finally in
English in “Communist
Left”, from issue 4 of 1991 to issue 25-26.



On
February 23, 1919 in Il Soviet, the press organ of the
Communist Abstentionist Fraction (the split within the Italian
Socialist Party had not yet occurred) was published a short note, but
with an extremely significant title: “Bolshevism, a plant of
every climate”.


The
article highlighted how Bolshevism was not a Russian phenomenon, but
an international one, because Bolshevism and revolutionary Marxism
were the same thing.


«In
order to combat patriotic prejudices and the sophism of the “defense
of the nation”, we did not wait for Lenin and the Bolsheviks, our
comrades in faith and tendency for many years, to succeed in
triumphing in Russia; and even without their glorious and luminous
example, the day historical events led us to victory, we would have
done as they did. Precisely because we and they worked and work for
the same program, for the class struggle that denies national
solidarity, for revolutionary socialism, for the conquest of power
and for the proletarian dictatorship, for those who have no
fatherland. For this doctrine and method were not improvised in 1917
[...] but since 1847 had been proclaimed by the Socialist
International; and we who, as the left wing of the Russian
Social-Democrats, were and are against all later revisions of
Marxism, were inspired by that program [...]



«Bolshevism
lives in Italy, and not as an imported article, because socialism
lives and struggles wherever there are exploited people fighting for
their own emancipation.



«In
Russia it has made its first grandiose affirmation, and we, finding
our entire program in the formidable developments of the Russian
Revolution, have written at the top of these columns the magic Slavic
word: Soviet,
which has become the symbol of the International Revolution».


And
what was written in the article was confirmed by the facts.


In
the whirlwind of the First World War, which involved practically all
the parties of the Second International and the great trade union
confederations, if in Italy the Socialist Party was saved from
plunging into open betrayal, it was not as much due to its own merit
as to the work of the national bourgeoisie which, not having yet
decided to which of the two warring coalitions it would sell the
flesh of its proletarians, had initially declared itself neutral. In
fact, except for a small number of nationalists, when the war seemed
inevitable the Italian people, of every social class, sided with the
neutrality.


In
the meantime, bourgeois diplomacy opened negotiations with both
warring coalitions, trying to obtain as advantageous a position as
possible. Not satisfied with the offers of the Austro-Germans, with
whom it was linked by a pact of alliance, it ended up entering the
war on the side of the Entente, signing the “Treaty of
London” on April 26, 1915. These events were preceded by an intense
interventionist campaign in which the utmost important role was
played by the man who until a few days before had been recognized as
the leader of the intransigent revolutionary current: Benito
Mussolini.


After
having opportunistically vacillated on the matter, held back by the
left wing of the party, Mussolini openly went to the side of the
class enemy and founded his own newspaper, Il Popolo d’Italia.
Naturally, he presented his adhesion to the war as “revolutionary”,
as a means of opening the road of emancipation to the masses of
workers. It’s not pleasant to admit it, but both Antonio Gramsci
and Palmiro Togliatti, future leaders of the degenerating Communist
Party of Italy, adhered to this thesis.


However,
only an insignificant minority of party members followed Mussolini,
the vast majority refrained from joining the war. It was said that
the Italian Socialist Party had “saved
its soul” for not having joined the war. But the “non-adherence”,
when it is not accompanied by a vigorous opposition, is nothing but a
hypocritical mask that leaves to the capitalist State
and the bourgeoisie every freedom to trap the proletariat militarily
and send it to the slaughter on the battlefields. Lazzari’s equivocal
formula, adopted by the “revolutionary”
party leadership, of “neither
adhering to nor sabotaging the war”, in fact represented nothing
more than the capitulation of the party to the needs of
national imperialism.


This
conciliatory line was opposed by the intransigent wing of the party,
which would later organize itself into the Abstentionist Fraction.


The
Communist Abstentionist Fraction will write its first letter to the
Communist International on November 10, 1919: «During
the whole period of the war there was within the Party a strong
radical movement which opposed the mild policy of the parliamentary
group, of the General Confederation of Labor – perfectly reformist
– and of the Party Directorate itself, although it was intransigent
revolutionary according to the decisions of the pre-war congresses.
The Directorate was always divided into two currents in front of the
problem of the war; the right-wing headed by Lazzari, author of the
formula “neither
adhere nor sabotage the war”; the left-wing was headed by Serrati,
director of Avanti!.
In all the meetings held during the war, however, the two currents
presented themselves in solidarity with each other, and while they
had reservations about the behavior of the parliamentary group, the
“left-wing” didn’t oppose it. Left-wing elements outside the
Executive fought against this misunderstanding, aiming at splitting
the reformists of the group from the Party and taking a more
revolutionary attitude».


At
the third congress of the Communist Party of Italy (PCd’I), held in
Lyon in 1926, when by then the leadership of the party was in the
hands of Gramsci and Togliatti, we had to recall how «during
the World War, if the entire party, or almost the entire party
[referring to Gramsci and Togliatti, ed] opposed a policy of ‘sacred
union’, within it was even better detectable the activity of a
clear extreme left, which in the meetings of Bologna (May 1915), Rome
(February 1917), Florence (November 1917) and at the Rome Congress in
1918, supported Leninist directives such as the denial of national
defense and revolutionary defeatism, the use of the defeat for the
setting up of the problem of power, the incessant struggle and the
request for expulsion from the party against the opportunist leaders,
trade unions and parliamentarians.



«Immediately
after the war the directive of the extreme left was brought to life
in the newspaper Il Soviet which was the first to set out and
defend the directives of the Russian revolution denying its
anti-Marxist [Allusion to Gramsci’s Article “The Revolution
Against Capital” of January 1918, ed], opportunist, syndicalist and
anarchist interpretations, and correctly posing the essential
problems of the proletarian dictatorship and the task of the party,
supporting from moment one a split away from the socialist party».


In
March 1919 the first congress of the Third International was held in
Russia. No representative of our fraction was then able to
participate in that historic meeting, but we were present in 1920 at
the Second, real founding congress, where we played an important role
by making a significant contribution from both theoretical and
tactical point of view.


But
already after the First Congress of Moscow, the Communist
Abstentionist Fraction had tried to get in touch with the Third
International by sending two successive letters, together with a
collection of issues of Il Soviet; the first one, which we
have mentioned, is dated November 10, 1919, and the second is from
January 10, 1920. Unfortunately neither of them reached their
destination because they were intercepted by the police.


However,
we are interested in their contents. The fraction presented itself
with these words: «Our
fraction was formed after the Bologna Congress of the Italian
Socialist Party (October 6-10, 1919) but had begun its propaganda
through the Neapolitan newspaper Il
Soviet, and then
held a conference in Rome on July 6, 1919 in which the program was
approved and then presented at the Congress [...] After the war,
apparently the whole Party took a “maximalist”
direction by joining the Third International. The Party’s attitude,
however, was not satisfactory from the Communist point of view [here
the letter refers to the reading of the attached papers, ed.]



«[...]
Immediately we, with other comrades from all over Italy, moved
towards electoral abstentionism, which we supported at the Bologna
Congress. We wish it to be clear that at the Congress we were divided
from the rest of the Party not only on the electoral question, but
also on that of the split in the Party [...] “The
“maximalist-electionist” fraction, which won at the
Congress, had also accepted the thesis of the incompatibility of
remaining in the Party of the reformists, but renounced it for purely
electoral considerations despite the anti-communist speeches of
Turati and Treves».


Examining
the parliamentary question, the letter continued: «Parliamentary
democracy in Western countries takes such forms that it constitutes
the most formidable weapon for the deviation of the revolutionary
movement of the proletariat [...]. The left wing of our party has
been engaged since 1910-1911 in a polemic and struggle against
bourgeois democracy, and this experience leads to the conclusion that
in the present revolutionary period in the world, all contact with
the democratic system must be severed [...] We attach importance to
the question of electoral action and we think that it is not in
accordance with communist principles to leave the decision on this
matter to the individual parties of the 3rd International. The
International Communist Party should examine and solve this problem».


With
regard to the Party it was specified: «Today
we aim to work towards the establishment of a truly communist party,
and our fraction within the PSI is working on this [...] It should be
noted that we are not in relations of collaboration with movements
outside the party: anarchists and syndicalists, because they follow
non-communist principles and are against the proletarian
dictatorship, indeed they accuse us of being more authoritarian and
centralizing than the other maximalists of the party. See the
controversy about it
in Il
Soviet».


Avanti!
carried a letter
from Lenin addressed to the German Communists on December 30 or 31,
1919 (depending on its local editions). In his letter Lenin
reiterated the necessity of the struggle against all deviations from
revolutionary Marxism, regardless of how they’re disguised. «The
Scheidemanns, the Kautskys, the Frederick Adlers – whatever the
difference between those gentlemen from the point of view of personal
honesty – have shown themselves to be petty-bourgeois, traitors to
the proletariat, allies of the bourgeoisie. They all subscribed to
the 1912 Basel manifesto in the imminence of the imperialist war,
they all spoke of “proletarian
revolution” and they all present themselves to us today as
petty-bourgeois democrats, as standard-bearers of the bourgeois
republic, as democratic illusionists, as helpers of the
counter-revolutionary bourgeoisie [...] Through direct and frank
criticism we shall soon come to wipe out all traitors to socialism in
every country, by means of the Marxist-educated working masses, for
there are some in every country».


In
the same letter Lenin reiterated the concept of the necessity of
parliamentary participation, as well as of not leaving the yellow
unions, however reactionary they were, but he admitted that
«differences
of opinion among communists [...] are differences between
representatives of the same movement which is growing in an
incredible way [...] On such a basis differences of opinion are not a
danger. They are the crisis of growth and not the weakness of old
age.” It also reiterated the absolute necessity of “uniting
illegal and legal work, of giving a systematic and strong control of
the legal activity by means of the illegal Party and its
organizations».


The
second letter which the Abstentionist Fraction addressed to the Third
International took its cue precisely from Lenin’s appeal.


«The
purpose of this letter is to submit to you some remarks to Comrade
Lenin’s letter to the German Communists, which the December 31, 1919
issue of Avanti!
reported from the 20th December issue of Rote Fahne, in order to make
it very clear to you what our political attitude is [...] The Italian
[Socialist] Party is not a Communist party and not even a
revolutionary one; the same “maximalist
electoralist” majority is, rather, on the ground of the German
independents. At the congress [of Bologna, ed.] we were divided from
it not only by the electoral tactics but also by the proposal to
exclude the reformists led by Turati from the party».


Regarding
Lenin’s criticism of the German “leftists”,
the Fraction clarified: «Programmatically,
our point of view has nothing to do with anarchism and syndicalism.
We are advocates of the strong and centralized Marxist political
party of which Lenin speaks, indeed we assert this conception more
tenaciously than anyone in the maximalist camp. We do not advocate
the boycott of the trade unions but their conquest by the Communists,
and our directives are those which we read in a report by Comrade
Zinoviev to the Russian Communist Party Congress published in the
January 1st issue of Avanti!».


We
reproduce in full the part of the letter devoted to the position of
the Fraction on electoralism and parliamentarism:



«We
are for the participation in elections of any representation of the
working class in which only workers take part. On the other hand, we
are openly opposed to the participation of communists in elections to
parliaments, municipal or provincial councils or bourgeois
constituencies, because we believe that revolutionary work cannot be
done in such bodies, and we believe that electoral action and
preparation hinder the formation of communist consciousness in the
working masses and the preparation for proletarian dictatorship in
antithesis to bourgeois democracy.



«Participating
in such bodies and avoiding social-democratic and collaborationist
deviations, is a solution that does not really exist in the present
historical period [...]



«Parliamentary
intransigence was feasible, always, however, amidst continual shocks
and difficulties, in the non-revolutionary period, when the conquest
of power by the working class was not envisaged as possible; and the
difficulties of parliamentary action are all the greater the more the
regime and the composition of parliament itself have a traditional
democratic character. It is by these criteria that we would judge
comparisons with the participation of the Bolsheviks in the Duma
elections after 1905.



«The
tactic followed by the Russian comrades of participating in the
elections to the Constituent Assembly and then forcibly dissolving
this same assembly, even if it did not constitute an unfavorable
condition for success, would be dangerous in countries where
parliamentary representation, instead of being a recent formation, is
an institution that’s been firmly established for a long time and
rooted in the consciousness and habits of the proletariat itself
[...].



«We
contrast electoral activity with the violent conquest of political
power by the proletariat for the formation of the Soviet Republic
[Republic of Workers’ Councils, translator’s note], and therefore
our abstentionism does not descend from a denial of the necessity of
a centralized revolutionary government».


Reference
is then made to the Italian Socialist Party: «The
general elections of November 16, also carried out by the PSI on the
platform of maximalism, have once again proven that electoral action
excludes and makes one forget all other activities and especially all
illegal activities. In Italy the problem is not of uniting legal
action with illegal action, as Lenin advised the German comrades, but
to start diminish “legal”
activity in order to begin “illegal”
ones, which are entirely lacking».


The
letter concluded with the affirmation that «if
up to now we have remained in the PSI, disciplined to its tactics, in
a short time [...] our fraction will separate from the party that
wants to keep in its bosom many anti-communists, to constitute the
Italian Communist Party, whose first act will be to send you its
adhesion to the Communist International»
(January 11, 1920).


The
Communist Abstentionist Fraction participated in the Second Congress
of the International where it had a role of the utmost importance. In
the November 5, 1920 issue of Il
Soviet we read:
«The
deliberations of the Moscow Congress fully agree with what our
fraction has always maintained about the need to create a truly
communist party, about the functions and the constitution of this
party and its relations with the Third International. They also
perfectly agree with what we have maintained on the question of
workers’ councils, implicitly doing summary justice to the PSI’s
deliberate decision, which we fought against, to build them from now
on».


It
is true that there was no agreement on the question of
parliamentarism, but this was, at the time, a purely tactical
divergence and the Fraction, while reaffirming its position, did not
hesitate to set aside abstentionism. In fact, the parliamentary
action envisaged by the Third International had nothing to do with
social-democratic and collaborationist parliamentarism.


«The
thesis voted in Moscow reiterates as a premise the fundamental
concept that parliamentarism is a bourgeois system of government,
that it cannot constitute the form of the proletarian State,
that it cannot be conquered from within but must be destroyed along
with the other congenial and local organs to be replaced by the
central and local workers’ councils, etc. This evaluation of
parliamentarism corresponds precisely to what our fraction has
constantly maintained in this respect, which has tenaciously insisted
that it be accepted by the majority of the Party as well [...].
Moscow’s thesis rightly points out that the fundamental
method of struggle against the political power of the bourgeoisie is
that of mass action which is transformed into armed struggle, as we
have always maintained, and relegates parliamentary action to being
subordinate to the aims of extra-parliamentary action, considering
the parliamentary tribune as one of the points of support, that is, a
legal position which the party, which directs mass action or armed
struggle, must establish behind the back of the proletariat in
struggle. This is fundamentally different and against what the PSI
did, before and after Bologna, whose main focus is and always has
been parliamentary action, which dominates and guides the entire
political struggle»
(Il Soviet,
November 5, 1920).


This
demonstrates how, even on this issue, if the tactical evaluation
differed, that of the principles coincided perfectly. Therefore, the
theses on parliamentarism adopted at the Second International
Congress did not represent a defeat for our Fraction, on the
contrary, they confirmed what we had affirmed, because they
established to what extent the parliamentary function could be used
for the purposes of revolutionary action and reaffirmed that the
struggle for the conquest of power is played out by parliamentary
action.


Having
clarified this aspect, it is worth highlighting the role played by
the Italian Fraction in a much more important issue: the
determination of the so-called “21
conditions” of admission.


A
remarkable debate took place on this crucial question.


While
almost all of the speakers argued about the peculiarities of their
own countries, which would have them accepting “everything”,
but with reservations, our delegate, on the contrary, spoke in the
sense of demanding the utmost severity in the universal conditions of
admission: adhesion would have to be total and unreserved, in the
fields of both theory and action. The Abstentionist Fraction
recognized, perhaps uniquely among the participants, the capital
importance of the Second International Congress. Its spokesman
affirmed: «It
must defend and ensure the fundamental principles of the Third
International. When, I
think in April 1917, Comrade Lenin returned to Russia and outlined
the main lines of the new program of the Communist Party, he also
spoke of the reconstitution of the International. He said that this
work had to be based on two essential foundations: on the one hand,
it was necessary to eliminate the social-patriots, and on the other
hand, it was necessary to eliminate the social-democrats, those
socialists of the Second International who admitted the possibility
of the emancipation of the proletariat without a class struggle that
reached the level of armed action, without the necessity of realizing
the dictatorship of the proletariat after the victory in the
insurrectionist period».


Our
representative noted that the old distinction between “reformists”
and “revolutionaries” was now outdated, because now
everyone professed to be a “revolutionary”. After the war,
it was easy to affirm that “in the future” there would be
no more relapses into the error of national defense. The same thing
was true of the adherence of the centrists to soviet power, to the
dictatorship of the proletariat, etc., in the hope that the
revolution would not happen, and without doing anything to bring it
about. It would therefore have been a serious mistake to welcome them
into the new International.


Our
comrade reiterated the necessity of the utmost rigor in the
application of the 21 Conditions by proposing what later became the
21st point: «Those
Party members who fundamentally reject the Conditions and Theses laid
down by the Communist International are to be expelled from the
Party. The same will apply particularly to delegates to the Special
Party Congress».


However,
despite the fact that the conditions of admission were more precise
and thorough, our comrades were not under any illusions: «the
matter at hand was that in principle the “reconstructionists”
will be able to join the International under certain guarantees. It
is our opinion that in certain countries, and especially in France,
there is a danger of the entry of too right-wing elements»
(Il Soviet,
October 3, 1920).
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Thirty four years ago, in the October issue of our Italian paper, Il
Partito, we wrote: “If seventy years after the revolution we refer
back to October, it is not to commemorate a past event, but to draw
certainty in the future. Opportunist traitors believe that October is dead
and buried, our bourgeois enemies think they have eliminated it; but the
world proletariat, once they have reappropriated the lessons of October,
will wipe the smiles off their faces” (II Partito Comunista, no.
158/1987)

Today, as the logical consequence of more than ninety five years of
counter-revolution, it might even appear, that the crown of theoretical
victory should really belong to our class enemies, and that the doctrine
of revolutionary Marxism should, at best, be stowed away in the attic of
history once and for all.

Over this long arc of time, the bourgeois counter-revolution has
obtained real, major victories, and all the while, they have been
unconditionally sustained by social-democracy and traitors to communism.
After the Russian Revolution broke out, it only took a few years before
the international bourgeoisie was able to recover their class unity, and
thereby halt the Red Sea which threatened to engulf the capitalist regimes
of Central and Western Europe.

Even in proletarian Russia, the interpretation given to October by the
western chauvinists began to make headway, and finally gained the upper
hand. What had happened, according to then, was due exclusively to the
“special” conditions found in Russia. With such a premise as its point of
departure, Stalinism could claim to be able to construct a Russian
socialist society, confined within the borders of the national territory,
which both transcended and was able to do without an international
proletarian revolution. It wouldn’t be long before Western workers, rather
than being asked to support the October Revolution and free themselves
from the oppressive yoke of capital, would find they were being asked to
do exactly the opposite: to support capitalism and struggle to uphold
democratic institutions. And as far as workers in the U.S.S.R. was
concerned, all that was required was that they just express their
solidarity with the Russian State. The upshot of this would be that the
bourgeoisie of every continent was allowed to marshal a proletariat
deprived of revolutionary guidance, and hurl it from 1939 to 1945 into a
generalized slaughter - the sole aim of which was to breathe life back
into the capitalist system of production.

From the end of the Second Imperialist War onwards, every last trace of
an international character has been definitively erased from the Russian
State: no connexion remains, not even purely sentimental. No longer does
it ask for the sympathy of the international proletariat and the people
oppressed by imperialist domination, instead the “Socialist camp” now
appears on the world stage with the crazy, though inevitable, ambition of
competing on equal terms with the “Western World”.

In the Russia of today, one further step (the last) is being taken. Now
things have sunk to the level where even the petty-bourgeois notion of
“Socialism in one country” is giving way to the most vulgar bourgeois
liberalism; a perspective which isn’t the least concerned with socialist
questions, but restricts itself to simply pontificating about the
necessity of profit and free initiative.

Even back in 1953, we predicted that the Stalinist counter-revolution
would turn out in this way, so this latest travesty causes no vacillation
on our part but serves rather to confirm long held convictions of ours.
“In our party text Dialogue with Stalin we foresaw that
eventually it would be confessed that two key links had been definitively
broken: that between the Russian system of production and Socialism, and
that between the politics of the Russian State and the struggle of the
working class of all States against the world capitalist formation…A full
confession will be made one day…the confessors will confess” (from Dialogue
with the Dead).

The counter-revolution, therefore, managed to crush the Red October,
made the ex-communist parties serve its interests, and reduced the
proletariat of the entire world to a state of prostration like never
before. The counter-revolution has done all that, and yet it hasn’t
managed to prevent capitalism accumulating a large quantity of that
explosive material that will give rise to a more potent rebirth of
proletarian action in the future; and thereby putting on the agenda the
question of the one possible solution: the communist revolution.

Capitalism will always be incapable of providing bread and peace to
those it exploits; to those whose sweat and blood it absorbs with ever
greater avidity in its thirst for surplus-value. With this being the
material foundation, the class struggle must inevitably arise on a
planetary scale; and when it does, the proletariat will accept that
supreme challenge of combat or death.

Both the revolutionary class party and the proletariat must therefore
treasure the teachings of October, derived both from its victory and its
defeat, and also the incessant battle sustained by the Italian Left to
safeguard the Marxist programme, doctrine and tactics against the
degeneration which triumphed in the Comintern.

This work on the history of the Left and the Comintern, which we will be
publishing over the next few issues, has precisely such an aim.
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[return to contents]
The First World War, the betrayal of social democracy organized in the
Second International, and the revolutionary wave which spread through
Europe and the entire world between 1916 and 1923 were the factors that
prompted the birth of the great Communist Party, the Communist
International; an organization which represented the final historical
result of the world proletarian experience. The moment had finally arrived
for the practical realization of the watchword outlined by the Paris
Commune and clarified by Marx: dictatorship of the proletariat – the one
and only way to smash the yoke of bourgeois society on humanity as a
whole.

From 1914 onwards, particularly after the March 1919 congress in Moscow,
it became clear that the Bolsheviks were expressing a marvellous synthesis
of all the experiences and theoretical baggage of the workers’ movement
from the 1848 Manifesto onwards. This was due both to their theoretical
clarity, and to their position at the head of the Russian revolutionary
movement, which would accomplish concretely and physically the
dictatorship of the proletariat under the form of the Soviets.

Confusion and infantilism still prevalent amongst the revolutionaries of
other countries, who, as often as not, would find themselves bypassed by
the revolutionary instinct of the masses in action, and only propelled
into action by their gigantic push forward. Only the Italian left (already
arisen in Naples before 1914 in response to the evident degeneration of
local socialism, immersed in opportunism and brazen electoralism) was
gradually compelled, slowly but surely, to carve out a solid theoretical
path and clear practice – and arrive at the same positions as the
Bolsheviks. It is in fact remarkable to note how the Italian Left, in all
its writings from 1914 to 1918, had already clearly stated the same
positions and watchwords as the Bolsheviks, and how at the Second Congress
of the Communist International in 1920, the two currents would again find
that total agreement existed as regards theoretical vision, both
programmatic and tactical, and in their analysis of the world situation.

Having asserted that we totally agreed with the Russian revolutionaries
on the key issues, we certainly don’t intend to gloss over those
differences which are caricatured so often by corrupt historians. And of
those differences that did exist between us and the Bolsheviks, we will
never cease to insist that they were of a secondary character and
concerned a low-priority question discussed at the Second Congress, namely
the parliamentary question. Both we and the Russian comrades recognized at
the time that the issue was not one of principle. The Bolsheviks, like us,
were engaged in a vigorous fight against one of the weak points of many
"left-wing" revolutionaries – infantilism and theoretical immaturity;
anti-parliamentarism on principle was their target as well as ours. We do
not however deny that later on, points of disagreement unfortunately
multiplied. Our analysis of the damaging effect that the use of
electoralism would have on the workers’ movement would however prove
correct, as indeed, particularly from 1926 on, our immediate denunciation
of the erroneous tactics of the Third Congress of the Communist
International would be tragically borne out by the degeneration of this
international organization and its destruction by the Stalinist
counter-revolution.

The continuation of this work will assume the task of demonstrating how
the Italian Left, in conjunction with the Bolsheviks as always, and,
united and disciplined with the International, resolutely made its voice
heard in the attempt to bar the way to opportunism. Though unable to
succeed in this task – with the International degenerating and the
Bolsheviks assassinated – it remained, and it remains to this day, even in
the present counter-revolutionary desert, the sole inheritor of the
experience and the Marxist theoretical knowledge of the international
workers’ movement.





Historical Necessity

All the historical events immediately before the First World War, the
open betrayal of social democracy, from 1914 onwards, and the deluge of
the revolutionary wave in Europe and the rest of the world, all these
contributed to show how the foundation of the Communist International had
become a matter of historical necessity.

In the ten-year period preceding the First World War, virtually all the
socialist parties had adopted positions which travestied the Marxist
doctrine and its revolutionary praxis. A long period of relatively
peaceful development of capitalism had given rise to the catastrophic
theory that Marxism be abandoned for that of an illusory, peaceful, and
gradual evolution to socialism. Eventually even the necessity for
class-war was denied. From being instruments for overturning the bourgeois
regime, the parties of the Second International had become factors in
ensuring its stability, and along with proletarian economic organizations
the best instruments for capitalism to lead the masses into the
imperialist war.

If the war had served to demonstrate the conservative and pro-bourgeois
nature of social democracy, it would be the Russian Revolution and the
proletarian movements which would completely unmask its function as
executioner and gravedigger of proletarian emancipation. Faced with the
danger of a proletarian assault, social democracy would unhesitatingly
renege on its democratic and pacifist philosophy, becoming (both in
coalition and completely "Socialist Governments") violent and dictatorial
in confrontations with the working class and communists.

Whilst it is true that up to the outbreak of the imperialist war,
reformists and revolutionaries had been able to coexist in the same party,
this was not the case once the social democrats had definitively passed
over to the ranks of the bourgeoisie. Now revolutionaries were obliged to
accomplish the historical task of breaking with the reformists, and
creating new parties, and a new International founded on a strictly
revolutionary Marxist basis – precisely to be rid of the disease of social
democracy, and to be able to place itself at the head of the
mass-movement.

On the day after the official foundation of the International, Lenin
explained its place in history in an article entitled "The Third
International and its Place in History" (Collected Works, L &
W, vol. 29).

The Third International has been founded in a world situation
that does not allow prohibitions – petty and miserable devices of the
Entente imperialists or of capitalist lackeys like the Scheidemanns in
Germany and the Renners in Austria – to prevent news of this
International and sympathy for it spreading among the working class of
the world. This situation has been brought about by the growth of the
proletarian revolution, which is manifestly developing everywhere by
leaps and bounds. It has been brought about by the Soviet movement among
the working people, which has already achieved such strength as to
become really international.



