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Parti to comunista internazionallista, Un comunista di meno: lo stalinismo ha ucciso Mario Acquaviva, Ed. 

Prometeo, Milan, March 1979. 

 

 

Who armed the killers of Fausto Atti and Mario Acquaviva? 

The Stalinist leader of the Provincial Federation in Bari  Antonio Di Donato (Communist MP in 1948), 

answers clearly on August 18, 1945: ñDo shot the Trotskyist dogs!ò. 
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members of the historic left of the Party. It was dissolved by  order of the  Comintern (Jules 

Humbert - Droz) the 3rd  of July  1925.  

 

 

 

   
Luigi REPOSSI (1882 -1957)  Mario LANFRANCHI (1902 -1959)  

and Bruno FORTICHIARI (1892 -1981)  
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Teatro  Goldoniõs building: 17 th  SPIõs Congress in Livorno (21th  January 1921). 
The Communists left it quickly  and created immediately the Communist Party 

of Italy (PC d'Italia) in the T eatro  San Marco of the same city.  

 

 

Communist Party  of Italy Membership card (1922)  
In the middle of the storm,  on the raft of the revolution,  

whereas the vessel of the capital is sinking.  
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Editorial meeting of Italian communists, Paris , in a desk of LõHumanit®, around 

April -June  1924, to ensure the weekly edition in Italian language of L'Humanité  

(first issue on January 5, 1924) and  La Riscossa . Onorato Damen  (in the middle)  

was i n charge of the editorial board, participated to all meetings of the PCFõs 

òBureau politiqueó, in contact with Mátyás  Rákosi and  Jules  Humbert -Droz, who 

lived in Paris.   

 [From left to right: Francesco Zanardi (1894?), commercial traveler, responsible 

of t he Proletarian Centuries ; O norato  Damen, Dante Mandelli (1897 -1945), 

journalist, standing on the right. Mandelli died in January 1945, while he was 

fighting with  Italian partisans the German army.  

The man leaning on the shoulder of Ignazio Silone (pen name  of Secondino 

Tranquilli) is Mario Lanfranchi, main responsible of the Proletarian Centuries 

("proletarie centurie") in France.  

Ignazio Silone (1900 -1978), the famous writer, was in charge of the weekly 

newspaper La Riscossa  whose first number went out on the 19th July, 1924. He 

was  probably from 1928 till 193 0 in touch with the OVRA to save, finally in vain, 

his young brother Romolo Tranquilli (1904 -1932).]  
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Giacomo Luci ano STEFANINI  (1903 -1970)  

 

In 1923 ( above) and 1929 ( below ). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Paolo Casciola, Giovanna Costantini (Jeanne Apik (1903-
1995), Centro Studi Pietro Tresso, ĂStudi i ricercheñ no. 36, Florence, 
September 1995). 

 

As a communist activist, Giacomo 

Stefanini was arrested in 1926 and 

condemned to 15 prison years; after 

nine arrest years, he could emigrate 

1935 to France. He became an 

important spokesman for the political 

positions of the Italian Fraction. 
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Mario Acquaviva    Fausto Atti  

(1900 -1945)  

 

 

 

 

Guido Torricelli (1899 -1947)  
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MARIO DE LEONE  (1890 -1936)  

Source: Fausto Bucci &  Rossano Quiriconi, La vittoria di Franco è la disfatta del 

proletariato. Mario De Leone e la rivoluzione spagnola , La Ginestra, Follonica, 1997.  

 

 

V IRGILIO VERDARO  (alias ăGATTO MAMMONE ò). On the photo (in the midd le of the 5O ), 

playing cards in the H ouse of the people of Bellinzona (a small city of Italian 

Switzer land). As a Swiss citizen he  came back  (May, 1940) to Switzerland . Verdaro 

adhered 1943 to  the Swiss socialist party and remained faithf ul to this party up to his 

death. (Source: Pasquale Genasci &  Bruno Stoppa, Virgilio Verdaro (1885 -1960); il 

comunista eretico e il socialista controcorrente, il militante internazionalista e il 

balernitano,  Fondazione Pellegrini -Canevascini, Lugano, 1988)  
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MASTER  IN HISTORY , PARIS -SORBONNE UNIVERSITY , 1979 -1980  

 

Prepared u nder the direction of P rofessor Jacques Droz (1909 -1998)  

Centre d õhistoire sociale du XX e siècle (CHS) ð Université Paris 1  

F ð 9, rue Malher, 75004 Paris.  

http://chs.univ -paris1.fr/  

 

 

 

Communist and Socialist Left ăin confini ò, Ustica Island, February 1927. From left to right: 

Communist M.P. Fabrizio MAFFI (1868 -1955)  with his daughter Bruna MAFFI ; Communists Cesare 

MARCUCCI (1906 -?); Ettore MADRUCCIANI (1895 -?) and Oreste ACQUISTI (standing) (1894 -?); Socialist 

M.P.  Giuseppe SBARAGLINI  (1870 -1947); former Secretary  of Bordiga: Pietro VENTURA  (1886 -1959), 

outcast of th e PCI  1929 for ôBordigistõ deviation, and  next to him , of profile, the last to right : 

Amadeo BORDIGA . [Source: Non a Ustica sola... Atti del Convegno «Nello Rosselli storico e 

antifascista» , Giunti  Editore , 2002]  

http://www.fondazionebordiga.org/Immagini/Ustica%2 0_1926_p.gif ; http://www.centrostudiustica.it/  

http://chs.univ-paris1.fr/
http://www.unilibro.it/find_buy/findresult/libreria/prodotto-libro/editore-giunti_editore_.htm
http://www.fondazionebordiga.org/Immagini/Ustica%20_1926_p.gif
http://www.centrostudiustica.it/
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Bordiga from February till December 1923 in gaol (description photo, political criminal record) [Archivio 

centrale dello Stato, Casellario politico centrale, folder  747].  

The E CCI took advantage of  the new situation to name  a new direction of the party: Gennari, Scoccimarro, 

Togliatti, Tasca , all partisans of a turn  to the right. At the beginning of 1924 Gramsci, with the support of 

Zinoviev, cl imed at the top of the Italian CP . 
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A rare photo graph of group:  the Italian Fraction about 1927, Paris 
or Lyon s. ðð 1. Michelangelo Pappalardi. 2. Piero Corradi. 3. Ernesto 
Corradi. 4. Emilio Martellini  

. 5. Ottorino Perrone. 6. Otello Ricceri. 7. Ida Zecchini, Gefährtin 
von Perrone. 8. Bruno Bibbi. 9. Alfredo Bonsignori. Next to  Piero 
Corradi, probably Fausto Atti ( wearing a black hat ). (Karl &  Hedda 

Korsch, Lettere a Michelangelo Pappalardi , Quaderni Pietro Tresso , 
Floren ce, May -Jun e 2006)  
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On the left photo, Sã o Paulo 1928, third from the left: Dr . L UDOVICO  TARSIA.  Ludovico 
TARSIA IN CURIA ,  one of the main founders of the Abstentionist Fraction  in Naples and of 
the PCI in Leghorn . As famous surgeon he could immigrate  1928 to Brazil. He was with 

others Italian  doctors  in charge of the new south ern  hospital of São Paulo. returned  to 
Naples  1936 , he played in  July  1945 an important role  in the sucessful  merging  of the 
different óBordigistô groups of the  Mezzogior no within the PCInt.   
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Another  photo of group; the Italian Fraction, Brussels, 1931 or 1932?. Some militants, 
Benjamin Feingold and Jehan van den  Hoven were involved till 1936 in the activities of the 
LCI.  

1. Ferdinando BORSACCHI (ăRintintin ò). 2. Ottorino PERRONE . (òVercesió) 3. Luigi 
DANIELIS  (òGigió). 4. òAgostinaó ? (Ida ZECCHINI  (1905 -?). 5. Carlo MAZZUCCHELLI (ăTreò). 6. 
ERNESTO CORRADI . 7. Johan VAN DEN HOVEN  (òMitchelló or  òJehanó)? 8. Virgilio VERDARO  
(òGatto Mammoneó). 9. òBruno Bruttoó? (Bruno ZECCHINI ?). 10. Benjamin Jacob FEINGOLD  
(òMicheló or  òJacobsó). 11. Aldo LECCI (ăTullioò). 12. Carlo GASCO. 13. Antonio GABASSI . 14. 
Govanni BOTTAIOLI (òButtaó). 15. Giovanni CONSONNI ? 16. Duilio ROMANELLI . 17. Enrico 
RUSSO (« Candiani  »). 18. Carmelo CHILLEMI  (òle Chinoisó). 19. Piero CORRADI .  

[Source: Jacques de Cock, Thierry Delplancq, Charlotte Goëtz, Anne Morelli, Rosa Terrizzi, 
« Inventaire du fonds Perrone, le communisme « bordighiste exilé en Belgique  »«, Groupe 
dõhistoire et de sociologie du communisme, Université libre de Bruxelles (ULB), (1995).]  
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                               Fausto Atti, 1927.  
 
 

 
 
Giovanni Bottaioli (ăButtaò), 1956?, legally responsible of the theoretical magazine "Prometeo" from 1952. Source: 
Danilo Montaldi, Bisogna sognare. Scritti 1952-1975, Associazione culturale centro d'Iniziativa Luca Rossi/Colibri, 
Milano, 1994. 
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ADVICE  

 

To read in French Bilan  and generally speaking articles from  

the Italian Communist Left, see digital collection of the 
collective SMOLNY:  

 http://www.collectif -smolny.org/article.php3?id_article=49  

 

On Italian  (Prometo õs articles ), see the following Web Site : 

http://www.avantibarbari.it/news.php?sez_id=2 : 

¶ Articoli di « Prometeo  » sulla guerra di Spagna, 1936 -38.  
 

On English , see the following Web Site:  

¶ http://www.quinterna.org/lingue/english/historical_en/0_
historical_archives.htm  (Historical Archive  of the  
ăItalianò Comunist Left ) 

 

 

 

  

http://www.collectif-smolny.org/article.php3?id_article=49
http://www.avantibarbari.it/news.php?sez_id=2
http://www.quinterna.org/lingue/english/historical_en/0_historical_archives.htm
http://www.quinterna.org/lingue/english/historical_en/0_historical_archives.htm
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Introduction  
 

To this very day, the Italian Communist Left (ôsinistra italiana õ) 
is still unknown ñ and is even misrepresented ñ in the very 
countries where it emerged and to which it spread through the 
immigration of its militants.  

It emerged in Italy during the years preceding the First World War , 
around Amadeo Bordiga, who was its main inspiration, and from 
1921 to 1925 it was to be found at the head of the Italian 
Communist Party (PCI). In this period Gramsci õs current played no 
more than a secondary role within the party, as its right wing. In 
fact, in spite of pressure from the Comintern, the latter had great 
difficulty getting rid of the left leadership, which was supported by 
the majority of the PCI. But in 1926, following the Lyon s Congress, 
the old ôBordigis t majority were gr adually excluded from the party. 
Soon after, its mor e prominent militant, Bordiga, was imprisoned. 
Once freed again, he retired from all militant activity, and devoted 
himself to his profession as an engineer and architect. He didnõt 
break his silence until 1944.  

It was therefore without Bordiga and outside Italy ñ where 
ôfascistic laws impeded any organised political activity ñ that the 
Italian Communist Left was to perpetuate itself. It became the 
Left Fraction of the PCI in April 1 928, then the Fraction of the 
Communist Left in 1935, and from its founding at Pantin right up 
to its dissolution in 1 945, it worked to reclaim the heritage of the 
party which had been under the leadership of Bordiga.  

Following its exile in 1926, the Itali an Communist Left gradually 
lost what was specifically Italian in its origins and development. It 
was a group of Italian immigrant workers in France and Belgium 
who went back to the original traditions of the PC  dõItalia. As 
immigrant workers forced to leave their native land, strongly 
committed to the tradition of the Communist International, they 
had «no nation or national boundaries »; as such the Italian 
Fraction was truly internationalist. It was to exist not on ly in 
France and Belgium, but also in the USA. It would have militants 
in Russia for a few years and contacts as far afield as Mexico. It 
managed to escape the inwardness that was so strong among 
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political groups of immigrants, and constantly sought a 
conf rontation of ideas with all the groups that left or were 
expelled from the Comintern; from the Trotskyists to the left 
communis m who had broken with Trotsky. In spite of a series  of 
ruptures with these groups, this perseverance with international 
discussion bore fruit. A Belgian Fraction (which came out of 
the League of Internationalist Communists of Adhémar Hennaut 
(1899 -1977)  ñ LCI) was formed in 1937, followed by a French 
Fraction in 1944. This showed an undeniable extension of its 
influence, wh ich was however more ideological than numerical. 
From now on, the Italian Communist Left ceased to be specifically 
ôItalian õ; in 1938 it became the International Communist Left, and 
an International Bureau of Fractions was set up.  

The Italian Left was internationalist to the cane both in its political 
positions and in its activity. For this small group of workers, 
internationalism meant not betraying the cause of the world 
proletariat. In an historic period which was particularly te rrible for 
the small revolutionary groups which became more and more 
isolated from the proletariat, it was one of the very rare 
organisations which chose to swim against the current. It refused 
to support democracy against fascism; it rejected the defence of 
the  USSR and the struggles for national liberation. In a period 
which was completely dominated by the war, it tirelessly called for 
revolutionary defeatism, as Lenin did in 1914, against all military 
camps. It tirelessly defended the need for a world pr oletarian 
revolution as the only solution to crises, wars and mass terror.  

In spite of the hostility it encountered amongst the workers, the 
vast majority of whom followed the directives of the Popular Front 
and ôanti -fascism, it put forward its own direct ive: not to betray 
the working class . And so, although already isolated, it made the 
difficult decision to isolate itself still further in order to staunchly 
defend an internationalist position against the war. During the 
war in Spain, it was the only group in France which refused to 
support ñ even critically ñ the Republican government, and 
called for the «transformation of the imperialist war into a civil 
war ». It was supported in this only by a minority of the LCI in 
Belgium an d a small Mexican group. So its isolation became total; 
as it did with the Union Communiste in France, the LCI in 
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Belgium and the Revolutionary Workers League (RWL) in the USA. 
The price it paid for the intransigent defence of its positions was 
internal sp lits which lead  to a significant minority leaving. 
Although weakened numerically in this way, the Left Fraction 
nevertheless came out of it strengthened ideologically. When the 
war broke out, a war that it believed to have been postponed to a 
more distant time, it, together with the Dutch internationalist s, 
the German RKD and the French Revolutionary Communists, was 
one of the few groups to denounce the imperialist war, and the 
resistance fronts. Against the war, it put forward the need for a 
proletarian re volution that would sweep away all blocs and 
military fronts. Against the massacre of workers in the war, it 
called for their fraternisation across national boundaries.  

In characterising their positions, some historians and/or political 
adversaries have la belled them both ultra -left and Bordigist. In 
fact, the Italian Communist Left was neither ultra -left nor 
Bordigist. And from the very beginning it always defended itself 
against the charge. It did not try to be original in its positions; 
although attacked  by Lenin ñ with the German Communist 

Workers Party (KAPD) ñ in Left -wing communism, an infantile 
disorder, it was above all an expression of the left of the 
Comintern. What it wanted was to continue the revolutionary 
tradition of the latters first two Congresses. This is why, although it 
was one of the first left currents to arise within the Comintern, it 
was a lso one of the last to leave, and even then it did not leave of 
its own volition but because it was expelled. Although accused of 
«ultra -leftism » by Trotsky, it still worked and discussed for several 
years with the Trotskyist current, which finally exclude d it. It arose 
as an intransigent Marxist current before the First World War  and 
remained ever faithful to the original «intransigence » of the 
Comintern, although the Comintern itself later went off in the 
opposite direction, when it adapted the tactics  of the ôUnited Front õ 
and ôworkers statesõ. 

The Italian Communist Left kept going as a current, not because it 
tried to be ôextremist , but because its political experience forced it 
to evolve and to question part schemes that seemed outdated to it. 
It believed that the experience in Russia should  not be turned into 
something hallowed, but should rather be passed through the 
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sieve of vigorous criticism. As far as it was concerned, Marxism 
was neither a bible nor a list of recipes; it was there to be 
enriched in the light of the proletariats experience. It refused to 
reduce Lenin and Bordiga to eternal religious dogmas. Because it 
believed that the Russian revolution and the whole period that 
followed, sh ould give rise to a precise òbilan ó (balance sheet), to be 
made without prejudice and without ostracising anyone, it 
criticised certain positions of Lenin and of  Bordiga, which were still 
nevertheless part of its own history. Whether it was on the union 
question, on ônational liberation struggles, or else on the state in the 
period of transition, it did not hesitate to make innovations, when it 
considered it necessary. It cannot therefore be pigeon -holed either 
as Leninist or Bordigist in the period from 1926 to 1945. It is 
certainly this critical bilan of the part which enabled it to survive 
the Second World War  and to continue as a current up to today.  

The longevity of the Italian Left, wrongly called ôBordigist õ, cannot 
be explained in terms of individuals like Ottorino Perrone 
(Vercesi), who was one of the main originators and inspirations of 
the Left Fraction. However brilliant he might have been, what 
Perrone had above all was the crystallisation of a theoretical and 
polit ical activity which flowed from every militant. His political 
hesitations, for example his surprising participation in an anti -
fascist coalition in Belgium in 1944 -45, showed that the 
ideological continuity of the ôsinistra italiana õ depended more on 
the organisation as a whole than  on simple individuals. To use an 
expression dear to the Italian Fraction itself, each militant 
reaffirmed himself within the organisation, just as the 
organisation reaffirmed itself in each one of its mili tants. If it 
extolled ôproletarian leaders such as Lenin, it was in order to show 
that these leaders synthesised the organic life of their party. For 
this reason, it tried as much as possible to give an anonymous 
form to those militants who were most  in vi ew. In doing so it was 
responding to a preoccupation of Bordiga in the 20s, who had 
always tried to ensure that the life of the party was based not on a 
passive following of its leaders, but on its political programme.  

It is certainly amazing that the groups today that deem descent 
from the tradition of the Italian Left pals over their own history in 
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silence, although same of their militants belonged to the Italian 
Fraction.  

When they are obliged to speak of Bilan, they represent this 
review as a small review produced by Italian immigrants and 
remain Silent  about the positions they defended. This is true of the 
both Parti Communiste International, for example, represented in 

France by Programme Communiste and in Italy by Programma 
Comunista and Comunismo. Although claiming complete continuity 
with the Italian Left since 1921, invariance in its positions and 
absolute faithfulness to all the positions of Bordiga and Lenin in 
the 20s, it nevertheless takes great cane to maint ain a political 
silence about the Italian Fraction abroad between 1926 and 1945.  

In fact the history of the Italian Communist Left reveals an 
important split  between 1943 and 1945, when the Partit o 
Comunista Internazionalista (PCInt) of Italy was formed. This led 
to the dissolution of the Italian Fraction in France and in 
Belgium, as most  of their militants were integrated as 
individuals into the new party, without even knowing what its 
programme wa s. In the excitement of joining the PCInt of Italy, 
which had thousands of militants and was crowned with leaders 
as prestigious as Bordiga (who was, however, no member of the 
Party), Onorato Damen, Bruno Maffi and Ottorino Perrone (this 
one in Belgium), m any of the old divergences were forgotten 
momentarily; many militants joined in the hope of seeing the party 
of Bordiga resurrected intact. Its concern with numeric strength 
led the PCInt to defend a sectarian policy which was very different 
from the Fract ion of the International Communist Left in France 
and in Belgium. It refused all discussion and confrontation of 
ideas with groups like the RKD -CR in France and the Councils 
Communists ( Paul Mattick group in the United States, 
Communistenbond Spartacus in Nederland), which had 
nevertheless refused to support the war and had maintained 
internationalist positions. In fact it excluded some militants of the 

French Fraction which wanted to maintain the tra dition of Bilan 
and which had been  responsible for awaking the fractions in 
France and Belgium from their inactivity during the war.  