The First International (1864-72) laid the foundation of an
international organization of the workers for the preparation of a
revolutionary attack on capital. The Second International (1889-1914)
was an international organization of the proletarian movement whose
growth proceeded in breadth, at the cost of a temporary drop in the
revolutionary level, a temporary strengthening of opportunism, which in
the end led to the disgraceful collapse of this International.



The Third International emerged in 1918, when the long years of struggle
against opportunism and social chauvinism, especially during the war,
led to the formation of communist parties in several countries.
Officially, the Third International was founded in its First Congress,
in March 1919, in Moscow. And the most characteristic feature of this
International, its mission of fulfilling, of implementing the precepts
of Marxism, and of achieving the age-old ideals of socialism, and the
working-class movement – this most characteristic feature of the Third
International has manifested itself immediately in the fact that the
new, third, "International Working Men’s Association" has already begun
to develop, to a certain extent, into a Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics.



The First International laid the foundation of the proletarian,
international struggle for socialism. The Second International marked a
period in which the soil was prepared for the broad, mass spread of the
movement in a number of countries.



The Third International has gathered the fruits of the work of the
Second International, discarded its opportunist, social-chauvinist,
bourgeois, and petty-bourgeois dross, and has begun to implement the
dictatorship of the proletariat. The international union of parties,
leading the most revolutionary movement in the whole world, the movement
of the proletariat to overthrow the yoke of capital, now has an
unprecedented solidity: many Soviet republics embodying, on the
international scale, the dictatorship of the proletariat, his victory
over capitalism. The universal historical significance of the Third
International, the Communist International, is that of having begun to
put into practice Marx’s greatest slogan, the slogan that takes stock of
the evolution of socialism and the workers’ movement. for a century, the
slogan that has been expressed as follows: dictatorship of the
proletariat.

The historical duty incumbent on the Third International was therefore
to bring to fruition the watchword launched by Marx after the Paris
Commune of 1871: "dictatorship of the proletariat" – the end point of the
evolution of the workers’ movement: And, with such an aim, to found the
International Party – navigator of the world revolution.

In the text we have already cited, Lenin continually affirms that
"following the Paris Commune a second epoch-making step was taken" with
"Soviet, or proletarian, democracy" which "for the first time in the world
created democracy for the masses" by repressing the "freedom" of the
exploiters and their accomplices, since what is bourgeois democracy but
freedom for the rich. For Lenin, the Soviets are the new form that the
dictatorship of the proletariat must take in the world revolution. On
March 5, he wrote an article in Pravda entitled “Won and Recorded”
(Collected Works, L & W, Vol 28) which he ended thus: «The
founding of the Third, Communist International heralds the international
republic of Soviets, the international victory of communism».



The Letter of Invitation to the Congress



For the Left of the workers’ movement, the collapse of the Second
International and the necessity of separating from opportunism were
obvious from August 1914 onward. Nevertheless, there remained profound
disagreements over the issue of when the initiative would have to be taken
to found the new International. In 1916, the Zimmerwald Left, supporting
the rapid foundation of the Third International, remained weak and only
gathered a handful of militants around the Bolshevik nucleus. In 1917, the
sufferings of the war and the victory of the Russian Revolution would
radicalise the situation.

Immediately on his arrival in Petrograd, Lenin made it the first duty of
his party to constitute the new International (point seventeen of the
“April Theses”), and in January 1918, an "international conference",
grouping mainly Latvians and Scandinavians, took place in Moscow and
declared itself in favour of the rapid convocation of "an international
socialist congress". In the ensuing months, the label "social-democratic"
would be abandoned by the Bolshevik party, and the Communist Parties of
Latvia and Finland are founded. In January 1919, the Communist Party of
Germany is born.

The British Labour Party initiative of convoking an international
conference at Lausanne – to breathe new life into the Second International
– provoked a lively response from the Bolsheviks, and in December they
prepared a political document for the convocation of the "International
Socialist conference" on the basis of the Bolshevik and Spartacist
programmes.

This political document would be completed on December 31, 1918 so as to
be handed over to the Spartacist representative who’d arrived in Russia,
just before the founding congress of the German Communist Party.

The Bolsheviks in fact held the foundation of the German Communist Party
to be a fact of crucial importance, and on January 21, 1919, in his open
letter to the workers of Europe and America, Lenin would declare that: «As
soon as the Spartacist League gave itself the name Communist Party of
Germany, then, the foundation of the Communist International –
authentically proletarian, authentically internationalist – became a
fact. This foundation has not yet been formally consecrated, but in
reality, the Third International exists from now on».

The definitive document, the “Letter of Invitation to the Congress”,
drafted by Trotsky, would be submitted to an international meeting (end of
January 1919) where it was approved and signed by representatives of the
Russian, Polish (foreign bureau), Hungarian (foreign bureau), Austrian
(foreign bureau), Latvian, and Finnish parties, the Revolutionary
Social-Democratic Federation of the Balkans, and the American S.L.P.

The provisional date for the international congress was February 15, and
the place chosen, Berlin. But, as we know, the meeting eventually took
place in Moscow, in March 1919.

The letter of invitation to the congress began as follows:

 The undersigned organizations and parties consider the
convocation of the First Congress of the new international to be an
urgent necessity. In the course of the war and the revolution, the
complete failure of the old social-democratic and socialist parties,
together with the Second International, has been demonstrated in
striking fashion. The intermediate elements of the old social democracy
(called “center”) have shown their incapacity for effective
revolutionary action. But, in addition to this, we are today seeing the
delineation of the contours of the true revolutionary international. The
very rapid growth of the world revolution, which constantly poses new
problems; the danger of the suffocation of this revolution by the
alliance of capitalist States against the revolution, under the
hypocritical banner of the League of Nations; the attempt of the
social-traitor parties to reunite and help their governments and
bourgeoisies yet again, in order to betray the working class, after
being granted a mutual “amnesty”; finally, the extremely rich
revolutionary experience already acquired, and the world character of
the entire revolutionary movement; all these circumstances oblige us to
put the question of the convocation of an international congress of the
revolutionary proletarian parties on the agenda of the discussion.

Thereafter, the letter was divided into three parts. The first part
concerned the goals and the tactics drawn up on the basis of the
programmes of the Spartacist League and the Russian Communist Party: the
present period is that of the collapse of the world capitalist system; the
tactics of the proletariat consist, at present, in seizing State power by
destroying the bourgeois State apparatus and organizing a new apparatus of
proletarian power/proletarian dictatorship; the power of the workers’
councils or the workers’ organizations is the concrete form of the
proletarian State.

The second part was concerned with the relationship to the “socialist”
parties: implacable struggle against the social patriots, break with the
Center – which had Kautsky as its theoretician following his attempt to
detach the revolutionary elements; the necessity of winning over any group
which displayed an evolution towards the revolutionary current. The letter
continued with a list of the thirty-nine parties, tendencies and groups
invited to the congress.

Finally, the third part dealt with matters of organization, and the
question of the party’s name.



The Founding Congress, Moscow, March 2‑6, 1919: The Founding Proclamation


In besieged and starving Russia, only a small group of delegates reached
the congress. Thus, the Moscow assembly was not very representative, and
it would have been easy to commit errors of judgement as regards the
international situation. Fifty-one delegates took part in the various
meetings, but many of them were simply Bolshevik militants unaware of the
global situation; the same applied to the communist parties of Poland,
Latvia, the Ukraine, Lithuania, Byelorussia, Armenia, etc. The same was
true of the group of Germans in Russia, and for the representatives of the
“communist groups” formed in Russia two years before, since these were in
reality foreign sections of the Russian Communist Party: the Czech,
Bulgarian, Yugoslavian, French, Chinese, and Korean groups. Only a few
really came from abroad, namely Platten and Katscher, the two Swiss
delegates, the German Eberlein (pseudonym Albert) the Norwegian Stange,
the Swede Grimund and the Frenchman Gilbeaux (who had lived in Switzerland
for years). There was no representative from Italy.

On the other hand, the stance taken by the Communist Party of Germany
(KPD) posed a large problem for the Bolsheviks. Based on the positions of
Rosa Luxemburg and Leo Jogiches, the Center of this party was opposed to
the immediate foundation of the Third International, judging it to be
premature in the absence of the truly representative parties of Western
Europe and a well-defined platform.

The attitude of the German party was held by the Russian leaders to be
of decisive importance, because an international could not be constituted
on the basis of one great party such as the Russian Communist Party. The
German CP, therefore, came to be regarded as the second foundation stone,
and its stance obliged the Bolsheviks to retreat, and to put off the
planned proclamation to a later date; this is clearly evidenced by the
work, speeches and voting of the first two days of the conference. Yet on
the third day, there occurred a sudden turnaround when Rakovsky and others
made a proposal calling for the proclamation of the Third International,
and therefore, for a return to the voting of the first day.

The intervention of the Austrian delegate Gruber, who arrived on the
second day and gave an enthusiastic description of the revolution in
central Europe, certainly had a decisive effect. Similarly, Eberlein had
affirmed on the first day that a victorious German revolution was imminent
(on the same day that Noske dispatched his Freikorps to re-establish order
in Berlin!).

For the Bolsheviks, the proclamation of the International whose
necessity they had proclaimed for five years, was above all tied to the
revolutionary movement and its rhythm of global development. Isolated from
the rest of the external world as they were, and equipped only with what
scanty information they could gather, yet they would have the magnificent
intuition that the hour for the proclamation had struck. They would have
to sweep away any trace of reticence in the other delegates, above all
those of the German delegate, “to unfurl the communist banner” in order to
assemble the revolutionary troops in movement behind a world party!

In the weeks and months which followed, all the revolutionary movements
would rally behind the Communist International, and prove that the
formidable decision taken by this small conference in March 1919 was
correct.
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As we have seen, no current of the Italian Socialist Party was present at
the founding congress of the Third International. As for the party left,
this was certainly because of material obstacles, and not because they
disagreed on the need to organize the organ of proletarian emancipation on
an international scale.

In May 1918, that is a year before the Moscow conference, the Italian
Left had already posed the problem very clearly in an article entitled
“The Marxist Directives of the New International” (“L’Avanguardia” of May
26, 1918). This article, though heavily distorted by the censor, asserted
that it was necessary to reconstitute the proletarian international,
excluding the mouldering parties of the Second International, and found
the new International on the theoretical and programmatic basis of
revolutionary Marxism and the Communist Manifesto. «We are and we
remain Marxists in the highest and most all-encompassing sense of the
word, holding the modern socialist proletariat to be the continuer of
the critical work started by the first Communists founded on the 1847
Manifesto».

The revisionist distinction between the “maximum” and “minimum” programme
is abolished; repeatedly we find the principle of the violent conquest of
power reasserted and the anarchist objection against dictatorship of the
communist State refuted; there is the demand for a strongly centralised
and disciplined party:

The new international will be a great collective force,
perfectly placed within the social field and the historical epoch through
which we are passing, the sole purpose being to replace capitalist society
with communist society, by means of proletarian class action [...] The
International will dedicate itself to organizing the forces specifically
capable of bringing about the great “step” that humanity will have to take
[...] The new international will therefore be the world socialist
political party, the collective organization of the labouring class for
conquering and exercising power, in order to transform the capitalist
economy into a collective one. Such a party aspires to a collective and
conscious “discipline”, and it will be the proper sphere for the future
universal proletarian administration.

The article concludes as follows:

 The fundamental postulate of the conquest of power is not to be
confused with the overestimation of parliamentary action [...] The
positive foundations on which we must found the new International can be
summarized in a final synthesis as follows: doctrine: Marxist
interpretation of history and society; program: [violent] conquest and
exercise of power to activate the socialization of the means of
production; method: intransigent class political action within a
collective discipline.

(“L’Avanguardia”, May 26, 1918)



If the Italian Left had taken part in the First Congress, there is no
doubt that it would have made itself heard on the necessity, first of all,
of defining very clearly who was and who wasn’t in the revolutionary camp.
This in its turn would have curbed the enthusiasm (based on the Russian
revolutionary wave and the all too vague information filtering through
from the West) which would lead to the formal constitution of the Third
International at a time before real communist parties existed.

As a matter of fact, in the article we have already quoted it was stated
that the International shouldn’t «be a shapeless jumble of groups and
conflicting methods but a homogeneous union of forces directed towards
the one main goal, using precisely established and circumscribed methods
[…] We can show by various examples, with episodes drawn from the
Russian Revolution, and from the life of our own party in Italy, how
every deliberation that has led to a ‘restriction’ of the field of
socialist tactics has given rise to a considerable re blossoming of the
movement».

Our current decided to opt, then as now, for greater strictures on the
criteria of admission to the International and was also of the opinion
that only those parties holding to unequivocal communist positions should
be admitted to the new International. It therefore found itself expressing
reservations about the Bolsheviks’ own formula of the «coalition with
the elements of the revolutionary workers’ movement and those who,
though not past members of the socialist parties, are now placed
completely on the terrain of the proletarian dictatorship in its soviet
form, that is with the elements corresponding to syndicalism».

Even if the Italian Left did not entirely agree, the Bolsheviks’ hopes
were certainly not lacking in a firm logical basis: their hope that in the
wake of the victorious revolution, elements which weren’t completely
Marxist could be integrated in the melting-pot of a new October, and that
their influence could be the determining factor against the inauspicious
influence of all the Johnny-come-lately communists who had suddenly
converted to communism after long careers dedicated to reforms and
compromises.

Having said that, by far the most important thing is that the Italian
Left had recognized, in all the documents, theses, platforms, and
resolutions emerging from the First Congress of the newly born
International, the entire heritage of programmatic and tactical positions
of revolutionary Marxism common to both the Bolsheviks and the Italian
fraction of the extreme Left.



The Daily Sessions


The first day, March 2, 1919, commenced with Lenin’s opening speech, in
which he declared that, «Our meeting has great, world-historical
significance… the international world revolution is beginning and
gaining strength in all countries […] The proletariat is now in a
position to make practical use of its dominion».

A congressional bureau was elected, including Lenin, Eberlein, and
Platten, with Klinger as its permanent secretary (German leader of the
Russian party). The assembly decided to support the proposal of the German
Communists, that it commence sitting as the “International Communist
Conference” and so not to formally establish the Third International, as
the Central Committee of the Russian party and the Finnish delegates had
hoped. Lenin proposed the following agenda:


	Constitution

	Reading of reports

	"Platform of the International Communist Conference" (speakers: Albert
or Eberlein, Bukharin)

	"Bourgeois Democracy and Proletarian Dictatorship" (Lenin’s theses)

	The Berne Conference and the stance towards the socialist currents
(Platten and Zinoviev)

	The international situation and the policy of the Entente

	Trotsky’s "Manifesto of the Communist International"

	The White terror

	Election of the bureau



The delegates’ reports were then given: that of Albert (Eberlein) for
Germany, Platten for Switzerland, Zinoviev for Russia, Sirola for Finland,
Stange for Norway, Reinstein for the USA, Rudnyansky for Hungary, Katscher
for Switzerland, Trotsky for Russia, and Rutgers for Holland.

On March 3, 1919, the second day, the session began with the report by
the Ukrainian comrade Rakovsky (Balkan Revolutionary Federation), followed
by a report by Shrypnik (representing the Ukrainian CP), who described the
revolutionary situation of the Ukrainian masses. Sadoul, a member of the
French Communist group in Russia, commented on the situation in France.
Feinberg, in Russia since June 1918, spoke of the situation in England.

Afterwards, the debates began on the “Platform of the International
Communist Conference” with Albert and Bukharin as its presenters. This
platform aimed to clearly and distinctly express the tasks, goals, and
methods of the proletariat. It consisted firstly of a preface which
characterized the bourgeoisie, capitalism, and its antagonisms. Then it
divided into four parts:


	The conquest of political power by the proletariat, through the
destruction of the bourgeois State apparatus and the creation of the
proletarian State apparatus.

	Democracy and dictatorship: the dictatorship of the proletariat will
be a transitory situation preceding the disappearance of classes,
bourgeois democracy being no more than disguised dictatorship; by
contrast, the soviet system links the masses to the organs of
administration.

	The expropriation of the bourgeoisie and the socialisation of the
means of production.

	The path to victory; all means, such as the revolutionary use of
bourgeois parliamentarism must be subordinated to the war declared on
the bourgeois governmental machine. The preliminary conditions for the
victorious struggle of the proletariat are the break with the social
democrats, of both Right and Center.



The day ended with the report by the Austrian CP’s representative,
Gruber, who gave an enthusiastic description of the revolution in central
Europe.

March 4, 1919 (third day) saw the continuation of the debate on the
platform, which was adopted near-unanimously, with one abstention (that of
the Norwegian CP). Lenin then read his twenty-two “Theses on Bourgeois
Democracy and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat”. This was a
denunciation of the hypocrisy of bourgeois democracy. Thus, thesis nine
declared:

The history of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has shown
us since before the war what the famous “pure democracy” is under
capitalism. Marxists have always said that the more evolved “pure”
democracy is, and the more tormented, fierce, and openly-declared the
class struggle becomes, the more the yoke of capital and the dictatorship
of the bourgeoisie are revealed in all their “purity” […] even in the most
democratic republics, in reality we see the rule of terror and
dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, which shows itself overtly every time
that it seems to the exploiters that capital’s power is spent.

Hence these theses emphasize that the dictatorship of the proletariat is
the only defence against the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, and that
there can be no half-measures. But they also show that these dictatorships
are fundamentally distinguished by the fact that the dictatorship of the
bourgeoisie is the repression of the immense majority of the population,
that is the workers, while the dictatorship of the proletariat is the
suppression of a tiny majority of the population, that is, the exploiters.
The form of the dictatorship is that of the power of the soviets in which
the power of the whole State, the whole State apparatus, has for its
permanent and only foundation the organization of classes who were
oppressed by capitalism, that is the workers and semi-proletarians
(peasants who do not exploit the labour of others).

The resolution concerning these theses affirms that the principal tasks
of the communist parties, in all countries where soviet power does not
exist, consists in:


	Explaining to the broad masses of the working class the considerable
importance of the political and historical need for the new democracy,
of proletarian democracy, which must be substituted for bourgeois
democracy parliamentarism.

	Spreading and organizing the soviets among the workers in all branches
of industry, among the soldiers and sailors, and among labourers and
poor peasants.

	Creating a solid Communist majority in the soviets.



Next, the proposal for proceeding to the foundation of the Third
International was discussed. Since the previous evening, and after
Gruber’s description of the revolution in central Europe, the supporters
of the immediate proclamation of the Third International had counter
attacked. The decision to consider itself as a simple preparatory
conference had been taken on the first day, in the absence of many
delegates, notably Rakovsky. The latter had insisted the evening before
that the vote be taken again. The proposal was put forward by the
representatives of the CP of Austria (Gruber), the Swedish Left Social
Democratic Party (Grimlund), the Revolutionary Social Democratic Workers’
Federation of the Balkans (Rakovsky), and the Hungarian CP (Rudnyansky).
Albert intervened to oppose the proposal, by arguing on the basis that
true CPs only existed in a few countries, and that one couldn’t know who
would associate themselves with the new international since the parties of
the major western countries weren’t represented at the conference.
Zinoviev responded by repeating that from the start of the meeting the
Russian CP was for the immediate foundation of the Third international,
but that the German comrades had insisted on putting off this foundation.


For him, the victorious advance of revolution was worth much more than
the formal creation of CPs that the Germans required for the foundation of
the Third International. The proposal was adopted unanimously, except for
five abstentions including that of the German CP.

The work and discussions were thus conducted by the assembly as a
congress of the Communist International. Eberlein declared that after his
return to Germany he would strive to convince his comrades, in fact, he
would not meet any opposition to the decision taken in Moscow (which ran
counter to the mandate he had received from the Center) because the
revolutionary upsurge had already changed people’s minds in Germany.

The day ended with the declaration of those who had attended the
Zimmerwald conference that, following the dissolution of the Zimmerwald
organization, the bureau of the Zimmerwald conference would be asked to
send all its documents to the Executive Committee of the Third
International (signed by Zinoviev, Rakovsky, Trotsky, Lenin, and Platten).
The resolution on dissolving the Zimmerwald grouping was adopted
unanimously.

On March 5, 1919 (fourth day), the question dealt with was to do with
“the Berne Conference and the position to be taken towards the socialist
currents”, whose presenters were Platten and Zinoviev. The resolution
passed affirmed that the Berne Conference in February 1919 was an attempt
to re-animate the corpse of the Second International. The servile attitude
of the conference showed that the social patriots had consciously declared
themselves in favour of the maintenance of capitalist wage-slavery, and
were ready to fool the working class by means of hollow reforms. The C.I.
congress saw that the International which the Berne Conference was trying
to reconstruct was a yellow, strike-breaker’s international which was, and
could only continue to be, an instrument of the bourgeoisie.

Lao Chi-Tao, president of the Central Committee of the Union of Chinese
Workers in Russia, then reported on the situation in China. And the day
finished on point seven of the agenda: “The international situation and
the Entente’s policy”.

On March 6, 1919 (fifth day), Trotsky read his “Manifesto of the C.I. to
the Proletarians of the World”. This was a magnificent analysis of the
class struggle and bourgeois society from the time of the first manifesto.
The following is an extract:

 Conscious of the world-historic character of their tasks,
advanced workers have striven for an international association since their
first steps to organize the socialist movement. The cornerstone was laid
in 1864 in London with the founding of the First International. The
Franco-Prussian War, out of which Hohenzollern Germany emerged, cut the
ground from under the First International while at the same time giving
impetus to the development of national workers’ parties. Already in 1889,
these parties came together at the Paris Congress and created the
organization of the Second International. But in that period, the center
of gravity of the workers’ movement remained entirely on national soil,
within the framework of the national State, based on national industry,
and working within national parliamentarism. Decades of organizational and
reform work created a generation of leaders who in their majority verbally
acknowledged the programme of social revolution but renounced it in
reality and became mired in reformism and in adaptation to the bourgeois
State. The opportunist character of the Second International’s leading
parties was completely exposed and caused the greatest debacle in world
history at the moment when the course of events called for revolutionary
methods of struggle by the workers’ parties. If the war of 1870 dealt a
blow to the First International by revealing that the power of the united
masses did not yet stand behind its revolutionary socialist programs, so
too the war of 1914 killed the Second International by revealing that
above the solidly welded masses stood parties that had become servile
organs of the bourgeois State.



This does not apply only to the social patriots, who today have openly
gone over to the camp of the bourgeoisie and who have become its trusted
and preferred agents and the reliable executioners of the working class.
It also applies to the amorphous, unstable socialist center, which is now
busy trying to revive the Second International, that is, to revive the
narrow-mindedness, opportunism, and revolutionary helplessness of its
leading elite. Groups such as the Independent Social Democratic of
Germany, the current Socialist Party majority in France, the Menshevik
group in Russia, the Independent Labour Party in Britain, and others are
actually trying to take the place occupied before the war by the old
official parties of the Second International, as before, they are coming
forward with ideas of compromise and unity and thus are doing everything
possible to paralyse the proletariat’s energy, prolong the crisis, and
thereby intensify Europe’s suffering. The struggle against the socialist
center is a necessary precondition for a successful struggle against
imperialism.



Rejecting the vacillation, lies, and rottenness of the outlived official
socialist parties, we Communists, united in the Third International,
consider ourselves the direct continuators of the heroic endeavours and
martyrdom of a long succession of revolutionary generations, from Babeuf
to Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg.



If the First International foresaw the road that lay ahead and indicated
its direction; if the Second International assembled and organized
millions of proletarians; then the Third International is the
international of open mass action, the international of revolutionary
realization, the International of the deed.



Socialist criticism has sufficiently denounced the bourgeois world order.
The task of the international Communist Party is to overthrow this system
and construct in its place the socialist order.



We call upon working men and women of all countries to unite behind the
communist banner, under which the first great victories have already been
won.



Workers of the world: in struggle against imperialist barbarism, against
monarchy, against the privileged classes, against the bourgeois State and
bourgeois property, and against all forms and kinds of social and national
oppression – unite! Under the banner of the workers’ councils, of the
revolutionary struggle for power and the dictatorship of the proletarian,
under the banner of the Third International, proletarians of all countries
unite!

Next came the question of the C.I.’s organization. In order to get under
way without slowing down its activity, the congress immediately elected
the necessary bodies, the idea being that the statutory constitution of
the C.I. be deferred to the next congress on the bureau’s proposal. The
leadership of the C.I. was vested in an Executive Committee (E.C.)
composed of a representative from each Communist Party of the most
important countries. Until the arrival of foreign representatives, the
comrades of the country where the E.C. had its base, were entrusted with
organizing the work. The E.C. elected a bureau of five people: Lenin,
Trotsky, Zinoviev, Rakovsky, and Platten.

Finally, Lenin brought the congress to a close with a speech which
affirmed that the congress delegates only «had to register what the
masses have already won in their revolutionary struggle». The
little conference of March 1919 had the formidable historical task of
raising the standard behind which the working class of the entire world
must rally not, as in Paris in 1871, in order to storm heaven, but to
storm bourgeois society as a whole.
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a. The Origins of the Italian Socialist Party and the Extreme Left Current: 1864‑1914
From 1860 to 1880, the workers’ movement in Italy was dominated by
"libertarians", and it is not until 1881 that the first avowedly Marxist
tendency emerges at Rimini, in the Socialist Party of Romagna. The
Socialist Party of Italy (PSI) is founded in 1892 in Genoa, would arise
from the union of the Socialist Party of Romagna with the Workers’ Party
of Milan (an "apolitical” and abstentionist party which counted Turati
amongst its members).

This founding signaled the definitive separation from the anarchists,
who were opposed to any participation in elections. The party’s programme
(which would remain unchanged up until 1919) although containing some very
vague statements, was nevertheless mainly characterized by the tenets of
class struggle, i.e., socialization of the means of production,
organization of the proletariat into a political party, independence from
all other parties.

Little by little, inside the PSI, a movement would develop in response
to reformism. Since the Marxist wing was so weak, it fell to the
syndicalists to express this reaction to begin with, but in 1907, these
would leave the party. In 1910, at the Milan Conference, the
“Intransigents”, opposed to the reformists, manifested themselves in the
shape of Mussolini and Lazzari. During the Libyan War period (1911-12)
the reformists were divided into groups for and against the war; in 1912,
the parliamentary group would however vote against the annexation of
Libya. At the congress held in Reggio Emilia, the intransigents managed to
gain the upper hand over the reformists and the extreme right. The latter
grouping, represented by Bissolati, Bonomi, Cabrini, and Podrecca,
supported the Libyan War and were prepared to participate in bourgeois
cabinets: this wing was expelled from the party. Mussolini would speak out
at this conference against the autonomy of the parliamentary group.

The intransigent fraction, which represented the PSI’s left, had “La
Soffitta” as their journal (The Attic to which certain bourgeois
politicians thought Marxism had been banished!). Mussolini, already editor
of the Youth Federation paper, “L’Avanguardia”, became editor of
“Avanti!”, the party paper. The Youth Federation, founded in 1907, had an
extreme left leadership, and would carry out a determined fight against
reformism. Complete victory for the intransigent revolutionary current
came at the Ancona Congress in April 1914, a congress characterized by the
declaration that membership of the party was incompatible with
participation in Freemasonry.

The extreme left current of the PSI was born in Southern Italy,
specifically in Naples. One of the first sections of the International had
been set up in Naples, by Bakunin in 1870. This section, oriented towards
a Sorelian syndicalist policy, founded “La Propaganda” and fought against
the Liberal administration. In 1900, Naples became the Italian center for
reformism’s development - thanks in large measure to some scandalous
electoral alliances. In 1907 the syndicalists abandoned the section, which
at the time consisted mainly of reformists and freemasons.

In 1912 it is the revolutionary socialists who abandon the section,
though still retaining their membership in the PSI, in order to start the
“Karl Marx” Socialist Revolutionary Circle and to publish the review “La
Voce”. The Circle would eventually restore the local section after the
Ancona Conference, where the revolutionary Marxist group of Naples had
presented its conclusions on its long battle against the disgraceful
electoralism which had reached unparalleled heights in Naples. On March
14, 1914, II Socialista of Naples was founded as the organ of the
Campanian PSI.

 

b. The 1914‑18: Struggle of the Left Against the Inertia and Deviations of the PSI Leadership
Of all the socialist parties, only the Bolshevik party, the Serbian
Socialist Party, and the PSI (along with all other Italian Parties up to
1915) were opposed to the war. But whilst the entire PSI, or at least a
good part of it, rejected the policy of the Union Sacrée, its Left, quite
distinct from it, defended Leninist positions at the party congresses and
reunions that followed (Bologna, May 1915 – Rome, February 1917 – Rome,
1918) namely: rejection of national defense; defeatism, the use of
military defeat to pose the problem of the seizure of power; incessant
struggle against the union leaders and opportunist MPs and the demand for
their expulsion from the party. Hence the Left vigorously and consistently
opposed the inertia and opportunism of the PSI leadership in a series of
theoretical and practical battles, about which we’ll have more to say
later.

The declaration of war on August 2, 1914, which neither the Italian
government nor its bourgeois opposition were party to, had been preceded
in Italy by an important episode in the class war. This was the explosive
“Red Week” of June 9-12, 1914, which occurred in response to the murder
of three workers during an anti-militarist demonstration in Ancona.
Strikes and demonstrations quickly spread to all the cities in Italy. But
the CGL, led by reformists, didn’t hesitate to betray the struggle and
ordered an end to the general strike.

Between August 1914 and May 1915, all official Italian political life
focused on the question of neutrality, and Italy’s intervention in the
war. The Italian bourgeoisie would soon show that its real aim was war
against its Austrian ally. Their nationalist and patriotic stance would
soon be echoed on the unstable fringes of the PSI.

On October 18, 1914, Mussolini revealed his treachery in “Avanti!”, the
paper he edited, in an article entitled “From Absolute Neutrality to
Active and Operative Neutrality”, a prelude to the theory of the
revolutionary and defensive war. The extreme left of the Naples section
responded to Mussolini and this war theory immediately through its own
review “Il Socialista”. There was also an intervention by the Youth
Federation, in which Mussolini had hitherto enjoyed great influence.
Mussolini was expelled from the party, and the leadership entrusted to
Lazzari, Bacci, and Serrati. Three currents then were delineated inside
the PSI: the Turatian reformists; the intransigents, who while supporting
opposition to the war in parliament were opposed to expelling the
reformists, in effect supporting them; and finally, the left, who demanded
that a policy of active sabotage of the war be adopted.

On May 24, 1915, Italy went to war against Austria. At the PSI Bologna
Congress on the war (May 19, 1915), the participants were: nine members
for the party leadership, twenty for the parliamentary groups, eight for
the CGL, and peripheral delegations of the party (Reggio Emilia, Rome,
Turin, Bologna, Catania, Florence, Genoa, Milan, Pisa, Venice, Naples,
Parma, Modena, and Ravenna). In the course of this conference all the
various conflicts between the various PSI tendencies with regard to the
war came to the surface. The vague formula “neither participate nor
sabotage” put forward by Lazzari corresponded to a centrist policy. The
extreme left took a radical position by referring to defeatism and
sabotage of every war, according to Lenin’s formula. The Italian left
wasn’t aware of Lenin’s position at the time, but from the identical
programmatic and theoretical premises it arrived at the very same tactical
conclusions. The initiative of the general strike was left to the local
organizations, as requested by the delegates from Turin, where the
proletariat was in a state of extreme volatility, and where repression was
fierce. The resolution passed was “lackluster” and spared the PSI from
“taking on its responsibilities”.

The PSI took part in the resumption of international relations; it
attended the conferences at Zimmerwald in September 1915, and Kienthal in
April 1916. At Zimmerwald, Modigliani and Lazzari signed the general
manifesto, but not the manifesto of the extreme left proposed by Lenin.

During the war it was impossible to organize the national congress of
the PSI; however, in Rome, a non-clandestine convention was held on
February 25-26, 1917. The few documents that we have from this meeting
are still sufficient to show there was a fierce struggle between two
opposing positions. Three points came up for discussion. The first of
these concerned the relationship of the party leadership and the
parliamentary group. The parliamentary group – like the union leadership –
in fact carried out its own policy independently of the party, without the
leadership intervening. However, since the Socialist Party was being
attacked on all sides for its position on the war, sentimentality would
prevail, and a vote of confidence in the leadership was moved by Trozzi, a
representative of the Left, and passed. The second point concerned the
proposed reuniting of the socialist parties of the countries in the
Entente (which now included Italy). It would have been correct simply to
say, as the extreme left did, that the Second International and the French
Socialist Party were well and truly dead, and therefore there was no need
to participate in the Paris conference. The motion of unity, however,
would be carried on secondary points. On the all-important third point,
there were clear differences: the Left obtained 14,000 votes against the
17,000 of the Center and Right. This third point involved establishing the
tactics the party should adopt when the war had ended, just then in the
offing. The pacifist wing of the party supported democratic-bourgeois
formulae: peace without annexations, and without war reparations; the
right of nations to self-determination; the creation of the League of
Nations. The thesis of the left was clear, and blew sky-high all the
creaky ultra-bourgeois notions:

 The war came about because in a capitalist regime, it could not
be otherwise (Zimmerwald reaffirmed that) and it is not a question of
basking in a new historic phase of peace, but of posing the question of
how to prevent another war. What means does the proletariat have at its
disposal? One and one alone: to overthrow capitalism: therefore, if our
present programme (1917) hasn’t been up to the task of stopping the war
with defeatism, the post-war programme must involve the proletariat taking
power and the social revolution!

(from “Storia della Sinistra” Volume 1,
page 106) 



In February 1917, The Russian Revolution breaks out. Then there is the
intervention of the United States, giving the Entente powers that added
democratic veneer which the socialist Right seeks to use against the Left.
Faced with the inconsistent and vacuous stance of the central organs of
the PSI with regard to the war and the Russian Revolution, the extreme
left mobilizes. The motion passed by the Naples section (a motion
subsequently circulated throughout the entire party) would criticize the
party’s passive attitude, in war and in peace. Opposition to the
leadership’s policy becomes increasingly lively, particularly in Turin and
amongst the young.

On August 23, 1917 in Florence, a committee of the Left fraction was
formed which included the federations of Milan, Turin, Florence, and
Naples. The committee issued a circular with a view to the party’s
Fifteenth Congress (which was then postponed to autumn 1918). This
circular expressed an orientation completely opposed to the leadership:
socialist activity would have to be developed exclusively on the terrain
of class struggle.

In August 1917, the workers of Turin launched a new class action, to
which the national bourgeoisie react with violent repression and the
arrests of proletarian leaders. In September – October 1917, the Italian
defeat at Caporetto provoked a flare-up of interventionism in the PSI. The
parliamentary group, supported by the CGL, proposed a Union Sacrèe in
defense of the fatherland, and their aim is obstructed only by strenuous
opposition from the rest of the party.

The leadership of the PSI, with Lazzari, in effect adapted itself to the
extreme left, which was joined by the intransigent fraction to make common
cause against the interventionists. At the request of the extreme left,
the leadership convoked the members of the intransigent fraction, which
represented the majority of the PSI, at the reunion of Florence on
November 18, 1917, holding it illegally. The clandestine meeting, brought
about under the stimulus of the Left, was hence directed openly against
the reformist and jingoist attitudes of the parliamentary group, of the
union leaders, and certain mayors (like those of Milan and Bologna), and
set itself the task of putting a stop to such bad habits. Following this
meeting, the circulars of the PSI center aimed at hindering the patriotic
initiative of the parliamentarians and the union leaders, and the most
resolute of the militants were able to organize themselves even more
effectively.

The intervention of the representative of the extreme left at the
clandestine meeting in Florence involved a clear condemnation of the
French and German Socialist Parties, of their Union Sacrée policy, and it
denounced those who justified participation in the war as the defense of
the parliamentary-democratic bourgeois countries against the allegedly
“feudal” Central Powers. It developed Marx and Engels’ distinctive
critique of the prospect for a democratic Europe, supposedly resulting
from a military victory of the Entente. The stance of the Neapolitan
extreme left coincided with that taken by Lenin: defeatism and negation of
the defense of the fatherland, the view that the proletarian revolution
could triumph where the armies of the bourgeois State had been defeated,
as had been confirmed in Russia in 1917. At the fraction reunion, the
extreme left therefore proposed to use the military defeats incurred by
monarchist and bourgeois Italy as the means of getting the proletarian
revolution under way. But such a proposal didn’t fit in with the policy of
the party leadership, which subscribed to Lazzari’s passive formula:
“neither participation nor sabotage”. For the left current, the PSI
position on war was inadequate because it stopped short of what Lenin
termed “the transformation of the war between States into civil war
between proletarians and bourgeois”.

In point of fact the PSI leadership had already compromised itself in
May 1915, both when it had refused to proclaim the general strike against
mobilization, and, not for the last time, when it had tolerated the
parliamentary group’s acceptance of Turati’s watchword, “defense of the
fatherland”.

From 1917, the Italian State, after it had rejected any form of support
by the PSI, unleashed a terrible repression against the proletarian
movement and against all those opposed to the war. In January 1918,
Lazzari and Bombacci were arrested and accused of conspiracy and
defeatism, and Serrati was arrested in May 1918. In 1918, the Turin
comrades were put on trial and incurred very heavy sentences. In February
1918, Turati would make a patriotic speech in the House of Deputies, and
in May the parliamentary group and the union leaders decided to
participate in the study commissions for the passage from war to peace.
They were disavowed by the party, but still Turati refused to give up his
place on the government commission.

The Fifteenth Congress of the PSI (Rome, 1918) was authorized by the
State powers, whereas that held in September 1917 had been prohibited;
this was because there are times when democratic illusions are far more
effective than rifle shots in restraining revolutionary anger. At this
congress, many delegates were absent, whether because of mobilization,
which still kept a considerable number of militants under arms, or because
of arrests. There were 365 sections of the party represented. The struggle
against the war had invigorated the party and many of those present
condemned the maneuvers of the parliamentary and union Right, the
patriotism of Turati, and the ambiguities of Graziadei. Whereas the
representatives of the Right avoided making the slightest reference to the
Bolshevik revolution, Repossi (long associated with the extreme left),
declared himself in favor of Lenin and the dictatorship of the proletariat
and concluded his speech by calling for the struggle of “class against
class”. The lawyer Salvatori, who had also attended the congresses of
Bologna (1915) and Florence (1917), defended the positions of the extreme
left; he drafted a motion disowning the parliamentary group, and deploring
the weakness of the leadership. Modigliani then intervened in a violent
manner declaring that the MPs would denounce such a motion if it were
approved. Hence it was given a blander formulation: nevertheless, it
required the parliamentary group to conform strictly to the party’s
directives. Salvatori’s modified motion would collect 14,015 votes, the
centrists’ 2,507, and Modigliani’s 2,505. However, it only took a few
months for the parliamentary group to recommence its autonomous activity,
with the party leadership standing by and letting it happen.

The congress, in fact, avoided the central question by getting absorbed
in trivial personal disputes and accusations. Already in the previous year
the center current had asked that “theoretical” debates be avoided so as
not to compromise the unity of the party! The Left affirmed, on the
contrary, that, «the sincere, honest and upright way of resolving the
question (of divergences) is rather to decide whether one or the other
tendency lines up with the party’s programme and corresponds to the
goals that it has set […] We are firmly on theoretical terrain here. We
have to be convinced that it is time to face the matter and resolve it,
so as to be able to proceed then with certainty in the field of action»
(“Avanti!”, October 13, 1917). Practical questions, in particular tactical
and organizational ones, could only be resolved by equating them with
doctrine, and examining them in the light of Marxist theory. As for
personal polemics, it was appropriate to the bourgeoisie and reformism,
and must be especially spurned.

The consequence of not being able to reach agreement on basic questions
was that the new party leadership which emerged from the congress was
neither able to straighten things out in an organizational sense, nor
overcome the legacy of hesitations and wavering of the past.

In this struggle of the extreme left against the inertia and deviations
of the PSI during the war, it is critical to highlight the importance of
the Socialist Youth Federation. On the eve of the war, the socialist youth
movement made significant contributions to the revolutionary wing of the
party. In October 1914, in the wake of Mussolini’s treachery, a minor
crisis was unavoidable. The National Youth Committee was then convoked as
a matter of urgency on October 25, 1914 at Bologna, that is a few days
after the famous article would signal Mussolini’s volte-face. A resolute
motion was passed, which put an end to any interventionist hesitation in
its paper “L’Avanguardia”. A few days later, the paper’s editor, Lido
Calani felt obliged to go over, lock, stock, and barrel, to the traitor’
side, without even a tiny minority of the youth to follow him. After
Bologna, the line of the paper was rectified completely, and it carried
out radical activity against the war. At the congress of Reggio Emilia
(May 10-11, 1915), on the eve of Italy’s entry into the war, the
principle of revolutionary defeatism and a general strike in the event of
war was approved. The Youth Federation developed the same directives as
those backed by the extreme left at the Rome Congress in 1917. It made an
open criticism of the “pacifist and gradualist” attitude of the
leadership. On October 23, 1917, the federation held a national congress
in Florence and supported the circular issued by the revolutionary and
extreme fraction. A representative of the left (the extreme left of
Naples) took over the leadership. The federation gave voice to passionate
support for the October Revolution, and began to raise the question of the
new International, thereby preparing itself for the decisive struggle
between the left wing and the reformist tendency.











[bookmark: 4]Chapter 4

The Great Proletarian Struggles and Their Repercussions on the Party

[return to contents]

 

a. Impotence and Inefficiency of the PSI
On November 4, 1918 there was the armistice with Austria and the war was
over. The working class in the West galvanized itself into action
following the Russian proletariat. Italy, fresh from the conflict, is in
the throes of deep economic crisis. The workers take action straightaway,
but the PSI prevaricates once again and shows itself incapable of taking
the lead when proletarian struggles take place.

On November 13, supporters of the war organized a campaign against
certain local administrations with socialist leanings (Milan, Bologna).
The working class replies with a demonstration and a manifesto signed by
the mayor of Milan, the CGL (Confederazione generale del lavoro), and the
leadership and parliamentary group of the PSI. The manifesto makes a list
of general demands without calling for class struggle. Another manifesto
calling for immediate reforms is issued by the CGL on November 30. This is
echoed by yet another drawn up on November 7 but not published until
December 7 and issuing from the leadership of the PSI, still associated
with the CGL, the parliamentary group, and the league of cooperatives.
Thus the PSI would blindly adhere to the positions of reformist economic
organizations. “Avanti!” would publish a report, truncated by the
government censor, on the meeting of the Directorate (December 7-11).
One notes that despite all, there is still resolute opposition towards
annexation by Italy of the Slav territories still belonging to the
ex-empire of Austria, but the order of the day is limited to adopting a
programme of immediate political actions initiated already by trade-union
organizations.

In short, once the war was over, the PSI, though officially led by
“revolutionaries”, didn’t take up clear positions and assert itself as
guide of the proletarian class movement. Instead, it gave fresh evidence
of its organizational weakness and, de facto, the betrayal by some of the
leaders.

On March 22, 1919 the PSI adheres to the Third International which had
been founded at the beginning of the month (we recall that there was no
delegate representing the Italian proletarian movement). It was a time
when the Italian proletariat would launch a formidable offensive lasting a
good two years: the famous Biennio Rosso (Two Red Years) of 1919-1920.
This offensive would quickly be characterized by a prodigious increase in
union membership, rising from 200,000 in 1918 to 1,000,000 in 1919,
reaching 2,000,000 in 1920. Of particular note was the large-scale
participation of agricultural laborers in these struggles. The vigor and
force of the attack is also to be explained by the fact that the Italian
proletariat was uncorrupted by the politics of the Union Sacrée and had
been firmly opposed to the war, much more so than its party. The Italian
proletariat’s magnificent postwar revolt was characterized by the variety
and sheer number of struggles which took place throughout Italy. And
though the class struggles in Naples were but one episode amongst many,
they differed by clearly formulating the existing relations between the
workers union movement and the political socialist movement in post-war
Italy.

The extreme opportunism of the socialist section in Naples before the
war had caused, by way of reaction, the differentiation of a Neapolitan
extreme-left which fought to bring the PSI back onto class positions, both
before and after the war.

“Il Socialista”, organ of the Neapolitan Socialist Federation, was
substituted on December 22, 1918, by “Il Soviet” which would soon develop
the theses of electoral abstentionism. The proletarian struggles in
Naples, which commenced in May 1919, would last for almost two months and
be characterized by a large-scale trade-union movement supported and led
by the extreme left of “Il Soviet”. It was certainly no accident that the
“Il Soviet” office was in the Camera del Lavoro, alongside the
metalworkers’ federation. But many other union and craft organizations
grouped around it as well. These fifty days of bitter struggle regain a
glorious chapter and confirmation of everything the left was asserting on
the necessity of the split from the party and the foundation of the
Communist Party. From January 18 to May 2, 1919, a first great trial of
strength took place between the metalworkers and industrialists. In May
there was the big strike in which at least 40,000 metalworkers took part.
Buozzi, secretary of the metalworkers’ union (FIOM), would have his
attempts at conciliation rejected. Only on June 12 would he manage to sign
an agreement.

But the PSI was just as incapable as the unions of making the most of
the opportunity offered by this proletarian battle, or rather it didn’t
wish to. In fact, the proletarian offensive revealed and accentuated the
contradictions existing within these organizations. Remaining faithful to
its Pact of Alliance with the CGL (which assured the unions independence
from the party), the PSI swallowed whole the communiqués of the CGL and
quietly published them, without comment, in “Avanti!”. Thus on June 17,
1919 a CGL communiqué was published which denounced the work of groups of
“secessionists”. This was clearly a reference to the extreme left of the
party, which, though very active inside the unions, hadn’t proposed to
split them.

Faced with the growth of the fascist movement (in April 1919 there would
be the first clashes between fascists and workers) an adherent of the
so-called “intransigent” fraction proposed some vie nuove, new paths,
namely: a parliamentary alliance with Nitti’s and Giolitti’s parties and
even with the Catholics, that is with all those who had, in due course,
made declarations against the war. The PSI reacted in a spirited manner to
such a proposal, yet without making any concrete proposals. The extreme
left, in contrast, would never cease to insist that the defeat of the
proletarian movement in Italy wasn’t directly dependent on the
strengthening of fascism. The main reason being instead the work of
sabotage carried out by opportunism. The extreme left actively fought to
reorientate the PSI and propound the theses of electoral abstentionism. In
June, “Il Soviet” published an article entitled “Elections or Revolution”.
Numerous sections and youth federations would adhere to the positions
expressed in “Il Soviet”. The necessity of organizing a fraction on a
national scale immediately made itself felt, and in July 1919 the extreme
left of the PSI met at Bologna with a view to organizing the
abstentionists into a national fraction. Its programme was published in
“Il Soviet” on July 13. The programme contained a historical part and a
political part. This programme would then be completed at the meeting of
the Communist Abstentionist Fraction held in Florence in May 1920, with a
part on tactics and a critique of the opposing schools. This text showed
that the question of abstentionism didn’t represent the central
characteristic of the Marxist programme of the Left. The group that had
put forward this programme proposed to diffuse it within the Socialist
Party in order that some sections and individual members might adhere to
it, the intention being to create a communist fraction within the party.

The fraction got ready to present its programme to the party’s national
congress as a replacement for the Genoa programme of 1892. On June 15, “Il
Soviet” welcomed, with reservations, the appearance of the Turinese paper
“L’Ordine Nuovo”. The two papers in fact stand for very different
political and practical positions.

In the spring of 1919 the deepening of the economic crisis, with a
vertiginous inflation of the prices of basic necessities compels the
proletariat to re-enter the struggle. In the major cities violent
agitations break out which take the name of lotta contro il caro viveri,
struggle against the high cost of living. There are also committees of an
inter-classist nature which are set up to defend consumers.
Revolutionaries would denounce this absurd form of action, which would see
the Confindustria (Italian equivalent to the British CBI) joining in the
struggle against the high cost of living... because the bosses have an
interest in seeing that the workers can eat at low cost! They would
denounce the Labour Federation that echoed the appeals of the
industrialists and which, substituting itself for the party, led the
struggles of the masses.

In June the movement was radicalized by the strike movements. On June 16
the Dalmine metalworkers strike and occupy the factory, and Mussolini
makes his famous speech. The scheming political hack declares himself in
favor of the workers’ demands, approves the strike, and speaks in defense
of a trade-union movement linked to the Fascist Party. Only an “expert” on
the workers’ movement could help the bourgeoisie to organize their
dictatorship – in order to conjure away the menace of the red
dictatorship! In July the violence of the agitations against food prices
reaches extreme levels with a great international strike planned for July
20 to halt the military operations against Russia and Hungary.

In 1970, a representative of our party had this to say on the subject of
these proletarian struggles:

 The war having ended with the victory of Vittorio Veneto,
glorified despite being neither large-scale nor producing notable
successes, there was an intensification throughout the country of hardship
and economic crisis […] The inevitable state of widespread discontent
didn’t provoke the masses into a recovery of that collective historical
consciousness that unfortunately the party had largely lost; the response,
of course, was the reappearance of a veritable tidal wave of demands and
agitations for immediate improvements, including of wages. The earth shook
under the feet of the bourgeoisie, but it was still not enough to summon
up the potential in the proletariat needed to take up arms to establish
its dictatorship.



Today we can give a more exact formulation than “the situation was ripe
for the socialist revolution in Italy in 1919”; it is better put this way:
the First World War over, the proletarian parties could have placed
themselves at the head of a victorious offensive movement, which didn’t
happen only because those parties betrayed their own ideological heritage
and the appropriate vision of how historical struggles would bring the
capitalist era to a close. It was therefore the right moment and the
fateful juncture for the reconstruction of the proletarian and socialist
movement, for restoring its true doctrinal foundations both programmatic
and tactical. It was to this task that Lenin and the Communist
International promptly turned their attention, as did the left wing of the
Italian movement which showed – and can still show to today – that its
work was entirely in harmony with the glorious historical line of the
worldwide anti-capitalist revolution, which commenced with the 1848
Manifesto of Marx and Engels.

The complexity of the setting in which the proletarian battles were
fought and the perils resulting from the dubious directives of the various
committees struggling against the cost of living meant another meeting of
the party leadership was needed and it met on July 10. Out of the
discussions no clear directives emerged and it was decided to summon a
meeting of the National Council of the PSI at Bologna. The Left’s
delegates took an active part in discussions on every topic. They affirmed
that the international strike of solidarity with Russia and Hungary ought
to be to the bitter end, and not just forty-eight hours long. The strike
in Europe had only a very modest success, above all because of sabotage by
the French Socialist Party and by the defection of the CGT: even in Italy
there was the extremely serious defection of the railway union. On July 13
the Left put up a lively opposition (in the movement against the cost of
living) to the reformist and counter-revolutionary Right and to the
disorganized and pseudo-revolutionary positions of the Maximalists
(centrists) that appealed to the demagogic formula of the “expropriating
strike”.

“Il Soviet” on July 20 would declare: «The concept of expropriation
simultaneous with insurrection and put into effect in a capricious way
by individuals and groups, which is implicit in the phrase
‘expropriating strike’, is an anarchist concept devoid of revolutionary
content».

The Left had to, therefore, fight on two fronts, on the one hand
opposing the clearly counter-revolutionary stance of the right-wing, which
was rooted in the parliamentary socialist group and the CGL leadership,
and on the other, opposing the lack of clarity of the PSI leadership and
its majority which declared itself, in words, in solidarity with the
Bolshevik revolution and for an attack against the bourgeois regime in
Italy, but with chaotic methods and with a chaotic programme. The internal
debates in the PSI were therefore focused essentially on the electoral
question: “Revolutionary preparation or electoral preparation” was the
headline in “Avanti!” on August 21, 1919. To this article, written by one
of our comrades, the electoral Maximalists turned a deaf ear.

 

b. The Bologna Congress of the PSI, October 5‑8, 1919
In 1919 there existed at least four currents within the PSI:


	The Right, headed by Turati, Treves, and Modigliani who placed
themselves on purely legal terrain.

	The Intransigent Communist Fraction, “communist electoralists”, or
“Maximalists”, who had the leadership and “Avanti!” in their hands. This
current was represented by Lazzari, Serrati, etc.; revolutionaries in
words, but reformists in practice; they had led a non-active opposition
against the war and above all against any opposition of a revolutionary
character.

	The Turinese Ordinovisti, with Gramsci, Tasca, Terracini,
and Togliaitti, allied to maximalism. They were gradualists and
educationalists. With their watchword of the conquest of the
municipalities and the factories they avoid the central problem of the
taking of power and the party. According to the Ordinovists, the party
is a technical organ whose function is to coordinate the different
socialist organizations.

	Finally, the fourth tendency is the Communist Left which consisted of
the embryonic nucleus of the future Communist Party of Italy. We have
already traced the origins of this current in an earlier chapter. From
immediately after the meeting in Rome on July 6, the current set itself
the aim of making a defense of the revolutionary Marxist programme,
diffusing it by means of “Il Soviet” and by articles sent to “Avanti!”.



Eighty-three sections adhered to “Il Soviet”, with these more
concentrated in northern and central Italy than in the southern part of
the country. The Left took the name Frazione Comunista Astensionista
(Communist Abstentionist Fraction) to distinguish itself from the
electoral “Maximalist” communists. At the regional congress in Naples on
September 14, 1919, the abstentionists are victorious. For the communist
abstentionists, the necessity of a split has far greater importance than
the tactic of abstentionism.

At the Sixteenth Congress of the PSI (1,418 sections representing 66,708
members are present) three motions are presented: one by the “Communist
Electoralist Fraction”, one by the “Communist Abstentionist Fraction”, and
there is the “Unitarian Maximalist Motion”.

The electoralists would recognize that the party’s programme (still as
set down at Genoa in 1892) had been by-passed by events on the
international scene, above all by the Russian Revolution, and that the
proletariat, to win power and consolidate its revolutionary victories,
must have recourse to the use of violence: but it reiterates the necessity
of utilizing elections as a useful form of propaganda for Marxist
principles; they decide, after all, for the adherence of the PSI to the
Third International.