A few years later, the new party in Italy experienced a profound 
crisis, with a proliferation of splits and resignations. T he ôparty õ saw 
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its resources reduced and it became a small organisation of 
militants who still went on declaring that they were the party, 
although they had neither the form not the means in a period ñ 
like the 30s ñ in which they were profoundly isolated. In 1952, the 
Damen tendency which had formed the PCInt, separated itself from 
the pure ôBordigis t tendency, as a result of several years of 
divergences with Bordiga, who wasnõt even a member o f the 
party. This pure Bordigis t  tendency would return to the theses of 
Bordiga and of Lenin in the 20s and, consequently, rejected all 

the theoretical developments made by Bilan, Octobre and 
Communisme throughout the 30s. In the 90s, of all the groups of 
the existing Italian Left, only the PCInt (Battaglia Comunista) (with 

the British group Revolutiona ry  Perspectives), who is the 
successor of the PC Internationalist founded by Damen in 1952, 

laid claim  to Bilan. At the turn  of the 1952 split, mor e of the 
members of the ex -Fraction of the Italian left joined the Damen 
tendency.  

Although it did not develop from the Italian Communist Left during 
the two wars, the International Communist Current (ICC) laid 

explicit claim  to Bilan and the òGauche communiste de France ó 
(GCF) which, after 1945, tried to develop its positions around the 

review Internationalisme. This current has published texts of Bilan 
in several languages. Some gro ups in Great Britain and in USA 
have published texts concerning Bordiga and the Italian 
communist Left, particularly the both International communist 

Party (Programma comunista and Il Partito comunista  in Italy) and 
the group Revolutionar y Perspectives, in relationship with the 
Italian group Battaglia comunista », a former split in the 50s of the 
official Bordigist  group.  

The Italian Left had a political influence and importance far greater 
than its numerical size. Today  ð the nineties  ð when the whole 

ruling class  is crowing about the ôdeath of communism õ, id est the 
«death of the world revolution », when the lie that Leninism, 
Trotskyism and Stalinism equal «communism » has reached a point 
of ideological paroxysm, it is necessary to show that these Italian 
militants were authentic revolutionaries who resisted all forms of 
counter -revolution from the beginning, and who both maintained 
and critically developed the real acquisit ions of the revolutionary 
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wave in Europe (1917 -1921), against all the distortions  and 
defamations of the Leninist -Stalinist counter -revolution.  

The existence today of numerous groups coming or claiming from 
a more or less mythical Italian left, the history of which they 
artificially reconstruct when they simply hide it, demands a work 
of research into the less well -known period of its existence in  the 
emigration from 1926 -1945, in France and in Belgium (but also in 
the USA) and in Italy, from the Lyon s Congress (1926) to 1943 -
1945, which saw the adherence of the Italian Fraction to the new 
party.  

We wonõt hide the enormous difficulties involved in this work. 
Practically no study has been written on this key period, neither 
in Italy, France, nor Britain. In Italy, the Bordigist current is 
clearly better known than in France; but its study is often limited 
to the period before 1926. The texts of Bordi ga, written when he 
was at the head of the Italian Communist Party, have been 
republished bit by bit. Numerous studies have been devoted to 
this party, its origins, more and more insisting on the 
importance of Bordiga and putting Gramsci and Togliatti back  in 
their right place. But such studies  often limit  themselves to the 
personality of Bordiga rather than the current that he helped to 
form. Alongside some honest works (in particular that of De 
Clementi) there are many books written by members of the PCI or 
leftist groups, whose avowed goal is to show the ôsectarianism õ 
even ôinfantilism õ, of ôBordigism õ, in order to contrast it with 
«realistic » ôgramscism õ. 

In France, it would be difficult to find a study on the ôBordigist  
current before 1926. The political fashion of the day, of Stalinist or 
leftist leaders or intellectuals looking for an historic affiliation less 
compromised than of Stalin, had given birth to ôgramscism in the 
70s.  

There doesnõt exist any study of the Ita lian Fraction, for the period 
1926 -1945, outside of a short note  (by Sandro Saggioro)  published 

several years ago in the International Re view ) of the ICC (cf. 
bibliography), and outside of a text of Lucien Laugier, a former 
militant of the International Communist Party (ICP) in France. 

Some collections of texts of Bilan that the Italian Fraction published 
in French, dedicated to the war in Spain (published in Paris ed. 



35 
 

10/18, Barcelona, etcetera) s howed a still growing interest for the 
ôBordigist  current in the emigration in France and in Belgium.  

In Britain, with its tradition of pragmatic insularity, the Italian 
Communist Left is even less known. Nevertheless some texts has  
been published in English by groups (ICC, ICP and 

Revolutio nary  Perspectives ). 

To carry out our project, we relied essentially on the texts, and 
papers published by the Italian and  Belgian Communist Left 
from 1928 to 1939, by the French and Italian fracti ons from 
1942, by the  PCInt from 1943 to 1945. Published in Italian and in 
French, they show the continual  evolution of this current in the 
thread of events. We havenõt neglected the internal  Bulletins which 
were published after 1931, in the discussions with Trotsky, in 

1937 -38 (Il Seme Comunista, in 1943 -44 international bulletins of 
the Italian fraction) when it was possible for us to obtain or consult 
them.  

If, fortunately, newspapers like Prometeo, Bilan, Octobre, and 
Communis me are to be found in different libraries in Europe 
(Milan, Paris -Nanterre, Amsterdam, Brussels), this is not the case 
for the archives of militants of the left fraction. This gap has been 
par tl y filled  ð little by little  ð by the depot of the so-called  Perrone 
Archives (in fact the Ambrogi Archives) at the BDIC of Nanterre, 
and of Piero Corradi at the library of Folonica. The true Perrone 
archives can be consulted at the Free University of Brussels (ULB).  

One can only hope that such an example will be f ollowed and 
supplemented to make the Italian Communist Left better known.  

We havenõt neglected the reports of the Italian police which can be 
found in the Perrone Archives and in the Italian Archives (Archivio 

Centrale di Stato,  Casellario politico centrale  Roma).  After 1944 -45 for a 
short period, the militants hounded by fascism after 1922 could 
see the reports and documents concerning them. Needless to say 
the archives of the French and Belgian police will certainly not be 
open  for quite a while.  

The testimony of Piero Corradi concerning the Réveil Communiste 
and the minority of Bilan at the time  of the war in Spain has been 
extremely fruitful, as has been that of the former militants of the 
Italian Fraction Marc Chirik, Bruno Proserpio.  
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If in the course of this study we have sometimes given the names 
and pseudonym s of dead militants, itõs not only through the 
concern of a historian to be as scrupulous and as exact as 
possible. We know that the Italian Communist Left tried to ac t as 
an organisation and not as a sum of personalities and individuals. 
It manifested itself more by its publications, in an anonymous way, 
than by putting forward illustrious names. But all organisations, 
the Italian left being no exception, fend themselv es at one moment 
or another confronted by divergences which crystallise around 
tendencies and thus the people who were their most  visible and 
resolute spokesmen. The Italian Fraction moreover, more than 
any other revolutionary organisation, always refused to hide its 
divergences behind a façade of monolithic unity. It always tried 
hard to facilitate the expression of political disagreements, even if 
they were only held by a few militants.  

We hope above all, i n taking the Italian Communist Left out  of total 
anonymity, to encourage militants who are still alive, or their 
familiars , to rectify certain historic errors, to enrich the history of 
a current which should be known, and to break the silence 
enforced on i t.  

We thank Mme Annie Morelli, daughter of a sympathiser of the 
Italian Left to have had the kindness to send us the notes that 
she made on the ôBordigists õ in her thesis on the Italian 

immigration in Belgium. In particular those devoted to LõItalia di 
Doman i and to the role of Perrone in the Anti -fascist Coalition, 
have been very usefu l.  

We have considered it necessary to separate this very succinct 
history of the left fraction into chronological sections. We have 
also made a resume of its origins and d evelopment in the PC  
dõItalia before 1926.  

We have made the deliberate choice to insist particularly on the 
political positions of the Bordigist current, in showing their 
progressive evolution, determined by the historic context. Without 
neglecting the social history of the Italian Fraction, or the 
organisational history, it seems to us particularly important and 
necessary to make its positions stand out. They reflect a whole 
historic period, rich in debates in the wake of the Russian 
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Revolution; deb ates which are far from concluded given the 
importance of the questions raised.  

A history of the Italian Communist Left can only be political 
because, as well as the problems raised, the replies given have 
been and still are political. The history of the I talian Communist 
Left is not a dead letter, but embraces the future through the 
richness of the responses given by it in the 30s.  

Nevertheless this history should find all its significance inside 
whole the international communist left. Without studying the  
theoretical lessons of the German and Dutch Lefts, it would be 
impossible to understand and «up -to-date » (and thus to criticize) 
the political lessons of the Italian Communist Left.  

 

October 19 98 

NOTA BENE . ð We express our deep gratitude to the following historians: 
Sandro Saggioro, Paolo Casciola, Fausto Bucci, Agustín Guillamón and 
Dino Erba.  

All our thoughts go to the incomparable historian of the internationalist  
communist left: Arturo Peregalli, too early  disappeared.  

Without this so valuable help an up -to-dated edition would not have been 
possible.  

 

Philippe BOURRINET , 21st  January 2012.  
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1 The origins (1912 -1926)  
 

 

 

All  the lefts of the social democratic parties emerged from the 2nd 
International. Faced with the reformist current represented by 
Bernstein, Jaurès, Turati, Renner, etc., the Marxist current 
developed very late. It was more a left opposition tendency than a 
real fraction organised internationally within the International. At 
the beginning of the century, the revolutionary current was 
organised on a national basis . First in Russia and Bulgaria in 

1903 with the Bolsheviks and the Tesniki, then in 1909 with 
Gort er and Pannekoek õs new party in Holland. In the German SPD, 
the respected and admired guide of the International, Rosa 
Luxemburg õs current ñ even though it had created a party, the 
SDKPiL, in Poland ñ was not organised as a fraction. Although 
the left current had long been denouncing the «opportunist 
danger », it only began to organise internationally during the World 
War.  

Partly due to the national development of capitalist states, the 2nd 
Internation al was constituted as a federation of national sections, 
without any truly centralised organisation on a world scale. The 
International Bureau, established in Brussels under the authority 
of Camille Huysmans, had the task  of co-ordinating the sections, 
rat her than of providing them with a political direction. It was only 
with the 3rd International that for the first time in the history of 
the workers movement, an international organisation appeared 
before some of its national sections were formed.  

The developments of the reformist current, and the weakness of 
the intransigent Marxist tendencies, were  not fortuitous. The 
prodigious development of capitalism after 1870 had made it 
possible for large sections of the workers movement to believe that 
the struggle for reforms, and the real improvements in working 
class  living standards in the advanced countries, made the 
proletarian revolution no longer  necessary in these states ñ and 
still less world -wid e. As long as the proletariats of the different 
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countries were not confronted with the reality of a world war and a 
world crisis, the world proletarian movement seemed like a utopia, 
the invention of a few high -flown minds. The Italian workers 
movement did  not escape these general characteristics.  

The birth of the Italian Socialist Party  

Up until 1870, the Italian socialist movement remained very 
weak. At this point, there were no more than 9,000 industrial 
enterprises and 400,000 wage -earners in the countr y. In 1871, 
Engels, who was nominated as the International Workingmens 
Associations (IWA) secretary for Italian affairs, counted only 750 
members in the Italian section of the International ( Federazione 
degli Operai ). The following year, a split  between Mazzinists and 
socialists  further weakened the workers party. The development of 
anarchism, which was a characteristic of the backward countries  
and the governmentõs dissolution of the Italian section of the IWA 
in 1874, almost reduced the proleta rian socialist movement to zero. 
The Bakuninists dominated the local insurrections which they 
fomented in Roma gna  in 1874 and Beneventino in 1877.  

It was only in 1881 that the organised socialist current re -
emerged, with the foundation of the ôRevolutionary Socialist Party 
of Roma gna on the initiative of Andrea Costa  (1851 -1910) . Its 
programme was based on revolutionary Marxism:  

The RSP of Romagna  is and can only be revolutionary. The 
revolution is above all a violent material insurrection by th e 
multitudes against the obstacles which the ex isting 
institutions put in the w ay of the affirmation  and realisation of 
the popular  will.  

This is why the revolution is above all  the temporary 
dictatorsh ip of the labouring classes, i.e. the accumulation of 
all  social  power (economic, political, milita ry ) in the hands of 
the insurgent workers with the aim of destroying  the 
obstacles which the old order of things puts up against the 
installation of the new; of defending, provoking, and 
propagating  the revolution; of realising the expropriation of 
private persons  and establishing collective proper ty  and the 
social organisation of labour. 1 
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A year later, this party united with the ôPartit o Operaioõ, born in 
Milan around Filippo Turati  (1857 -1932) . The latter was a «workerist » 
party, which only accepted waged workers as members; hostile to 
all programmes and all ideology, it abstained from elections. Its 
members included Costantino Lazzari  (1857 -1927) , a typographic 
worker, and the theoretician, Ben edetto Croce  (1866 -1952) . There was 
no distinction between the party and the unions that adhered to 
it, such as the fight del lavoro. However, this party was 
intransigently internationalist: during the Ethiopian war, Costa 
proclaimed: «Not a man, not a penny for the adventures in 

Africa ». In 1886, Carlo Cafiero  (1846 -1892)  translated Capital , and 
despite the dissolution of the party, the Rivista Italiana del 
Socialismo was published. In 1889, the first translation of the 
Communist Manifesto  appeared, and in 1891, the publication 
Critica Sociale.  

The proletariats increasing numbers and the development of the 
class  struggle among the agricultural workers, led to the 
constitution of the first trade union centres (camere de l lavoro) and 
in 1892, to the foundation of the Italian Socialist Party in Genoa.   

This foundation was extremely important because it involved the 
separation between socialists  and anarchists . But the new party 
was formed on a reformist basis , calling for «struggle by trade », 
«the widest struggle aiming at the conquest of public powers » and 
«the management of production », without any mention of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat. Henceforward, the party was to 
participate in elections, but at the Bologna congress, it envisaged 
the possibility of electoral alliances. Nonetheless, the party evolved 
slowly towards the basic positions of socialism: in Florence, in 
1896, it rejected the idea of the organisation adhering to economic 
and electoral associations, recommending only indivi dual 
membership.  

Very quickly, the PSI had to pass the acid test. Dissolved in 1894 
by the Crispi government õs anti -socialist  laws, the party still 
underwear a definite development. Hunger revolts, caused by the 
war, broke out all over the Mezzogiorno in 1898; in the same year, 
ferocious repression in Milan colt 100 workers their lives. Despite 

this repression, LõAvanti became a socialist dally. The elections of 
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1900 saw the defeat of the right and a breakthrough by th e PSI 
which won 13 % of the vote.  

But this victory also resulted in the victory of the reformist current 
organised around Turati. After King Umbertoõs assassination by 
anarchists, Turati declared to the parliamentary deputies: «We 
associate ourselves with your pain ». The Rome Congress of the 
same year saw the triumph of this current. It proclaimed nor only 
the defence of the Constitution but the autonomy for local 
sections in electoral matters, and for the socialist group in 
parliament. The attitude of the government, which recognised the 
ôright of coalition after some big workers strikes, further 
encouraged the reformist tendencies. The counterpart to this 
reformism was the appearance, at the Bologna Congress of 
1904, of the ôrevolutionary syndicalist õ tendency around Antonio 
Labriola, which proclaimed the necessity for the general strike and 
the predominance of the unions over the party. Antonio Labriola õs 
current left the party in 1907 . 

The Left in the Party (191 2-18)  

Up to this point, a true left tendency still did not exist within the 
PSI. The first intransigent Marxist reaction did not develop until 
1910. With the parliamentary group supporting the right, at the 
Milan congress Lazzaro bitterly criticised the parliamentary action 
of Turati õs friends. He declared that «if the Italian proletariat was 
no longer represented in parliament, it would be a lesser evil ». 
Mussolini, in the name of the lefts from Romagna , denounced the 
poli tical truce between socialists  and republicans. But the left 
minority around Lazzaro was crushed.  

It was the Italian -Turkish war over Libya that gave a real push to 
the intransigents. The extreme right of the party around Leonida 
Bissolati  (1857 -1920) , Ivanoe Bonomi  (1873 -1951) , and Giuseppe De 
Felice  Giuffrida ( 1859 -1920)  (as well as the syndicalist Arturo 
Labriola), declared their solidarity with the government. But in 
1912, the whole socialist group voted against the annexation of 
Libya to the kingdom . This intransigent position was confirmed at 
Reggio-Emilia, when the congress expelled Leonida Bissolati, 
Ivanoe  Bonomi , Angiolo Cabrini (1869 -1937 ) and Guido Podrecca (1865 -

1923) , all of them deputies who had gone to the Quirinal to express 
their disapproval of an attempt on the king õs life. After being 
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expelled from the party they founded a reformist socialist movement 
called òPartito socialista reformistaó. Later Ivanoe Bonomi served as 
a minister under  Vittorio Orlando  and  Giovanni Giolitti, becoming 
Minister of Public Works from 1916 until 1917, and  Minister of 
War  during 1920 , headed the Italian government in 1921, just 
before the Mussolin iõs March on Rome.  

This  1912 split  was a success for the left, which published La 
Lotta di Classe  in Forlì , and La Soffi ta (the ôattic õ ð a title defying 
those who claimed that Marxism was only good to be ôscored in 
the attic). Encouraged by Mussolini, the congress rejected the 
autonomy of the parliamentary group, as well as the 
preponderance of electoral activity in the party. Universal suffrage 
only served «to demonstrate to the proletariat that it is not the 
weapon that will enable it to obtain its total emancipation ». 
Furthermore, «the party is not a shop -window for illustrious men ». 
Supporting the left, Lenin commented in July 1912 on the split in 
these terms:  

A split is something distressing and painful. But some times it 
becomes indispensable, and then all weakness, all 
òsentimentalityó (a term used in Reggio by a compatriot of ours, 
Balabanova), is a crime. .. But  when someone persists in an 
error, when, to defend an error, a group is formed that  spurns all 
the decisions of the party, all the discipline of the proletarian 
army, a split becomes indispensable. And the party of the Italian 
socialist proletariat has taken the right path by removing the 
syndicalists and Right reformists from its ranks.  (*. 

Strengthened by the support of the International, Mussolini 

became editor of LõAvanti.  

But the most  resolute struggle against the right and the centre of 
the PSI was to develop above all in the Federation of Young 
Socialists. Formed in 1903, the Federation held a congress in 
Bologna in 1907 where it put on the agenda the necessity for anti -
militarist propaganda. Concerned to maintain the purity of the 
party, it proclaimed the impossibility fo r militant Catholics and 
Christian democrats to be members of the organisation. Through 

its organ LõAvanguardia it also demanded that Freemasons be 

                                                           
*  Pravda, no. 66,  15 July 1912 , http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1912/jul/15b.htm .    

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italian_Minister_of_Defense
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italian_Minister_of_Defense
http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1912/jul/15b.htm
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expelled from the party. But the left of the Federations definitive 
triumph came at the 1912 congress in Bologna, which also saw the 
first public appearance of a small group of intransigent young 
socialists , all from Naples. They were a centre of attention, and 
their leader was undoubtedly Amadeo Bordiga.  