The motion of the abstentionists is marked by the assertion of the
inappropriateness of having as members of the party those who proclaim the
possibility of proletarian emancipation within the ambit of a bourgeois
democratic regime, and who repudiate the method of armed struggle against
the bourgeoisie to achieve the proletarian dictatorship. The
abstentionists would call on the PSI to take the name of Communist Party
and become an integral part of the Third International, accepting its
programme and pledging itself to observe its discipline. The party should
refrain from electoral competition and intervene in the hustings only in
order to make propaganda on the reasons for taking such a stance. The
entire forces of the party should be pledged to spreading, inside the
working class, the historical consciousness of the necessary and complete
realization of the communist programme, building up the proletarian
organizations, and adopting practical means of action and struggle in
order to bring about the realization of the cardinal programmatic points.


The unitarian motion rejected any break with the reformists promulgating
«for all members the right of citizenship in the party and their complete
liberty of thought». The modification to the old Genoa programme was
solely platonic because no other programme was put forward.

The first motion won the majority with 48,000 votes, the abstentionists
received 3,400, and the unitarians 15,000.

In the frequently recalled testimony of 1970, our comrade who
participated in these events would write:

 At the Sixteenth Congress […] the Communist Abstentionist
Fraction […] didn’t differ from the other currents only in its proposal
not to participate in the imminent political general elections and in
parliament, but also because they alone had supported the theses of the
constitutive congress of the Third International held in March 1919, in
which was distilled the great historical experience of the October 1917
revolution in Russia. These theses placed to the fore the conquest of
power not through bourgeois democratic forms but through the advent of the
revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat and its Marxist class party.
The prospect of a big electoral campaign – and the real possibility of
success for the one party which had truly opposed the bloody and ruinous
war of 1915 – was rejected because it would diffuse the tension in the
Italian masses which had arisen from the immense and bloody sacrifice on
the battlefields, and out of the grave economic crisis which characterized
the post-war period. Such an outcome would openly contradict any
possibility and hope of channeling that tension, that uneasiness, that
widespread discontent, into the one direction history had shown could
lead, not only in Italy but throughout Europe, to the socialist and
revolutionary solution.



These fundamental positions, on which the entire abstentionist fraction
had stood firm […] obviously could not be presented and sustained before
the other three currents at the congress. The latter instead were
satisfied with anticipating a broad electoral success which maybe would
allow the party, by use of the parliamentary maneuver, to usher in
measures which might in part alleviate the anxiety of the masses and
correspond to their hopes and expectations. Such an outcome would mean
definitively destroying the favorable aspects of the situation as it
existed at the time, and barring the way to the one path which, once
taken, would mean the entire movement of the exploited classes bringing
its pressure to bear; it would mean clipping the wings of the revival of
true revolutionary consciousness of the working class and its party.



The reformist Right would in fact openly condemn the vital communist
theses. The so-called Maximalist current, whilst it didn’t reject these
theses outright, didn’t see how these principles, which formed a precise
historical programme, must be binding not only on the party as a whole,
but also on each of its parts, and on each of its individual militants and
members, who in the event of obstinate opposition would have to be
excluded from the ranks of the party. Only by such means could one arrive
at the reconstruction of a new international movement which wasn’t
hopelessly ensnared by the danger of a repeat of the horrendous
catastrophe of August 1914, at which could be cured of the infection of
social-democratic and minimalist opportunism. From the time of the
congress of Bologna, therefore, the Abstentionist Fraction put forward the
demand that the unity of the Socialist Party be broken. The fact that
implicit in this unity was a considerable membership and anticipated
future electors, would deceive the proponents of the electoral tactic into
making a grave error: that there could be a march towards proletarian
socialism whilst repudiating the employment of violence and armed force,
and the great historic measure of the dictatorship, the key to which
consists in depriving of any electoral or democratic right (and even of
organization and propaganda) all strata of the population not consisting
of authentic workers […]



The central thesis of our fraction wasn’t anti-electoralism but was rather
splitting the party, to leave on the one hand genuine revolutionary
communists, and on the other, those who supported the “revisionism” of the
principles of Marx regarding the inevitable catastrophic explosion of the
conflict and the struggle between the opposing social classes, already put
forward by the German Bernstein before the war. Putting our theses to the
test at the conference, we proposed to the leaders of the Maximalist
electoralist fraction, counted amongst whom were Serrati, Lazzari, and
Gramsci, a specific proposal aiming to substitute one single text which
would stipulate anti-revisionist far more plainly than the one they had
prepared: in it we agreed there would be no talk of boycotting the
elections if they would accept our theses on the split in the party. Our
proposal was totally rejected by the Maximalists. Regarding this proposal,
it is worth recalling that Lenin, in writing his text against extremism as
an infantile disorder of communism, stated he had received and read some
numbers of “Il Soviet” and appreciated that our movement was the only one
in, in Italy, to have understood the necessity of separating communists
from social democrats, through splitting the Socialist Party.
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a. The Communist Abstentionist Fraction
After the Bologna Congress, the abstentionist communist left did not,
indeed could not, break with the PSI. The one truly communist fraction was
temporarily imprisoned when Italian maximalism “repainted” itself by
adopting a programme compatible with the Moscow theses. For this reason,
after the vote of October 8, 1919 at the Bologna Congress, the PSI’s
abstentionist communist delegates published a decision which affirmed:

 Given the resolution with which the great majority of the
congress has adopted the electoral tactic, they [the abstentionists]
reassert their view that such a tactic contradicts the Maximalist
programme, the methods of the Third International and the Italian
proletariat’s preparation for revolutionary action; and that a clear
separation between the followers of the social democratic method and the
followers of the communist method is inevitable; however the delegates
have decided to propose to the sections they represent that they remain
within the Italian Socialist Party, whilst desisting from abstentionist
propaganda amongst the masses, for reasons of discipline; they declare the
establishment in the party of the Communist Abstentionist Fraction, and
invite all sections and groups who agree with the programme presented to
the congress to join it.

(“Il Soviet”, October 20, 1919) 



Thus «Il Soviet» was reorganized, not to be the organ of the Socialist
Federation of Naples, but as the organ of the fraction which had been
constituted on a national level.

For its part, the “Ordine Nuovo” group was completely aligned with the
Maximalist positions, as shown by its article of the October 18,
significantly entitled “The Unity of the Party”. In the months following
the congress, the fraction attempted to strengthen international ties,
especially with Moscow, which had greeted the result of the Bologna
Congress as a success for international communism, and cited Lazzari and
Serrati as representatives of the left!

“Il Soviet” fully accepted the positions expressed by the First Congress
of the Communist International, whilst favoring a greater rigidity in the
criteria for admission, including the barring of economic organizations.
The fraction addressed two letters to the Comintern (one dated November
11, 1919, the other January 11, 1920), but unfortunately, both of these
ended up in the hands of the Italian police. These letters explained the
differences with the majority over the incompatibility of the right
belonging to the party. In the letters, Serrati’s maximalism was diagnosed
as equivalent to the centrism of the German Independents denounced by the
Bolsheviks. In addition, Ordine Nuovo’s lack of clarity was pointed out,
confusing as it did those political organisms, the Soviets, with economic
organisms. In its second letter, the fraction showed how the general
elections of November 1919 in Italy had proved that electoral activity
excluded any other, especially revolutionary activity. The fraction also
denounced the German workerists, who didn’t differentiate between
participation in parliament and participation in trade unions, and who
consequently proposed the abandonment of the latter. Finally, the letters
affirmed the necessity for the formation of a Communist Party, separate
from the Italian Socialist Party.

 

b. Unmasking False Maximalism of Centrism
Precisely by virtue of its constitution, the PSI was totally incapable of
leading a proletarian revolution, as was shown by the failure of the
revolutionary movements in 1920. This was the result of a policy
conciliating a Marxist verbalism with an opportunist practice, which would
bring the party to overtly counter-revolutionary positions. The formidable
proletarian actions in the class struggle set the party the task of
preparing for the seizure of power. But to achieve this, unity of doctrine
and discipline in the proletarian organism was essential. And this was
what the Second Congress of the C.I., with its famous twenty-one
conditions of admission, would seek to bring about.

Therefore, the Italian Abstentionist Fraction didn’t just attack those
reformists openly allied to the bourgeoisie (Turati, D’Aragona, etc.), but
above all Serrati’s false maximalism, which followed a policy with
disastrous results for the revolution; a policy denounced by the fraction
from the rostrum of the Second Congress of the International.

In effect, even if the PSI’s old Genoa programme was modified in a
revolutionary direction at the Bologna Congress of 1919, the fact remained
that the Maximalist majority tolerated the presence in the party of those
who denigrated the new programme and refused to break with the old one.
The PSI had joined the Communist International, but in such a way that in
substance it remained the old pre-war party, pursuing its reformist and
electoral policy. Self-styled maximalism, which we defined as centrism,
really didn’t possess a scrap of revolutionary preparation.

In the review “Rassegna Comunista” of June 30, 1921 we said:

 What did the majority at Bologna know of the International’s
positions of principle and tactics? Less than nothing. Most didn’t
distinguish between the idea of the conquest of power and that of the
expropriation of the capitalists, and they had no notions about the
problem of union action or on any other question. The impending election
overshadowed everything else, and stifled a new departure in the old
disagreements, inevitably maturing below the surface, which loomed up with
regard to the tactic to be carried out during the war. Thus was made
possible the formation of that Serratian bloc, lacking in any homogeneity,
which could only be broken up by a better diffusion of communist
consciousness, together with painful experiences in the field of action.

In fact, the party’s complete lack of preparation for revolution
permitted the sabotage action by its right wing. The role of saboteur
performed by the reformists became clear at the time when a grave economic
crisis had pushed the proletariat to undertake a struggle with
revolutionary connotations. This struggle was to culminate in the workers
occupation of the factories and lands. In that moment, the party’s task
should have been to lead and unite the struggles with a view to the
conquest of political power, but, in the National Council (composed of
party and union representatives) called amidst the struggles, the
reformists successfully propagated the concept that the movement had a
purely economic goal and was non-political and that therefore the
leadership had to be left in the hands of the unions, not in those of the
party! The government didn’t dare use armed force against the workers’
movement, but it was the reformists who came to the aid of the bourgeois
State by establishing negotiations on the basis of economic demands alone,
and this could only bring about the liquidation of the movement.

For the class struggle to reach its objectives it was therefore
necessary to eliminate the reformist ideology, whether overt or
camouflaged, from the party. The Abstentionist Fraction had always been
conscious of this, and it knew that the “purification” of the party could
come about solely by means of a split and the consequent formation of a
new party.

In essence the PSI placed itself on the same level as the other
social-democratic parties that were sunk in social-patriotism. The Bologna
Congress, which continued to tolerate the reformist presence in the party,
had, with its new programme, merely given a revolutionary veneer to a
non-revolutionary organization.

After the parliamentary elections of November 16, 1919, in which 156
seats were won by the Socialist Party, the indiscipline of the MPs and the
inertia of the union bodies, combined with the paralysis of the party,
forced the leadership to hold a National Council meeting in Florence on
January 11, 1920. This was done with the aim of saving the Right, and so
to protect the leadership itself against an extreme left which was daily
gaining positions on a national level. At this meeting the fraction was
represented by Verdaro, but only as an observer. “Il Soviet” of February
8, 1920 was obliged to say that once again the Maximalist leaders had, in
both practical and theoretical terms, shown themselves to be totally out
of their depth.

The fraction concerned itself more with the definition of the
programmatic basis of the new party than with the problem of the split. In
“Il Soviet”, during the first quarter of 1920, there appeared a long
series of articles on the nature and function of the Soviets in polemic
with Ordine Nuovo, and on the European and world communist movement. As
far as the Communist Abstentionist Fraction were concerned, the
Ordinovists were situated on the same terrain as the German councilists of
the KAPD.

The PSI’s National Council (held from April 18-22, 1920) reflected the
serious internal tensions provoked by the class struggles in Italy, and
the deficiencies of the party. During the great "clock hands" strike,
which from its beginnings in Turin that March had spread throughout
Piedmont, both the party’s leadership and that of the CGL were opposed to
a nationwide extension of the action. At the National Council confidence
in the leadership was confirmed yet again: 26,000 votes in favor, 10,000
against. Our comrade intervened on the question of the Soviets.

 

c. National Conference in Florence, May 1920
The Communist Abstentionist Fraction of the PSI therefore met again in
Florence on May 8-9, 1920. Beside the delegates from the socialist
sections and groups belonging to the fraction and its Central Committee,
the following attended: for the PSI leadership, Gennari; for the Socialist
Youth Federation, Capitta; Misiano for a communist tendency which had
proposed a non-abstentionist agenda at the Socialist Conference held some
days before in Milan; Gramsci represented those who on the same occasion
had supported the no confidence vote against the PSI leadership. An appeal
from the Western Secretariat of the Communist International was read out,
which concluded with a call for the establishment of a communist party
with the ability – beyond divergences on minor issues such as electoralism
– to guide the Italian proletariat «to the conquest of power and the
institution of the Italian Soviet Republic, as an integral part of the
World Soviet Republic».

In the report carried in “Il Soviet” of May 16, 1920, the fraction
affirmed that:


	The PSI, due to its composition then, was unable to guide the
proletarian revolution, and its many deficiencies hinged upon the
presence of a reformist tendency within it. In the decisive phase of the
class struggle, this reformist tendency would inevitably have assumed a
counter-revolutionary position, balancing a verbal extremism with an
opportunist practice in political and economic action.

	The PSI’s membership of the Moscow International was invalidated by
the fact that the party tolerated in its midst a current which negated
the principles of the Communist International – whether by openly
defaming it, or worse still, by capitalizing on it with a view to
electoral gains.

	The true instrument of the proletariat’s revolutionary struggle was
the political party of the class, founded on Marxist doctrine and on the
historical experience of the revolutionary communist process already
triumphant in Soviet Russia.

	The fraction wished to consecrate all its forces to the constitution
in Italy of the Communist Party (Section of the Third International).

	The fraction gave a mandate to its CC to prepare the programme of the
new party, and its statutes; to intensify international relations, with
the aim of constituting an anti-electoral fraction in the Comintern, and
to uphold the positions of the fraction at the next world congress;
after that, to convoke the founding congress of the Communist Party; to
summarize in clear theses the fraction’s positions of principle and
tactics, and to spread them widely in Italy and abroad.

 



d. The Theses Approved at the National Conference, May 8‑9, 1920
The theses were divided into three parts:


	The first part resumed the general definitions of the principles and
goals of communism and is subdivided into thirteen theses; they affirm
that communism is the doctrine of the social and historical conditions
for the emancipation of the proletariat. The doctrine takes the form of
the Marxist critique of capitalist economy, the method of historical
materialism, the theory of class struggle, the conception of the
historical development of the fall of the capitalist regime and the
proletarian revolution. The central and fundamental expression of this
doctrine is the 1848 Communist Manifesto, on which the Communist Party
is based. The theses defined the relations of bourgeois production, the
political institutions of capitalism (that is, the
parliamentary-democratic State) and the forms of proletarian struggle
against capitalist exploitation. The instrument of revolutionary
proletarian class struggle against the bourgeoisie is the class
political party, the Communist Party. This party brings about the
conscious organization of the advance guard of the proletariat. The
organization of the proletariat into a dominant class will be realized
in the form of the dictatorship, that is, in a type of State whose
representatives (systems of workers councils) will consist exclusively
of working-class members, while the bourgeois will lack voting rights.

	The second part, in seventeen theses, carried out a critique of the
various hostile schools of thought. The theses attacked idealism; the
concept of liberalism and bourgeois democracy; the education and
instruction supplied by the ruling class, denying that they could make
the slightest improvement in the living conditions of the masses; the
principle of nationality; bourgeois pacifism (Wilsonian illusions);
utopian socialism, and all those conceptions typical of reformism and
incoherent revolutionism, which serve only to disarm and disorient the
proletariat.

	The third part defined the forms of struggle and tactics of the
Communist Party. These fourteen theses affirm that the communist
conception and economic determinism doesn’t turn communists into passive
spectators, but into tireless fighters, and that struggle and action
aren’t separate from doctrinal principles. The revolutionary work of
communists is founded on the international party organization,
functioning on the basis of disciplined responses to the decisions of
the majority and the central organs. Propaganda and proselytism are
fundamental party activities, but the communist movement doesn’t make «majority
consensus an essential condition for its own action». The
decisive criterion for unleashing a revolutionary action is the
objective evaluation of our own forces and those of our enemies, and the
numeric element is not the only determinant, nor even the most important
one. Communists must penetrate «the proletarian cooperatives, the
unions, the factory councils by forming groups of communist workers.
These groups seek to win over the majority and the leadership
positions, in order to get the mass of proletarians enrolled in such
associations to submit their own action to the higher political and
revolutionary goals of the struggle for communism». However, the
CP must keep out of all institutions and associations where bourgeois
and proletarians participate under the same heading.



With regard to electoralism, the theses repeat that participation in
elections and parliamentary activity, while presenting constant risks of
deviationism, could be utilized for propaganda and the formation of the
movement in the period before the possibility of overthrowing bourgeois
domination had arisen. In the present period, communists had to pose the
direct objective of the revolutionary conquest of power, to which all the
party’s forces had to be devoted. It was therefore considered inadmissible
to participate in bodies that are powerful defensive arms of the
bourgeoisie. On the contrary, communists must take an active part in the
great proletarian demonstrations, preparing and organizing them, even
carrying out propaganda in the ranks of the bourgeois army. The Communist
Party has to train itself to act as the general staff of the proletariat
in the revolutionary war, therefore, to organize its own network of
information and communications.

On how to deal with other parties, the theses reject the united front:
no accord or alliance with other political movements which incidentally
share some contingent goals with the Communist Party but diverge on the
subsequent programme of action.

Concerning the Soviets, it was explained that they can exercise their
true function only after the overthrow of bourgeois rule. They only became
revolutionary when the Communist Party has won the majority in them.

The fourteenth thesis is fundamental from the tactical point of view:

 What distinguishes the communists is not to propose in every
situation and every episode of their class struggle that all proletarian
forces immediately deploy for a general uprising, rather they have to
argue that the insurrectional phase is the inevitable outcome of the class
struggle, and to prepare the proletariat to take it on in conditions
favorable to success and the ensuing development of the revolution.
According to the situation, which the party can judge better that the rest
of the proletariat, it could find itself having to act either to
precipitate or to delay the final conflict. In any case it is the specific
task of the party to combat those who by rushing into revolutionary action
at all costs, may push the proletariat towards disaster. Equally,
communists must combat those opportunists who exploit circumstances in
order to thoroughly disrupt the action, with the aim of stopping the
proletarian movement completely and dispersing the mass action towards
other objectives. The Communist Party must instead lead this mass action
onto the terrain of effective preparation for the inevitable, final armed
struggle against the defenses of the bourgeois regime.

 

e. The Objectives of the Theses
The Italian Left expected from the Second Congress of the Communist
International (its true founding congress) that it would define the basis
of the communist theory and programme, whose acceptance would then be the
primary criterion for the parties’ membership of the C.I. It was
additionally expected that the Second Congress would formulate the
fundamental rules for action on the union, agrarian, colonial, and other
questions, which all members would have to strictly observe. Hence these
theses were not to be considered the doctrinal platform of a national
party, but as a draft of the programmatic and tactical foundations of the
world communist party, in other words of the Communist International. The
theses were closely linked to the positions of the Bolsheviks. The only
divergence was tactical: it concerned, on the one hand the problem of
electoral and parliamentary abstentionism (the Bolsheviks still saw in
elections and in parliament a possibility for propaganda, as carried out
in Russia); on the other hand, there was the problem of alliances and
accords with the other parties and political groups.

The need for a single programme for all the sections of the Communist
International was to be defended by the fraction’s representative at the
Second Congress, in the matter of the conditions of admission, in
opposition to the project which allowed parties to revise their programmes
according to the “particular conditions” in their countries. In fact, the
latter argument provided the opportunist groups with valuable aid in
avoiding the main questions. Our representative made it as clear as he
could that with regard to the programme, there could be no problem: either
it was accepted, or it was rejected. In the second case, one had to leave
the party. The programme is something that had to be common to all, not
something proposed by the majority of the party comrades.

 

f. The Theses of the Socialist Section of Turin
The majority of the PSI’s Turin section belonged to the Communist
Abstentionist Fraction; they made an agreement with the Ordine Nuovo
group, together forming the Executive Council. The latter proposed the
famous theses which habitually became designated the “Theses of Ordine
Nuovo”. Inasmuch as they didn’t contain the anti-parliamentarian
formula, the theses were to be cited as perfectly in line with the
programme of the Communist International in the resolution of the Second
Congress, point seventeen, on the principal tasks of the International.

The theses were supported by Gramsci at the Milan Conference, with the
support of the abstentionist communists, in opposition to the Serratian
leadership of the party. (The theses in question were republished in full
in our review “Comunismo” no.30/1991)

 

g. The Left Adheres Spontaneously to Bolshevism
From 1918 the Communist Left with its organ “il Soviet” had conducted a
determined offensive first against the Right, then against the Maximalist
Center, which protected the Right; in the process the Left distinguished
itself from the anarcho-syndicalists. What marked off our fraction was not
so much its abstentionism as its total convergence of principle with the
Bolsheviks. In fact, the Italian Left’s abstentionism had completely
different foundations to that of the anarchists and constituted the most
effective catalyst in the process of separation from the reformists and
from the false revolutionary Maximalists. The fraction had not made a
principle of its abstentionism, so much so that fifty years later the
representative of the Abstentionist Fraction would recall:

 At this point, I think it is opportune to recall an actual
precedent which for me, even after many years, seems to take on real
historical significance. The central thesis of our fraction was not
abstentionism, rather it was the split in the party, which would leave on
the one hand the real revolutionary communists, and on the other followers
of the “revisionism” of Marx’s principles concerning the inevitable
catastrophic explosion of the conflict, and the clash between the opposing
social classes, as could already be seen before the war by the German
Bernstein. To put our thesis to the test, at the Bologna Congress we put a
precise proposal to the leaders of the Maximalist electionist fraction,
among whom were numbered Serrati, Lazzari, and Gramsci. Our proposal
tended to substitute a single text, quite clearly more anti revisionist,
for the one they had prepared: we agreed not to speak of boycotting
electoral activity, if they’d accept our thesis entailing a split in the
party. Our proposal was sharply rejected by the Maximalists. In this
respect, I want to remind you that shortly afterward Lenin, in writing his
famous text on extremism as the infantile disorder of communism, declared
that he’d received and read some issues of Il Soviet, and appreciated our
movement as the only one in Italy which had understood the necessity for a
separation between communists and social democrats, through a split in the
Socialist Party.

If abstentionism was not a matter of principle but only of tactics for
the Left fraction, this didn’t prevent it assuming great tactical
importance. With the war of 1914-18, the capitalist regime had entered a
new, imperialist phase. To this new phase there had to correspond a new
tactic – that is, the electoral and parliamentary boycott. If in the
preceding phase, electoralism and parliamentarism could still be used as
means of revolutionary propaganda, under imperialism this tactic would
just represent a support of bourgeois reaction.

This was after all affirmed by the Left in the “Draft Theses” presented
at the Third Congress of the PCd’I (Lyon, 1926) in the third part
concerning “Italian Questions”:

 In the development of the aforesaid situations, the grouping
which made way for the formation of the Communist Party set out with these
criteria: a break from the illusory dualisms presented by the bourgeois
and parliamentary political scene, and the statement of revolutionary
classist dualism; destruction in the proletariat of the illusion that the
middle classes would be capable of producing a political high command, of
assuming power and setting the proletariat in motion towards its
conquests; and based on a series of critical, political and tactical
positions that are original, autonomous and firmly interlinked through
successive situations – confidence in the working class carrying out its
own historic task.



These political traditions could already be recognized before the war on
the Left of the Socialist Party. Starting with the congresses of Reggio
Emilia (1912) and Ancona (1914), not only was a majority formed capable of
setting itself against both the reformist error and against the
syndicalist one which had up until then impersonated the proletarian left,
but in this majority an extreme left took shape which tended toward more
radical solutions. In this way, notable class problems were resolved, with
respect to electoral tactics, relationships with the trades-unions,
colonial war, and freemasonry.



During the World War, if the Union Sacrée politics was opposed by all or
almost all the party, better still the work of a well-defined extreme left
appeared inside it. In the conferences of Bologna (May 1915), Rome
(February 1917), Florence (November 1917) and at the Rome Congress of
1918, the Left supported Leninist policies such as rejection of national
defense, defeatism, the utilization of defeat to pose the question of
power, incessant struggle, and the demand for the expulsion of opportunist
trade-union and parliamentary leaders from the party.



Immediately after the war, the line of the extreme left found expression
in the paper “il Soviet”, which was the first to set out and defend the
policies of the Russian Revolution whilst countering the anti-Marxist,
opportunist, syndicalist, and anarchistic interpretations of it. The paper
also correctly posed the essential problems of the proletarian
dictatorship and the party’s tasks, supporting a split in the socialist
party from the very beginning.



This group supported electoral abstentionism and its conclusions would be
rebuffed by the Second Congress of the International; even though it’s
abstentionism didn’t set out from the anti-Marxist theoretical errors of
the anarcho-syndicalist type (witness the resolute polemics conducted
against the anarchist press). The abstentionist tactic was forecast above
all in the political environment of complete parliamentary democracy,
which creates particular obstacles to winning over the masses to an
accurate understanding of the word “dictatorship”; difficulties that we
still believe were underestimated by the International.



Secondly, abstentionism was proposed not as a tactic for all time, but for
the general situation, today unfortunately superseded, in which great
struggles were imminent and even greater mass movements of proletarians
were starting up.



With the elections of 1919, Nitti’s government opened a huge safety valve
to suppress revolutionaries, diverting the proletarian offensive and the
attention of the party by exploiting its tradition of unbridled
electoralism. The abstentionism of Il Soviet was then the only proper
response to the true causes of the proletarian disaster which ensued.



At the subsequent Bologna Conference (October 1919), the abstentionist
minority alone correctly posed the question of splitting from the
reformists, and on this basis sought an accord with part of the
Maximalists by renouncing the abstentionist condition. With the failure of
this attempt, the abstentionist fraction remained the only one, until the
Second Congress, working on a national scale for the formation of the
Communist Party.



Therefore it was this group which represented the spontaneous orientation,
according to the experiences and traditions of the left of the Italian
proletariat, towards the policies which triumphed at this time in the
victory of Lenin and Bolshevism in Russia.











[bookmark: 6]Chapter 6

The Second Congress of the Communist International

Petrograd, July 19 - August 7, 1920

[return to contents]
During the First Congress of the Communist International in 1919,
precise conditions for admission were not set out. In most countries, with
the exception of Russia, there were merely communist groups or communist
tendencies, not communist parties.

«At the time of our First Congress» – said Lenin in 1920 – «we
were only propagandists; we were only expounding basic ideas to the
proletariat of the whole world. We were calling people to fight and we
were only wondering which men would be capable of following our route».
At its Second Congress, the C.I. appeared as «an organization of
struggle», and in every respect «a unique communist party of
the whole world. The parties working in the various countries should
merely be its various sections».