Bordiga was born in 1889, near Naples. His father was a 
professor of agrarian economy, while his mother came from the 
nobility. He entered the socialist movement in 1910. In Naples, 
after the departure of the revolutionary syndicalist s, the socialist 
group was still permeated by freemasonry and had a penchant  for 
autonomy in electoral matters and for alliances with the parties of 
the republican left. This is why the intransigent Marxists around 
Bordiga were compelled in 1912 to leave the Naples socialist 
section en masse, no longer considering it to be sociali st. From this 
split came the ôCircolo Socialista Rivoluzionario Carlo Marx õ 
whose leading lights were  Amadeo  Bordiga and Ruggero Grieco 

(1893 -1955) . Its split was greeted positively by La Soffi ta. As for the 
reformists, organised in the Neapolitan Socialist Union, they were 
to leave the party in 1914. Bordiga, Nicola Bombacci and Ruggero 
Grieco then rebuilt the Naples section of the PSI, composed of 16 
members.  

At the youth congress of 1912, Bordiga  took up arms against 
Angelo Tascaõs (1892 -1960)  ôculturalis tõ current which wanted to 

transform LõAvanguardia into «an essentially cultural organ », and 
all the young socialist circles into study circles, through a system 
of lectures and libraries. The motion from the left current, 
presented by Bordiga, won a majority. It affirmed that «in the 
capitalist regime the school is a powerful weapon of conservation in 
the hands of the ruling class a nd tends to give the young an 
education inculcating loyalty and resignation towards the present 
regime ». Consequently, «the education of the young takes place 
much more in action than in study regulated by a bureaucratic 
system and norms »; education «can o nly be given by a proletarian 
atmosphere  animated by a class struggle which is understood as a 
preparation for the proletariats greatest conquests ».2 

Bordiga was to stick to this vision of the party as an organ of 
revolutionary action rigorously organised in the class struggle for 
the rest of his life.  
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Bordiga õs activity in the party for the defence of an intransigent 
Marxism was to have four axes aimed  at preserving the partyõs 
proletarian and political character:  

¶ Antiparliamentarism : Bordiga always advoca ted the 
subordination of electoral action to revolutionary goals. But 
he was not an abstentionist before 1918. In 1913 he even 
wrote an article against the anarchists , entitled òContro 
lõastensionismo ó; 

¶ Revolutionary  syndicalism : Bordiga was the fiercest partisan 
of the subordination of union action to that of the party. He 
opposed the revolutionary syndicalist s who wanted to 
subordinate the party to the unions. This is why he was to 
become an adversary of Gramsci, Tasca, Togliatt i and 
«Ordinovism », which held that the party had to be based on 
the factory councils in particular, and on economic action in 
general;  

¶ Reformism : Bordiga was the most  determined partisan, 
along with Mussolini up to the war, of the expulsion of the 
Freemasons (agreed on in 1914), and of the right -wing 
tendency with its ôwait and se eõ attitude to the class  struggle. 
To purify the party in order to maintain its revolutionary 
integrity ñ this was always the watchword of the ôBordigis tõ 
current;  

¶ War  and anti -militarism : faced with the threat of war, the 
intransigent Marxist tendency in the youth Federation was in 
the front line of the struggle against militarism. In 1912 it 

saluted the Basle Manifesto  against war, which called for the 
transformation of imperialist war into civil war. In the Voce 
di Castellamare di Stabia, Bordiga wrote: «When the order of 
mobilisation is announced, we will proclaim the unlimited 
general strike; to the declaration of war , we will respond with 
the armed insurrection. It will be the social revolution ». To 
support this position of principle, Bordiga was made editor of 

an antimilitarist pamphlet : «Il  soldo  al soldato » (The Soldier õs 
Penny ) with which the youth Federation was associated.  

But Bordiga õs hope that the war would be transformed into 
revolution was not to be realised. While the  ôRed Weekõ at Ancona  
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(7 ð 14 June 1914)   led to a wave of working class agitation all over 
the country against repression and war, the decision of the union 
HQ to call for a return to work broke the movement.  

How would the PSI, with a left tendency at the forefront, respond to 
the war? The majority of the main Socialist Parties had revealed 

themselves to be participationist. In LõAvanti, Mussolini wrote that 
he refused to consider a ôtruce with the Italian bourgeoisie. Bordiga 
pronounced against any distinction between offensive war and 
ôdefensive war. In 1914, he criticised any idea of neutrality in the 
workers ranks: «For us neutrality m eans a fervent socialist 
intensification of the struggle against the bourgeois state, the 
accentuation of all class antagonism s, which is the real source of 
any revolutionary tendency ». The left declared itself to be «at its 
post for socialism » in another article by Bordiga: «We must be and 
remain at our post, against all wars, and for the proletariat 
which has everything to lose in them, nothing to gain, nothing to 
preserve ». But the article underlined the weakness of the 
proletariats reaction:  

... in all  countries the ruling class has succeeded in making 
the proletariat believe that it is animated by peaceful 
sentiments, that it has been forced into war to defend the 
country and its supreme interests; in reali ty,  the bourgeoisie in 
all  countries is equally re sponsible for the outbreak of the 
conflict, or rather, it is the capitalist Regime which is 
responsible because of its need for expansion, which has 
engendered the arms race... (Avanti, òAl nostro po sto!ó, 16 August 

1914).  

The PSI was not to maintain such an intransigent position. 
Mussolini renounced his revolutionary part by adhering to the 
war. He became an interventionist in October 1914 when he 

published in LõAvanti an article entitled òFrom Absolute Neutrality 
to Active  and Operative Neutrality ó. Expelled from the party he 

published Il Popolo dõItalia, thanks to the subsidies of the 
Entente, which he received through the intermediary of the 
French socialist deputy, Marcel Cachin, a future leader of the 
French Communist P arty. On the question of war, the attitude of 
the PSI centre, led by Lazzari, was not of the  clearest. Faced with 
the war it proclaimed that the party should «neither adhere nor 
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sabotage », which was an equivocation about the transformation of 
war into revolution and took the form of neutrality towards the 

Italian bourgeoisie. When the war broke out, Il Socialista of 
Naples, however, ran the headline ôWar has been decided. Down 

with the war ». And LõAvanti declared itself to be «against the war, 
for anti -militarist international socialism ». 

The PSIõs oscillation between left and right did not favour the 
development of a left fraction during the course of the world war. 
At Zimmerwald, it was nor the left which was present at the 
conference, but the right in the person  of the deputy Modigliani. 
Bordiga, mobilised twice, in 1915 and 1916, was unable to 
crystallise a left opposition before 1917.  

 

Tow ards the conquest of the Party (1918 -1921)  

It was only in 1917, at the Rome congress, the opposition between 
the right and the left hardened. The former obtained 17,000 votes, 
the latter 14,000. The victory of Turati, Treves and Modigliani, at a 
time when the Russian revolution was already underway, 
precipitated the formation of an ôintransigent revolutionary 
fraction in Florence, Milan, Turin and Naples. Against the 
formula for peace and life after the war put forward by the 
majority of the party, the  platform of the fraction defended «the 
right of the proletariat in all countries to set up its own 
dictatorship » and to «pursue the struggle against all the bourgeois 
institutions, not only on the political terrain, but also through the 
socialist expropri ation of the capitalists ». 

This crystallisation of a revolutionary fraction reflected a 
maturation of the revolutionary consciousness of the Italian 
proletariat. In August 1917, the workers of Turin, driven by 
hunger and encouraged by the Russian example ( a few months 
before they had given a triumphant welcome to the representatives 
of the soviets), set up barricades and armed themselves with rifles 
handed over to them by the soldiers.  

More than 50 were killed. But despite the upsurge of a revolutionary 
movement, the Rome congress of September 1918 failed to eliminate 
the right fraction from the party; it forgot that Turati, at the time of 

Caporetto, had declared that «LõAvanti has, during this period of 
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war, written a glorious page in class  history ». Thus was born the 
maximalise tendency; radical in words, it did not dare draw a clear 
line between right and left, above all in the form of a split. 3 

Convinced that it had to march resolutely towards the 
organisation of a Left fraction to eliminate the r ight and the 
centre, the intransigent fraction equipped itself with its own 

organ, in Naples in December 1918: Il  Soviet. This was the birth 
of the ôAbstentionist Communist Fraction õ. In  a situation of 
proletarian fever marked by economic strikes, the Fraction 
formally constituted itself after the Bologna congress in October 
1919. In a letter from Naples to Moscow in November, it set out its 
goal as being to «eliminate the reformists from the party in order 
to ensure for it a more revolutionary attitude ». It also insisted that 
a real party, which would have to join the Comintern, could only 
be created on an anti -parliamentary basis . Not only «all contact 
must b e broken with the democratic system », but a real 
communist party was only possible «if we renounce electoral and 
parliamentary action ». 

But Bordiga did not want a split . Although organised as an 
autonomous fraction within the PSI, with its own press, the 
Abstentionist Fraction sought above all to win the majority of 
the party to its programme. It still thought this was possible, 
despite the crushing victory of the parliamentarist tendency 
represented by the alliance between Lazzari and Serra ti . The 
Fraction  could only become a party if it worked with all its 
strength towards the conquest of at least a significant minority. 
Not to abandon the terrain before having taken the struggle as 
far as it can go: this was always the preoccupation of the 
ôBordigis tõ movement. In this it showed that it was never a sect, as 
its adversaries have alleged.  

It was the implicit support given by the Comintern at the 2nd World 
Congress to Bordiga õs intransigent tendency which was to enable 
the Abstentionist Communist Fraction  to break out of its isolation 
as a minority in the party. While opposed to antiparliamentarism 
as a principle, Lenin saw Bordiga as the most  ardent and resolute 
partisan of the foundation of the International on a rigorous 

basis . The representative of Il Soviet persuaded the Congress to 
adopt the 21st condition for joining the Comintern  ð the expulsion 
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of those parties which did not accept all the conditions and theses 
of the International. Reassured that the struggle against the 
reformists would be car ried out in a resolute manner, Bordiga 
bowed to the discipline of the Comintern in its demand that each 
party should present candidates at the elections. To distinguish 
himself from the anarchists , he affirmed that his abstentionism 
was ôtactical, that in practice the choice was posed between 
«electoral preparation », requiring a disproportionate mobilisation of 
resources by the communist party, and «revolutionary 
preparation », through the propaganda and agitation necessary for 
the development of the party. 4 

Bordiga and the Partito Comunista dõItalia (PCI) 

Thus the road to the constitution of a Communist Party was 
open. In March 1920, a general strike broke out in Turin, lasting 
ten days. The dispersion of the struggles and the PSI õs immobility, 
supported by a legalist trade union, forced the different 
oppositions to work together and shortly afterwards, to unite. On 

1st May 1919 the first issue of LõOrdine Nuovo was published, led 
by Gramsci, Togliatti and Tasca. Contacts with the ôBordigis t 
tendency were nec essarily close; the Turin group of the PSI was 
abstentionist and led by a partisan of Bordiga: the worker 
Giovanni Boero. Gramsci õs tendency, however, was in favour of 

participating in elections. It opposed Il Soviet with a subtle dosage 
of Lenin and De Le onõs revolutionary syndicalism. It thought that 
«trade unionism has shown itself to be nothing other than a form 
of capitalist society », that it had to be replaced by factory 
councils and soviets. Later on it called for workers management 
of the factories and seemed to underestimate the role of the 

communist party by assigning it purely economic tasks . For Il 
Soviet the key question was  that of the party, without which the 
class  struggle wo uld be unable to find its true path. Bordiga was a 
partisan of the councils but he insisted that they could only 
acquire a revolutionary content by being formed on the basis  of 
«local sections of the communist party ». For him the dictatorship 
of the proletariat could only be realised through the dictatorship of 
the party, because the soviet was not «in essence a revolutionary 
organ ». Apart from these theoretical questions, on which Bordiga 
waged a continuous polemic, the fundamental divergence was 
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over Ordine Nuovo õs failure to break with maximalism and its 
hesitation in constituting a fraction with a view to a rapid break 
with Giacinto Menotti Serrati õs (1874 -1926) centr e.(5) 

At the end of 1920, the Ordine Nuovo group moved towards the 
ôBordigis t fraction, which now had a majority not only in Naples, 
but also in Turin, Milan and Florence. The failure of the occupation 
of the factories in September dealt a severe blow to Gramsci õs 
theories of «economic management » and «workers control ». The 
Giolitt i government, through a consummately skilful manoeuvre, 
had let the strike in Turin fade out and decreed workers control in 
the factories. Revolutionary events had shown up the absence of a 
communist party ready to support and guide the movement. The 
reflu x that followed proved to the Abstentionist Fraction and to 

Ordine Nuovo that it was no longer possible to wait and to act 
separately. In Milan in October the Unified Communist Fraction 
was formed. It put out a manifesto calling for the formation of the 
communist party through the expulsion of Turati õs right wing; it 
gave up the electoral boycott, applying the decisions of the 2nd 
Congress.  

The move towards a split , which had not yet become an open one, 
was decided at the Imola conference in December. It rejected the 
German model of a party based on a fusion between communists  
and left socialists . «Our work as a fraction is and must be 
terminated now ». The participants unanimously affirmed that 
they would no longer remain in the old party to carry out the 
exhausting work of persuasion, which is in any case completed, 
because that way the proletariat would be condemned to 
immobility till another congress ». Thus the conclusion was «an  
immediate exit from the party and the  congress (of the PSI) as 
soon as the vote puts us in majority or a minority. From this 
follows ... a split  with the centre ». 

On 21 January 1921,  in San Marco Theater of Livorno,  the Imola 
motion obtained a third of the votes: 58,783 against 172,487. The 
Communist Party of Italy, section of the Comintern, had been 
founded. Previously, Bordiga had declared at the PSI Congress 
that «the Socialist Party remains what it was on the eve of the 
war: the best party of the 2nd International, but not yet a party of 
the 3rd International ». Serrati had formally accepted the 21 
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conditions, but had not been capable of «translating them into 
actio n. We take with us the honour of your part », he conclud ed 
before leaving the congress.  

The Abstentionist Fraction dissolved itself into the new party 
which rejected the presence of autonomous fractions and was to 
act in the òstric test homogeneity and disci plineó. On the 29th 
January, 1921, eight days after the Livorno Congress, the 
delegates of the FGS (Federazione Giovanile Socialista) met  in 
Florence. The majority of 55.000 enrolled  youths  (90 %!) decided 
to wear another name: òFederazio ne Giovanile Comunista Italiana ó 
(Italian  Federation of Young Communists ). 

 

 
Avanguardia , weekly newspaper of the Federation of Young Communists , 13  Februar y  1921: ăThe VIII 

Congress of the Socialist Youth confirms its entry to the Communist Party ò. 

What were to be the bases of the new party, under Bordiga õs 
leadership? These had already been laid down in the ôTheses of the 
Abstentionist Communist Fraction in 1920. The theses affirmed 
that the communist party had to act «as a general staff of the 
proletariat in the revolutionary war », because «only its 
organisation into a political party can carry out the proletariats 
formation as a class  fighting for its emancipation ». Rejecting the 
United Front with other parties which did not adhere to the 
communist programme, and  the subordination of the party to 
simple economic action, the next underlined that the supreme 
goal of any communist party was the violent seizure of power, 
installing the dictatorship of the party.  

The councils which would arise in the revolution would o nly be 
revolutionary «when the majority of them are won over by the 
communist party »; otherwise they would represent «a serious danger 
for the revolutionary struggle ». In the immediate struggle, through 
propaganda, through «an intensive work of study and criticism... 
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the communist s must continually direct things towards an 
effective preparation for the inevitable armed struggle against 
all those who defend the principles and power of the  
bourgeoisie ». 

The Rome Theses, drawn up by Bordiga and Umbe rto Terracini 
(1895 -1983)  for the 2nd Congress of the PCI in 1922, confirmed this 
vision. They were the basis  of the ôBordigis t current. They showed 
that the war had opened up a new historic period in which 
«capitalist society is falling to pieces and in which the class 
struggle can only end up in an armed conflict between the 
working masses and the power of the different capitalist states ». 
The party is the synthesis of programme and will, the instrument 
for putting this into action, and is defined by its organic continuity 
with the fraction which gives birth to it. It could not form an 
agglomeration with other parties or fractions without endangering 
«the firmness of its political position and the solidity of  its 
structure ». As a unitary party, it had to become the unitary 
leadership of the unions and of any workers economic associations. 
Finally, the party was not a sum of individuals but a disciplined 
collectivity. It had to develop an incessant critique of other parties 
and denounce their practical action when it reflected a dangerous 
and erroneous tactic. 6 

But the Communist Party had already been formed too Tate. The 
development of the fascist movement was to limit  its action and put 
it onto the defensive. It organised armed groups to protect its 
offices and push back the fascist offensive, sometimes victoriously. 
But really to push it back the PCI could only count on widespread 
economic struggles  and since  September 1920 there had gone 
into decline. It coul d not count on an alliance with the PSI, 
because the latter had adopted a policy of ôneutralism by signing a 
pacification pact with Mussolini. Its calls for a ôreturn to legality 
showed the impotence it hid behind maximalist language. The PCI 
therefore carried out its own policy , rejecting any United Front 
with «elements whose goal is not the armed revolutionary struggle 
of the proletariat against the existing state ». The party õs policy was 
identical towards the anti -fascist coalitions. In order to maintain 
a revolutionary vision within the proletariat, in order to preserve 
its class independence, there could be no question of the party 
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allying itself with the ôarditi del  popoloõ. The latter, like the PSI, 
called for a return to «democratic order ». Having come out  of 
fascism they proposed to «bring about internal  peace». 

They declared themselves patriots and only gave admittance to 
former combatants and members of assault battalions . It was not 
out of ôsectarianism or ôpurism that the PCI refused to form such 
alliances. As a revolutionary party, it could not permit any 
equivocation on the nature of democracy or divert the proletariat 
from its goal, which was not the defence of the ôdemocratic state 
but its destruction.  

In fact, as Bordiga underlined, it was democracy which 
encouraged and developed the fascist movement. The government 
which the PSI did not find quite ôstrong enough had, by a decree of 
20 October 1920, sent 60,000 demo bilised officers into the 
training centres, with the obligation to sign up for the groups of 
ôsquadristi. Whenever fascists burned down the offices of unions or 
the Socialist and Communist Parties, the army and the 
gendarmerie were always on the ride of th e fascists. And these 
armed forces were those of the liberal democratic state.  

From this historic experience, the PCI at the 4 th  (1922) Congress 
of the Comintern drew out what it saw as the most  essential 
lessons.  

Fascism was not the product of the middle classes and of the 
landed bourgeoisie. It was the product of the defeat which the 
proletariat had suffered and which had the indecisive petty -
bourgeois strata behind the fascist reaction:  

When the middle class saw that the Socialist Party was 
incapable of taking advantage of the situation, little by utile it 
lost confidence in the proleta riatõs chances and turned towards 
the opposing class . This is the moment when the bourgeois 
and capitalist offensive began. It exp loited essentially the new 
state of mind in which the middle class found  itself.  

Fascism was not a ôfeudal reaction õ. It was born first of all in the 
big industrial towns, like Milan, where Mussolini founded its 
party in 1919. The industrialists had supported the fascist 
movement,  which presented itself as «a grand unitary movement 
of the ruling class , ready to put itself  at its service, to use and 
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exploit all means, all the partial and local interests of groups of 
bosses, both agrarian and industrial ». 

Fascism was not opposed to democracy. It was its indispensable 
complement when «the state was no longer able to defend the 
power of the bourgeoisie ». The fascist party provided it with a 
«unified party, a centralised counter -revolutionary organisation ». 

In other texts, the Italian Left drew out the practical implications 
of its analysis vis -à-vis the PCI and ôanti -fascism:  

It was the left  and in the first place social democracy, which 
opened the door to fascism, by lulling the workers with the 
defence of  ôdemocratic freedoms and the ôdemocratic statue. 
Alongside the Left, Bordiga saw the Italian CGL ñ which, as in 
1921, during the metallurgical workers strikes in Lombardy, 
Venice and Liguria, was imprisoning the struggle in a regional 
framework ñ as a major factor in demobilising the workers and 
leaving them open to the fascists attacks. To summarise its 
position, by using the German example of 1919, be declared 
th at «this was the road that leads to Noskism ». 