The fundamental problem was to safeguard the new organization from the
ever-present danger of an opportunist ambush. Indeed there were numerous
parties and groups who asked to join the Comintern who hadn’t made a clear
and final break with the programmes and methods of the Second
International. “The in-between parties and the centrist groups, seeing the
utter hopelessness of the Second International, are trying to find support
in the Communist International, which is growing steadily stronger. But in
doing so they hope to retain enough ‘autonomy’ to enable them to continue
their former opportunist or ‘centrist’ policy” (From the Conditions of
Admission). The example of Hungary, where the merger of communists with
left-wing social democrats had allowed the bourgeoisie to drown the Magyar
revolution in blood, was present in the minds of communists everywhere.

The Second Congress had an economic and social framework which was
potentially revolutionary, and Warsaw was expected to fall under the
counter-offensive of the Red Army, even though this didn’t eventually
happen. Huge strikes broke out in Germany, England, and France, which were
followed by arrests (Loriot, Monatte, Souvarine in France, Pankhurst in
England).

 

a. Organization
The delegates, 218 of them representing thirty-seven countries, arrived
from all corners of the world. Faced with a radicalization of the class
struggle, powerful organizations like the English Independent Labour
Party, The German USPD, the French Socialist Party, and the Socialist
Party of America, asked to join.

The Italian delegation arrived on June 6 and was composed of a large
number of representatives, only some of whom were admitted and allowed to
participate in the congress. Those with deliberative votes were Serrati,
representing the leadership of the Italian Socialist Party (PSI), Bombacci
and Graziadei from the parliamentary group, and Polano from the Youth
Socialist Federation; the part of the delegation not asked to take part in
the congress was composed of members of the unions (D’Aragona, Colombino);
the league of co-operatives (Pavirani) and some other proletarian
organizations. This mainly right-wing delegation arrived under Serrati’s
protection and had their main discussions with the Bolsheviks prior to the
congress. Lenin, Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Bukharin attempted in vain to
convince Serrati that it was necessary to split from Turati & Co., but
the obstinate leader of the Maximalists continued to defend Turati and
D’Aragona, and even attempted to extend the consultative vote to all eight
representatives of the union confederation. He also deplored the
invitation sent by the Executive Committee to the representative of the
Communist Abstentionist Fraction (CAF) to act in a consultative capacity.
The union and co-operative delegates got ready to return to Italy before
the congress had started, whilst Serrati would continue to justify their
presence within the PSI.

The representative of the CAF was therefore not included in the PSI
delegation. It was Lenin who wanted them to participate at the congress,
and he organized this by means of Heller (Chiarini) his delegate in Italy,
who went to Naples several times to arrange the journey according to the
following itinerary: Brenner, Berlin, Copenhagen, Stockholm, Helsingfors,
Reval, and Petrograd. The CAF representative thus arrived at Petrograd the
day before the opening of the congress. He was invited to participate in
all the congress debates with a consultative vote as representative of
the Petrograd, July 19 – August 7, 1920 only fraction of the PSI which had
explicitly set out the necessity of an irrevocable break with the
reformist right-wing of the party.

The French delegation, including Rosmer, Sadoul, Guilbeaux, Cachin, and
Frossard were sent by the French Socialist Party on a “fact-finding
mission”, and left before the final conditions of admission to the CI were
drawn up (with only nineteen of the twenty-one conditions!). In the autumn
of 1920, on the return of the CAF delegate, “il Soviet” published an
article called “On the International Communist Congress” in which the
proceedings and organization of the debates were described. For each
subject on the agenda, a commission was named which presented its
deliberations for debate in full congress. The debate would then generally
conclude with a preliminary vote after which the theses would be sent back
to the commission in order to introduce the amendments which had been
agreed in congress. Sometimes, if substantial changes were made to the
theses, they had to be resubmitted to congress for final approval. The
arrangement of the topics to be discussed often led to repetition.

«The prior preparation for the congress debates, conducted within the
communist movements of all countries and within the international
communist press, was integrated by the comrades of the Executive Committee
in Moscow, and supplemented by critical writings and polemics summing up
their viewpoint. Particularly outstanding, and provoking much discussion,
was Lenin’s “Left-wing Communism: An Infantile Disorder”. The Executive
Committee also presented a report on its work, which, along with reports
by representatives of particular parties was incorporated without much
discussion into the proceedings of the congress». (“il Soviet”, October 3,
1920).

Apart from the question of parliamentarism, the conclusions reached by
the commissions didn’t come up against any noticeable opposition from
congress when it came to the vote. As a matter of fact, at no time was a
vote close enough to merit a recount.

The following topics were debated:


	Statutes of the CI

	Conditions of admission of parties to the CI

	Principal tasks of the CI

	Resolution on the role of the Communist Party in the Proletarian
Revolution

	The trade-union movement and the factory committees

	Theses on the national and colonial questions

	Theses on the Agrarian question

	The Communist Party and parliamentarism

	Congress Manifesto: the capitalist world and the Communist
International

 



b. The Tasks of the Party and the International
On the July 19, at the seat of the Petrograd Soviet, Zinoviev opened the
congress with a speech which summed up the tasks of the International. The
fundamental task of Communists was to create a strong party, centralized
and international, to fight against the bourgeoisie. Lenin took the stand
after Zinoviev and provided an outline of the world situation and the
inter-imperialist conflicts. The principal enemy of the proletarian
revolution were the opportunist currents (Kerensky in Russia, Albert
Thomas in France, Turati in Italy, etc.) since they defended not only the
bourgeoisie but capitalism as a whole. It would be a thousand times
easier, said Lenin, to correct any mistakes made by the Communist
International’s left-wing tendencies than to fight against «those
bourgeois who, in the guise of reformists, belong to the old parties of
the Second International and conduct the whole of their work in a
bourgeois, not a proletarian, spirit».

On July 23, the congress sat again in Moscow taking up the question of
“The Role of The Party in the Proletarian Revolution”. Zinoviev’s theses
were formally clearly Marxist and confirmed the authoritarian and centrist
nature of the proletarian dictatorship and of the party, and they agreed
point by point with the positions of our fraction. The theses condemned
both the anarchist and councilist positions: or to be precise, the
anarchist and syndicalist positions which denied or minimized the role of
the class’s political party, and which therefore represented an obstacle
to Marxism by playing into the hands of the social traitors and the
bourgeoisie.

During the debate some syndicalist delegates opposed the theses, not on
questions of principle but rather by raising doubts about their general
relevance to all countries. On August 4, the Statutes of the CI were
debated. The International’s supreme body was declared to be the World
Congress, whose function was to discuss and take decisions on the most
important programmatic and tactical questions; The Executive Committee of
the Communist International (ECCI) would be the leading body of the CI in
the periods between World Congresses and responsible only to the World
Congress; there were debates about Communist Party discipline and
centralization, etc.

On August 6, there was the report on “The Fundamental Tasks of the
Communist International”, which confirmed the principals and programme
which presupposed the existence of a “unified proletarian army” marching
towards its historical goal. Divided into three main sections, and
nineteen theses, the first section concerned “the meaning of the
Dictatorship of the Proletariat and of the Soviet System”; the second
responded to the question of “What work should be carried out at once to
prepare for the dictatorship of the proletariat”, and the third section
concerned “Correction of the policy and partly also of the personnel of
the parties adhering or willing to adhere to the Communist International”.


Thesis seventeen referred to the situation in Italy:

 In regard to the Italian Socialist Party, the Second Congress
of the Communist International recognizes that the revision of the
programme undertaken by this party at its congress at Bologna last year
represents a very important stage in the transformation to communism and
that the proposals made to the National Council of the party by the Turin
Section and published in the newspaper “L’Ordine Nuovo” on May 8, 1920 all
correspond with the fundamental principles of communism. The congress asks
the Italian Socialist Party to examine at its next congress, which will
take place in accordance with its own statutes and the general conditions
of entry into the Communist International, the proposals that have been
made and all the decisions of the Second Congress of the Communist
International, especially with regard to the parliamentary fraction, the
trade unions, and the non-Communist elements in the party.

 

c. The Conditions of Admission
to the Communist International
The fact that the Second Congress (the real founding congress of the
Comintern) was taking place in circumstances full of serious pitfalls and
dangers, even if pregnant with revolutionary possibilities, was mentioned
on several occasions: in the “Theses on the Fundamental Tasks of the CI”,
in several of the speeches of Lenin, Trotsky, and Zinoviev, and even in
the introduction to the “conditions” themselves. Now the situation becomes
one where not just communist groups or currents were allowed to
participate in the congress, but also representatives of other proletarian
parties and organizations. The irresistible attraction that the October
Revolution and the new International was exerting on the masses couldn’t
fail to influence the parties which, up to the day before had belonged to
the Second International and accepted its theoretical, tactical, and
organizational conceptions. The French Socialist Party (PSF), represented
by Cachin and Frossard, and the Independent Social Democratic Party of
Germany (still scarred by its adhesion to the imperialist war and its
participation in the first bloodthirsty republican government) were two
characteristic examples.

Another example was the Italian Socialist Party, whose majority declared
in favor of joining the CI at the Bologna Congress in the autumn of 1919,
but whose conception of the revolutionary process was very vague; to the
extent it stubbornly refused to expel well-known reformists such as
Turati, Treves, Modigliani and D’Aragona from its ranks. The
revolutionaries therefore feared that it would all too easy for certain
people to subscribe to the condemnation of pacifism and the Union sacré
since the problem was no longer a “hot” issue, and similarly it would be
very easy to declare in favor of an insurrection that history still hadn’t
placed on the agenda. Therefore the fear of seeing the CI sink under the
massive weight of the big opportunist parties was a major concern amongst
genuine revolutionaries. Meanwhile, other factors pulled partly in the
other direction, since it was also necessary to prevent the “left-wing
infantilism” founded on idealism. There existed also the problem of an
over-optimistic evaluation of the revolutionary process, which held that
the masses, carried forward on the revolutionary wave, would reject, or at
least remain neutral towards, their wavering and hypocritical “leaders”.
Still in the balance also was the pressing necessity of pulling heroic
revolutionary Russia out of its isolation by speeding up the process by
which the parties would “crystallize”. To address the masses by means of
the old leaders, using them as go-betweens, seemed easier than talking to
the masses over the heads of these leaders. The Italian Left did not share
this latter view since it had always declared that unhesitating use of the
“scalpels of history” was necessary.

The congress condensed the fundamental tactical questions into theses
which clearly marked out the positions of communism. The Left was
nevertheless correct in deploring the fact that the congress hadn’t
established a general and complete definition of principles on which to
base its work, or defined an inviolable platform for admission to the
Comintern from which tactical lines of action, and a definition of
practical and organizational directives, could be derived. The
representative of the CAF alluded to this in his speech: «We must
compel these parties (social democrats) to make unequivocal declarations
of their principles. All the communist parties throughout the world must
have a common programme, which unfortunately isn’t possible at the
present moment». On his return to Italy, The CAF representative
declared in the Turin Section and published in the newspaper
“L’Ordine Nuovo” on May 8, 1920 all correspond with the fundamental
principles of communism. The congress asks the Italian Socialist Party
to examine at its next congress, which will take place in accordance
with its own statutes and the general conditions of entry into the
Communist International, the proposals that have been made and all the
decisions of the Second Congress of the Communist International,
especially with regard to the parliamentary fraction, the trade unions,
and the non-Communist elements in the party». that it would have
been preferable to start off by debating the programmatic principles of
communism, and by formulating them in a very precise way, and then on this
basis to proceed to discussions about the various tactical questions which
the congress had to decide upon. In such a way, abiding by the Marxist
maxim so little prized by the reformists: «No Revolutionary Action
without Revolutionary Theory», Marxists would then be clearly
distinguishable from opportunists, who are characterized precisely by
their lack of principles.

The “Theses on the Conditions of Admission” prepared by Lenin partly
filled this gap. Although lacking the general value of a “declaration of
principles”, they nevertheless covered the entire range of principles, and
left no room for doubt either about the most important tactical questions
of the world communist movement, or about the fundamental criteria of
centralism as the premise for effective functioning of the International
and its sections as a unique world party. The nineteen theses on the
conditions of admission assumed an overriding importance in the congress
debates following lively discussions during the committee stage. The
German Independents and the Italian Maximalists, although they declared
themselves keen to join the CI, went on to express strong reservations in
virtue of the “special conditions” in their respective countries. As for
the French party, the verbally unconditional acceptance of Cachin and
Frossard (who left Moscow before the twentieth and twenty-first conditions
were discussed), if we consider how silent and reticent they were about
the fundamental program and tactics, didn’t in fact offer any guarantees.


Given the arrogance of the speakers representing the German
Independents; Serrati’s resistance to the elimination of the Right; and
the rather too easy approval given by Cachin and Frossard, several voices
rose up in objection. These included Lenin and Radek, along with other
Russian delegates, delegates from the German CP and representatives of the
French Left. Lefebre (who would die soon after his journey back) stated
that, because of Cachin’s and Frossard’s long opportunist past, they
presented the risk of a penetration of the Second International’s spirit
of betrayal into the ranks of the Communist International. Guilbeaux
declared that their adherence was artificial, and that once they were back
in Paris the pestilential atmosphere of the PCF would ensure they would
relapse into their old errors. Goldenburg, from the French socialist youth
movement, took a stand against what he held to be the voluntarist method
of allowing elements into the CI which didn’t in fact approve of it, and
he along with Guilbeaux called for the formation of a communist party
which contained communists only! The debate nevertheless seemed to be
restricted to the various internal problems faced by movements at a
national level and it was to the merit of the Italian abstentionists that
the discussion was raised to the level of principles.

In his speech, the representative of the CAF declared that faced with
the danger of opportunist elements joining the CI due to a lull in the
revolutionary movement, communists should require everyone to completely
accept the theses in an unconditional way, in the realm of theory as well
as action.

In Europe, where capitalism was much more developed than in Russia, it
was necessary to apply Marxist methodology and theory much more
rigorously, and the way had to be barred to the social democrats by
forcing them to formulate unequivocal declarations of principle. With this
aim in view, the Italian representative proposed amendments to the
fifteenth condition of admission, which went: «Parties which still
retain their old social-democratic programmes are obliged to reverse
them as quickly as possible, and to draw up – in accordance with the
special conditions of their country – a new communist programme in
conformity with the decisions of the Communist International». The
Italian Left’s proposal was to get rid of the expression «in
accordance with the special conditions of their country» and
replace it with the following formulation:

 … and to draw up a new programme in which the principles of the
Third International are incorporated in an unequivocal way. The minority
which votes in congress against the new programme and joining the Third
International will have to be excluded from the party for this reason
alone. Those parties which have already joined the Third International
without adopting this condition must call an extraordinary congress as
soon as possible in order to bring it into force.

More than any other group, the fraction emphasized that it was a burning
necessity for all communist parties to have a shared programme, although
at the time this was, regrettably, impossible. They therefore called for
the question of the right-wing minorities to be posed with extreme
clarity: for example, the PSF representatives hadn’t said if they intended
to get rid of Renaudel or not. Those who voted against the new programme
should be expelled from the party. «Abiding by the programme - our
spokesman declared - is not a question of discipline: either one accepts
it or rejects it, and in the latter case one leaves the party. The
programme is something common to all of us, not something established by
a majority of militants. It is what is, and must be, enforced on parties
which want to join the Communist International». This concept was
incorporated into the twenty-first condition of admission.

After this organizational stage, the door would stay closed to parties
which failed to meet the entry requirements and only individual membership
would be possible. The fraction’s representative also moved to resubmit
Lenin’s proposal (which had been withdrawn) according to which parties
which wanted to join would have to have a certain percentage of communists
in their directorates, even if it was preferable that they were all
communists (twentieth condition).

Conditions twenty and twenty-one were put to the vote and carried whilst
the amendment to the fifteenth condition was not accepted. The reason the
representative of the Italian Left insisted on dwelling on the “special
conditions” clause was because defending it, at the Second Congress, had
already become the battle-cry of Serrati, Modigliani, and Treves etc., of
the Center and the Right, in other words. According to these gentlemen it
was the responsibility of the local party, not of the International, to
establish what the “special conditions in each country” were. In the
review “Comunismo” (no. 15, September 30, 1920), Serrati would deny that
the International had the right to formulate «absolute and definite
judgements from a distance, without detailed knowledge of the facts»,
and he quoted, as a scandalous example, the fact that the twentieth
condition required communists, regardless of their administrative capacity
(!!), to take up responsible positions in the town halls, co-operatives,
etc. Similar pretexts would be used by the PSF in order to relegate
trade-union activity to a minor role, and to avoid the resolute action
required by the eighth condition in the face of French militarism and
colonialism.

In the October 3, 1920 issue of “il Soviet”, the Left’s representative
wrote: «The conditions have been more or less completed and have been
sharpened up, but the gist of the discussion on the whole was that the
“reconstructors” should be allowed to join the International under
certain conditions. Our view is that in certain countries, and above all
in France, there exists the danger of elements that are too right-wing
joining».

If the “restrictive” conditions favored by the abstentionists had been
accepted, it might have been possible to avoid mergers like those which
occurred at the Halle Congress, where the reunification of the German CP
with the majority of the Independents would prove to be a contributory
cause of the 1921-23 crisis. Similarly, the maneuvers of the “Terzini”
in Italy could have been avoided.

The Twenty-One Conditions were therefore approved with only two votes
against. Here is a résumé:


	Propaganda and agitation: the party press must be subordinated to the
party presidium and run by reliable Communists.

	Removal of reformists and centrists from positions of responsibility.


	Creation of parallel illegal organizations.

	Agitation amongst the troops; refusal to undertake such work is
tantamount to a dereliction of revolutionary duty, and incompatible with
membership of the CI.

	Agitation in the countryside. The working class cannot consolidate its
victory without the support of at least part of the workers in the
countryside.

	Denunciation of social-patriotism and social-pacifism.

	Recognition of the need for a complete and absolute break with
reformism and with the policy of the "Center".

	Each party must expose the imperialist role of its own bourgeoisie in
the colonies and support every colonial liberation movement.

	Systematic propaganda within the trade-unions and within other mass
organizations of the working class. Communist cells should be formed.

	Struggle against the Amsterdam "International" of yellow trade unions;
support for the international association of red trade unions adhering
to the Communist International.

	The composition of the parliamentary fraction to be reviewed and
subordinated to the party presidium.

	The principle of democratic centralism, iron discipline, the party
center equipped with the most comprehensive powers.

	Periodical evictions from the party of petty-bourgeois elements.

	Support for the Soviet Republic in the struggle against reaction.

	Party programmes to be revised and a Communist programme drawn up.

	All the decisions of the congresses of the CI, as well as those of the
Executive Committee, are binding on all parties belonging to the CI.

	Every party wishing to join then CI must be called: Communist Party of
such and such a country (Section of the Third Communist International).


	All leading press organs in all countries are obliged to publish all
important official documents of the Executive Committee of the CI.

	Parties to convene within four months an extraordinary congress to
examine the Conditions of Admission.

	Parties which have not radically changed their former tactics must see
to it that, before joining the CI, at least two thirds of their central
committee and of all their leading bodies are Communists.

	Expulsion from the party of all those who reject in principle the
conditions and theses put forward by the Communist International.
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The commission on the parliamentary question (which didn’t include any
Italians) was chaired by Trotsky, and he would present a historical
introduction to the subject. This would serve as the preface to the
“Theses on Parliamentarism” drawn up by Bukharin and Lenin. The
representative of the Communist Abstentionist Fraction (CAF) of the
Italian Socialist Party requested that they be allowed to present their
counter-theses, and this was agreed. He was nominated as co-reporter to
the congress and invited to participate at commission sessions in order to
defend the CAF theses. The commission then proceeded to an exploratory
debate which ended with the Lenin-Bukharin theses being approved with only
two votes against (cast by the Swiss delegate and the IWW).

The debate was now taken up at the congress. Bukharin began by
presenting the theses he co-authored with Lenin (the introduction by
Trotsky being entitled “The New Era and New Parliamentarism”). The theses
stated the differences between the era of peaceful development and the
existing phase of class war. The peaceful period which preceded the First
World War was characterized by a certain community of interests between
the proletariat and bourgeoisie in the developed capitalist countries,
where, due to the politics of imperialism, the bourgeoisie had managed to
pay higher wages to the workers. This period was characterized by the
incorporation of the workers organizations into the machinery of the
bourgeois State: a fact evidenced by the stance taken by the unions during
the war. Likewise, the parliamentary fractions of the workers’ parties had
been integrated into the parliamentary system. The opening of the period
of capitalist decadence and civil war saw the communist parliamentary
fractions become instruments of parliamentary destruction. Aspects of the
old epoch still survived but were disappearing.

Bukharin went on to review the composition of the parliamentary
fractions; reformists predominated in all of them and they were
politically opposed to revolutionary parliamentarism. The reporter dwelled
at length on the German Independent Socialist Party and its
eighty-two-member parliamentary group, which comprised around twenty
members in the right wing, forty centrists, and twenty representatives in
the party’s left wing. The politics of this parliamentary group were
consequently extremely reformist. As regards the Italian Socialist Party
affiliated to the Third International and “one of our best parties”
Bukharin declared that 30 percent of its parliamentary group belonged to
the right-wing Turatian tendency, 55 percent was centrist, and 15 percent
were left-wing. The French Socialist Party had sixty-eight parliamentary
deputies, forty reformist, twenty-six centrist and two communists.
Bukharin’s explanation for this state of affairs was that the parties
weren’t sufficiently communist; on the contrary, they contained an
extremely large number of opportunists.

Bukharin proceeded to tackle the problem of anti-parliamentarism and
divided its supporters into two distinct groups. The first rejected all
parliamentary participation under any circumstances (the IWW). They could
only see the negative aspects of parliamentarism and had a false view of
the political struggle. The second group, whose theses Bukharin dwelled on
at greater length, was anti-parliamentary both on the basis of a
weighing-up of the possibilities offered by taking part in parliamentary
action (the Communist Abstentionist Fraction of the PSI) and because of
its view that the communist parties needed to reinforce the revolutionary
Marxist method by extricating themselves from the machinery of bourgeois
democracy. This second group asserted that it was materially impossible to
utilize parliament for revolutionary purposes, but, according to Bukharin,
they were unable to provide evidence for this contention. Bukharin argued
that «before maintaining a priori that all revolutionary activity is
impossible inside parliament, it is first necessary to prove it»
and he added that examples of revolutionary parliamentarism existed. In
this regard, he cited Liebknecht, the Bulgarian comrades, and the
Bolsheviks: «If you have a party which is truly communist, you
shouldn’t be afraid of sending representatives into the bourgeois
parliament […] If the parties affiliated to the Third International are
real communist parties, cleansed of all opportunist and reformist
elements, we can be certain that the old parliamentarism will give way
to a truly revolutionary parliamentarism which is an infallible method
for overturning the bourgeoisie, and the destruction of the State and
the capitalist system».

A counter-report was presented by the representative of the Italian CAF
which affirmed that the anti-parliamentarism of the abstentionists didn’t
involve putting principles into question. In principle we are all
anti-parliamentarian, it declared, because we are against parliamentarism
as a means of the emancipation of the proletariat, and as a political form
of the proletarian State. Our anti-parliamentarism, in contrast with that
of the anarchist and syndicalist conceptions, is closely connected with
the Marxist criticism of bourgeois democracy. The Marxist movement had
degenerated into a social-democratic movement and created a field of
common action for narrow interests of a cooperative character of certain
groups of workers, and for bourgeois democracy. It had created a different
ideology which put aside violence and abandoned the proletarian
dictatorship. The Russian Revolution confirmed the Marxist theory, «But
the historical conditions under which the Russian Revolution developed
do not resemble the conditions under which the proletarian revolution in
the democratic countries of Western Europe and America will develop. The
situation in Russia reminds us of the situation in Germany in 1848, when
there were two revolutions one after the other: the bourgeois democratic
revolution and the proletarian revolution. The tactical experiences of
the Russian revolution cannot be transplanted into countries with a
bourgeois democracy of long standing, in which the revolutionary crisis
will mean only the direct transition from this political regime to the
dictatorship of the proletariat. [...] For Western Europe, the
revolutionary problem makes it first of all necessary to go beyond the
limits of bourgeois democracy, to prove the necessity of carrying the
struggle on to another ground, that of direct revolutionary action for
the conquest of power. A new technical organization of the party is
necessary, i.e., a new historic formation. The first bourgeois machinery
that has to be destroyed is parliament».

It is necessary to show the masses the entire duplicity of bourgeois
democracy which acts as a means of direct defense for capitalism against
the masses. The anarcho-syndicalist reaction, which denied that political
action had any value, leads the proletariat onto a false path. «We
propose that the agitation for the proletarian dictatorship in those
countries where the democratic regime has been developed a long time
should be based on the boycott of the elections and of the bourgeois
democratic organs. The great importance which is being given in practice
to the electoral action contains a double danger: on the one hand it
gives the impression of being essential action, and on the other hand it
absorbs all the resources of the party and leads to the almost complete
abandonment of action and of preparation in other domains of the
movement. The party becomes a group of electoral committees entrusted
only with the preparation and the mobilization of electors».

As regards to the historical introduction to Lenin and Bukharin’s theses
on parliamentarism, in which Trotsky stated that the Third International
must return to the parliamentarism of the First International for the
purpose of destroying parliament from within, the representative of the
CAF observed that «should the Third International accept the doctrine
of the First International, it must on the contrary use quite different
tactics and not participate in the bourgeois democracy, because of the
great difference in the historic conditions». If we agree with the
first part of the theses, we differ on the utilization of the electoral
campaign and of the parliamentary tribune as a means of mass action. We
are not against parliamentarism because it is a legal means, like the
press or freedom of assembly etc. Likewise, we are not against “heads”,
because we will always need journalists, propagandists, and a centralized
party, in which the “heads” will take on dangerous work without enjoying
the advantageous benefits conferred on leaders in bourgeois society. The
examples by the commission’s other report do not touch our theses:
Liebknecht acted in the Reichstag in an epoch in which we recognize the
possibility of parliamentary action. However, after all the numerous cases
of social democratic treachery are put in the balance, it turns out most
unfavorably for revolutionary parliamentarism. The question of the
Bolsheviks in the Duma could likewise not be placed alongside the
conditions in which we propose the abandonment of parliamentary tactics in
other bourgeois countries. The representative of our fraction said that he
intended «to make use of the electoral campaigns for agitation and
propaganda for the communist revolution, but this agitation will be more
efficient the more we support before the masses the boycott of bourgeois
elections». In conclusion, in order to distinguish our
abstentionist tactic from those who recommended withdrawing from the trade
unions, the speaker would respond to the arguments brought forward by
Lenin in his pamphlet “Left-wing Communism: An Infantile Disorder”.
The trade union, even if corrupted, is still an organization of the
working masses. If the question of parliamentarism is secondary for the
communist movement, this is not the case with the trade union question.

As to Lenin’s tactics, our representative declared: «I only want to
say that a Marxist movement in the western democratic countries demands
much more direct tactics than those which were necessary for the Russian
Revolution». Furthermore, in response to Lenin’s accusation that
the Italian abstentionists wished to postpone the problem of communist
action in parliament because anti-parliamentarism requires the least
effort, he replied that seeking to direct the greater part of the efforts
of the communist movement towards grounds of action of greater importance
than that of parliamentarism would certainly not be easier. But the
tenfold efforts required to solve the problem of communist parliamentarism
according to the theses would however draw resources of energy away from
the real revolutionary movement.