Anti -fascism was the worst product of fascism, because it 
pretended that an alliance with the liberal or left parties would 
cave the proletariat from the blows of a united bourgeois reaction. 
It kept up the wor st illusions about the ôdemocratic left which 
had peacefully ceded power to Mussolini in 1922.  

The Communist Left saw the solution in the workers offensive 
against c apitalism, emerging out of the economic struggle. 
Against a unified offensive of the bourgeoisie, the Italian 
proletariat could only give  a unified response on its own specific 
terrain: the strike. This is why, while the ôBordigis t leadership  
rejected the political united front, it still supported the united trade 
union front with the soci alist and anarchist unions. The PCI 
rallied to the Labour Alliance which had been formed on the 
initiative of the railway workers union and to which all the 
unions adhered in February 1922. However, the Communist 
Party, confronted with the Alliances policy  of local strikes, had to 
say that the latter remained «inert and passive; not only had it not 
undertaken the struggle, but it hadnõt even said clearly that it was 
ready to do so, not shown that it wanted to prepare for it ». In fact, 
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at the time  of the great August strike which spread all over the 
country, the Alliance ordered a return to work.  

Despite this bitter experience, the PCI, and latter the left 
communist minority, never questioned the slogan of the united 
trade union front. There was a certain lack of logic in this 
position: if the unions were led by the political parties, they 
necessarily had the policy  of these parties. Consequently, it is 
difficult to see the basis  for this distinction between the trade 
union united front and the poli tical united front. Unlike the 
German Left, the Italian Left did not question its participation in 
the unions, which it continued to define as «opportunist » workers 
organisations.  

It was precisely the question of the united front which was to 
lead to an in creasingly animated opposition between the 
ôBordigis tõ leadership and the Comintern. At its 3rd Congress the 
Comintern had ordered the application of this ôtactic sõ in all 
countries; it had even participated in a joint meeting in Berlin 
between the three Internationals, in order to organise this front. At 
the 4th Congress, the PCI delegation opposed this slogan and 
declared that it:  

would therefore not accept being p art of joint organs of 
different political organisations  (it) would also avoid  
participating in joint declarations with political parties, when 
these declarations contradicted its programme and were 
presented to the proletariat as the result of negotiations aimed 
at finding a common line of action.  

The PCI also refused to take up the slogan of the «workers 
government », which was the concretization of the political united 
front:  

To talk about a workers government by declaring that we 
could not exc lude the possibil ity  that it could emerge from a 
parliamenta ry  coalition in  which the Communist Party 
parti cipated amounts to a denial in practice of the political 
programme of communism, i.e. the necessi ty  to prepare the 
masses for the struggle for the dictatorship of the prolet ariat .8 

 

ôBolshevisation and the reaction of the Left  
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But the main divergence between the leadership of the 
Comintern and that of the Italian party crystallised around the 
fusion between the PCI and the left of the PSI, once the latter had 
expelled Turati õs right wing. The Comintern wanted to create a 
mass party in Italy on the model of the German VKPD. It thought 
that Serrati and Lazzari were revolut ionaries from whom Bordiga õs 
tendency was distancing itself out of «sectarianism ». Even though 
it proclaimed that «reformists and centrist s were an iron ball 
chained to the partys leg », that they were «nothing but the agents 
of the bourgeoisie in the camp of the working class », the Comintern 
Executive ordered a fusion without delay in order to form a united 
communist party. With this aim an organisation committee was 
formed, comprising Bordiga and Tasca for the PCI, Serrati and 
Fabrizio Maffi  (1868 -1955)  for the PSI, and Zinoviev for the Executive. 
Thus the Comintern gave its backing to the right wing of the party 
(which was a small minority, having obtained only 4,000 votes 
against 31,000 for the left at the Rome Congress) in the attempt to 
undermine  the  ôBordigis tõ leadership. The right wing tendency was 

composed of all the old ôordinovist sõ, except for Gramsci and 
Togliatti who still followed the majority. It was decided to apply 
Zinovievõs directives.  

As to the fusion, which for the Comintern was the motive for 
eliminating the leadership, it did not even take place. The PSI 
refused to accept the conditions for joining and expelled the 

Serrati -Maffi group around the review Pagine Rosse. The 
ôterzionalisti õ or ôterz iniõ family fused as a group in August 1924, 
bringing 2,000 members from a party which, under the effects 
of repression and above all of  demoralisation, only had 20,000 
adherents.  

Zinovievõs Bolshevisation had not succeeded in eliminating 
Bordiga õs intransigent tendency, which remained the overwhelming 
majority of the party. The Comintern Executive then tried to 
neutralise its uncontested leader by asking Bordiga to return to 
the Italian Executive Committee. Given his disagreeme nts, 
Bordiga refused. He also refused the post of deputy that was 
offered him ñ a real insult to an abstentionist. His reply was brief, 
and blunt: «I will never be a deputy, and the more you carry on 
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with your projects without me, the less time you will wa ste.» 
(Letter from Bordiga to Togliatti, 2 nd  February 1924.)  

In Como, in May 1924, the conference of the PCI was held in 
clandestinity. It  was a crushing victory for the Left. 35 federation 
secretaries out of 45, 4 inter -regional secretaries out of 5 approved 
the theses presented by Bordiga, Ruggero Grieco, Bruno Fortichiari 
(1892 -1981)  and Luigi Repossi (1882 -1957) . These stated that the party had 
been formed in an unfavourable period; however, fascism, «by 
beating the proletariat had liquidated the political methods and 
the illusions of the old pacifist socialism », posing the alternative 
«dictatorship of the proletariat or dictatorship of the bourgeoisie ». 
In par ticular they criticised the International for imposing the 
fusion and for its equivocation on the nature of maximalism. On 
the political level, while waging a resolute struggle against fascism, 
the party also had to make «a determined critique of the so called 
anti -fascist bourgeois parties, as well as the social democratic 
parties, avoiding any policy of blocs or alliances... ». But above all 
the left launched its attack on Bolshevisation, which had imposed 

a disciplinary mode of functioning. In its Naples organ, Prometeo, 
it slowed that throughout the history of the workers movement 
«the revolutionary orientation has been marked by a break with 
the discipline and hierarchical centralism of the previous 
organis ation ». The party being based on voluntary membership, 
discipline could only be the result of and not the premise for a 
healthy mode of functioning. Otherwise the latter would be 
reduced «to a banal rule of mechanical obedience ». 

But paradoxically, at the 5th Congress, Bordiga was the most  
resolute defender of the application of discipline, even though be 
maintained its previous criticisms. «We want a real centralisation, 
a real discipline », he explained, to show that his intention was not, 
as was being claimed, to constitute a left fraction. His reaction of 
Zinovievõs offer of the Vice -Presidency of the Comintern may thus 
seem contradictory. However, this proposal  was not an innocent 
one: i t was nothing other than an attempt to buy off the founder of 
the Italian Party. But Bordiga was not Togliatti.  

Henceforth, the war was on between the ôBordigis t  tendency and 
the Russian leadership of the Comintern. The year 1925 was to be 
decisive.  
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1925 w as the year of the active Bolshevisation of the parties. It 
was also the year in which the struggle of the Russian CP and the 
Comintern against Trotskyõs Left opposition really got under way: in 
January Trotsky resigned from its post as Peoples Commissar. This 
was die year that the old ôleftõ leadership of Ruth Fischer (1895 -1961)  
and Arkadij Maslow (1891 -1941)  began to be pushed out of the KPD, 
and Karl Korsch  began to organise its fraction. It was thus the 
decisive beginning of the Cominterns struggle against its left 
tendencies, to die profit of a centrist leadership subordinated to 
Stalin.  

It was therefore more out of a reaction against these policies  than 
on its own initiative that die Italian Left found itself compelled to 
organise as a tendency and to wage a struggle against Gramsci -
Togliatti and the Russian leadership.  

In March -April 1925, the Enlarged Executive of the Comintern put 
the  elimination  of the ôBordigist  tendency on the agenda of the 3rd 
Congress of the PCI. It forbade publication of an article by Bordiga 
favourable to Trotsky ( ôThe Trotsky Question õ). The Bolshevisation 
of the Italian section began with the removal of Bruno Fortichiari 
from its post as the federal secretary of Milan. In April, the  PCI 
Left,  through Onorato Damen, Francesca Grossi  (alias ăCeccaò) 
(1901 -1996) , Luigi Repossi , Mario Lanfranchi , Carlo Venegoni (1902 -

1983) , Mario  Manfredi  and Bruno Fortichiari, founded an Entente 

Committee (Comitato dõintesa) in  order to co -ordinate its 
activities. 10  

The Gramsci leadership violently attacked this Committee, 
denouncing it as an «organised fraction ». In fact, the Left still did 
not want to const itute itself into a fraction; it did not want to 
provide any pretext for its expulsion from the party while it was 
still a majority. At first, Bordiga refused to adhere to the 
Committee, as he did not want to go outside the framework of 
discipline that had  been imposed. it was only in June that he rallied 
to the position of Damen, Fortichiari and Repossi. He was given the 
task  of drawing up a ôplatform of the left õ, which was the first 
systematic attack on Bolshevisation. It con demned the politics of 
«manoeuvres and expediency » which aimed at the creation of a 
mass party on an artificial basis , «given that the relationship 
between the party and the masses depends essentially on the 
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objective conditions of the situation ». It condemned the system of 
facto ry cells, «negation of the centralisation of the communist 
parties ». In an article published the same day as the platform, 
Bordiga emphasised that the function of these cells was to stifle 
any internal  life and to imprison the workers in the narrow 
boundaries of the factory. In the name of the struggle against the 
«intellectuals », the power of the functionaries was being reinforced. 
It would be worth pausing to examine the arguments of the left 
which most  systematically criticised the poli cy of Bolshevisation:  

¶ The replacement of territorial sections by factory cells was the 
abolition of the organic life of a revolutionary party, which had 
to present itself «as an active collectivity with a unitary 
leadership ». It was the negation of centralisation and the 
bureaucratic triumph of federalism, in which the partyõs body 
would be partitioned off into watertight cells.  

¶ ôBolshevization õ favoured particularism and individualism. The 
party became a sum of individual workers, attach ed to their 
professional branch. The consequence of this was 
corporatism and workerism, breaking the organic unity of 
the collectivity of the party, which must go beyond all  
pro fessional categories.  

¶ Instead of limiting the role of «intellectuals » in the party, the 
system of factory cells had the opposite effect:  

The worker , in the cell, will have a tendency to discuss only 
particular economic questions of interest to the workers in his 
enterprise. The intellectual will continue to intervene in it, not 
thanks to the strength of his eloquence, but more thanks to 
the monopoly  of authori ty  granted to him by the part, 
centre, to whatever question co mes up.  

Furthermore, the ôproletarianisation  of the party leadership, a 
goal proclaimed by the ôBolcheviks, was so little a reality that 
the new leadership, in contra ry  to the old one, did not have 
one worker on the Executive.  

¶ Having leaders with a working class origin was no guarantee of 
the proletarian character of the party, because «leaders from a 
working class extraction have shown themselves to be at least as 
capable as the intellectuals of opportunism and treason and, 
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in general, more susceptible to being absorbed by bourgeois 
influences ». 

Under the threat of expulsion, the Entente Committee had to 
dissolve, respecting the principle of discipline. It was the 
beginning of the end for the Italian Left as a majority. Since th e 
recruitment campaigns launched by the Gramsci leadership, the 
party had gone from 12,000 to 30,000 militants. The newcomers 
were young workers and peasants entering political life for the first 
time; according to Togliatti, «the level of political capacity and 
maturity was rather low ». It was with this profoundly transformed 
party 11 that the Lyon s Congress was to eliminate definitively 
Bordiga õs partisans from positions of responsibility; the latter only 
obtained 9.2 % of the votes. But to prevent i ts tendency from 
creating a fraction, or even a new party, Gramsci brought three 
members of the Left into the central committee.  

It was on the occasion of this congress that the famous Lyon s 
Theses were presented. These theses were to orient the politics of 
the Communist Left in exile.  

The theses were first of all a condemnation of the politics of 
Gramsci, which were denounced as a pseudo -Marxist mixture of 
Croce and Bergson. They criticised the proposed alliance with the 
an ti fascist parties at the time  of Matteoti õs assassination, and the 
slogan of a «federal workers republic » as an abandonment of 
Marxism.  

In the second place, they gave a definitive summary of the 
ôBordigist  conception of the party. In order to lead the class 
struggle to its final victory,  the party had to act on three levels:  

¶ Theoretical: Marxism enriches  itself through complex 
situations, and cannot be reduced to «an immutable and 
fixed catechism », being «a living instrument for grasping and 
following the laws of the historical process »; 

¶ Organisational : the party is formed not out of the pure will of 
a small group of men, but in response to a favourable 
objective situation. «The revolution is not a question of 
organisation » and the party is «both a factor and product of 
historical developm ent ». The ôtheses therefore reject 
voluntarism and fatalism;  
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¶ Intervention : the party participates in the class struggle as a 
party independent from all others.  

In the third place, the ôBordigist õ platform rejected the kind of 
discipline which replaces voluntary adherence with the military 
law of submission to authority. It underlined the danger of 
degeneration in the parties of the International submitting to 
Bolshevisation. In the face of this da nger, the ôtheses did  not 
envisage the constitution of a fraction, since  the real danger was 
emerging «in the form of a subtle penetration, wearing a unitary 
and demagogic garb », and was «operating from above to frustrate 
the initiatives of the revolutionary vanguard ». 

What were the historical perspectives arising out of this 
degeneration? They were becoming sombre for two reasons:  

The  stabilisation of capitalism.  While recognising that the «crisis of 
capitalism is still open », the «partial stabilisation » had led to «a 
weakening of the revolutionary workers movement in practically 
all the economically developed countries ». 

The danger of counter -revolution in Russia.  A revolutionary policy by 
Russia and the Comintern would subjectively determi ne the future 
conditions of the revolution. But Russia was threatened by 
capitalism from within its frontiers, from its economy where 
bourgeois elements (state capitalism) coexisted with socialist 
ones. Faced with an evolution which would «make it lose its 
proletarian characteristics », the Russian revolution could only be 
saved «through the contribution of all the parties and the 
International ». 

In order to make such a contribution Bordiga, for the last time, in 
February -March 1926, took par t in the 6th Enlarged Executive of 
the Comintern. 12  For him this was an opportunity to bid a long 
discussion with Trotsky and assure him of the Italian Lefts 
solidarity in his struggle against ôsocialism in one country. In 
some extremely vigorous  interventions, Bordiga mounted an 
attack on Stalin. He courageously defended the necessity for a 
«resistance from the left against the danger from the right », and 
this «on an international scale ». He did not envisage the formation 
of fractions, but neithe r did be reject this as a possibility. He 
recalled that the «history of fractions is the history of Lenin »; they 
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were not disease, but symptom of a disease. They were a 

reaction of «defence against opportunist  influences ». 

[See: Amadeo Bordiga: Intervention at the Sixth Enlarged ECCI  (Fifth Session, February 22, 

1926)  http://www.quinterna.org/lingue/english/historical_en/bordiga_intervention_six.htm ] 

 

 
Bordiga took part for the last time in the meetings  of the Comintern [6. Enlarged Executive Committee 

(ECCI ), 17th February - 15th March  1926 , Moscow].  (Photo of the Bordigaõs ful l power , which specifies that 

he has a deliberative voice ).  

This was the last fight by Bordiga and the Italian Left within the 
Comintern. From then on, it was little by little to constitute itself 
into a fraction of the Communist Party of Italy. After its 
elimination from the party, and because of its  disperse into 
several countries under the blows of fascist repression, it was to 
find itself alone and isolated in its struggle to redress the 
Comintern. Without contact with Trotsky, who was following his 
own path, without support from left fractions wit hin the 
International, without the possibility of developing its propaganda 
in Italy in the party, and in the Comintern, it found itself in the 
status of a very restricted minority opposition.  

Relationship  with Karl Korsch  

The first question posed to the I talian Left, therefore, was to 
establish links with the German Left opposition, which at that 
time  was working towards an international regroupment of the 
communist lefts. These Links had already been begun in 1923, 

http://www.quinterna.org/lingue/english/historical_en/bordiga_intervention_six.htm


62 
 

when members of Bordiga õs tendency, pres ent in Germany, were 
directly in contact with the left of the KPD. Some, like 
Michelangelo Pappalardi (see Chapter 2) had even resigned from 
the Italian CP and formed the first organised opposition of the 
Italian emigration.  

But it was above all with Karl Korsch, whom Bordiga had known 
since the 5th Congress of the Comintern, that the closest  links 
existed. Excluded ð with the òultraleftó MPs Iwan Katz, Ernst 
Schwarz and Heinrich Schlagewerth  ð from the KPD on 3rd  May 
1926, be cause of his opposition to the Russian state õs foreign 
policy, which be called òred imperialism ó, Korsch had founded an 
opposition of several thousand members  (around 7,000) : Die 
Entschiedene Linke, the Intransigent Left, which published since 

February 1926 a review Kommunis tisch e Politik.  In the theses of 
this group, Korsch ð the best theorician of the òultraleftó current ð
defined the Russian revolution as bourgeois, its nature having 
become clearer and clearer «with the reflux of the wor ld 
revolution ». His group, in contrast to the Italian Left, òhad 
abandoned all hope of a revolutionary reconquest of the 
Cominte rnó.(13) 

                      
            Karl Korsch                                   Iwan Katz                                             Ernst Schwarz  

The group õs organisational goals did not  appear very clearly, 

Kommunistische Politik did not  define itself as a party or a 
fraction, and its members could be non -party or adhere to the 
KAPD. Nevertheless it affirmed that «in the present situation, the 
historic task of all Marxists consists in the new foundation of a 
really revolutionary class  party on the national and international 
level, of a new communist International ». But it emphasised that 
«it is not  possible to carry  out this task at the present moment ». 
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Without communist parties, the group could not  see other 
solution than to call a  new Zimmerwald : 

The formula which we have found for our political and tactical 
use in the present moment is Zimmerw ald and the 
Zimmerw ald Left , by that we mean that in the period of the 
liquidation of the 3 rd International we must take up the tactic s 
of Lenin at the time of the liquidation of the 2 nd International. * 

This proposal was put to the Italian Left, and a letter of invitation 
to an international conference of the lefts to be held in Germany 
was sent to Bordiga, who was living in Naples. Kommunistische 
Politik, after becoming acquainted with the proceedings of  the 6th 
Enlarged Executive  Committee , published in German in 
Hamburg, believed that a community of ideas and action 
between the two lefts could quickly be created.  

The response from Bordiga and from the Italian Left ñ since at this 
stage Bordiga was in pe rmanent correspondence with the latter ñ 
was a clear refusal. This refusal was the consequence of political 
divergences, rot of a ôsectarian withdrawal.  

The divergences centered  around the nature of the Russian 
revolution and the perspectives for the work of the communist 
Lefts:  

The nature of Russia. This was defined as proletarian, even if 
there was a real danger of counter revolution:  

Your way  of expressing yourself  does not seem right to me. 
One cannot say  that the Russian revolution was a bourgeois 
revolution. The 1917 revolution was a proletarian revolution 
even if it was an error to generalize  its ôtactical õ lessons. Now 
the problem is posed as to what happens to the dictatorship of 
the proletariat in one country, if the revolution does not carry 
on in other countries. There can be a counter -revolution; there 
can be processes  of degeneration whose symptoms  and 
reflections within the communist party  have to be discovered 
and defined. One cannot simply say that Russia is a country 
where capitalism is  expanding.  

                                                           
* Letter from Korsch to the external Italian opposition group, Berlin 27 August 1926, cited by 
Danilo Montaldi, Korsch e i comunisti italiani , Savelli, Milan, p. 27.  See: Kommunistische 
Politik , Nr. 11/12 and 13/14, August 1926.  
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The rejection of a split.  

We should not be in favour of splitting the parties and the 
International. We should allow the experience of ar tifi cial and 
mechanical discipline to reach its conclusion by respecting this 
discipline in all  its procedural absurdities as long as this is 
possible, without ever renouncing our political and ideological 
critique and without ever solidarising with the dominant 
orientation.  

The rejection of opposition blocs.  

I believe that one of the faults of the p resent International was 
that it was a bloc of local and national oppositions.  

The critical evaluation of the past.  

In general, I think that what must be a priori ty  today i s, more 
than organisation and m aneuvering, a work of elaborating  a 
political ideology of the international le ft , based on the 
eloquent experiences which the Comintern has been through. 
As this point is far from being attained , any international 
initiative seems d iffi cult.  

For all these  reasons, Bordiga concluded by rejecting any jo int 
declaration, as he did not think this was possible in practice 14. 

The whole spirit of the Italian Left was summed up in this letter. 
First of all there was loyalty to the Russian revolution and the 
International which it helped to build. There was above all a 
fundamental difference with the other lefts ñ one of approach and 
method. The Italian Left never abandoned the battlefield before 
fighting to the end. This was a theor etical fight in that it sought to 
draw all the lessons it could from the defeat. Here its approach 
was similar to that of Luxemburg, for whom defeats were rich in 
lessons for the victory  of the future. It was above all a political fight 
in its conception o f a revolutionary organisation defining itself 
through the clarity of its goals, its principles and its tactics, t ied 
together by its theoretical framework.  

In contra ry  to the groups who precipitously proclaimed the 
foundation of new parties and a new Inte rnational, the Italian Left 
always proceeded with method. As long as the International was 
not dead, as long as there was a breath of life in it, it would still be 
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attached to it, like a member is attached to a body. Its conception 
of organisation was a un itary one: splits were an evil to be avoided, 
in order not to disperse the forces tending towards an 
international centralised organisation. Only when the death of the 
International was certain would it envisage forming an 
autonomous organisation. The foun dation of the fraction of the 
old party, maintaining its former revolutionary programme, 
would be a precondition for the constitution of a new party, 
which could only be proclaimed during a revolutionary 
upheaval. The construction of the International obeyed the same 
laws: only the real existence of revolutionary parties in several 
countries could lay the bases of an International.  

This organic view of the party was to be maintained until the  
Second World War. As the organ of an  International and a party, 
it wanted to develop according to the natural laws of this organ, 
without making any hazardous grafts, and without hurrying its 
free, natural development.  

By 1926, the Italian Communist Left had virtually completed the 
elaboration of its most  fundamental principles. It rejected:  

¶ the United Front and ôworkers and peasants governments õ; 

¶ anti -fascis t blocs , and any policy not placing itself on the 
terrain of the class  struggle;  

¶ socialism in one country;  

¶ all kind of  defence of bourgeois democracy.  

Other theoretical points, such as the Russian question and the 
formation of fractions, had hardly been developed. This was to be 
the role of the Italian Left in emigration.  

It may be asked why Bordiga õs tendency was defeated in the 
Italian CP. Indeed, this remains inexplicable if we forget that the 
Italian party was a section of the Comintern. It was not the base of 
the party which eliminated Bordiga, but the Comintern via 
Gramsci and Togliatti, making use of its hierarchical authority. 
The weight of the Russian party in the Comintern, which itself had 
become an instrument of the Russian state, swept a side all the left 
oppositions. In these conditions resistance was very limited. Not 
only had the revolutionary wave subsided, but the prestige of the 
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Comintern, despite its degeneration, remained enormous and 
paralysed the will of the opposition.  

All  these reasons explain why  the defeat was inevitable, despite 
all the sympathy the ôBordigist õ leadership had in the party. 
Perhaps its hesitations to resist, its se mi-mechanical acceptance of 
discipline and its refusal to form a fraction accelerated this defeat. 
But while we can i nterpret the pa st, we cannot remake history 
with òifsó. 

Bordiga õs development after 1926  

On the 20 th  November  1926, after seeing his house  ransacked 
by the fascists, Bordiga was arrested and condemned to three 
years of banishment,  first in Ustica then in Ponza.  

In December 1926, Bordiga met in Ustica  Island  Antonio Gramsci, 
who since 1924 had been his major political adversary. Bordiga, 
contrary to the legend, was not sectarian in political relationship, 
and considered of major importance the human factor. In spite of 
their divergences, Bordiga and Gramsci were bound by an old 
friendship, which they preserved against winds and tides, so much 
so that Gramsci remained in the house of Bordiga in 1924. Bordiga 
directed the òScientific sectionó and Gramsci the òLiterature and 
History sectionó. Worried by the worsening health of Gramsci, 
Bordiga proposed to the Centre of the Party to let him escape  as fast 
as possible  from the island . But that did not have any success. It is 
typical tha t in 1927, although Togliatti had become the ònumber 
oneó in the party, Gramsci wrote not to Ercoli ð òa certain Togliattió, 
as he said with contempt ð, but to Bordiga. Later, as Bordiga 
apparently had shelved any political involvement, he maintained  at 
all costs  friendly link with Gramsci, whose health was worsen ing. 
In 1934 -35, short clandestine meetings took place in Formia 
(province of Latina) between this last and Gramsci, deeply sick, 
under the monitoring of the police, which accompanied him to the 
private clinic of Formia.  

In 1928, Bordiga was relegated with other members of the Party to 
Ponza Island , where he was in a political  minority. In February 1929, 
whereas 102 Stalinist Communists made vote for a resolution 
defining Trotsky as òone of the open enemies  of the Communist 



67 
 

Internationaló, 38 others with Bordiga took the defence of the former 
Bolshevik leader. The direction of the Italian CP wished expelling 
him immediately out of party, but prudently waited.  

In November 1929, Bordiga having fini shed time of relegation came 
back to Naples, not without returning sometimes in Ponza, to finish 
the houses which he had d esigned . Bordiga remained apart from the 
Communist organisation and took care not to rejoin the official 
positions of the Comintern on  òthe radicalisation of the massesó and 
òthe fasc isation of the social democracyó. He was formally expelled 
in March 1930 from the Central Co mmittee and from the party too 
òto have supported, defended and endorsed the positio ns of the 
Trotskyist opposition ó; òto have given directives and to have 
deployed a secessionist activity of disintegration of the partyó. 

In fact, Bordiga withdrew from political activity, which he could 
continue only abroad. In France and Belgium, by the conference of 
Pantin [outskirts  of Paris] (April 1928) was born the Left Fraction of 
the Communist Party in the continuity of the bordigist  positions (see 
chapter 3).  

In contact with the Italian Fraction in Marseilles, the Trotskyõs son, 
Leon Sedov, had entrusted money to rent a fast hi gh-speed 
motorboat ("motoscaph"), which would have helped Bordiga 1929  to 
escape from the Ponza Island. Bordiga refused any proposal for 
escaping: òimpossible to rectify the legsó (to contribute  towards the 
recovery of  Comintern), as he answered in sibylline terms.  

When 38 of whole communist militants in Ponza , including 
Bordiga, announced against 102 others their clear  rejection of  the 
anti -Trotskyist campaign, the CP leadership in Paris decided to 
expel the former founder of the party. This was done on 20 th  
Mar ch 1930, following the report of the Stalinist Giuseppe Berti.  

Whereas the Italian Left, in the prisons of Italy and abroad, carried 
on the struggle, Bordiga was little by little to distance himself from 
all political life . For all the period from 1930 to 1943 - date of the 
collapse of Fascism - Bordiga could work as engineer in Naples. This 
life , often  difficult, but peaceful enough, was disturbed several times 
by questioning, arrest  (at the time of a princely marriage!), or police 
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inve stigations . Questioned by the police on May 23, 1930, he 
declared that òany illegal activity in the Kingdom is tod ay (é) sterile 
and uselessó. The Fascist servant , in October 1930, noted that 
Bordiga rejected any spirit of òmartyrdom and sacrificeó, and did not 
consider the possibility of taking in the  future òany political 
function ó. 

Many of his former comrades were astonished by his silence and 
put it down to his constant surveillance by the fascist police: 
wherever he went be was accompanied by two pol ice agents.  

In the 1930s, Trotsky ð who valued greatly òthe revolutionary, alive, 
muscular, and abun dant thought of Amadeo Bordigaó ð asked 
Alfonso L eonetti  (1895 -1985) , who had become a Trotskyi st and 

knew Bordiga well since  1924 he had been on Prometeoõs 
publication committee: «Why is Bordiga not doing anything? » 
Leonetti replied «Bordiga thinks that everything is rotten. We have 
to wait for new situations to begin again. » (Letter from Alfonso Leonetti 

to PCI historian Franco Livorsi, 1/5/1974.)  

This testimony is confirmed by a police report of 26 May 1936 (ACS, 
CPC 747, Roma) which notes a conversation between Bordiga and 
his brother -in -law. Bordiga declared: «Its necessary to distance 
oneself and wait é wait not for this generation but for future 
generations. » Bordiga was exhausted and disgusted by militant 
life, as can also be seen from this conversation of 3 July 1936 
(ACS 19496,  Divisione degl i affari generali e riservati):  

I am happy to live outside the sordid and insignificant events of 
political militancy its day -to-day events do not interest me. I 
maintain my faith. I am happy in my isolation . 

As can be seen, while having the same view about the counter -
revolutionary nature of the period, Bordiga and his comrades in 
exile arrived at very different conclusions: for the former, the 
impossibility of any organised work in this phase; for the others, 
the absolute necessity of such work, as a left fraction that had 
detached itself from the old pa rty. This profound difference was to 
have an enormous weight ñ given Bordiga õs great influence ñ on 
the orientations taken up by the internationalist movement in 
Italy after World War 2. It seems that he expected a revolutionary 
resurgence to come out of w ar:  
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If Hitler can push back the odious powers of England and 
America, thus making the world capitalist equilibrium more 
precarious, then long live the butcher Hitler who despite himself 
is working  to create the conditions of the world proletarian  
revolutio n. 

And be added:  

All w ars have as their final epilogue the revolutionary deed. 
After the defeat co mes the revolution. (26 May 1936, ibid.)  

But it was clear that Bordiga could not rally any òcapitalist 
campó. In 1936, as the former Communist Bombacci had created 

a profascist òleftó review: La Verità , in order to c elebrate alliance 
between Fascism and Soviet Communism, review  to which some 
former Socialists  (like Arturo Labriola)  had given their own 
collaboration, Bordiga answered  simply : òNoó. 

Bordiga observed at the same time an agreement between the left 
and the Fascism. As brings it back a police report concerning a 
conversation of Bordiga with regular visitors  (May 26, 1936),  òthe 
Socialists, the same French Communist comrades do not do 
anything other as social -democrats with a light touch of 

antimilitarism and anticlericalismé the French Socialists shall  go to 
the power with a program of Fascist styleéó And Bordiga added that 
if he could find  asylum  in France and publish a newspaper, the 
President Blum would not fail to use of a decree of expulsion against 
him é 

When the Spanish civil war burst, Bordiga should have defended  
the same position as the Itali an Fraction, which 

published  Bilan  and  Prometeo. According to a witness, last 
thereafter involved in Stalinism, Bordiga sustained  that never he 
would òchoose between the Francois ts and the Republican patriotsó 
and that he considered  the Spanish war  as a direct preparation to 
the world war, only possible by òan anti -Fascist mobilisation of  the 
workers of the whole worldó. 

At the beginning of the years 1940, Bordiga had affirmed, 
discussing  in Formia  with the socialist lawyer Mario Paone  (1903 -), 
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that the enemy for the proletariat was always capitalism, in 
particular its most developed form, the North -American Capitalism:  

Dear Paone, do remember that Fascism and Nazism are the 
perfect ly contingent and transitory forms of capitalist and 
bourgeois conservation, and that the enemy who is to be beaten 
is always the American imperialism.  

It seemed that Bordiga believed in the victory of the Axis and that 
the victo ry of Fascism would be for him òa necessary phase through 
which should pass capitalism in all the countries ó, and that òthe 
victory of Allied would have made onl y delay this inevitable process ó. 
Well more, he would have wished òthe defeat of the true capitalism, 
i.e. America n, and not that of German typeó. 

Despite all the efforts of the members  of the Italian Left to join 
up with him, Bordiga rejected all contact, limiting himself to 
purely informal contacts through old militants of the left like the 
surgeon Ludovico Tarsia (1876 -1970)  - 1936 c oming  back from Brazil  
- or  the worker  Antonio Natangelo (1894 -1959) , who in 1939 was 
asked by Bordiga to convey his solidarity to friends in Milan, with 
the recommendation that they should stay òfaithful to themselves, 
without deviations and vacillations, and ready for any eventuality ó 
(ACS, Bordiga õs folder in the Central Political Archive).  

As a Fascist indicator noted it in July 1939:   òéBordiga in Naples is 
always gaining new sympathies even among his adversaries, and is 
obtainin g now a wide  support  in the intellectual middle -class  ranksó. 
In fact, many Communist workers coming of the industrial 
Napolitan aerea  used  to call themselves òBordigistsó. The police, 
fearing Bordigaõs escape outside, underlined in August 1942 that 
òBordiga is and will be always a Bolshevik Communistó. 

Conv inced therefore that the revolution would come out only at 
the end of the  war, Bordiga resurfaced in 1944, in  the  òFrazione 

dei comunisti e socialisti italiani ó (see: Chapter 9 ). Before that, 
he had refused any  collaboration coming from any party or 
military camp:  Stalinists,  Socialists and American Intelligence 
service .15 

***  
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From 1926 to 1945, the Italian Left was to follow its own course, 
deprived of the man who had best embodied it.  

Because of its international action in several countries, the 
Italian Left was neither Italian, nor ôBordigist õ. Born in Italy, it was 
to develop internationally. Crystallised by the theoretical and 
political contribution of Bordiga, it was to become anony mous. 
Here it was following the essential fines of the Rome Theses, which 
defined the organisation as a unitary collectivity.  

This label of ôBordigism õ, which was often stuck to it, was always 
rejected by the Left in emigration, because it tended to give 
credence to a cult of ôgreat men, which it had nothing to do with, at 
least until the end of the war... The theoretical and political 
development of this left, enriched by its experience, was to go 
beyond and enrich the contributi on of the man Bordiga. Thus the 
exasperated reaction of the Italian Fraction in 1933 was perfectly 
understandable:  

On several occasions, within the Italian party , in the presence 
of comrade Bordiga, as well as within the International and 
the left  opposition, we have affirmed  the non -existence of 
Bordigism as well as all  the other which have become real 
performances since a stock exchange  of confusion and political 
dupe ry , has been instituted within the communist movement. 
The only time the term Bordigist has appeared is on the c over 
of our pla tform in French, and on this point we have 
explained ourselves many times. We said that this term was 
an error, although in the intention of the comrades it was 
employed only to specify , am ong the numerous opposit ional 
groups of the French part y, the traditions of the political 
currents which edited the pla tform.  

Bordigis m, as well as the reduction of our political currents to 
the personali ty  of Bordiga, is the m ost cra ss deformation of 
the opinions of comrade Bordiga himself, who, following 
Marx, has destroyed the notion of individuali ty  as such and 
shown theoretically that only the collectivi ty  and its social 
organisms can give a significance to the individual himself. 
(Bilan  no. 2, Dec. 19 33, òPas de ôbordiguisme! õó). 
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If, during this study, we u se here and there the term ôBordigi smõ 
or talk of a ôBordigist õ current, there is no ômalicious õ intent. It is 
more a matter  of convenience than any belief that the Italian Left 
had a fetish about the man Bordiga. However, in the post -war 
period, which saw former members of the Fraction, out of 
enthusiasm and sometimes without any critical spirit, join the 
ôparty of Bordiga õ, or split  ôfor Bordiga õ, the term ôBordigism ñoften 
as one of abuse ñ is certainly justified.  

 

NOTES  

1 For the history of the socialist movement before 1918, one can refer either to 

Bordiga õs book (Storia de lla sinistra italiana  1912 -1919 , òIl Programma 
comunistaó, Milan, 1964 ), the irreplaceable testimony of a militant, or the book 

by G. Arfe: Storia del socialismo italiano (1892 -1926) , 1966, Einaudi.  

2 For Bordiga, Invariance, Le Fil du temps, Programme Communiste give all the 

references of the texts in their numerous reedit ions . See in particular Le Fil du 
Temps no. 13, Nov. 1976, and Programme Communiste nos. 48 -56.  

3 For the PSI õs attitude  during the World War  I, see the collective work : Luigi 

Cortesi et alii: Il  P.S.I. e la Grande Guerra , La Nuova Italia, « Rivista Storica del 
Socialismo  32», Firenze, 1969.  

4 The relations between Lenin and Bordiga are studied in H elmut  König, Lenin 
und der Italieni sche Soziali smus (1915 -21). Ein Beitrag zur Gründungsgeschichte 
der Kommunistischen Internationale , Tübingen , 1967. König was in regular 
correspondence with Bordiga  to achieve his own work . 

5 Alfonso Leonetti has published a collection of texts on the question of the 
councils confronting Bordiga and Gramsci : Dibattito sugli consigli di fabbrica  
(introduzione di Alfonso Leonetti) , Edizioni Savelli, Rom a, 1973. Programme 
Communiste nos. 71,  72 and 74 has published a number of texts in French 
from the debate, from a viewpoint critical of Gramsci and ôGramscism õ. 

6 For the birth of the Italian CP, Giorgio Galli has written a very clear Storia 
del Partit o Comuni sta Italiano , Schwarz, Milan, 1958. See too: Danilo 

Montaldi,  Saggio sulla politica comunista in Italia (1919 -1970) , Quaderni 
piacentini, Piacenza , 1976; Luigi Cortesi, Le origini del PCI. Studi e interventi 
sulla storia del comunismo in Italia , Franco Angeli, Milano, 1999; Luigi Cortesi 
et alii, Amadeo Bordiga nella st oria del comunismo , Ed. Scientifiche Italiane, 

Napoli, 1999 . 

7 The Italian Left õs conception of fascism is presented in the collection of 
Bordiga õs texts. Communism and Fascism, ed. Programme Communiste, 1970. 

See also Programme Communiste nos. 45 -50, « Le PC dõItalie face à l õoffensive 
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fasciste  ». (In Italian): http://www.quinterna.org/archivio/1921_1923/1921_23.htm  (La 

guerra contro la variante fascista della dominazione borghese).  

8 See Relazione del PC d õItalia, e congresso dell õInterna zionale  comuni sta, 
novembre 1922 , ed. Iskra, Milan, 1976.  

9 The resolution on Italy can be found in : Decisions of the Third Congress of the 
Communist International , Communist Party of Great -Britain, London, 1921 ; 

Alan Adler, ed.,  Theses, Resolutions and Manifestos of the First Four Congresses 
of the Third International  (London: Ink Links, 1980) . 

10  It seems that Damen and above all Repossi were, contrary to Bordiga, in 
favour of the immediate formation of a left  fraction: the left elements must nor 

take up posts, but constitute themselves into a fraction, and work among the 
masses, to take the party back to a healthy activity. » (Letter from Repossi to 
comrades, cited by Danilo Montaldi, Korsch e i comunisti italiani, Samonà e 

Savelli,  Milan,  1975.  See too the CWOõs recent pamphlet: Platform of the 
Committee of Intesa 1925 , London, 201 0. 

11 Palmiro Togliatti La formazi one del gruppo di rigente del PCI  nel 1923 -1924 , 
Editori riuniti, Roma,  1962, which can usefully be compared with Stefano 

Merli, «Le origini della direzione centrista del PC d õItalia » in Revista di storia 
del socialismo 1964, as well as his study : «Il PCI, 1921 ð1926 », Annali 
Feltrinelli , 1960.  