The CAF considered that the transference of power from the exploiters to
the exploited implied a change in the representative apparatus. For
bourgeois parliamentarism must be substituted with the soviet system.

However, the question of parliamentarism should not be the cause of a
split in the communist movement and, therefore, the abstentionists would
submit to the Communist International’s decisions and not attempt to bring
about the failure of its work.

Speeches followed by those who were against parliament on principle.

Lenin then took the floor to make a short polemical speech in which he
stated that every revolutionary crisis was accompanied by a parliamentary
crisis. Now, it is true that the struggle must be carried into a different
field, for instance the Soviets, we know that these can’t be created
artificially and may only be formed either during or immediately before
the revolution. «Only when one is a member of parliament is it
possible from the given historical point of view to fight bourgeois
society and parliamentarism». The backward elements amongst the
masses, who really believe that their interests are represented in
parliament, must have the truth brought home to them by act and deed. In
Russia, the Constituent Assembly was convened in order to show backward
workers that nothing could thereby be achieved through parliamentarism,
and to confront them with the formation of Soviets as an accomplished fact
in order to bring them to the conviction that the Soviets were their only
weapon. Addressing the CAF, Lenin asserted that to destroy parliament it
had to be destroyed from within to prove to the masses how parliament was
an instrument used by the bourgeoisie to deceive them. Moreover, according
to Lenin, if all classes are prompted to participate in the parliamentary
struggle, class interests and class will be reflected in parliament: «parliament
represents the arena of class struggle».

Expounded with an incontestable dialectic power, Lenin’s proposals
provoked serious worries, not so much because of fears about what the
International might do under Lenin’s leadership, but because the proposals
were open to misinterpretation, and could be seen as authorizing an overly
flexible tactical approach. The representative of the Left would underline
this ambiguity in his reply to Lenin.

Lenin had cited Germany as the best proof that a communist group in
parliament was possible, and he maintained that many parties were driven
to contest the necessity of working in parliament because of their
weakness.

Our representative remarked that Lenin’s objections raised the general
problem of the Marxist tactics, and that the historical mission of
communism «leads us to a new tactical position, i.e., to declining
participation in parliament, which is no more a means of influencing
events in a revolutionary sense». He also stated that he was
convinced that the Communist International would not succeed in expediting
really revolutionary parliamentarian tactics.

Our representative rounded off his intervention by expressing the hope
that when it came to voting for the theses of the Italian abstentionists,
only those anti-parliamentarian comrades who accepted the Marxist spirit
of the assertions on which they were based, would vote for them.

Bukharin, who had been the first speaker, closed the debate with a reply
to the anti-parliamentarians. At the voting, only seven votes were cast
against the Lenin-Bukharin theses, and eighty votes for, and the latter
were therefore approved by an overwhelming majority. Out of the seven
votes against, at the express request of the abstentionist speaker who was
concerned to avoid any confusion with the arguments of the revolutionary
syndicalists, only three votes were registered in favor of the theses he
had defended: the ones cast by the Swiss, Belgian, and Danish Communist
Parties.

The Lenin-Bukharin theses, approved by the congress, were divided into
three parts. The first part explained that the modern conditions were of
unbridled imperialism. In the preceding historical epoch parliament was an
instrument of the developing capitalist system, and as such played a role
that was in a certain sense progressive. and could be an arena in which to
struggle for reforms and improvements on working-class living standards.
In the modern imperialist epoch parliament had become a weapon of
falsehood, deception, and violence. The historical task of the working
class was therefore to wrest the parliamentary apparatus from the hands of
the ruling classes in order to destroy it. The time had come for a new
tactic in parliament as a means to destroy parliamentarism in general. The
Communist Party enters parliament to uproot the parliamentary and
governmental apparatus from within, i.e., Liebknecht in Germany, the
Bolsheviks in the Duma, and the Communists in Bulgaria.

The second part of the theses denounced parliamentarism as a
“democratic” form of the rule of the bourgeoisie. Parliamentarism can
never be a form of proletarian government. Parliament cannot be won over
to the side of the proletariat but must be destroyed along with the
bourgeois State machine. The same attitude must be taken to local
government institutions. Consequently, communism denies the possibility of
parliament being won to the proletarian cause and sets itself the task of
destroying parliamentarism. The Communist Party must stand exclusively for
the revolutionary utilization of parliament. Anti-parliamentarism as a
principle is therefore a naive and childish position.

A certain combination of conditions may make withdrawal from parliament
essential. The Bolsheviks left the Kerensky parliament in order to weaken
it, undermine it, and counterpoise it to the St. Petersburg Soviet which
was about to take on the leadership of the October Revolution. It may also
be essential to boycott elections. A boycott of elections or of parliament
are permissible when conditions are ripe for an immediate move to armed
struggle for power.

It was essential to keep in view the comparative unimportance of this
question since the focal point of the struggle for State power lay outside
parliament. For this reason, the International therefore emphasized most
strongly that it considered any split or attempt to split the Communist
Party solely on the parliamentary question to be a serious mistake.

The third part of the theses gave precise directives for developing
revolutionary tactics in parliament. It was essential to monitor the
quality of the members of the parliamentary fractions and to break with
the social-democratic custom of putting forward only so-called
“experienced” parliamentarians. As a rule, the party should put forward
candidates who are workers. The parliamentary fractions would be organized
by the Central Committees (CCs). The CC of the party must have a permanent
representative in the parliamentary fraction with the right of veto. There
must be a thorough purge of the parliamentary fractions penetrated by
reformists. The Communist deputies must also combine their legal work with
illegal work if the CC decides, and their parliamentary immunity should be
put at the service of the party. The deputies must subordinate their
parliamentary work to the extra-parliamentary activity of their party; the
deputy must bear in mind that they are agitators sent into the enemy camp
to carry out party decisions.

Following this brief summary of the Lenin-Bukharin theses, we need to
clarify that the parliamentary question didn’t assume a position of
central importance (even if “illustrious” opportunist historians affirm
the contrary) at the International’s Second Congress, and this can be
shown merely by pointing to the weighty body of theses on questions of
principle, on revolution, on the taking of power, on the dictatorship of
the proletariat, etc., etc. If the Bolsheviks considered parliamentarism
as one of the criteria for establishing the revolutionary efficiency of
the nascent parties, this is only because it was a parliamentarism with an
anti-parliamentary agenda: on the one hand it aimed at overcoming the
democratic prejudices that persisted inside the workers’ movement; on the
other hand, it aimed at eliminating the opposite prejudice, of the
anarcho-syndicalist, workerist variety, whose electoral abstentionism was
founded on the basis of natural morality (rejection of “power”, of
leaders, scruples about purity etc.), and identified the parliamentary
struggle with politics in general, finally rejecting the political
struggle in favor of a purely trade-unionist struggle. The Bolsheviks then
also stood by the critical rejection of the cult of the sovereignty of the
masses, that is of those who were affected by the same malady which had
already infected the parties of the Second International. The Bolsheviks
placed themselves on the same terrain as us. We can equally say that, as
far as the examination of the historical role of parliament is concerned,
there was no difference between the positions as outlined in Trotsky’s
introduction, the Lenin-Bukharin theses and those of the Italian
abstentionists.

What were the areas of disagreement between us and the Bolsheviks then?
The difference is explained in points six and seven of the theses on
parliamentarism presented by the Italian Left: during a period when the
conquest of power did not seem possible in the very near future,
possibilities of propaganda, agitation and criticism could be offered by
participation in elections and in parliamentary activity. This possibility
existed still in those countries where the bourgeois revolution was still
developing and where parliament kept its original character of an
institution which was anti-feudal and therefore historically revolutionary
(Russia in 1917, colonial countries). On the other hand, in those
countries where the democratic regime achieved its formation a long time
ago, and in the historical period which opened with the ending of the
World War, with the victory of the October Revolution and the Third
International, it wouldn’t be possible to use the parliamentary tribune
for revolutionary ends. Our view (thesis eleven) was that the continuation
of electoral action would prevent the necessary elimination of
social-democratic elements without which the Third International would
fail in its historic role.

In conclusion, we draw the reader’s attention to the fact that the only
party which had actually practiced revolutionary parliamentarism and
remained true to its spirit was the PCd’I led by the Left, and that this
was because the clear demarcations which had followed the scissions at the
Livorno Congress had effectively set up a barrier against the
“parliamentarists as a matter of principle.” The elections which followed
in 1921 would do nothing to advance the movement towards revolution in
Italy, as should have occurred according to the Second Congress theses
which predicted the revolutionary effect of entering parliament. It would
be left to the lack of success of the movements during March 1921 in
Germany and those of autumn 1923 to tragically confirm the truth of what
the Italian Left had asserted.

In an article from “Il Soviet” of September 5, 1920 written after the
Second Congress of the Third International and entitled "The Abstentionist
Fraction and the Moscow Congress," the Left explained yet again its one
and only divergence with the Bolsheviks:

 The resolutions of the Moscow Congress agree fully with what
our fraction has always upheld on the necessity of creating a truly
Communist Party, and on the functions and constitution of this party and
its relations with the Third International. They also fully agree with
what we have always asserted regarding the Soviet question, implicitly
dispensing summary justice to the resolution, opposed by us but backed by
the PSI, of constituting them right-away; a resolution which was reduced
after the National Council of Milan to the minimum expression of local
(mono-communal) experimental Soviets, and in its turn tacitly allowed to
die a death. The single divergence is on the parliamentary question.



The theses voted for in Moscow reasserts as premise the fundamental
concept that parliamentarism is a system of bourgeois government, which
cannot constitute the form of the proletarian State, which cannot be
conquered from within but must be smashed along with all the other similar
and local organs in order to be substituted by central and local soviets
etc. This evaluation of parliamentarism responds exactly to what has
always been maintained on the subject by our fraction, who have doggedly
insisted on it in order that it be accepted by the majority of the party
as well. At the Bologna Congress the difference between us and the winning
majority on this cardinal point was that we called on all those who didn’t
accept this scheme to leave the party, and that was what we were really
voting for; the majority confined itself to making a verbal agreement on
the matter and voted for those who didn’t accept the programme to remain
in the party. We were with Moscow in word and deed, the others... Well,
they didn’t practice what they preached.



The Moscow thesis correctly points out that the fundamental method of
struggle against the political power of the bourgeoisie is that of mass
action becoming armed struggle (just as we have always said) and
subordinates parliamentary action to the aims of extra-parliamentary
action, considering the parliamentary tribune as one of the bases, or a
legal position which the party, which directs the actions of the masses or
the armed struggle, must constitute behind the fighting proletariat. This
is profoundly different and opposed to what has been done, both before and
after Bologna, by the PSI, whose epicenter has only ever remained that of
parliamentary action, which dominates and drives forward its political
struggle. Illegal action was and remains unknown (before Bologna it was
strongly repudiated and it still is by many members): and yet it is one of
the cornerstones of the Moscow thesis, and constitutes no small part of
that extra-parliamentary action to which parliamentary action should be
linked in a subordinate capacity in order to utilize parliamentary
immunity. With its aims restricted in this way, parliamentary action, in
itself, is not nearly so important, and the question of the use of
parliament is restricted within much narrower confines. It is true that
communists have always viewed the question in this way, and nor could they
do otherwise, seeing that their initial premise is that parliamentarism is
a system of bourgeois government; but the PSI, the social democrats, and
even many so-called Maximalists don’t see it like that.



Our bitter and determined struggle within the PSI, which led us to feel we
needed to form an abstentionist fraction in order to act with greater
energy and unity of purpose, was, and is, inspired by the conviction that
the proletarian struggle for the conquest of power takes place outside
parliament; and it is a struggle which is trying to carry party activity
along towards its true destination. Obliging the party to restrict
parliamentary activity within the limitations required by Moscow and to
agree to discuss the parliamentary question from the standpoint from which
we have always considered it, that is to say: how and up to what point can
the parliamentary role be utilized in pursuit of revolutionary aims, is a
great victory for us. We have never declared that the political struggle
can be characterized as a matter of aptitude towards parliamentarism, nor
have we supported an absolute and ingenuous negation of parliamentary
participation. In the programme presented at Bologna we clearly
distinguished the pre-revolutionary period, in which parliament is used to
carry out a work of criticism and propaganda, from the revolutionary
period, the present one, in which the proletariat rises up to overthrow
the bourgeois State; an action to which no effective contribution can be
brought by way of parliament. Future experience, when on the basis of the
Moscow resolutions all the member parties of the Third International,
rendered truly communist and rid of their various encumbrances, have
adopted the parliamentary tactic, will tell if our view was right or
wrong.



The Moscow thesis don’t rule out that leaving parliament, boycotting
parliament or boycotting elections may happen; they simply say that this
should happen when there is a situation which allows an immediate passage
to the armed struggle. Without going into a detailed examination of these
various actions and the considerable differences between them; without
considering the not easily surmountable difficulty of how to evaluate the
circumstances for their implementation as expressed in the theses, we draw
attention to the fact that the active boycotting of elections which we
propose (intervening in them without candidates with a view to
propagandizing with greater effectiveness the bourgeois nature of
parliamentarism, its ineptitude compared to the proletarian dictatorship,
and the necessity of overthrowing it) is definitely to be found amongst
those actions recommended by the Moscow theses.



There is maybe a different evaluation of when a boycott should be used. We
say “maybe” because we were certain that the majority wasn’t behind us and
so were aware that our claim was premature, not in the historical sense
but in the sense of its acceptance and its consequent implementation. We
didn’t call for a boycott, nor do we do it now, for the laughable reason
of appearing more revolutionary.



All tendencies have always started like this: they begin with just one
person or a few people and grow and develop if they respond to a real need
and future necessity. Just because a tendency in a given period of its
development only has a small following doesn’t mean its ideas are
immature. If we reasoned thus all new ideas would be immature. When at the
Bologna Congress we called on the party to call itself Communist, to
consecrate a radical change of direction, there were only few of us then
and we knew it.



It was the same when we argued the incompatibility of having centrists and
right-wingers in the party. We will see at the next congress, following
the deliberations in Moscow, what progress our tendency has made in a
year. And the same for abstentionism. To have supported and to still
support abstentionism has, and will, serve to exercise a powerful
devaluation of the function of parliamentarism especially amongst the
Maximalists; supporting abstentionism inspires in the party and the masses
the growing conviction that the proletarian movement’s center of gravity
is outside the bourgeois parliament and prepares it for the hour when this
will have to be swept away once and for all.



That we don’t consider abstentionism as representing the central fulcrum
of communist action can be gauged from the fact that we have never wanted
to split the party over it nor have we wanted to ally ourselves with those
anti-parliamentarists whom, merely through the fact of being such, don’t
rigidly subscribe to the communist programme. In the motion voted for by
the fraction at the Florence conference we said amongst other things,
that: “The fraction resolves to consecrate all its energies to the
constitution in Italy of the Communist Party, as a section of the Third
International, affirming that in this party, as at the heart of the
International itself, the fraction will uphold the incompatibility of
participating in elections to bourgeois organizations etc The clear upshot
of this resolution is our fundamental proposition of the need to form a
communist party, an indispensable organ in the proletariat’s political
struggle; a party with a positive programme of action, and not one based
on negative differentiations such as abstentionism. This proposition of
ours, corroborated by the Moscow resolutions, obliges us to engage in the
most energetic activity now that it is finally and definitively entering
into its implementation phase. We will continue to work in order to try
and become a majority in the International, which, it is understood, will
absolutely not detract from our observing the most rigorous, disciplined,
and unconditional respect towards its resolutions, even those which don’t
correspond to our most deeply held convictions. An iron discipline is the
main strength of those communist parties which are truly such both in name
and in deed.
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a. The Trade Union Question
The final body of theses on the trade union question was the result of a
long debate in the commission chaired by Radek. The theses presented at
the congress by comrade Radek on the “The Trade Union Movement, Factory
Committees, and the Third International” corresponded to the positions
supported by the German CP against the KAPD opposition and were directed
against neo-syndicalist tendencies. Apart from some statements which
attributed a revolutionary role to the trade unions which the Italian Left
found a bit excessive, these theses reasserted the revolutionary Marxist
point of view upheld by “Il Soviet”. The unions and factory committees
only become revolutionary when conquered and directed by the communist
parties. The factory committees cannot be substituted for the trade unions
which, organized at an industrial level, play a very important part within
communist economic organization.

The communist tactic doesn’t therefore consist of boycotting the
traditional trade unions, even when they are directed by reformists and
yellows, but of conquering them from within.

Maybe it would have been beneficial to link criticism of «boycotting of
the trade unions on principle» to a condemnation of the «erroneous
conception which holds that the proletariat would be mobilized not by the
party’s political struggle for the dictatorship of the proletariat, but
around the economic action of a revolutionary trade union organization»
which, having expropriated the capitalists, would directly take over
management of production. This point of principle wasn’t highlighted by
Moscow. The debate showed that theoretical divergences still persisted and
numerous questions remained unresolved.

Article 14 of the Statutes of the Communist International asserted the
dependence of the trade unions on the party:

 Trade unions which accept communist ideas and are united on an
international scale under the leadership of the Executive Committee of the
Communist International (ECCI) are, at the present time, forming a
trade-union section of the Communist International. These trade unions
send their representatives to congresses of the Communist International
through the communist parties of the countries concerned. The trade-union
section of the Communist International delegates one representative to the
ECCI with full voting rights. The ECCI has the right to send a
representative with full voting rights. The ECCI has the right to send a
representative with full voting rights to the trade-union section of the
Communist International.

This resolution obviously encountered bitter opposition from the
revolutionary syndicalists. A year later, a compromise was reached with
the constitution of the Red International of Labour Unions.

 

b. The Italian Question
The PSI leadership’s tolerant attitude towards the Right had already
been sternly condemned when the Conditions of Admission to the
International had considered the Italian Question. Then Lenin’s pamphlet,
Zinoviev’s speeches on the Conditions of Admission, Lenin’s speech, and
Bukharin’s introductory speech to the “Theses on Revolutionary
Parliamentarism” would sternly criticize the PSI. Serrati answered with
protests, Graziadei put forward reservations, Bombacci, and Polano backed
the criticisms put forward by the Russian comrades, the representative of
the Communist Abstentionist Fraction (CAF) rather than treating Italy as
an isolated case intervened in a more general manner setting out from a
position of principle.

The problem was bound to come to the fore in the debate on Lenin’s
theses on the “Fundamental tasks of the Communist International”. The
commission invited all the Italian delegates to voice their opinions on
the famous seventeenth thesis:

 In regard to the Italian Socialist Party, the Second Congress
of the Communist International recognizes that the revision of the
programme undertaken by this party at its congress at Bologna last year
represents a very important stage in the transformation to communism and
that the proposals made to the National Council of the Party by the Turin
Section and published in the magazine Ordine Nuovo of May 8, 1920 all
correspond with the fundamental principles of communism. The congress asks
the Italian Socialist Party to examine at its next congress, which will
take place in accordance with its own statutes and the general conditions
of entry into the Communist International, the proposals that have been
made and all the decisions of the Second Congress of the Communist
International, especially with regard to the parliamentary faction, the
trade unions and the non-communist elements in the party.

There were those amongst the Italian delegates who didn’t accept this
formula. Serrati and Graziadei observed that at the time of the National
Council the Turin section had taken sides against the party leadership
over the Piemontese disbandment; extolling the value of this section would
mean approving of its undisciplined attitude. Bombacci observed, moreover,
that it would have been dangerous to approve the syndicalist tendencies of
the Ordine Nuovo and its vision of factory councils. Polano argued that
the Executive Commission of the Turin Section was composed for the most
part of abstentionists and, as a consequence, approving of the work of our
fraction meant disavowing the parliamentary question. The representative
of the CAF also pointed out the possibility of misunderstandings arising
around the acceptance of the positions of Ordine Nuovo: positions which
weren’t only contrary to the congress’s directives on the trade-union
question and the Soviets but had supported party unity right up to
immediately before the Milan Convention. Lenin and Bukharin declared that
they weren’t well informed on Ordine Nuovo’s positions and that a
particular document was being referred to. Serrati tried in vain to avoid
the convocation of the national congress.

The question was discussed again during a congress plenary session.
Serrati protested again, Bombaci and Polano would agree, Graziadei
attempted to round off the corners by demanding that the position of the
Maximalist majority at the Bologna Congress be recognized. The
abstentionist representative made a brief declaration in which he stated
that he wasn’t interested so much in the form of the theses concerning the
PSI as its content. He noted that the behavior of the PSI after the
Bologna Congress didn’t correspond to the criteria for membership of the
CI given the presence in its ranks of openly opportunist and
social-democratic elements. He stated also that as regards the question of
anti-parliamentarism, his fraction would be disciplined subject to the
decisions of the congress, but he asked that all the other resolutions be
rigorously observed by the PSI as regards non-Communist members, the
parliamentary group and the trade unions led by reformists.

After the closing of the congress, the Italian delegates were invited to
an extraordinary session of the ECCI in the course of which was read a
draft appeal to Italian comrades presented by Bukharin with a few
additions by Zinoviev. This appeal prompted lively discussions. Bombacci,
Polano, and the CAF would recognize its timeliness. Our comrade expressed
reservations regarding the factory councils and trade union movement.
Serrati would oppose the appeal itself, but his polemicizing on the
details couldn’t put in question the fundamental necessity of the supreme
organ of the CI formally inviting the Italian workers’ movement to abide
by the decisions of the congress and to assume a truly communist
character.

The ECCI reserved to itself the prerogative of making the final draft of
the appeal which was then sent to Serrati. The letter, having expounded on
the political and social situation in Italy and affirmed that it was
eminently revolutionary, declared that whilst rejecting the method of
fragmentary action, it was indispensable to create the conditions for a
generalized revolutionary movement and to take account of the fact that
every day’s delay could be of advantage to the bourgeoisie which was in
the process of organizing to defend itself. There was also an analysis of
the deficiencies of the proletarian movement, the incapacity and
uncertainty of the majority of the party faced with the right-wingers of
the parliamentary group and the trade unions.

The letter concluded by saying that all the conditions of membership of
the international were put to the PSI in the form of an ultimatum: if they
weren’t fulfilled, the International would be forced to address the
Italian workers directly, that is to expel the PSI from the Comintern.

The behavior of the PSI was therefore severely judged by the
International’s congress. This can be explained by the fact that as far as
the Bolsheviks were concerned the Italian proletariat would in the very
near future be called to take part in highly important actions and maybe
to give the signal for the armed insurrection in the capitalist West. And
if Moscow was more exacting in its demands towards the PSI than parties in
other countries it was because it knew there was a core of real communists
which it could trust, which wasn’t the case in France or Germany where
there hadn’t been a radical split as had happened at Livorno.

Thus, Moscow demanded that the Right be expelled in the very near
future; for the Maximalists it was a drastic requirement, but for the
abstentionist Left it was not enough: the split should also involve the
Center! From that autumn, Lenin would however launch a vigorous campaign
against Serrati.

 

c. The Formation of the National Sections
Following the International’s Second Congress, several communist parties
were formed. Apart from the PCd’I, however, most of the new communist
parties only answered very approximately to what had been fixed in the
well-known Conditions of Membership to the CI. This was in large part due
also to the fact that the Bolsheviks had a tendency to widen the net of
the tactical and organizational criteria used in the admission procedures.
Later on, these factors would inevitably weigh heavily on the fortunes of
the International, and the situation would be aggravated by Soviet
Russia’s prolonged isolation. Thus it happened that the Comintern
leadership, instead of getting the vital support which it so urgently
needed form the proletarian movement in the West, found its difficulties
compounded with further obstacles: namely the inveterate traditions of
theoretical, programmatic, and organizational laxity inherited from the
parties of the Second International.

Thus in the majority of cases new parties rose on foundations far closer
to the Second than the Third International. In western Europe, with the
exception of the Italian Left, the groups which had opposed the increasing
degeneration of the Second International were too weak, too fragile on the
theoretical plane, to be able to counter-pose a real revolutionary
alternative to the dominant course. The International Executive was faced
with a dilemma: what was it to do with the parties still linked by a
thousand threads to the democratic and parliamentary tradition of the
Second International which, nevertheless, pushed along by the masses, had
arrived at Moscow? And what was it to do with those revolutionary
vanguards who were sincerely revolutionary, but as far as their Marxism
was concerned, weren’t much better than the Right and Center?

These dilemmas were nascent in the early 1920s, at a time when the
masses were lined up in the revolutionary camp and were placing the
problem of taking power firmly onto the agenda.

 

d. The Founding of the Communist Party of Italy: Livorno, 1920
Following the Communist International’s Second Congress, the problem
arose, for both the Socialist and the Communist Parties, of immediate
expulsion of the reformists. This had been decided at the congress.

In Italy, the Maximalists, profiting from their numerical superiority
inside the PSI, obstructed Moscow’s directives. This had the positive
consequence of bringing about the constitution of a Communist Party on the
basis of a rift with maximalism, which was thus free from reformism and
centrism. The process of forming the PCd’I, compared with that of other
parties in the Western countries introduced features which were not only
different but opposed: thanks to the existence of a well-defined communist
nucleus.

Thus at the Livorno Congress the birth of the Italian section happened
on the basis of a radical break not only with the reformists but above all
with the Maximalists. This split was the fruit of a long process of
decantation. The Communist Abstentionist Fraction played a determining
role in this process of decanting the forces destined to form the future
Communist Party. At the October meeting in Milan, as at the Imola
Conference in November, and also at the time of the Livorno Congress in
1921, three currents, with different origins and line-ups, came together
around a single platform which regrouped the theses and considerations
about the conditions of admission established at the CI’s Second Congress.


The first of these groupings, the abstentionists, had a well-structured
national network which covered the North as well as the South; our
denigrators wish to view the Abstentionist Fraction as a
Southern-Neapolitan phenomenon, that is, restricted to a zone which they
consider capitalistically backward, which, incidentally, it isn’t. The
fraction’s theses, with its organizational network and its centralized way
of functioning, represented the highest point, parallel to that of
Bolshevism, of the workers’ movement in the West.

The work of theoretical, programmatic, and organizational preparation
which brought the Italian party into being was carried out first by “Il
Soviet” in Naples and then by the national organ “Il Comunista” in Imola.


The second of these groupings corresponded to the Turinese Ordine Nuovo
group which declared that it wanted to set itself up as a “school of
thought”, a place to meet and debate; it had a very elastic network of
readers with no organizational structure and was numerically ill-defined.
The Ordine Nuovo group, whose theoretician, Antonio Gramsci, was closer to
idealism than Marxism, disciplined itself to the fraction’s positions more
through revolutionary instinct than through theoretical clarity.

The third of the groups was represented by the extreme left of
maximalism.

To our detractors, who have always depicted our current as suffering
from sectarian authoritarianism and as incapable of meeting politically
with other groups, we can state that the three component parts mentioned
above, from 1920 to 1922, submerged each of their particular political
identities and united around the same political faith, determined to work
with alacrity towards a split which was considered inevitable, and of
benefit to, the revolutionary movement.

The Communist Fraction of Imola, formed by the fusion of these three
currents, appeared at the Livorno Congress with a programme conceived not
as a platform striving to gain the maximum consensus, but, on the
contrary, as basis of the programme, which couldn’t be discussed, of the
new party. A comrade belonging to the fraction wrote in “Il Comunista” of
December 19, 1920 an article entitled “Towards the Communist Party’” from
which we cite the following passage:

 We cannot accept, antidemocratic though it might be, as “ultima
ratio” the arithmetical expression of a party consultation which isn’t a
party. The recognition of the correctness of the majority opinion starts
where homogeneity of programme and aims start; we don’t accept it in a
society which is divided into classes, within a proletariat necessarily
dominated by bourgeois suggestions, within a party which includes too many
petty bourgeois elements, and which historically has oscillated between
the old and new Internationals, and which isn’t therefore in its thought
or practice the class party of Marx.

At Livorno, the Communist Fraction appeared determined to split
regardless of the voting outcome in order to not paralyze the fraction and
the proletariat up until the next party congress.

 

e. Proletarian Struggles Betrayed by the PSI and the CGL
A decline in workers’ struggles and an offensive by the dominant classes
characterized the international situation. The Italian proletariat had
already launched an attack in the summer of 1919 and in April 1920 and had
struggled against the forces of order. This time, in the second half of
1920, it was a defensive action in the face of the intransigent refusal on
the part of the industrialists in the iron and steel and engineering
industries to accept the new collective labour contract, which had been
obtained by the Rome concordat of August and September 1919.

The proletariat took action immediately, but their movement remained
restricted within the factory walls. The slogan “workers’ control” raised
by the socialist and trade-union leaders and leading to endless
discussions about what form such control should take, served only to
delude the working masses and weaken the movement. The delusion lay, in
fact, in the notion that power had been conquered simply by taking
possession of the factories, rather than by taking possession of the
central organizations of bourgeois domination. Even if they were bypassed
due to the sheer scale of the movement, the leaders of the Italian
Federation of Metalworkers (FIOM) and the General Confederation of Labor
(CGL) still managed to keep it under their control until the very end,
showing yet again that the trade union Right was dominating the Maximalist
Center, which served as its accomplice in paralyzing the labour movement.


The Italian government tried to intervene as little as possible in the
hope that the proletarian fire would extinguish itself naturally through
lack of oxygen. Furthermore, and it was by no means fortuitous, the
failure of this attack by the workers coincided with the birth of the
fascist offensive against an enemy grown vulnerable through the very fact
of its withdrawal into the workplace and weakened by its dependence on
reformism. Giolitti’s velvet glove and the fascist iron fist would divide
the task of sapping the proletariat of its last reserves of energy, and do
so very effectively.

Let’s look at the facts. On the August 30, 1920, the Milan section of
the FIOM ordered the occupation of 300 regional metallurgical factories.
The occupation of the factories would be nearly universal in the
Milan-Turin-Genoa industrial triangle, and also spread to many other parts
of Italy. Between September 1 to 4, around 400,000 workers took
possession, “in an extraordinarily peaceful way” of metallurgical works,
and in a few cases, chemical and textile factories, etc. The problem arose
of extending the strike to all the other categories of workers. The CGL,
which until that point had remained a passive spectator, worked skillfully
to take control of the movement. On September 4, a meeting took place
between the majority of the CGL’s steering committee, a representative of
the socialist leadership, delegates from the main camere del lavoro
(chambers of labour) in North and Central Italy, and the FIOM.
Negotiations took place between two government representatives and
D’Aragona (CGL), Buozzi (FIOM), the parliamentary socialists Turati and
Treves, and representatives of the moderate wing of the industrialists,
including Agnelli. The latter would end up by accepting the principle of
workers’ control over the industries by the trade-union organizations in
the form of “collaboration and co-responsibility for the different
elements of production”, just as Turati and D’Aragona had many times
proposed! The bill was never discussed in parliament, and Giolitti, the
head of the government, left it to molder in his desk drawer.

On September 9 there was a meeting between the CGL and some of the
socialist leaders. The CGL refused to allow the PSI to take over the
leadership of the movement, which was what the Maximalists wanted. The PSI
Directorate bowed to the pressure from the reformists and postponed the
discussion… On September 10, at a meeting of the National Council of the
CGL, the party leadership, in the person of Gennari, accepted the vote
which had gone in D’Aragona’s favor, that is: that the PSI would
officially leave the leadership of the movement to the CGL. Thus the PSI
discharged its historical responsibility!

The concordat which had been signed in Rome on September 19 was accepted
by the extraordinary congress of the FIOM on September 21-22, despite
the fact it only recognized some of the workers’ demands. This was an open
betrayal by the trade unions and the reformists, and the abstentionist
section in Turin would call for an immediate split from the PSI. This
proposal was rejected by the fraction’s central committee.

Be that as it may, the setback suffered to the occupation of the
factories didn’t represent, as was said on many sides, a “missed
revolution”. The working class was quick to defend itself, but wasn’t
materially prepared to mount an offensive; the unfavorable social
situation and a dominant class which had recovered from the perils of the
post-war period, whose State apparatus was managed by the astute and
calculating Giolitti, and supported by the fascist offensive, wouldn’t
allow it. The wave of popular discontent receded in the same measure as
the illusion of democracy was revived inside the working class by the
electoral and parliamentary successes. Furthermore, since the PSI was
dominated by a reformist perspective, the class lacked revolutionary
political guidance.

Only the CAF, whose participation in the movement wasn’t based on the
possibility of an immediate revolution, was conscious of this state of
affairs. During the debate on fascism at the Fourth Congress of the
Communist International, the fraction’s representative would declare, «I
do not believe, as comrade Zinoviev has been saying over the last few
days, that the PSI could have fought a revolution in Italy; but at least
it should have got itself into a condition where it could provide a
solid organization for the revolutionary forces of the working class».
And in 1970, in an interview, he declared:

 […] the proletarian movement, which involved the well-known
occupation of the factories, reached its peak in the autumn of 1920, that
is, after the return to Italy of the delegates who had attended the Second
Congress of the Communist International in Moscow. The Ordine Nuovo
group’s assessment of the possible revolutionary opportunities offered by
that movement was altogether different, in fact directly opposed, to Il
Soviet’s. At the time, Il Soviet wrote an article which was critical of
the Turinese entitled, “To Take the Factory, or Take Power?” Taking
matters of principle as our starting point, we rejected Gramsci’s
assertion that the communist revolution could open with the conquest of
the workshops and their economic-technical management by the workforce. In
our view, the political forces of the workers needed to take the lead by
launching assaults on the police stations and State prefectures in order
to spark the large-scale movement, by the proclamation of a victorious and
total general strike, which was required in order to achieve and install
the political dictatorship of the proletariat. This vision of a possible
outcome was clearly sensed by the shrewd and capable head of the Italian
forces of the bourgeoisie, Giovanni Giolitti. Indeed, when the
industrialists called for armed intervention by the public forces to expel
the workers occupying the factories, and to restore the factories to their
legitimate owners, it was he who made sure the request fell on deaf ears.
Giolitti’s view at the time was that leaving the plants in the hands of
the workers meant leaving them with a weapon which was totally ineffective
since it didn’t threaten to overturn the power and privilege of the
capitalist minorities; and as for the workers’ management of the
instruments of production, it certainly wouldn’t open the door to a
non-private regime of social production. Our tactical line therefore
required that the class party of the proletariat should prioritize
extending its influence and control not over the factory councils and
electoral slates of the internal commissions, which is what "Ordinovism"
wanted, but rather over the traditional trade-union organizations of the
working class. That, then, is what clearly separated me from Gramsci
during that phase. I never accepted that the general occupation of the
factories was taking us, or might have taken us, closer to the social
revolution which we wanted.

The Ordinovist militants from Turin only drew partial lessons from this
conflict. Gramsci, after having adulated the occupation of the factories,
realized the impasse into which the workers had been placed by the
Maximalist-reformist leadership and recognized, therefore, the necessity
of the revolutionary party. The Turinese group, furthermore, hadn’t played
any leading role in the movement, and a profound crisis had broken out in
June due to a dispute arising between Gramsci and Tasca. This crisis drew
the majority of the Ordinovist group into the struggle for the founding of
the class party (Terracini, Togliatti, Tasca, Leonetti), whilst Gramsci
preferred to abstain from disputes and “observe and evaluate”. At the
elections of the new Executive Commission of the Turinese socialist
section (July 24) two motions would be presented: the winning motion
(receiving 141 votes) was put forward by the “communist electionists” and
called for, “a purge, to be conducted not in a sectarian spirit, but with
the maximum energy”. The other one, submitted by the “Communist
Abstentionists” gained fifty-four votes, and re-proposed the theses which
had just been passed at the fraction’s congress. It put forward as its
primary objective the constitution of the Communist Party, and the
elimination of the “reformists and counter-revolutionaries” from the
Socialist Party. Gramsci, along with six other comrades, limited himself
to presenting a declaration for the constitution of a group distinct from
the other two tendencies (which, it is well to note, both demanded the
constitution of the Communist Party with the purging of the reformist
tendencies). This group led by Gramsci, called itself “communist
education” and received seventeen votes for its statement.

The real lesson of the occupation of the factories was it confirmed that
the working class, even if weakened by years of poorly led struggles,
still possessed an extraordinary capacity for resistance against the
bosses’ attacks, but that it was still in thrall to a political and
trade-union leadership which maximalism was incapable of opposing.

This state of affairs was blocking all serious attempts at revolutionary
preparation for favorable situations in the future, however near or far
off they might be. It also prevented the defense of working-class
positions from the moment that opportunism encouraged the councilist and
democratic illusions of workers’ control. For these reasons, following the
harsh experience of September 1920, the best proletarian elements, even if
they held very different positions to “Il Soviet”; even if they were badly
prepared from a theoretical point of view, orientated themselves towards a
party split.

The balance-sheet of the factory occupation movement was an unhappy one,
but valuable lessons were learnt.

 

f. The Political Tendencies Inside the PSI


The Turatian Right


The episode of the factory occupations showed that the PSI was dominated
by its right wing both on the political, and on the trade-union and
organizational levels. The mass of the party, as “Il Soviet” would write
on October 24, 1920, was even more the prisoner of the right than it had
been at the end of the war.

In Moscow, Serrati had defended the reformists Turati, Treves, D’Aragona
etc… endlessly repeating to Lenin that they represented only themselves
and, furthermore, that they couldn’t be compared with the Russian
Mensheviks, who the party would have subjected to its discipline and who
wouldn’t have been able to sabotage the revolution!

As a consequence, and in clear contravention of the regulations issued
at the Second Congress of the Communist International, the Italian
Socialist Party didn’t take any measures to purge the party of
counter-revolutionary elements. Although the Second Congress of the CI had
finished on August 7, 1920, the PSI Directorate didn’t meet until
September 28 to discuss its conclusions, and the famous letter from the
International’s Executive Committee to the Italian socialists (a letter
the PSI was careful not to publish – so at that time it was the socialists
who were keeping the archive documents secret!). It would take three days
of discussion – until October 1 – to finally pass a resolution declaring
acceptance of the Moscow’s 21 Conditions and agreeing to a “radical
purging” of the reformists in the party, referring to procedures and ways
and means to the national congress.

In the meantime, the Turatian Right had organized itself into the
“Concentration Fraction”, and in Milan, on August 30, it issued a
manifesto attacking the Maximalists for their demagoguery and inertia and
blamed them for reinforcing the power of the ruling class. At its congress
in Reggio Emilia on October 10 to 11, 1920, the Concentration Fraction
declared that only they were truly revolutionary and accused maximalism of
having, by its inaction, dispersed the revolutionary impetus. In their
final motion, drawn up by Baldesi and D’Aragona, the reformists laid claim
to «the name of the party, the intentions and educational spirit of
its propaganda, the good day to day administrative and organizational
work, and the work within the cooperatives and trade-unions».

They confirmed their adherence to the Third International, their
acceptance of the 21 Conditions in respect of “interpretative autonomy”
and the “conditions in each country” and asked for the expulsion from the
party of the masons and groups with anarchistic leanings. They even
recognized the dictatorship of the proletariat (though only as a
transitory necessity and not as a programmatic obligation), and the use of
violence and illegal methods in the class struggle.

The motion declared that the reformists would support, “all possible
attempts at approximation to the socialist regime.” In “Critica Sociale”,
Treves finally noticed that, polemics aside, the reformist theses were in
substantial agreement with Serrati’s. And it was true. By leaning in the
direction of Maximalist centrism, the reformists were trying to don a
mantle of political virginity in order to ward off their expulsion from
the party.

This puerile maneuver was unmasked by the right fraction itself. In the
December 24 edition of “La Giustizia”, its newspaper, the Right professed
to support, «the major part of the theoretical assertions of the
Mensheviks, with the exception of the proposal to constitute a Fourth
International. On the contrary, we must enter the Third International
and work in such a way that the decisions taken at the Second Congress
are modified in order to allow the International to bring all the
socialist forces together». Opportunism could hardly have
enunciated its programme more clearly: to penetrate the International with
the aim of removing its historical character of harsh selection of the
“socialist” forces!



The Maximalists


The Maximalist current, led by Serrati, appeared lifeless compared with
the dynamic Right. If in France and Germany a considerable number of
centrists accepted Moscow’s 21 Conditions for entering the new party, in
Italy, the representatives of the majority of the PSI, a party which had
been a member of the Third International since 1919, took up a stance
which rendered the split inevitable. Inadvertently, they thus made
possible the constitution of a party founded on theoretical foundations
which were untainted by misunderstandings or reservations.

But Moscow’s 21 Conditions didn’t appear in Avanti! until September 21,
and the review, “Comunismo”, didn’t publish the letter from the ECCI until
October 15. According to Serrati, these delays could be explained by the
fact that the resolutions of the Second Congress needed revising for more
than one reason; most importantly of all, as Comunismo wrote on September
15, because the congress hadn’t been properly prepared and organized, and
because the Bolsheviks weren’t very well informed.

The meeting of the PSI Directorate finally took place on September 28
and was the first to be held since the Second World Congress. So the
unitarian formula of Serrati was:

«It is just a matter of liberating the party by means of an energetic
purge of those elements, who, both during and after the war, continually
provided weapons to our enemies […] The unity of our party – along with
all the reconstructive organisms that it managed to create in the class
revolution – must remain intact, against every attack from right and left.
All those who want to be with us, right and left, we must keep them;
especially since it is events themselves, more powerful than men, which
conduct everybody inevitably to the left, towards revolution».

Serrati maintained that, «ill-advised Russian expressions and norms
should be tempered by that Italian shrewdness, which, without abandoning
the communist programme, adapts them to the particular circumstances of
our country».

The meeting of the PSI Directorate (September 28 – October 1, 1920)
marked the beginning of the Maximalist crisis. In response to the vote in
favor of the Moscow resolutions, Serrati handed in his resignation to
“Avanti!”. As we know it was not accepted by a unanimous decision. A few
days later, however, Serrati would tender his resignation as the director
of the Turinese edition of the paper following an article about D’Aragona,
Colombino, etc., (who were members of the trade union delegation to the
Second Congress in Moscow).

Some days earlier, in Milan, there had been a meeting of representatives
of the extremist fractions within the PSI at which the Communist Fraction
had been officially constituted. A further controversy, of far greater
importance, was subsequently sparked off between Serrati on the one side,
and Lenin and Zinoviev on the other.

Two open letters to Serrati, written by Zinoviev on October 22 and 23,
stated that the destiny of the Italian revolution would depend on the
capacity of the Socialist Party to free itself from the reformist elements
who were sabotaging the proletarian revolution. Zinoviev affirmed,
furthermore, that anyone who, at that moment, was trying to unite with the
reformists or semi-reformists was, as far as the revolution was concerned,
committing a crime. A message from the ECCI to the Communist Fraction
(October 23, 1920) stated: «If Serrati and his friends want to defend the
Communist International, if they want to make an effective contribution to
the formation of a real Communist Party in Italy, they must join your
fraction. This is the only possibility, and the ECCI is unable to agree
to, or approve, any other solution […] We recognize no other Communist
fraction in Italy apart from yours. All those who aren’t with us are
against us». The text of the message appeared in “Il Comunista” (the
fraction’s organ) on November 21. In the same number, notice was given of
the convocation, at Imola, of the Communist Fraction’s congress on
November 28-29.

In two related articles on the Italian Socialist Party (November 4 &
December 11, 1920), Lenin wrote:

 What constitutes this specific feature of Italy is the fact
that the reformists have already proved incapable in practice of carrying
out party decisions and pursuing party policy. By evading this fundamental
issue, the resolution of the advocates of unity with the reformists
utterly defeats itself. By this fact alone, Serrati, Baratono, Zannerini,
Bacci and Giacomini have already shown quite clearly and irrefutably that
they are fundamentally wrong, that their political line is fundamentally
false. The discussion in the Italian party’s Central Committee has ever
more forcefully revealed the total falsity of Serrati’s line. The
Communists were right in saying that as long as the reformists remained
what they were they could not but sabotage the revolution, as they had
already sabotaged it during the recent revolutionary movement of the
Italian workers who were taking over the factories. That is the pith and
marrow of the question! How is it possible to prepare for revolution and
advance towards decisive battles, when there are people in the party who
sabotage the revolution? That is not merely a mistake but a crime.

In the December 11 article, he wrote: «On the eve of the proletarian
revolution, the liberation, the freedom, of the parties of the
revolutionary proletariat from opportunists and ‘Centrists’, from their
influence, their prejudices, their weaknesses and vacillations, is the
main and essential condition of success».

Assembled in congress on November 20-21 in Florence, the Communist
Unitarian Fraction of the PSI voted on a motion which stated that the
Socialist Party had, «already effectively conquered political power», and
therefore it alone could, «assure the proletariat of the overthrow of
the bourgeois regime, reconstruction, and the communist order».
What’s more, it was stated that, following the congresses at Reggio
Emilia, in 1912 (expulsion of the reformists), and Ancona, in 1914,
(expulsion of the masons), «the revolutionary and totally intransigent
tendency has dominated the party unopposed, drawing behind it the Right
fractions and the confederated trade union organizations by
subordinating the former with strict discipline, and the latter with a
clear pact of alliance». In conclusion, the Maximalist convention
declared, «the necessity for our party to conserve its unitary
membership in order that by our action we achieve the best, and most
rapid, revolutionary outcome». On the relations with the
International it was said that the PSI accepted Moscow’s 21 Conditions in
their entirety, but that these conditions should be interpreted, «according
to the particular historical conditions of our country».

The Maximalist convention in Florence was held shortly after a new
socialist “victory” in the administrative elections, and at the same time
as the fascist offensive in Bologna against “red power”. As a consequence
of this latest electoral victory, maximalism would argue for uniting the
party with the right wing which controlled a good part of the municipal
and provincial administrations. Thus, from the columns of “Avanti!”, on
December 16 Serrati responded to Lenin in the following terms: «The
only country – after Russia – which finds itself socialistically in a
favorable condition to fight against the bourgeoisie, is Italy […] Our
party has a membership of 250,000, 150 members of parliament, and
controls 2,500 municipalities. The organizations of economic resistance
have more than two and a half million members. We control around a
thousand cooperatives. We have the terrain and the materials for the
reconstruction».

On December 7, Serrati sent a letter to the CI in which he declared:

 The position we are in, in Italy, is very different to that in
countries. Here there is nobody asking to leave the Third International,
and nobody supports the Berne Congress. If there were a split, it would be
entirely to the advantage of our enemies, and our movement would find it
absolutely impossible to emerge from the deadlock in which it has been
placed due to the inexperience of the left insurrectionists.

Serrati’s opportunism didn’t just restrict itself to presenting the
Italian right wingers as indispensable elements of the party and of the
revolutionary cause, it went one step further, accusing the revolutionary
Left of having condemned the proletarian movement to political deadlock
and even holding it, in consequence, responsible for the failure to take
power. Moreover, posing as the true representative of orthodoxy in
contrast to the political manipulation and opportunism of…Lenin, Serrati
would ingeniously claim that the Noskes and Scheidemanns had already been
expelled from the party in 1912, and if there hadn’t been a revolution in
Italy yet it wasn’t Turati’s, or Modigliani’s, fault. To say that it was,
explained Serrati, was tantamount to giving in to «a belief in
miracles and superficial prejudices». Only the Italian socialists
were capable of being «the judges of the developing situation and
deciding which steps needed to be taken to defend the Italian socialist
movement». Serrati asked that a “relativist criterion” be applied
to Italy, and addressing himself directly to Lenin he declared: «We
ask nothing more, dear comrade. And if afterwards, having pardoned the
Zinovievs who opposed the revolution, and the Cachins who proposed class
collaboration and were international ambassadors of the great
‘democratic’ war, you still condemn us – we, who have never hesitated
for one moment to defend the proletarian revolution – we will be neither
surprised nor will we complain. But we will continue our work».
(“Comunismo” no. 1, December 15, 1920).

Serrati was feigning ignorance of the fact that the right wing of the
PSI formed a homogeneous fraction, with a newspaper of its own, with its
own steering committee, which was appearing at the party congress with a
motion of its own, and that from the time of the Bologna Congress onwards
it had continuously sabotaged every initiative taken by the Maximalist
leadership!

If Serrati was to defend the so-called unity of the party nothing was
left to him but the weapons of two-bit polemics. Thus he would declare
that the real opportunists were to be found inside the Third
International; that the communist parties of France and Germany were full
of ex-supporters of the war whilst the Italian reformists were immune from
such defects. And he wasn’t averse to borrowing a few lies from the
bourgeoisie in order to denigrate soviet Russia either.

Eventually it got to a stage where he was talking about, «Red
masonry which operates outside and above the party».

Lurking behind this hymn to party unity, for whom it served as a
convenient disguise, was the left wing of opportunism. Indeed, the
Maximalists, in the name of unity, preferred to remain with 14,000 Social
Democrats rather than join the 58,000 Communists and the Communist
International! The problem lay elsewhere. The Maximalists couldn’t support
communism since their programme was clearly opposed to that of the
Communist International.

On December 20, 1920, acting on behalf of the ECCI, Zinoviev sent a
final letter to the Directorate of the PSI, and to Serrati in person.
Zinoviev was clearly convinced that Serrati had started down the slippery
slope to opportunist and centrist politics: «Making concessions to the
reformists just to keep Serrati happy would ruin the party […] Only the
Italian Communist Fraction which met recently at Imola has posed the
problem in a way which is clear and distinct. In Italy, those who want
to march with the Communist International must support this fraction […]
Long live the Italian Communist Party purified of reformist and
semi-reformist elements!»

At the Livorno Congress, Turati put up a coherent defe°nse of reformism
showing how deeply rooted it was inside the PSI. A few days earlier, he
had written that it wasn’t a case of conflicting tendencies in the
Socialist Party anymore, but of conflicting ideas. And Serrati’s Unitarian
Fraction didn’t present itself as a right-communist tendency, but as the
left wing of social democracy, which had become, in its turn, the left
wing of the bourgeoisie.

In the December 19 issue of “Il Comunista”, an article entitled “Towards
the Communist Party” affirmed that, «just as the bourgeoisie delegates
its defense, at critical moments, to reformism, so reformism, when it is
losing ground amongst the masses, is forced to delegate its
counter-revolutionary function to that centrism labelled
‘right-communism’ which we can see at work in all countries. The feeling
you get nowadays at party assemblies and congresses is that it is
actually the communists and the unitarians who are going to separate
from each other once and for all; it is they for whom cohabiting has
become impossible».

It is a view which was soon to be confirmed at the Livorno Congress.

In the months before the Livorno Congress, the Left would mount a
vigorous and determined campaign to unmask the farcical revolutionism of
the Maximalists and reveal their role as pacifiers. In the October 24
edition of “Il Soviet”, an article entitled “Serrati’s Mistake” (“Il torto
di Serrati”), would counter all the Maximalist arguments that favored
applying Moscow’s 21 Conditions in such a way as to render them
inoffensive and consequently to allow more fatal equivocating about the
destiny of the proletarian movement. Actually the formal unity of the
party would serve merely to reinforce the reformists, and consequently
weaken the revolutionary energy of the proletariat. The Communist Fraction
therefore had to take determined and intransigent action. The article in
“Il Soviet” examined some of the arguments Serrati used and showed they
were fundamentally at odds with a good part of the theses approved at the
International’s Second Congress. Extensive quotations from this article
follow:

 When it comes to presenting his concluding argument, Serrati
gets caught up in contradiction and sophism. We have in our hands, he
says, thousands of communes [municipal councils], co-operatives and
organizations; so many of them we don’t have enough people to fill all the
posts. The Third International doesn’t condemn such conquests as
heretical, in fact it encourages them, but meanwhile it expects all these
posts to be filled with authentic communists, even incompetent ones. That
would mean wrecking proletarian institutions. Serrati concludes not only
that non-communists should remain in the party, but above all they
shouldn’t be disturbed in the peaceful exercise of the official positions
they occupy. The Third International’s overall perspective, which lies
behind its prescription that the communist parties should utilize all of
these forms of action, is that the work carried out to achieve the
communists’ principal aim, i.e., the overthrow of the bourgeois power
(when its historic instrument exists, that is; the political class party
responding to all the features and conditions contemplated by the Theses)
this revolutionary work, can be usefully carried out in all these
institutions. These same institutions are, however, also favorable terrain
for opportunists, chiefly insofar as their function within the parameters
of the present society can become an end in itself, and end up as a means,
under multiple forms, of delaying the precipitation of the revolutionary
crisis. Communists however must penetrate them precisely in order to
combat the opportunists; in order to denounce their inability to put
forward long-term solutions to questions of interest to the proletariat;
in order to spread our propaganda within them; to agitate within them and
thereby gaining recruits for the class war led by the Communist Party. And
given that this party exists, it has been said in Moscow, and since it
responds to determined criteria, one of the most important of which is to
be free of social democratic and opportunist elements, such a party is
able, and indeed should, penetrate the trade unions, the co-operatives,
the local authorities and parliament and put up a fight within them. To
have the unions, the co-operatives, the local authorities, etc., but
without that fundamental condition which is the Communist Party’s
existence, that would mean no revolutionary work was possible; in fact,
one would run the risk of abetting bourgeois conservation. What Serrati
wants, precisely in order to conserve those organizations that are
presently playing this opportunistic game, is to renounce the condition,
the premise, of forming the party. Even the blind can see that the
contradiction lies within him, not in Moscow’s prescriptions. One could,
from the dialectical Marxist point of view, find the criteria that
underlie all the Moscow Congress’s tactical decisions too simple. One
could, from the critical-historical point of view and through an analysis
of the successive conflicts between the various tendencies and various
socialist methods; by establishing a continuity in the development of the
methods of revolutionary Marxism, like those defended by the left of the
International against reformists and anarchists, arrive at the conclusion
that the formation of truly revolutionary communist parties, and the
progressive differentiation away from petty-bourgeois elements and
dissentient schools, is accomplished by means of the exclusion, at given
historical moments, of given methods and forms of action once emptied of
any possibility of revolutionary utilization. No criticism could be
levelled against Serrati were he – claiming to be a representative of the
left fraction of the Socialist Party – to instigate such a critical
in-depth examination. But we cannot allow him, in order to support his
idea that it is necessary to preserve the unity of the Italian party at
all costs, to falsify the meaning of the revolutionary method adopted by
the International […]



Precisely because the International still wants all the old forms of
action to be utilized, renewing them with a new and oppositional
revolutionary content, from the communist movement, the latter needs to be
purged of all heterogeneous elements, without which the overall balance
sheet of its intervention in these institutions, hitherto the domain of
reformists, would be bound to be disastrously negative. For example, a
commune like the Milanese one, and organizations like the Confederation of
Labour and the National League of Co-operatives, are, according to the
method established in Moscow, organizations which Communists must still
conquer since the traditional pernicious work of the Second International
is still being carried out within them; insofar as the various Caldaras
and D’Aragonas, whilst happy to help the bourgeoisie resolve the various
problems and difficulties threatening to engulf them, do absolutely
nothing in terms of revolutionary propaganda, agitation and action. It is
therefore necessary, according to Moscow’s criteria, that the posts within
those organizations must be taken over by good communists who are
disciplined to their party, who, even if technically less able to resolve
contingent matters in the way the bourgeoisie would like, would,
nevertheless, make use of the positions they have won to carry out work
conducive to organizing for the revolutionary struggle. To want to resolve
this problem – set out very clearly on the basis of the incontrovertible
documentation of the work carried out up until now within the aforesaid
institutions – by announcing that D’Aragona and Caldara are card carrying
members of the Italian Socialist Party, which in turn is part of the Third
International, is simply ridiculous. The International can only but
respond: expel Caldara and D’Aragona, even if it costs the party the Milan
Commune and the Confederation. Especially since it will demonstrate that
those champions of reformism only managed to obtain the votes of organized
workers due to the prestige of being labelled revolutionary, which party
membership bestows on them. So once again, slowly but surely, another of
Serrati’s sophisms has been easily dismantled; once again he has shown how
he poses as a master of intransigence, but provides only lessons in
opportunism […]



But Serrati is wheeling all this stuff out in support of his favorite
thesis, i.e., that although Moscow’s 21 Conditions should be recognized,
more time should be given to the member parties, each responsible unto
themselves, to start cleansing themselves of opportunist elements. It is
on this basis that in Florence Serrati intends to uphold the preservation
of party unity, apart from a few personal expulsions to throw dust in
people’s eyes. Rather than asking for more time for it to become a
revolutionary communist party, I maintain that the Italian Socialist Party
is already enormously behind schedule, and that the break should have
happened some time ago. Furthermore, with every day that passes the
problem becomes more complicated and difficult to resolve.