12 Bordiga õs interventions can be found in French in Programme Communiste 
no. 69 -70, May 1976.  

13 D. Montaldi, op. cit. ôDie Entschiedene Linke õ, which regrouped the most 
intransigent left opponents of Stalinism, was in fact created in Berlin on 2 April 

1926 at a con ference which adopted a òplatform of the lefts ó. This pronounced 
itself against any spur in the KPD and the Comintem. It was extremely 

heterogeneous and this led the EL to break up very quickly:  

¶ The group around Iwan Katz  (1889 -1956) , who was elected  December 

1924 to the Reichstag and represented the KPD till 1925 with in  the 
ECCI . The Katz organization was  strong in Lower  Saxony (Nieder -
Sachsen) , separated from the Korsch group on 16 May 1926; with 

Pfemfertõs AAU -E, i t  founded on 28 June the ôSpartakusbund der 
Linkskommunistischen Organisationen õ, publishing the paper Spartakus. 
ôSpartakusbund no. 2 õ disappeared in the spring of 1927 . After World 
War II Katz spent short time in KPD and SED, and 1950 founded the 
German ôTitoistõ party. 

¶ The group around Ernst Schwartz  (1886 -1958) , KPD deputy in the 
Reichstag, who had founded the EL with Korsch, separated itself on 28 

September. It then published a paper Die Entschiedene Linke which took 
up the original name of the organisation. The EL merged with the KAPD 

in June 1927; this led to a grave crisis in the party, as Schwarz refused 
to abandon his seat in parliament . After the loss of his Reichstag seat in 

http://www.quinterna.org/archivio/1921_1923/1921_23.htm
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1928, Schwarz resumed his teacherõs job, but became more and more 
involved in the Pane uropean Movement  of the Austrian Count Richard 

von Coudenhove -Kalergi , of which main goal was the unity of a  
ôChristian  Europe õ, free of ònihilism , atheism  and immoral  consumerism ó. 

¶ The group around Karl Korsch  [and Heinrich Schlagewerth (1890 -1951) , 

former chair man  of the KPD in Mönchengladbach ], which after the 
September split, was then called òKommunistiscbe Politik ó, from the name 

of the review published since 1926. Hostile to the KAPD, it was in favour 
of a «communist union policy ». It was for the  creation of an ôindependent 

CP in an International independent from the Comintern õ. A propaganda 
group, whose militants could belong to workers parties formed around 
class principles (like the KAPD) to the Unionen or to revolutionary 

syndicalist organizations [like the Deutscher Industrie -Verband  (DIV) ], 
the group practically disappeared in December 1927.  Quickly between 
Korsch and Schlagewerth there was a political gap . After January, 1933 

Schlagewerth together with his  group dived into the underground  and 
cooperated with the left radical milieu  of Mönchengladbach.  The Gestapo 

could - on the basis of the information given by  Schlagewerth, under 
arrest since  1936  - dismantle  the local structures of KPD, KPO, FAUD 
and Trotskyists (IKD) . 

(See: Otto Langels, Die ultralinke Opposition der KPD in der Weimarer Republik , Peter Lang, 
Frankfurt/Main -Bern -New York, 1985; and Hermann Weber/Andreas Herbst, Deutsche 
Kommunisten. Biographisches Handbuch 1918 bis 1945 , Kar l Dietz Verlag, Berlin, 2004.)  

14 Letter from Amadeo Bordiga to Karl Korsch, published by Communist Left , 

No. 9, I.C.P. Editions, Liverpool, 1995, p.  32 -34 . 

15 During the war, the pro -Nazi speaker (Radio Paris) Philippe Henriot (1889 -
1944) , as well as cer tain newspapers, claimed in May/ June 1944 that Bordiga 

supported the Red Army advance in Europe as a victory for the proletarian 
revolution. In reality an article of  Bandiera rossa,  Rom,  published  again by 

the  Stampa  of Turin and the  Gazette of Lausanne  of June 14) , had fed the 
rumor :  whereas the Red Army made fulgurating break -through in Eastern 
Europe, Bordiga would have affirmed that the triumph of the Stalinõs army was 

nothing else  òthe proletarian revolution on the marchó. A press release of the 
Bordigst press in the North ( Prometeo, July 25, 1944, in French)  denied  

formally any form of prosovietism  on behalf of Bordiga . 

The communiqué published by the Italian Fraction in Marseilles can be found 
in its Bulletin de Discussion no. 7 (July 1944). It stared: «We do not think that a 

comrade of Bordiga õs ideological capacity could express such a position which, 
behind its apparently radical phraseology, can only express the position of 

international capitalism and its ally, ôsocialism in one  country, which has 
allowed it to throw the p roletariat into the imperialist war. The present 

conditions do not allow us to establish the truth rapidly and precisely ». 
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At this period, Bordiga refused not only to join the socialist Party, which had 
discreetly made him the proposal, but refused any adv ance of the Americans 

who, installed in the South of Italy divided in two parts, would have agreed to 
use the prestige of Bordiga to counter the development of the Italian CP of 
Togliatti. (See the last chapter)  
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LõUnit¨, n° 4, 1938, p.  6.  ╖  According to the Italian Stalinists Bordiga ha d become òa fascist gang leaderó 

amo ng the Italian Trotskyists . 
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2 German Left or Italian Left?  
 

(From Le Réveil Communiste  to LõOuvrier Communiste ) 

The Italian Communist Left did not remain indifferent to the 
existence of other lefts in the International during the 1920s. 
Considering itself an integral part of the International, it 
acquainted itself with the theses defended by the KAPD and its 

theoreticians Gorter and Pannekoek. In Il Soviet, it published the 
fundamental texts of the current of the German Left. It was 
natural that there should be a certain convergence between the 
two currents i n the face of the Cominterns attacks on ôextremism, 
defined by Lenin as an infantile disorder. On the question of 
abstentionism, on the rejection of the United Front with social 
democracy (a tactic adopted at the Comintern õs 3rd Congress), in 
their common rejection of a fusion with the German Independents 
and the Italian ômaximalist sõ, there was a clear identity of views.  

However, this ôidentity õ remained highly relative, and was of short 
duration. After the Comintern õs 2nd Congress (in 1920), Bordiga  ð 
assured of the Internationals support for the formation of a 
communist party through a split  with the reformists and the 
maximalist s, and firmly committed to the new world party of the 
revolution  ð pur to one ride his opposition on the parliamentary 
quest ion. He put forward the idea that the divergence with the 
theses defended by Lenin and Bukharin on participation in 
elections was a matter of tactics, not of principles.  

For Bordiga, who despite everything remained an abstentionist, 
the most  urgent question was the constitution of a real 
communist party attached to the International. During the Italian 
elections of 1921, the new party applied the policy of the 
Comintern and put forward its candidates:  

For clear reasons of international discip line in tactics, the 
CP must and will participate in the elections. As 
abstentionists, we must also give an example of discipline, 
without evasions or hesitation s. The Communist Party  has 
therefore no reason to discuss whether it must participate  in 
elections. It must participate . 
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In fact, the Italian Left was liquidating the abstentionism which 
give birth to it in 1918:  

As a Marxist, I am first of all a centralist, and only then an 
abstentionist.  (Bordiga, Il Comunista, 14 April 1921) . 

A few years later, Bordiga would be one of the most  ardent 
partisans of the electoral ôtactic sõ, even criticising the Italian 
workers growing tendency to desert the parliamentary terrain:  

Every good communist has but one du ty : to combat the 
tenden cy towards abstention by many workers, an erroneous 
conclusion drawn from their hostili ty  to fascism. B y acting this 
way, we will make excellent propaganda and contribute to the 
formation of a resolutely revolutio nary  consciousness which 
will serve us well w hen the moment comes ð imposed by the 
facts and not by our will alone  ð to boycott the edifice of the 
bourgeois parliament in order to destroy it completely.  

Thus, the Italian Left distanced itself from the international 
opposition to parliamentarism which was appearing in the KAPD, 
the Dutch KAP, in Bulgaria, in England around Sylvia Pankhurst  
(1882 -1960) , in Belgium in War Van Overstraeten õs (1891 -1981) PCB, in 
Austria and in Poland.  

 
                                          Sylvia Pankhurst                      Eduard (War) van OVerstraeten  

For the Italian Left there could be no question of forming an 
opposition, and still less a fraction in the Internatio nal, around 
this question. This is why it kept away from the Amsterdam 
Bureau founded in 1920 for Western Europe, and particularly 
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influ enced by the theses of the KAPD and Sylvia Pankhurst. The 
same applied to the Vienna Bureau grouped around the review 

Kommunismus and influenced by Georg Lukacs (1).  

 

Bordiga and KAPD before 1926  

Bordiga s Fraction was extremely distrustful and reserved 
towards the German Left from 1920 onwards. It saw in the 
KAPDõs abstentionism a syndicalist, anarchist deviation identical to 
that of the Spanish CNT and the American IWW:  

We share the opinion of the best Marxist  comrades of the KPD 
who judge that this is a hybrid petty  bourgeois tenden cy, like 
all the syndicalist tendencies, whose appearance is a result of 
the loss of revolutio nary  energy by the German proletariat 
after the Red Week in Berlin and the Munich Day s The result 
is an electoral abstentionism of a syndicalist type, i .e., deny ing 
the usefulness of the poli tical action of the proletaria t and the 
struggle of the part y, which by inclination and habit are 
confused with electoral activities. (Il Soviet, no. 11, 11  April 1920, 

òThe German Communist Party ó). 

Because of the struggle with LõOrdine Nuovo in Turin, which 
advocated the formation of factory councils and put the party in 
second place, Bordiga was led to assimilate the KAPD with the 
Gramsci group. In fact the German Left did call for the formation of 

factory councils (Betriebsr äte) and Unionen (AAUD), which may 
have made it seem that it was concentrating its work on the 
economic terrain alone. But in contra ry  to Gramsci, it vigorously 
fought against the trade unions which It denounced as counter -
revolutionary, calling for their destruction in order to form 
workers councils. Because of this, it may have seemed that it 
underestimated or even denied the necessity for a political party in 
favour of ôthe idea of the councils. But this was not a t all the case; 
the KAPD defined itself as a centralised and disciplined party:  

The proletariat needs a high formed  party -nucleus. Each 
communist must individually be an irreproachable communist  
ð that is our aim  ð and must be able to be a leader on the 
spot.... What compels him to act are the decisions  that the 
communists have taken. And here the strictes t discipline 
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reigns. Here nothing can be changed, or he will be sanctioned 
or excluded (Intervention by Jan Appe l (alias Hempel), KAPDõs delegate at the 

3rd Congress of the Comintern, Mocow, 1921 , in «Protokolle des III. Kongresses 
der Kommunistischen Internationale», Hamburg, Verlag  der  Kommunistischen 
Internationale , 1921, p. 496 ). 

What really differentiated the two lefts was that one advocated the 
dictatorship of the party and the other the dictatorship of the 
councils. One wanted to lead the proletarian masses to victory 
through the development of the party, the other worked for th e 
masses to lead themselves, by freeing themselves from any 
domination by chiefs. Against the Bolshevik -type party which 
Bordiga wanted to create in Italy, the KAPD put forward the idea 
of a party which «is not a party in the traditional sense of the 
term. It is not a party of chiefs. Its main work consists in 
supporting, as far as its strength allows, the German proletariat 
on the road which leads to its liberation from all domination by 
chiefs » (Declaration of the founding Congress of the KAPD, 4/5 A pril 1920, 

Berlin).  

This is why Bordiga, who followed the situation in Germany and 
the evolution of the KAPD very closely, could only be distrustful, 
after the Heidelberg split  in 1919, towards a party which seemed to 
be working for its own disappearance i n the heat of the revolution 
itself:  

The political par ty , say s the opposition, has no preponderant 
importance in the revolutio nary  struggle. This must develop 
on the economic terrain without centra lised leadership . This 
tenden cy rejects the importance of political action and party  
action in general, in other words it negates the political par ty  
as a central instrument of the revolutio nary  struggle and of 
the dictators hip of the proletariat. (Bordiga, òThe tendencies inside 

the 3 rd  International ó, Il Soviet no. 15, 23 May 1920).  

Thus, the Italian Left did not see the difference between the KAPD 
and the anarchists  and syndicalist s of the IWW variety. It saw the 
KAPDõs theory as «a libertarian critique, leading to the usual horror 
of chiefs ». Poorly informed, it believed that the National Bolshevism 
line of Wolffheim and Laufenberg was contained in embryo in the 
KAPDõs conception and was the «result of petty  bourgeois 

degeneration from Marxism » (Il Soviet no. 15). It confused the KAPD 
with the AAUD -Einheit of Otto Rühle, for which «the revolution is 
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not a party question » and which denied that there could be any 
such thing as a proletarian party ñ any party could only be 
bourgeois and an enemy of the revolution . 

Nevertheless, Bordiga made contact with the KAPD and corrected 
his initial judgement, which had been based essentially on the 
arguments of the KPD which had bureaucratically excluded the 
left:  

The party  centre was b oth for entering into the unions and 
participating in elections. The conference conv ened in July in 
Heidelberg approved the Centre õs programme. The opposition 
again questioned the conference õs validi ty  and demanded that 
another be called, a fter a broad discussion on the t wo 
questions in the par ty  organisations.  

The Centre on the contra ry  fixed the date of the second 
Congress in October 1919 a ccording to a strange criterion : the 
representatives who, on the two  questions of parliamentarism 
and the unions, did not have a mandate in conformi ty  wi th its 
directives, would be excluded from it.  

Thus only those who had the same opinion as the Centre 
could come to the Congress, in particular a number of  party  
officials , and the opposition was declared excluded from the 
organisation. The comrades of the KAPD have told me, quite 
rightly, that th ey had no intention of forming  a new  party , but 
that th ey were excluded by an incredible procedure, whereas 
if the Congress had bee n convened in a regular manner, th ey 
would have had a m ajori ty . 

In April  1920, seeing that all efforts to gain sati sfaction were 
useless, th ey held the constitutive congress of the KAPD.  

Furthermore, Bordiga did not fail to note the proletarian character 
of the new organisation, and its combativity which he contrasted 
with the passivity of the KPD during the Kapp putsch:  

The new organisation is to a large extent more combative a nd 
revolutio nary  and has developed a broader activi ty  amongst 
the masses; its partisans are the workers who tolerate neither 
the lac k of intransigence which the old  party  has sometimes 
shown, nor its conversion to parliamentarism, which took it 
closed to the Independents, who are taking advantage of its 
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tactic s to gain credence in front of the proletariat and the 
International . (Bordiga, òThe situation in Germany and the communist 

movement ó, Il Soviet no. 18, 11 July 1920).  

While maintaining his reservations about the positions of the 
KAPD, Bordiga hoped that the  Comintern could resolve the crisis 
by reintegrating the KAPD into the KPD. For him, the main danger, 
as in Italy with Serrati, was represented by the Independents 
(USPD); and he clearly saw the simila rity of the position of the 
International, which in Germany as in Italy was pushing for the 
integration of their  currents into itself, thus threatening the left by 
creating a mass party amalgamating communist s with ôCentrists ó. 

His hopes were not realised in either case. The KPD fused with 
the left wing of the USPD; the PCI had to accept Serrati õs terzini. 
The 3rd International, after its 3 rd Congress in 1921, excluded the 
KAPD, which it had originally accepted in its tasks  as a 
sympathising party.  

Contacts between the PCI and the KAPD came to an end. Until the 
end of his life Bordiga maintained an essentially hostile 
(«Leninist ») attitude to the KAPD; he always considered it and its 
Dutch descendants to be anarchist . Even in oppo sition within the 
Comintern, there could be no question of a convergence of views 
with the KAPD.  

The PCI aimed to be the best party of the International, the most  
ôLeninist õ on the question of the party against Zinoviev õs ôtactical õ 
opportunism. In order to avoid giving any substance to the 
accusation of ultra -leftism, but above all for more profound 
reasons, the Bordigist  leadership carefully distinguished itself 
from the German Left right up until its own elimination in 1926. 
While  rejecting the United Front, Bolshevisation, the polic y of the 
Russian state, it fundamentally accepted the theses of the 2nd 
Congress of the Comintern.  

After the World Congress of 1921, Bordiga continued his attacks 
against the KAPD current on the union question. Although the 
latter wasnõt trade unionist, since  it called for the destruction of 
the old  trade unions and the formation of Unionen on the political 
basis  of recognising the dictatorship of the  proletariat, Bordiga still 
denounced its syndicalis t  standpoint:  
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The trade union, even when it is corrupted, is still a workers 
centre. Leaving the social democratic union corresponds to the 
conception of certain s yndicalists who w ant to create organs 
of revolutio nary  struggle which are of a unio n and not a 
political character . (Bordiga, òSulla question e del parlamentarismo ó, 

Rassegna Comunista, 15 August 1921).  

Finally, the foundation of Gorter õs KAI in 1922 marked the 
definitive impossibility even of any informal  contact between the 
two lefts. By defining Russia as the principal enemy of the world 
proletariat, by characterising the October Revolution as bourgeois, 
the ideological break was complete. (Cf. Proletarier, Sondernummer, 

1922, ăDie Thesen des I. Kongresses der Kommunistischen Arbeiter -
Internationale ò). 

 

Michelangelo Pappalardi and the Italian ôBordigists õ 

Despite this golf, elements from the PCI left were to make 
individual contacts with the German Left. An initiator of this was 
Michelangelo Pappalardi (entered in the police records as 
ôPappalardo õ). Born in 1896  in Campobasso (Molise) , from the 
beginning he adhered to the Abstentionist Fraction. In 1922 he 
emigrated to Austria; in 1923, he militated in Ge rmany where he 
represented the PCI to the KPD. During this time  he had long 
discussions with the KAPD. On 10 November 1923, he resigned 
from the PCI, a resignation accepted by the Executive Committee 
on 30 November in a letter sent by Angelo Tasca (alias òValleó, or 

òSerraó or òRienzió). Arriving in France, he settled in Lyon s, from 
where he  corresponded with Bordiga, inviting him to constitute a 
left fraction in the PCI and the International. With a few Italian 
immigrant workers, he presented the Lyon s Theses translated into 
French to the 5 th  Congress of the PCF at Lille (20/26 June 1926) , 
under the heading òPlatform of the Left, draft theses presented by 
a group of leftists (Bordigists) to the 5 th  Congress of the French 

Communist Party ó. According to a  former member of Réveil 
Communiste (Piero Corradi), Bordiga supervised the translation.  

The members of the Italian Left were in fact in close contact with 
the French communist movement from the beginning. Bordiga 
represented the International at the Marseilles Congress (25-31 Dec. 

1921 ). Damen, threatened with imprisonment after an armed 
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clash with fascist squads, was sent as an official representative 
of the PCI in France, to preside ov er the organisation of groups of 
Italian communist émigrés, in order to co -ordinate political activity. 

He was nominated director of the weekly edition of LõHumanité in 
Italian until his clandestine return to Italy in 1924. ôBordigist õ 
ideas were therefore not unknown within the PCF. The 
overwhelming majority of Italian émigrés, even in 1926, held to the 
positions of the old left leadership; in some sections (Paris, Lyon s, 
Marseilles), they were in the majority. This alarmed the new Ita lian 
leadership around Tasca, Togliatti, exiled to France after the partyõs 
total suppression by the Mussolini government in 1926, which 
made it impossible for the party to carry out its activity in Italy. 
His new leadership made contact with the French pa rty in order 
to get the ôBordigists õ expelled or to force them to resign.  

A certain number of them remained in the PCF and tried to defend 
Bordiga õs positions within it for as long as possible. They were in 
close contact with the autonomous Italian communist group formed 
by expelled comrades in several French towns, as well as in 
Switzerland, Belgium and Luxemburg. Through the intermediary 
of their platform, they tried until aro und 1929 to remain in contact 
with the French communists and influence them ideologically 
within the ôfactory cellsõ. This was done at the price of enormous 
difficulties, as can be seen from the preface to Bordiga õs theses:  

Not being able to express ourselves freely in the official press 
of the party , we have decided to make our thoughts known of 
French communists through our own means (signed:  a group 
of members of the PCF).  

Chased out of the International, the Italian Left had  no desire to 
isolate itse lf. Frustrated in its hopes of  forming an international 
fraction, it still sought to carry on political work in the communist 
movement,  in all the countries in which exile had compelled it to 
reside. It did not consider itself to be Italian, except for the fact 
that it was born in Italy, but as international. Its natural vocation 
was international work, everywhere it existed; its only ôhomeland õ 
was the International linking workers in all countries for a single 
ideal, a single goal: their emancipation in world communism.  

The questions being posed in the French Communist Party could 
not therefore be reserved only for workers of French nationality, 
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any more than the latter could remain ignorant of the rich 
political experience of the Italian proletariat after the war, 
especially on the questions of fascism and of the party. The 
platform of the left added to the Lyon s Theses a whole chapter on 
French questions, dealing with the perspectives for French 
capitalism and the political or ientation of the PCF . 

This chapter defined the economic situation as «a situation of 
crisis, which manifest s itself through inflation and difficulties of 
the state budget ». It said that «this crisis is not yet a crisis of 
production and industry in general, but it wonõt fail to become 
one before long ». It underlined the consequent sharpening of 
social tensions, with «the opening up of the period of 
unemployment which will further aggravate the situation of the 
working class ». Considering the bourgeoisies policies in this 
context, it foresaw a change of orientation on the basis of the 
Italian experience: «It is very possible that, as the economic crisis 
grows, and the bossesõ offensive develops, there will be a complete 
change of pro gramme  in the political domain. This phase of 
rightist policies could have analogies with Italian fascism, and 
certainly the appreciation of the Italian experience is very useful 
for the analysis of the present French situation ». 

However, the Italian Bordigists did not envisage the immediate 
advent of fascism, because «there is a fundamental condition 
missing, i.e. a great revolutionary threat which gives the bourgeois 
class the impression of being at the edge of the abyss ». Temper ed 
by the Italian experience, where fascism engendered antifascism 
on the basis of the United Front, the Italian Left rejected in 
advance any  possibility of an antifascist alliance:  

What is essential is to understand that the fascist plan is in the 
first place a plan against the prolet ariat  and the socialist 
revolution, and that it is thus up to the workers to hal t or 
repulse its attack s. I t is quite wrong to see fascism as a 
crusade against bourgeois democ racy , the parliamenta ry  
state, the pet ty  bourgeois strata and their political men and 
parties holding the reins of power... According to this idea, 
the prolet ariat  can only sound the alarm, take the initiative 
(...) in this antifascist struggle, fighting alongside others to 
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defend the advantages  of a ôleftõ movement , considering the 
downfall of f ascism in France to be a glorious goal é 

In this period, which the ôBordigists saw as being unstable and 
uncertain, «the French working class  because of its numerical 
importance and its historic traditions  is the central element of 
the present situation and the social struggle ». This necessary 
required the development of revolutionary tendencies within the 
PCF On this point, the author of French questions was highly 
pessimistic: «The party was constituted at Tours on too broad a 
basis . As it is today, the PCF leaves much to be desired in its 
Marxist  ideological preparation, in its internal  organisation, in its 
policies , in the formation of a leading centre capable of 
interpreting situations and their requir ements ». It was above all 
the internal  regime that the Italian Left was criticising here  ð the 
disastrous results of its inadequacies had been to fuel «the French 
workers traditional distrust for political action and parties ». 

In order to remedy this situation, the Left advocated a resolute 
policy of opposition to the Comintern õs theses on the workers and 
peasantsõ government, the ôUnited Front õ, the ôantifascist õ 
struggle. It proposed the development of a solid network of 
communist fractions in the un ions, while working for trade union 
unity and a determined intervention in economic struggles, which 
were the basis for the political struggle against all bourgeois 
parties, right and left, against the state and not «for the 
dissolution of the fascist leagues by the state ». 

Where was the PCF going? Here the text, drawn up by Bordiga, did 
not co me up with any definite conclusion. It remarked simply that 
ôBolshevisation had led to a real stagnation. Bordiga did not see 
this situation as the consequence of  a right -wing danger; the 
exclusion of the Souvarine wing had served as a «phantom to 
cover up the blows directed against the international left ». Faced 
with «opportunism and liquidationism in the French party », Bordiga 

did not see a left wing. He rejected the syndicalist theses of La 
Révolution prolétarienne  as «frankly erroneous and dangerous ». 

Bordiga did not hide «the difficulties of such a situation ». He 
thought that it was above all the communist militants  who could 
make improvements in the party õs interna l regime.  
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Clearly, the Italian Left did not modify its positions in 1926, despite 
its defeat at the Lyon s Congress. It thought that the CPs were a 
privileged arena for its intervention. They were not seen as 
irrecuperable for the communist movement. The Bordigists thus 
excluded any possibility of founding a new party and remained in 
the context of the International. Their attitude was very different 
from that of the German Left which had proclaimed the 
bank ruptcy of the Communist International and the necessity to 
form new communist parties.  

Very quickly, with the defeat of the revolution in China as a result 
of Stalin õs and Bukharin õs policy  towards the Kuomintang, a part 
of the Italian Left in exile, mainly in France, was to modify its 
position and proclaim the impossibility of redressing the 
Comintern, and rapidly moved towards the positions of the KAPD, 
via its contacts with Karl Korsch.  

 

Le Réveil Communiste 1927 -29  

 
òThe life of the great chief of the Italian communism Amadeo Bordiga is threatened by the fascist 

executioners, disgusting servants of the Italian middle class ò (Réveil communiste , Lyon s, no.  2, Januar y1928)  

Under the influence of Pappalardi, an important minority was 
to detach itself f rom the Italian  ôBordigist  group influenced by 
Ottorino Perrone (Vercesi). The latter, fleeing from Milan, arrived 
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in  Paris, where he lost no time  opposing Pappalardi õs partisans. 
The split  was consummated in July 1927. In November of that 

year appeared the first issue of Le Réveil communiste  (2), 
«internal  bulletin of the groups of the communist vanguard », 
whose centre was at Lyon s. It defined itself as a «group of 
intransigent comnunists ». 

The aims of Réveil communiste were not clear. It took no position 
on the formation either of new parties or new International. It 
sought «the unity of the lefts on the international terrain ». This 
position, close to that of Korsch, was tempered by great caution: 
«no new international o rganisation until the process of developing 
a left one on the international terrain has been completed ». In 
fact, this group saw no possibility of internal  or external 
opposition towards a Comintern which they proclaimed still -born 
in 1919:  

The process of the germination of a new International, which 
had been attempted to push to a solution at Zimme rw ald, 
even before the great Russian revolution, reached a premature 
conclusion in 1919 when, following this great historical 
movement which was initially prolet arian , there was an effort 
to force the histo ry  of the revolutio nary  movement.  

Réveil communiste  supported the position of Rosa Luxemburg 
who was against the foundation of the Comintern and would have 
regretted the attitude of the delegate Hugo Eberlein  (1887 -1941)  

who didnõt vote against its foundation. According to Réveil this 
resulted in a «format unity » and not a «real » one. It was «to become 
fatal to the development of a real world communist party, and to 
suppress any possibly of regeneration in the  Comintern ». 

Réveil communiste argued that the cause of this was the 
excessive role of Russia in the International. While still qualifying 
the Russian revolution as «grandiose », especially during ôwar 
communism, it saw the beginning of its decline in the NEP in 
1921. It criticised the idealisation of the NEP by the Perro nists, 
who still supported Leninõs position at that point. The NEP was «a 
first ideological manifestation of a class or several social strata 
which were not the working class ». What were these  classes? 
Here Pappalardi õs group gave no reply. It asserted that in 1927, the 
degeneration of the Russian state was a fait accompli and that 
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with «the bureaucratisation of the state machine » the dictatorship 
of the proletariat no longer existed:  

The bureaucratisation of the state machine, the total 
distancing of this state from the working -class , the non -
prolet arian  ideological manifestations in the apparatus itself 
denote that the dictatorship of the proletariat in Russia is no 
longer a reali ty  in the country of the greatest revolution of the 
working -class . 

Behind the question of ôdegeneration there lay in fact the problem 
of the state «which did not fend a complete and definitive solution 
in the Russian revolution ». Later on we will see that this question 
was one of the main subjects of theoretical discussion in the 
Italian Left in  the 1930s.  

While proclaiming «no return to the part, to positions that have 
already been liquidated », the ôgroups of the communist vanguard 
were still, in issue no. 2 of January 1928, attached to the tradition 
of Bordiga. They even described themselves as  the most faithful 
continuators of «the great chief of Italian communism », as 
against the «so-called Bordigists or Perronists who detached 
themselves from our group in July 1927 ». 

They believed this Bor digist  ôpurity õ meant the rejection of the 
«theoretical terrain of Leninism, i.e. of neo-Leninism ». This was 

an illusion on Réveilõs part, since  Bordiga always declared 
himself to be the most faithful disciple of Lenin, even in the 
opposition within the Comintern.  

This is why Réveil was not long in criticising Bordiga himself, 
reproaching him for having wanted to  remain in the Comintern 
at any colt, «in order not to leave the terrain of the masses », and 
thereby  remaining on the terrain of the «tactical use of 
compromise » advocated by Lenin. It reproached him for  his 
distrust in fractional groupings and for not having formed a 
fraction:  

Two years ag o (...) we proposed to comrade Bordiga the 
necessi ty  to form an open fraction, because we said that 
Bolshevisation had already  accomplished its work of social -
democratising the Comintern, and we didnõt see any 
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possibili ty  of organising, on the terrain of discipline, a serious 
resistance among the Comintern rank and file.  

Réveilõs attitude of the left opposition around Trotsky  was much 
clearer, seeing it as the continuator of ôLeninism õ and the 
unconditional defender of the Russian ôworkers state õ: 

We must not submit to this ideological imposition of Trotsky. 
We do not contes t the pa st revolutionary value of this comrade 
(é) even against him and his followers (...) we insist that it is 
an opportunist tactic s to pass off as a workers democracy  
this tragic caricature of the proletarian dictatorship by the 
government of the Stalinist s. 

Rejecting the «Trotsky st heritage » and criticising «comrade 
Bordiga », would the «groups of the communist vanguard » 
converge towards Korsch, who had been publishing 

Kommunistische Politik since  March 1926? Two texts signed by 
Korsch were to be published in Réveil Communiste: òTen years of 
class  struggle in Soviet Russia ó (R.C. no. 1), and òThe Marxist Left 
in Germany ó (R.C. no. 4). This did not however result in a 
community of thought between the two groups: «It goes without 
saying that this fact implies neither our organic fusion with 
Korsch õs group, not the subordination of our clearly left wing line 
to the Korschist directives for ideology and action, which tend 

towards a dangerous eclecticism ». Réveil even addressed a 
warning of the German group: «This eclecticism could divert our 
German comrades away from the real revolutionary one and take 
them back to obsolete maximalism ». 

Pappalardi, who wrote a critical article on ôKorschism õ, reproached 

Kommunistische Politik for calling into question the proletarian 
character of the Russian revolution. He argued that «the 
bourgeois counter -revolution in the new Russia began at the same 
time  as the proletarian revolution », but that to deny the  
proletarian revolution was also to deny that there was a counter -
revolution in Russia, because «its obvious that if you deny the 
proletarian character of the October revolution, you also deny its 
dependence on the world crisis of capitalism ». 

But above all, Réveil criticised Korsch for being an intellectual 
and for having compromised with Maslow and Fischer in 1926, 



91 
 

for having led the proletarian elements who followed him into the 
void, with the rapid disappearance of his group and the entry of a 
part of it into the  Leninbund and social democracy. The last issue 

of Réveil (February 1929) thus invited Korsch of return of his 
«beloved studies ». 

In fact, because of its ouvrierism and its distrust of political 

confrontation, the Réveil group increasingly isolated itself from the 
revolutionary milieu, at a time when the Perronists had formed 
the Left Fraction of the PCI (see below) and opposition groups were 
developing all over France. «We have not feared and do not fear 
today provisional isolation from the proletarian mass », it 
asserted. While demarcating itself from sectarianism, the organ of 
the ôgroups of the communist vanguard defined itself as a «sect». 

Ideologically, there groups were absolutely isolated. They were the 
only ones communist groups in France who call ed for the workers 
of leave the Comintern and not to work inside or outside it for the 
triumph of a left fraction ( «Out of the Moscow International! »). 

At this time they were also the only ones who did not call for the 
ôdefence of the USSR, which they defi ned as «the formula for the 

Union Sacrée in Russia ». At the end of 1928, Réveil had 
practically the same position as the KAPD on this question:  

...the proletarian dictatorsh ip, instead of dying in the 
Marxist sen se, has been gradually defeated in a monstrous  
apparatus, where a caste has  grown up with the ideology of 
the new bourgeoisie. And this without Thermidor, without 
events reproducing the historic pas t. 

Prometeo, in its issue no. 12, strongly criticised this position of 
Réveil. It replied that the term «caste» was not Marxist  and 
underlined the contradictions of a theory which affirmed both 
that the Russian government «is not a pure capitalist 
government » and that it is «a bourgeois government ». While 
defending the proletarian na ture of the Russian state «on the basis  

of socialisation », Prometeo opened the door to discussion, to which 
it invited the militants of Réveil (3). 

Prometeoõs open attitude, as well as its loyalty to the Bordigist 
heritage on the Russian question, and to the theses of Lenin, were 

to lead to the departure from Réveil of a few elements, such as 
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Piero Corradi, who went back of the Fraction of the Italian Left. 
These ones, though formed by Pappalardi, saw themselves above 
all as ôLeninists and saw no reason to  militate in a group which 
refused to form a Fraction. The Pantin Congress of April  1928, 
where the Left Fraction of the PCI was proclaimed, removed their 
hesitations, as Piero Corradi put it 50 years later. From new on, 
ideologically and organisationally, the only Italian Communist Left 
was the one grouped around Prometeo. 

But Pappalardi õs tendency did not disappear after this split. It 
even had a new influx of elements like André Prudhommeaux, 
who ran a bookshop at 67, rue de Belleville; these elements gave 
the group a less Italian colouring, but they were more ambiguous 
vis-à-vis anarchism.  

In August 1929 the first issue of LõOuvrier Communiste appeared, 
defining itself as the organ of the «communist workers groups » and 
whose centre was a t André Prudhommeaux  bookshop in Paris (4) . 

 

The influenc e of the KAPD: ôLõOuvrier Communiste 1929 1931  

The term «communist workers » was an explicit reference of the 

KAPD. LõOuvrier Communiste no longer saw itself as part of the 
Italian Left, which it saw as an inferior tradition of that of the 
German Left:  

We have participated in a revolutio nary  experience less 
complete than that of our German comrades (...) Anchored in 
the Bordigist tradition, it has taken us much effort to chase 
from our thinking the s ystem of  prejudices which still hid this 
reali ty  from us, a reali ty  drawn directly out of the struggle of 
our German comrades (LõOuvrier Communiste no. 2 -3, October 1929, 

òShould the unions be conquered or destroyed? ó). 

Whereas in its issue number 2 January  1928) Réveil was still 
criticising «elements like Pannekoek in Holland and Pankhurst in 
England » for founding a 4 th  International, «an absurd melange of 

the most  disparate elements », LõOuvrier Communiste made an act 
of contrition and thenceforward considered itself as «a belated 
branch of the real marxist left, the one whose representatives in 
1919 and 1920 were Pankhurst in England, and in Holland the 
Tribunists Gorter and Pannekoek » (O.C. no. 1).  
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The Pappalardi õs group therefore published in serial form in its 

paper Gorters pamphlet, Reply to Lenin, which condensed the 
positions of the German Left. This publication emphasised the 
ôanti -Leninist orientation of the «communist workers groups »: 

Gorter was right and Lenin wrong. The Leninist line has led of 
the worst defeats;  the constitution of mass parties has formed 
a new opportunist and counter -revolutio nary  rampa rt in the 
camp of the proletariat. (O.C. no. 1).  

Contacts were made with the Dutch and German comrades of 
the ôGruppe Internationaler Kommunisten (GIK), as well as with 
the AAU and the KAPD. These contacts did not reach the point of 
fusion into the same organisation  ð these groups remained very 
cautious about the very principle of this, and preferred to make 
their respective contributions in the ôcommunist workers õ press. 
This KAPDis t, ôanti -Leninist õ tendency did not however remain 
isolated internationally: groups defending  the same programmatic 
positions were constituted around 1930 in Austria and Denmark 

(Mod str ømen). But the basis of all this remained fragile: 
numerically weak, isolated from a working class milieu 
dominated by social democratic and Stalinist  ideology, the y were 
neither homogeneous politically nor forged into a single 
international organisation community  ð something which 
seemed to them premature  or use less, since they had got their 
fingers burned by the still -birth of the KAI in 1922.  

Although isolated in France and numerically weak (15 -20 
militants), the ôcommunist workers õ organisation did make the 
positions of the German Left better known, since they had always 
been tarred with the traditional clichés about ôinfantilism õ and 
ôextremism õ. 

The participation of Gavril Miasnikov (1889 -1945)  and the Russian 

Workers group in LõOuvrier Communiste was to confirm the latters 
ôanti -Leninis t line. An old Bolshevik militant (5), Miasnikov found 
himself in opposition to Lenin from 1921 onwards, concerning the 
NEP and ôworkers democracy in the Russian Communist Party and 
the soviets. He called for the broadest freedom of criticism and 
organisation within them. He criticised the tactic  of the United 
Front as a  «tactic of collaboration with the declared enemies of the 
working class, who express the revolutionary movement of the 
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proletariat with arms in their hands », and as being «in overt 
contradiction with the experience of the Russian revolution ». He 
also reje cted any banning of strikes in Russia, demanding that 
the proletariat «should really participate in the management of the 
economy » through the intermediary of the unions and factory 
committees. Considering Russia and the Russian Communist 
Party to be still proletarian, the Miasnikov group formed itself 
into a ôworkers group of the Bolshevik Party õ «on the basis of the 
programme and statutes of the RCP, in order to exert a decisive 
pressure on the  leading group of the party itself ». (6) 

Expelled from the party in 1922, Miasnikov had the Manifesto  of 
his group translated into German by the KAPD, who added 
critical comments on the unions and the proletarian character of 
the RCP. Arrested in 1923, tortured, he was able to escape to 
Armenia in 1928, reaching Persia and Turkey. After  an intensive 

campaign, Korsch and LõOuvrier Communiste succeeded in 
getting Miasnikov allowed entrance into France, at the beginning 
of 1930. At this point, he was more o r less on the positions of the 
KAPD, and rejected Trotsky õs efforts to form an opposition as 
doomed to dislocate or of fall into the hands of the bourgeoisie (7).  

The experience of this Russian Left, non -Leninist and opposed to 
Trotsky, critical of the Rus sian experience, was thus to lead 

LõOuvrier Communiste to defend vigorously the theses of the 
German Left, which had been the first of criticise the politics of the 
RCP and the Co mintern. On five points:  

The Parliam entar y  Qu estion . Unlike Bordiga who saw 
antiparliamentarism as a question of ôtactics õ, O.C. saw it as a 
matter  of principle and advocated the boycotting of parliament. 
Nevertheless, like the KAPD, it demarcated itself from syndicalist 
antiparliamentarism «which has nothing to do with the radical 
tendencies of Marxist  and communist anti -parliamentarism ». 
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Poster of the double organization KAP / AAU before the  Reichstag election  from the 6th June, 1920 . 