All this can be deduced from our party’s recent past, and today we will
only skim over it quickly, apart from returning to what I mentioned above
since it is the nub of the question. Besides, I already wrote that in
Moscow – in the minute or two I had to speak about Italian matters – I
made a statement recording that such was the opinion of Lenin and Zinoviev
and all those who have criticized the Italian party. The particular
circumstances in which the war question was posed in Italy allowed too
many right-wing elements to save face by passing themselves off as
opposers of the war, whilst in fact they differed in no respect from the
foreign social-patriots of August 4, 1914. The presence of these people in
the party was shown to be especially dangerous at the time of the Austrian
invasion, when the question of national defense became a particularly
burning issue. As comrade Gennari (a unitarian in Bologna in 1919) often
reminds us, the right should have been expelled back in 1918 when they
were championing the country’s defense. But many of the best comrades of
the Left weren’t at that congress, and those who were, were naïve enough
to be tricked by Modigliani and co. When first the party Directorate then
the Bologna Congress voted for the party to join the International,
another opportunity to separate from the Right was missed (the thousand
and one reasons why it needed to happen we don’t wish to go into here).
But since it didn’t happen, adherence to the International was patchy to
say the least […] The amount of time gone by since Bologna, the time being
spent now leading up to Florence, and the time which, according to Serrati
and his most pious desires – or profane vaticinations – should be spent
after Florence, represents ever greater difficulties and dangers not only
for the renewal of the party but for the historic development of the
revolutionary struggle of the Italian proletariat. The bulk of the party
is now more a prisoner of the Right than ever it was at the end of the
war. The situation invoked by Serrati referring to leadership positions
entrusted to non-communists – or rather, defeatists of the revolution –
has worsened precisely because of the Unitarians, precisely because of
Serrati.



After the war, the big economic organizations reconstituted their
membership and cadres, and the Maximalists allowed their enthusiasm for
the revolutionary methods established in Russia to be linked up with the
horribly opportunist practice of the organizations directed by their own
party. After Bologna, the party, bogged down in a unitary approach to the
political elections despite everything, ended up with a parliamentary
group which, although bigger than ever before, repeated all the mistakes
which the previous one had been denounced for over the course of six years
of polemics; and once again they were predominantly drawn from the
right-wing minority of the party. And so we come to today, skipping over
everything else, to the local government elections; elections in which
maximalism becomes even more of a prisoner to a thousand and one local
situations. The party is identified with its councilors in the communes
and provinces, made up of its worst petty bourgeois and opportunist
elements, by all the people who stayed within, or entered, our ranks
because tolerant or supportive of demagogic extremism; after they had been
totally reassured that the old practice of winning electoral mandates
hadn’t changed at all – given, that is, that you accept, against the
heresy of the present writer, that it is susceptible to change – and that
they aren’t serious, without which assurance this rabble would retreat
ignominiously into the ranks of the timid, or become outright traitors.



I have recently seen a chart illustrating our party’s growth. The chart is
one of galloping elephantiasis. I have more than two hundred thousand
members: that means that in proportion to the population our membership
has overtaken the Russian Communist Party, but with the simple difference
that here the bourgeoisie can give us a thrashing whenever it feels like
it, whilst over there the counter-revolutionary dogs hardly dare draw a
breath, let alone bark. And the worst of it is all this is happening – why
deny it? – while many of the best proletarian elements, ready to give
themselves over to hard struggle rather than engaging in the idiotic and
cowardly pursuit of comfortable positions, are going off with the
anarchists, whose movement – and I hardly need to repeat my radical
disagreement with them – is growing in numbers and combative energy. If it
were left to Serrati and the Unitarians, the party would go on to evolve
not in a communist direction, as they claim, but relapse into performing
the worst of social democratic functions as the stupid servant of the
bourgeoisie, holding the working masses in contempt. A good dose of
courage is needed... to propose: let’s wait a bit longer! The bottom line
is, you can wait if you want, but we’re not waiting any longer. At
Florence(1), party unity will be buried, without honors; and all
the worse for those, however many there are, who, persisting in their
error, wish to stick by the corpse, and poison themselves with its noxious
exhalations.

 (1) - In the course of the article, Florence is often referred to as the venue of the imminent socialist congress; in fact although the PSI’s Seventeenth Congress should have been held in the Tuscan capital, it was eventually moved to Livorno for reasons of security.



The Communist Fraction


The article entitled “The Third International and Parliamentarism”
published in “Il Soviet” on August 22, 1920, was the last to be inspired
by the theme of abstentionism. From that moment onwards the Communist
Abstentionist Fraction (CAF) would devote its entire energy to diffusing
and applying the decisions of the Second Moscow Congress and thus clear
the way of any obstacles to the formation of the Communist Party of Italy.
Activity would unfold on two fronts, firstly in polemics with the Center
and Right of reformism, secondly in the organization of those forces which
sided with the Communist International.

In a bulletin issued by the fraction’s Central Committee (CC), appearing
in “Il Soviet” on the day after the meeting of the PSI Directorate, it was
asserted, word for word:

 Since the Committee has heard comrade Bordiga’s report on the
Moscow Congress, and having considered the political situation in Italy,
it considers that recent events, and the development of the metalworkers’
conflict, dramatically confirm the Communist Fraction’s criticisms of the
PSI, regarding both the presence within the PSI of social democratic
elements and the ineptitude of the Maximalist majority, which can neither
bring the proletarian movement under its control nor issue robust
directives to guide mass action. It considers that the remedy to these
extremely grave deficiencies is to apply the decisions taken at the Moscow
Congress regarding the situation in the PSI, and to apply them seriously
and energetically with a view to breaking up its dubious unity and
liquidating the inauspicious inheritance of social democratic and
opportunist tactics within parliament and the unions, even if concealed
behind a Maximalist label. It invites the fraction’s comrades to support
any action that the CC and Il Soviet will take in pursuance of this aim in
preparation for the next congress, from which the new Communist Party will
have to emerge. It also makes a general appeal to all communists who do
not belong to the Abstentionist Fraction, with a view to finding common
grounds for resolute action, and in order that the forces which will
ensure the victory of communism at the next congress may be organized as
soon as possible.

In the same edition an important resolution on the Turin abstentionists
was published. These comrades, mainly workers who had proved their
combativeness and determination to fight on a thousand and one occasions,
believed the moment for separating from the PSI had already arrived and
that the fraction’s CC should immediately convene a national congress.

To these comrades, influenced to a certain degree by councilist
spontaneity, the fraction’s CC responded that the decisions of the
International Congress had to be executed to the letter, and therefore it
was necessary to hold on and prepare for the extraordinary national
congress.

«The Turin comrades, from whom we expect much» – wrote “Il
Soviet” – «haven’t worked that long for the fraction at whose head
they now wish to place themselves. In fact, they have adopted tactical
directives we don’t agree with which were advanced by other groups.
These directives, despite the marvelous revolutionary work of the Turin
comrades, have recently indirectly contributed to the unhappy outcome of
two great proletarian battles». (the ones in April and September).


The same paper contained another bulletin, which took up once again the
issue of observing discipline towards the International. This was on the
eve of the local government elections. The fraction stipulated that
comrades should abstain, «for discipline’s sake, from abstentionist
activity». “Il Soviet” tackled the underlying problems, the problem
of the party, and of the urgent need for it to be formed, linking it to
the balance sheet of the factory occupations and the collapse of the myths
of councilism and workers’ self-management. On October 3, “Il Soviet”
wrote:

 The famous question of “control”, and all the agitation started
in Turin by a group of comrades whose orientation leaves much to be
desired, has never really fired our enthusiasm. From the very earliest
stages we could easily predict it would open the way to new reformistic
expedients and that workers’ “control” over production, far from being
enough to ignite a revolutionary blaze, would end up as some legislative
provision of the bourgeois State […] We don’t mean that such a question is
without real content, or that the factory councils and factory occupations
are movements/organizations which are artificial. Quite the contrary. We
detect in them fundamental manifestations of the bourgeois crisis
unravelling; a crisis in which communists, the Communist Party, is duty
bound to intervene precisely in order to introduce the revolutionary
content into them that they are “intrinsically” lacking, as is the case in
the traditional trade union struggle […] Some minor breach in purely
bourgeois forms of economy and bourgeois law is never revolutionary until
the point is reached when the bourgeoisie forcibly represses it, thus
posing the questiBut Serration of power; we can only move on after the
establishment has been overthrown! Thus, once upon a time, postulating the
right to strike was “revolutionary” whereas nowadays it is taken for
granted. Once these postulates – regarding workers’ control – are accepted
by the bourgeoisie their dialectical efficacy becomes
counter-revolutionary, in the sense that in the economic field they offer
a means of ordering the anarchy of production, whilst in the political
field they put a break on the impetus of the masses when heading towards a
collision with the bourgeoisie […] Truly revolutionary struggle will
happen when the problem of political power, of social leadership, is posed
irrevocably, and the battle is led by the conscious vanguard, the
Communist Party […] In order to get the question of the dictatorship of
the proletariat on the agenda, and the masses seem marvelously predisposed
to take part in it, precisely such a party will be required in Italy. The
prevarications of the Maximalists have perhaps made constituting it more
difficult, since dissatisfaction and revolutionary impatience are not
sufficient material with which to build it […] There must be a radical
change of direction and the dead weight disposed of without further ado.
With every passing day the party’s illness becomes more and more
gangrenous. Moscow’s diagnosis is in general correct. The surgeon’s knife
is required and the incision needs to be made without false sentiment.

 

g. The Milan Meeting of October 15
Attending this meeting were representatives from the Communist
Abstentionist Fraction, from Ordine Nuovo, from the Milanese Maximalist
Left, from the majority within the Youth Federation, and also a number of
Maximalist groups without any clear physiognomy but who opposed Serrati’s
line. Of those present, the CAF was the only one with a solid organization
of its own at a national level, the one grouped around “Il Soviet”.

It was from this meeting that the “Manifesto-Program of the Communist
Fraction of the PSI” would emerge; on the basis of which programme the
so-called Imola fraction of “pure communists” would arise. Addressed to
all comrades and sections of the PSI, the Manifesto-Program was published
in “Il Soviet” on October 17: it denounced, in the first place, the
incompetence of the PSI and declared that the fraction, at the next
congress, would resolve the acute party crisis. It stated that the
trade-union organizations and political organizations, to which had been
entrusted the task of developing a victorious opposition to the bourgeois
policy of self-preservation during this period of open class struggle, had
proved inadequate, that the party hadn’t modified the criteria of its
policies and that the masses, having been disappointed, were turning to
organizations outside the party, for example to syndicalists and
anarchists. It stated that the Second Congress of the CI had established
the foundations for party renewal on which the next congress would have to
work, namely:


	Changing the party’s name to the Communist Party of Italy (section of
the Communist International).

	Revision of the program, as approved in 1919 at Bologna.

	Expulsion of all members and organizations which have pronounced
against the communist program.

	Revision of the party’s internal statutes with a view to introducing
into it the criteria of homogeneity, centralization and discipline.

	As regards action, discipline towards all the decisions of the CI
Congress and the national congress, observance of which will be
entrusted with full powers to the CC elected by the congress.

	The directives on party action: to prepare for insurrectional action
with consequent legal and illegal work; to organize Communist groups in
all workers’ organizations; to work inside the ‘economic organizations’;
participation in the political and local government elections to be
distinguished by features totally opposed to the old social-democratic
practice; control to be exerted over all propaganda activity.



On October 17, “Il Soviet” also published the Abstentionist Fraction’s
bulletin of adherence to the Manifesto-Program:

 The Fraction’s Central Committee, reassembled on October 9,
1920, having listened to the report […] on the agreements reached with the
other left fractions and tendencies in the party, regarding preparations
for the congress and proposed action to achieve the most efficacious
application of the resolutions of the Moscow Congress; and having examined
the Manifesto-Program that was issued with this end in view, has decided
to fully adhere to this movement in the name of the Communist
Abstentionist Fraction. This decision has been communicated to the
provisional committee in Bologna [the committee soon moved from there to
Imola] and it invites all groups that adhere to it to examine the
above-mentioned program in a special assembly, and then proceed to their
relevant sections to seek agreement, on the basis of the program, with
similar groups. It wishes to record that […] the Communist Abstentionist
Fraction still retains its own organization and constitution, and, as
regards the local council elections, stands by the criteria taken into
consideration by recent CC decisions. It hopes, moreover, that the joint
effort of all communists will be crowned with success in their work of
putting new life into the organizations and revolutionary activity of the
Italian proletariat.

A brief comment recorded how the Communist Abstentionist Fraction’s
adherence to the Manifesto-Program wasn’t really that surprising since the
abstentionists had proposed an agreement with the electionist communists
before, at the Bologna Congress in 1919, at which time it was actually the
latter who dropped the proposal, in the name of party unity.

The Milan Manifesto-Program, however, made no reference to the Ordinovism
that took over all the positions adopted by the abstentionists, except
abstentionism itself, abandoned (for reasons we have often mentioned) even
by the abstentionists themselves. The emphasis was instead placed on the
question of the party, its centralization, and on the question of
conquering the trade-union organizations and the national confederations.
No special role, however, was attributed to the factory councils.

A provisional CC and a three-man Executive Committee had been nominated
with a provisional headquarters in Bologna; it was also decided to publish
the weekly “Il Comunista”, and to convene the fraction’s Imola Congress
for November 28.

That the influence of the abstentionists, at both the theoretical and
organizational levels, would be a determining factor in every aspect of
the work of forming the Communist Fraction, and making preparations for
the Socialist’s national congress, is something no-one can deny. At the
same time nobody can accuse them of using their theoretical,
organizational, and numerical superiority to impose their personnel on the
governing body. As a matter of fact, then as now, our fraction has always
rejected petty personalistic politics and, in 1924, in reply to a
slanderous campaign against the Left incited by future Stalinists, one of
our comrades insisted that the abstentionists had never demanded a
presence within the leadership organs which was disproportionate to their
forces. The comrades of the Left never saw making bids for leadership
roles as one of their political functions. On the contrary, whilst getting
ready for the Imola Congress the abstentionists would maintain a certain
detachment towards the fraction’s official organs, keeping their own
organization intact right up to the Livorno Congress. In fact, the
fraction’s entire network was entrusted to comrade Fortichiari, who would
work perfectly well with the abstentionists even though he wasn’t an
abstentionist himself.

 

h. A Historical Necessity
The great questions of principle had been cleared up once and for all
with the theses and conditions of admission to the International and with
the theses and writings of the Communist Abstentionist Fraction. Now it
was a case of conducting an all-out battle against the opportunism of the
Right and Center. In the second half of 1920 the fraction fulfilled this
task, through Il Soviet, with great energy and gusto. “Il Soviet” also
published a whole series of articles aimed at unmasking opportunism and
the duplicity of the CGL leadership, which whilst underwriting the
documents of the Red Unions in Moscow continued to adhere to Amsterdam,
thanks in part to Serrati’s support.

The internal party polemics took place while the Giolitti government was
discussing “control of industry” with the unions, and offered police
operations to the reformists to control subversives whilst the fascist
groups started to launch their “punitive expeditions”. The October 24
edition of “Il Soviet” explained that it was a matter of a single
counter-revolutionary policy, not opposed and contradictory government
policies; and that the bourgeois tendency of the moment was in fact more
predisposed to social-democratic government. To this end, the part of the
bourgeoisie supporting the social democratic solution played its final
card. On December 9, “Il Soviet” published an article, entitled “Defeatist
Maneuvers”, denouncing Turati’s parliamentary speech, in which, following
the events in Palazzo d’Accursio in Bologna, he had condemned not only the
black-shirts, but also the “red flag fanatics”. Turati affirmed the urgent
need to “disarmare gli spiriti – quell high spirits”, “deporre le armi e
pacificare gli animi – lay down arms and pacify souls”, thus allowing free
rein to the fascist groups, armed to the teeth and protected by the State.
Even the party center indulged in pacifism, and declared loudly against
liberties trampled underfoot, invoking the protection of the public
powers, and advising workers not to respond to “provocation”!

All of which would confirm the urgent necessity of constituting the
Communist Party, a necessity dictated by considerations of principle: as
long as the proletariat remains under the influence of a party which
orders it to disarm precisely when the class enemy is mustering its
forces, it will never be able to defend itself if the workers’ struggle to
defend itself against fascist and State repression was inseparable from
the liquidation of the socialist Right and Center. The victory of reaction
was largely the product of the excessive delay in achieving the split and
the consequence of the reformist influence over the working masses.

 

i. The Imola Congress
In the autumn of 1920, there was held a congress of Communists who
believed in acceptance without reserve of the resolutions of the
International’s Second Congress, and consequently in the expulsion of the
reformists from the party. Present at the conference were representatives
of the CAF, “Ordine Nuovo”, and the left Maximalists. The CAF’s
representative gave an introductory speech in which he declared that it
wasn’t just the social-patriots who had deserted the proletarian cause but
also the social democrats, who rejected the violent destruction of the
bourgeois power and the dictatorship of the proletariat in the same way
they refused to accept the new communist program elaborated by the
International. His speech was seconded by the delegates from the other
groups. Naturally, there was argument and differences of opinion on
certain points, but not such as to erode the principles on which the
Communist Fraction was built. It was an open secret that the Communists
had met at Imola to organize the Communist Party of Italy, not to win
votes at the next congress of the PSI. The overriding question, which had
been deliberated on in Moscow, was that of the purging of the party:
nothing remained now but to put it into practice, severing links both with
the reformists and the Maximalists, whichever way the vote went at
Livorno. At Imola it had already been accepted, even if not decided on
formally, that if the congress vote put the Communists in a minority, the
latter, already organized in the fraction, would abandon the congress and
the Socialist Party in order to constitute the new Communist Party of
Italy (section of the Third International). Indicative of the underlying
consistency is the fact that the motion approved unanimously at Imola
would be the same as that presented by the Communists to the Livorno
Congress.

The article which follows poses in the clearest possible way the
question of the split as a historical necessity independent from any
considerations of a numerical character, that war-horse of the usual
traitors. The article, entitled “Towards the Communist Party” was
published by the fraction’s newspaper “Il Comunista” on December 19 and
23, and also in “Avanti!”

 

j. Towards the Communist Party
 The Imola Convention believed it opportune not to pronounce on
the attitude that our fraction should take if the vote at the national
congress puts us in a minority. This was because it would have
contradicted the convention’s character as one based on fractional work,
which aimed to organize the conquest of the majority of the party at the
congress.




On the other hand, as Gramsci observed, there was a sense in which the
convention was not just working towards a congressional victory, but
towards the constitution of a new party. And the true objective of our
entire work is precisely that. We need to bear in mind that a matter as
important as the constitution in Italy of the Communist Party will not, in
the final analysis, be settled by a majority at the national congress;
rather it will be after the congressional vote that the matter can be
tackled directly, and resolved. The elements of the solution are to be
found in the entire experience and political preparation of the Left of
the present party, the Left party, or rather, the two of them that have
co-existed up to now, and even more are contained within the Communist
International’s program of action.




Anti-democratic even as regards this, we cannot accept as ’ultima ratio’
the arithmetic expression of the consultation of a party which isn’t a
party. We can start to recognize the correct opinion of the majority at
the point where homogeneity of program and purpose begin; in a society
divided into classes we cannot accept it; not within a proletariat
necessarily dominated by bourgeois influences; not within a party with far
too many petty bourgeois members, and which historically has oscillated
between the old and the new internationals; which, therefore, isn’t,
either in its thinking or its practice, the class party of Marx.




And so we need to immediately start thinking about all the possible
situations which could arise immediately after the vote; which must not,
and cannot, cause a break in the continuous development of our activity
towards that fundamental objective. Let us set out from this initial
consideration in which is summed up precisely the most important result of
the Imola Convention: the Communists will vote for the motion already
deliberated on at the convention. There must be no changes introduced or
any kind of softening or toning down of the motion. If certain elements
end up oscillating between us and the Unitarians, we won’t be making any
concessions to win their votes. Nothing therefore remains but to examine
the two hypotheses: of our motion gaining a majority, or a minority, of
the votes.




In both cases, we must make sure we follow the same directives. The
Italian proletarian movement is at a crossroads, but the choice before it
is not between the politics of Reggio Emilia or the politics of communism
but between our program of action, and that of the Unitarian
social-communists. Despite the latter constantly assuring us that we only
diverge on minor points, and that we are all chips off the same
programmatic block, the truth is that it is through them that the right
conducts its politics: a pure reformism if it emerged would be immediately
ruled out, whilst the effort of the reformists is applied according to the
laws of least resistance, i.e., aiming to get their method to permeate the
majority of our plethoric party under the label of intermediate
tendencies.




The Unitarians cannot be clearly distinguished from the reformists. The
whole of their argumentation during these fervent and extremely animated
debates has been virtually identical. Everywhere the Unitarians defend the
policies of the right fraction and above all of the General Confederation
of Labour. They emphasize that their purging of the party of the extreme
right is on the same level as purging it of extreme left elements.




Yet more proof: the Unitarians are in favor of hitting out at the present
party leadership for the stance they have taken from Bologna up till now,
blaming it for the failure of the revolutionary bids made by the Italian
proletariat, and clearing the reformists of all blame. It is almost as
though, politically and historically – leaving aside any personal
positions taken by any of its members today – the present leadership
wasn’t the executor of the Maximalist and Unitarian majority led by
Serrati at Bologna. The Unitarians fail to see that the leadership
couldn’t pursue a purely Maximalist policy precisely because it was
impossible to do on the basis of the ambiguous Unitarian positions. They
can’t see that in such a way they produce arguments against their own
theses and against their political direction, and they can’t see it
because in fact they have more or less taken over all of reformism’s
polemical positions against maximalism; as is proved too by the fact that
they address the entire problem of what the conditions and possibilities
of revolution are in the same way as the right-wingers. One part of the
Maximalist majority therefore goes beyond Bologna, and the abyss is
opening up between them.




There is a clear split between Unitarians and Communists, and discussion
between them is sometimes immeasurably violent. This clear split isn’t
attenuated at all by those subtle differences which may exist amongst the
extremists, but which are usefully integrated into the elaboration of a
better awareness for all of the best way to go forward, compact and
united. In local discussions, therefore, we see Communists and Unitarians
lining up into two opposed camps, with the Right maneuvering in the
background and not very easily distinguishable from the Unitarians. And
it’s not that surprising. Just as the bourgeoisie delegates its defense,
at critical moments, to reformism, so reformism, when it is losing ground
among the masses, is forced to delegate its counter-revolutionary function
to the centrism, labelled right-wing communism, which we can see at work
in all countries. When attending the party assemblies and conferences the
feeling you get today is that it is really the Communists and Unitarians
who are heading for a definitive split; they for whom existing alongside
one another has become an impossibility.




The conclusion is this: we must strive to form a communist party which is
not influenced by today’s kind of politics based on the thesis of party
unity, one not led in collaboration with the exponents of today’s
Unitarian communisms. Lenin in his article explained this to us very well,
and it must be our open objective.




I hope that not all Unitarian Communists break away from us in order to
form an independent party, or a social-democratic party with the
reformists. I think our situation is at least as mature as the situation
in Germany. The mass of the Unitary Communists, our home-grown
independents, need to be set free, and their leaders put out to grass.




If we end up in the majority, therefore, we will set them free by means of
the steady application of our Imola motion, ostracizing the right and the
right-leaning, and making sure that all the leading party organs are
exclusively under the sway of extremist communism.




But what if we find ourselves in the minority? We could neither put up
with a party led by the Unitarians, nor sharing the leadership with them.
Our task as a fraction is over. With the present massing of the party’s
extremist groups on the base of the deliberations in Moscow, of our
program, of our motion, and, based on the latter, of the struggle inside
the party against both reformism’s direct and indirect manifestations, our
duty as a party is starting. We are not going to stay, resuming the hard
work of proselytism, if it means the proletariat and ourselves are
immobilized until the next congress is called. And neither will we make
the criminal blunder of entrusting the leadership of Italian proletarian
movement to a confused and imprecise mixture of communist and centrist
directives: this would be the triumph of the Unitarian theses, already
condemned both in Italy and within the Communist International.




It is therefore strikingly obvious that immediate departure from the party
and the congress, as soon as the vote has put us in the minority, is the
logical, courageous and tactically appropriate solution. From this there
would follow, in line with the norms we have indicated, the setting free
of the Center: in fact I think that this important objective of ours is
more likely to be achieved under these circumstances.




Let us therefore be prepared for such a resolution. More than any other it
corresponds to the directives of the Communist International, it is
therefore inappropriate to suppose that it wouldn’t meet with the latter’s
approval; and to invoke this supposition to postpone an act which, once
delayed, would undermine its beneficial and positive effects.




I think that the groups in the fraction should confront this issue and say
something about it to their congress delegates. However, on this basis our
fraction – which is the kernel of a genuine and viable party – cannot and
must not under any circumstances be divided. It must make its move,
intentionally and deliberately, all together, as one body. I am certain
that this stance will be met with your virtually unanimous approval.




Let us therefore look at the situation squarely in the face and let’s take
full responsibility for it. What we are conducting is a battle without
quarter against all wavering and all misunderstanding.