The National Question. On this point, and even more clearly than 
the Dutch Left which remained indecisive, it was affirmed that it 
was not possible of support national movements which «can only 
serve as a pretext for the development of international conflicts (...) 
and are even provoked artificially in order to unleash a war ». 

Taking up the theses of Rosa Luxemburg, LõOuvrier Communiste 
rejected the position of Lenin for whom «the proletariat could even 
be described as the champion of national defence, because it is 
the only class that fights of the end, notably against any national 
oppression ». In fact, the article òImperialism and the national 
question ó insisted that: «The proletariat develops its movement, 
makes its revolution as a class not as a nation. Immediately after 
the victory of the proletariat in several nations, frontiers can only 
disappear ». (O.C.  nos. 2 -3). 

There could be no progressive «national bourgeoisie » in the 
colonial and se mi-colonial countries, because the bourgeoisie in 
these zones «is in its essence and its structure an artificial 
creation of  imperialism » (O.C. no. 9 -10, May 1930). This is why, 
even tactically, there could be no question of defending «the right 
of peoples to self -determination », as in 1917  ð a slogan by which 
the national bourgeoisie went into hiding:  

This disastrous experience shows that when the proletariat goes 
to the defence of its country, of its ôoppressed nation õ, there is 
only one result  ð strengthening its own bourgeoisie . 
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LõOuvrier communiste therefore rejected the Trotkyist slogan of 
the United States of Europe as being part of the same nationalist 
line: «Marxist communist s do not want to build the United States of 
Europe or of the world; their goal is the universal republic of 
workers councils » (O.C. no. 2 3, op. cit.).  

Å The Union Qu estion Here the «communist workers groups » 
took up the position of the KAPD, i.e. the rejection of any activity 
in the unions to ôreconquer them and any attempt to found new 
union organs, even ôrevolutionary ones: «The unions cannot be 
conquered for the revolution, revolutionary unions cannot be 
built ». (O.C. no. 1).  

Basing itself on the Germ an experience, where the unions stood 
alongside Noske against the revolution, Pappalardi õs group called 
for their destruction. This meant the destruction not simply of 
particular unions, but of the union form itself, which had been 
made obsolete by the «modifications which the historic process 
had brought to the forms of the class struggle » (O.C. no. 1). The 
struggle could nõt go through the unions because this process «had 
turned there former class organs into docile weapons in the hands 
of capitalism ». 

Dees this mean that O.C. rejected any intervention in the class 
struggle ? No, because «the participation in all partial struggles of 
the proletariat is undoubtedly necessary ». The existence of 
permanent organs of struggle had become impossible: «the 
constitution of permanent organs based on inferior forms of class 
consciousness and struggle no longer has any raison dõ°tre at a 
time  when the revolution can arise from one moment to the next » 
(O.C. no. 4 -5, òFaut -il conquérir les syndicats ou les détruire? ó). In fact  
this was a very ôspontaneis t  vision because it saw the revolution 
as a permanent possibility. The struggle would fend its 
spontaneous organs in ôfactory committees õ, which could not be 

permanent. LõOuvrier Communiste criticised the AAU in Germany 
who were transforming these factory committees into «forms 
replacing the classical unions ». For O.C. the economic struggle 
could only be connected to the struggle for power. The form of 
prolerarian power was the workers counci ls.  

Å Party and counc ils . Having lef t ôBordigism õ, the militants of 
the òcommunist workers ó left were more and more to see the 
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party question as secondary, neglecting to study the concrete 
conditions for its emergence:  

we are not rushing to f orm a ne w party , to enlarge our 
organisational base (...) our goal is to farm a really 
revolutio nary  party , and to attain this goal we are ready to 
spend a long time as a sect. (O.C. no. 1, Au gust 1929, «Pour sortir du 

marais »). 

In reaction to Bordiga who asserted that consciousness could only 
exist in the party, and that the party must lead the class in order 
of establish a dictatorship of the Communist party after the 
seizure of power, O.C. put forward a ôLuxe mburgis tõ vision:  

The role of the par ty  is not one of eternal suprema cy, it is a 
role of education, of complete the political consciousness of the 
working  class. (LõOuvrier Communiste no. 1, «Récents progrès de la 

dialectique matérialiste chez Trotsky et ses épigones »). 

Here it must be noted that in fact this educationist role given to 
the party reduced its function of that of a small study circle, rather 
than an organ of struggle developing the workers political 

consciousness. LõOuvrier Communiste thought  that this 
consciousness was spontaneous: the party was simply 
ju xt aposed  to it.  

 
ăAgainst all, for a single aim: the councils õ dictatorship ò 

(LõOuvrier communiste, no.  12, Paris, O c t. 1930)  

In fact a whole ôcouncilis tõ conception was being developed here 
putting the councils in place of the party. LõOuvrier Communiste 
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avoided the term «party », prefering that of proletarian elites » whole 
role wi ll  be more and more absorbed by the masses as we move 
towards victory ». (O.C. no. 7 -8, «Sur le rôle des élites 
prolétariennes dans la révolution de classe »). 

Å Ru ssia and the state . Recognising that the Russian 

revolution had been proletarian, O.C., like Réveil,  saw the origin of 
the counter -revolution in the NEP and the crus hing of Kronstadt in 
1921:  

The basis of the present degeneration goes back to the NEP, to 
the compromise between the proletarian and the bourgeois 
elements of the Russian revolution, which created a gulf 
between the Russian revolution and the revolution in  the 
West, which offered an economic base for the 
embourgeoisement of the proletarian apparatus, of 
functionaries , employees, etc.  

The nature of the proletarian state was thus tu rned into its 
opposite. Through state capitalism, the bureaucracy, which  O.C. 
still call a «caste», was transformed into a bourgeois class:  

There is an objective basis for this caste becoming a class. 
This objective basis is state capitalism. ...and its relations 
with the free marke t created by the NEP. (L õOuvrier 
Communiste no. 1).  

In fact there were two closely connected factors which determined 
this process: the external factor (the absence of revolution in the 
west, leaving Russia isolated) and the internal  factor (state 
capitalism), both factors acting together to open up  the counter -

revolution. In its analysis, LõOuvrier Communiste did not separate 
the two factors. But it saw the second as more pernicious, 
because the Bolshevik  party remained at the head of the state and 
did not put itself alongside the Kronstadt mutineer s: 

In 1921, there were onl y two choices for the Russian 
Communists: either a de sperate and heroic struggle against 
the interna l and external for ces of reaction and very  probabl y 
defeat and death in the struggle, or a compromise with the  
bourgeois forces, the abandonment of revolutio nary  positions 
without any resistance, the gentle absorption of communist 
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forces into the new bourgeois relations of production 
introduced by the NEP.  

LõOuvrier Communiste drew two fundamental lessons from the 
Russian experience:  

The proletarian dictatorship... can neither develop socialism 
nor preserve itself, if it does not develop the proletarian 
revolution on the international terrain. This is particularly true 
for an industrially underdeveloped country.  

The dictato rsh ip of the proletariat is «the dictatorsh ip of the 
councils and not the dictatorsh ip of the par ty»; it is «the anti -
state organisation of the conscious proletariat ó. (O.C. no. 12, 

October 1930, in Italian).  

Further on we will see that all these positions were to be 
discussed in the Fraction of the Italian Left, often leading to the 
same conclusions. But there was a fundamental distinction 
between these two branches of the Italian Left: one envisaged its 
work in the long term, in the framework of an organisation 
committed to intervention in the class struggle; it approached its 
theoretical work within this framework, and in a systematic 
manner. The other did not grasp the importance of developing a 
political organisation, which it saw as a secondary task , 
considering that the consciousness of the proletariat could develop 
at any time in a revolution that was possible at any moment. It 
developed its theoretical positions in less depth, and more 
throug h intuition, thanks above all of the German Communist 
Left. The absence of the revolution which it had expected of 
emerge out of the crisis of 1929, the growing influence of 
anarchistic positions developed by Prudhommeaux and his wife, 
were to lead to the groupõs dislocation around the end of 1931. 

Prudhommeaux and his wife had resigned before this: LõOuvrier 
Communiste welcomed this in an Italian article as the elimination 
of the «intellectual petty bourgeoisie », looking for privileges and 
fame, seeking of «make their name on the back of the working 
class ». (O.C. no. 13, January 1931, «Prudhommeaux et sa femme ont f... le 

camp, tant mieux »). 

This split, which wasnõt really a split, had grave financial 
repercussions on the paper. The  Prudho mmeaux financed this 
one and owned the bookshop which was the organisations centre. 
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The publication soon had to stop appearing. Spartacus, under the 
wing of the two who had resigned  and of Dautry, succeeded it in the 
same year. The Pappalardi group fell apart; Pappalardi became ill 
and had to abandon all political activity until his death in Buenos 

Aires on the 8 December  1940. Spartacus, then Correspondance 
Internationale Ouvrière in 1932, only had an ephemeral existence. 
They were more the publications of a couple, with the addition of 
Dautry, interested in ôcouncilise positions, and soon after that, 
libertarian ones, than the political organ of a real organisation (8).  

In fact, th e death of LõOuvrier Communiste was not the product of 
contingent factors, but political ones. Although it went a long way 
and with considerable audacity along the path of questioning the 
schemes of the part, it did not develop a political and 
organisation al coherence. It was more a federation of study 
groups than a real political organisation with a programme and a 
view of the present in order of prepare the future. Although it 
supported the need for a party, it moved towards the Italian 

Communist -Anarchis ts (9) of Lotta Anarchica, calling for an 
anarchism «renewed from top of bottom, transcending itself and its 
traditional antagonism s». (O.C. no. 11, September 1930). 
Through its «workerism », it isolated itself from the political milieu, 
even though it was already isolated from the workers milieu. The 
isolation of the German Communist Left, its crisis at the end of 
the 1920s, its weaknesses on the organisational level, the 
difficulties in maintaining internationa l contacts did not allow it to 
hold on for very long (10).  

This was very different from the history of the Frac tion of the 
Italian Left, which went through many crises but which was 
guided by coherence even in its errors and stutterings, remaining 
attached to valid lessons of the Italian Left in the 1920s.  

 

NOTES  

1. For the history of the KAPD , see: Hans Manfred Bock, Syndikalismus 
und Linkskommunirmus (1918 -1921), 1969, Maisenheim am Glan; Fritz 

Kool Die Linke gegen die Parteiherrschaft, Olten, 1970, Freiburg; D enis  
Aut hier et Jean Barrot (Gilles Dauvé), La Gauche communiste en 
Allemagne, Payot, Paris,  1976.  
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2. It is through lack of information that Jean Rabaut (Tout est possible, 
Denoël, Paris, 1974, p. 77 -80) claim s: 1) that André Prudhommeaux  and 

Jean Dautry were the promoters of Réveil communiste; 2) that the latter 
first appeared in February 1929, whereas this was in fact its last issue 

(no. 5).  

3. «Risposta al ôRisveglio ». 

4. The report of the Italian police (13/12/1931) notes in the «workerist 

fraction...a small nucleus of 15 people » whose secretary was Ludovico 
Rossi  (1898 -1968) , and the most noticeable members of which were 
Antonio Bonito (known as òDinoó) (1890 -?)  and Alfredo Bonsignori  1895 -

1976) (alias «Gracco», who fighted in the anarchist militia during the 
Spanish civil war) . This report only deals with Lyon s (ACS CPC, Roma, 

no. 441/030600).  Out of these last mentioned, another militant, Eugenio 
Moruzzo (1898 -?) was in touch with Pappalardi and Prudhommeaux, and 
had 1925 -26 regular written exchange with Bordiga.  S.: Fausto Bucci und 

Paolo Casciola (ed.), Amadeo Bordiga: Lettere a Bruno Bibbi,  Piero Corradi, Eugenio 
Moruzzo e Lodovico Rossi (1925 -26), Quaderni Pietro Tresso, Nr. 14, Nov. 1998.)    

5. Roberto Sinigaglia, Mjasnikov e la rivoluzi one russa (Milano, Jaca Book, 

1973).  

6. Manifest o of the workers õ group of the RCP (Bolcheviks), published in 

French in Invariance no. 6, series 2, 1976, with the KAPDs comments.  
(Russian text: http://revsoc.org/archives/3648 ). òRéveiló had already 

published as a pamphlet (January 1928) On the Eve of Thermidor, by 
Sapronov and Smirnov, a group close to that of Miasnikov. The latter 
formed an ephemeral ôCommunist workers party of Russia õ linked to 

Gorter õs KAI. (See Miasnikovõs biography: http://www.left -
dis.nl/f/biomiasni.pdf ). 

7. «There are only two possibilities: either the Trotskyists regroup under 
the slogan War on the palaces, peace to the cottages, under the flag of 
the workers revolution  ð the first step that must be taken to make the 

prolerariat the ruling class  ð or they will slowly fade out and pass 
individually or collectively into the camp of the bourgeoisie. These are 
the two elements of the alternative. There is no third way » (O.C. no. 6, 

January 1930).  

8. Prudhommeaux was very pess imistic about the possibilities of revolution. 

He saw the proletariat as the new Spartacus whose struggle could only 
be «a desperate fight for the supreme revolutionary goals ». Latter  on 
Jean Dautry joined Boris Souvarine õs circle Critique sociale  (1931 -34) 

and then Georges Ba ta illeõs Contre -attaque.  

9. The same police report quoted above noted that the «workerists » had 

«moved towards the anarchists, to the point of working together ». It 
pointed to «the participation in propaganda for the anarchist victims at 

Saint -Priest » and in «the Sacco-Vanzetti anarchist circle ». It concluded: 

http://revsoc.org/archives/3648
http://www.left-dis.nl/f/biomiasni.pdf
http://www.left-dis.nl/f/biomiasni.pdf
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«they affirm that they donõt reject any means of struggle, including 
terrorist acts ». 

10 . The split between the AAU and the KAPD in 1929 was rapidly to 
dislocate the German Le ft. The ômaintained KAPD continued to defend the 
strictest positions on the necessity for the party, rejecting any 

revolutionary syndicalism, including in its Unionen form. In December 
1931 the debris of the AAU and the AAU -Einheit united in a 

Kommunistisc he Arbeiter -Union (KAU), characterised by theoretical 
weakness and an activist orientation.  

In these conditions, the impact of the German Communist Left in 

France could only decline. After the desintegration of  LõOuvrier 
Communiste, the Spartacus group took its place in 1931. Composed of 

German militants for the most part (8 comrades), it was only able to 
publish its paper Spartacus thanks to money from Prudhommeaux 
who took advantage of this to put in articles outside any editorial 

control. For this reason Prudhommeaux was expelled from the group 
in September 1931 for «indiscipline » and «an absence of political and 

organisational consciousness » (letter by Heinrich to the Dutch KAP, 
6/9/1931, in the Canne -Meijer archives, Internationaal Instituut voor 
Sociaal Geschiedenis, Amsterdam). Without any publication, the 

Spartacus group disappeared soon afterwards.  

The Prudhommeaux -Dautry tandem then published the review 

Correspondance Internationale Ouvrière between 2 5 September and June 
1933, in liaison with Dutch councilists and English anarchists  (Guy 
Aldred, «The Commune») . 

From 1933 on, the Prudhommeaux and Dautry evolved towards anti -
fascism. Jean Dautry  (1910 -1968)  participated to the French 

Resistance and became 1941  member of the French Communist 
Party  till his death, while André Prudhommeaux (1902 -1968) 
remained always faithful to the Anarchist thought.  
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104 
 

3 The Birth of the Left 

Fraction of the PCI  
 

 

 

The Left Fraction of the PCI was really born after the split  of July 
1927, which saw the departure of the minority oriented towards the 
positions of the German Left. As yet, the Fraction had no press in 
which to develop its positions. Nor did it have an official existence 
as an organisation. Chased out of the PCI, its militants were exiled 
in France, Belgium, Luxemburg, Switzerland and as far away as 
the USA and Russia. Unable to engage in any activity in Italy after 
the laws of exception passed by Mussolini in 1926, they were thus 
dispersed to the most  far -off countries. This difficult situation did 
not break their will. Considering themselves members of a single 
international body, the workers International, they were not 
demoralised by exile. On the contrary, they were to extract new 
riches from the political life of the countries in which they found 
themselv es. Although they followed the Italian situation attentively, 
they naturally took part in the political confrontations which were 
beginning to develop with Trotsky õs expulsion from the 
International and the birth of opposition groups in the Comintern. 
The Italian workers condition as ôemigrants was taken on proudly 
by the Left; this was shown by Bordiga õs inter vention at the 6th 
Enlarged Executive of the Comintern in 1926, when he compared 
the hallalis to the chosen people, the Jews:  

To a certain extent, we play an international r ole because the 
Italian people is a people of emigrants, in the economic and 
racial meaning of the word, and after the advent of fascism, 
in the political sense as its rather like  the Hebrews: if we  are 
been beaten in Italy, we can console ourselves by thinking 
that the Hebrew s also are not strong in Palestine but outside 
it.  

In order to survive, the militants of the External Italian Left, as 
they called themselves, had to organize themselves to carry on a 
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political work that had been completely decapitated in Italy. They 
had set themselves up mainly in France and Belgium. Duri ng the 
war these two countries had seen their youth sacrificed to the 
world holocaust, returning mutilated and in much diminished 
numbers. The French and Belgium governments called for Italian 
manpower, which had already been present on their soil since  th e 
end of the 19th century and which was known to be extremely 
adaptable. The Italian workers provided the Belgian and French 
capitalist with an underpaid and skilled labour force in the main 
sectors of the economy (metallurgy, mining, and building ). 

The militants: working class immigrants  

The overwhelming majority of the Italian Fraction was composed of 
workers. This should not surprise us. Under Bordiga õs leadership 
the Communist Party had attracted a whole generation of young 
workers galvanised by the R ussian revolution and the 
revolutionary movements in Italy after the war. They had been 
formed in this revolutionary struggle and had not gone through 
the demoralisation of an inglorious defeat. On the contrary, they 
had ardently resisted the offensive of the Italian bourgeoisie 
grouped behind Mussolini, often with gons in their hands. 
Ideologically they had remained loyal to the intransigent Marxism 
defended by Bordiga. Even when the latter was deprived of his 
positions in the leading organs, the working class base of the 
party remained faithful to him. Few of them had followed the 
Gramsci -Togliatti leadership which the Comintern had placed in 
an authoritarian manner at the head of the Italian Party. In France 
itself, in 1926, s everal thousand Italian communist s inside the 
factory cells remained faithful to th e positions of the Italian Left.  

Trained in a great revolutionary tradition, educated by the 
struggle, nourished by die theoretical rigour of Bordiga, these 
Italian workers imposed themselves on die revolutionary milieu 
through the breath of their political culture. With their rigorous 
judgement they could cut through the general confusion which 
had developed in the French oppositional milieu  in particular. In 
France, where die political and  theoretical traditions of the 
communist movement were very weak, their voice remained 
isolated for a long time , up until the war. In Belgium, on the other 
hand, as we shall see, the voice of these revo lut ionary Italian 
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workers had more success in making itself heard within the 
opposition which had developed on the basis  of 
antiparliamentarianism and in contact with the Dutch Left.  

It would be a waste of time  trying to name all the members of the 
Fraction. Not because there were 50 many of them (never more 
than 100 after 1926): the initial 1,000 in the emigration was 
considerably reduced in a malter of months. But above all because 
the Italian Left always refused to personalise its political life. From 
Bordi ga they had learned that its members had to be anonymous 
and only existed in the collectivity of the party, which went 
beyond individualities and personalities. What came first was the 
organisation, and the Fraction always expressed itself not through 
individuals but through its organs (executive committee, 
federations, etc.).  

Nevertheless, the creation of central organs, and above all the 
tendency struggles that took place within th e Fraction, pushed 
some militants to the fore. Enrico Russo (known as Candiani)  (1895 -

1973) , a mechanic from Naples, who fled Italy in 1926; Piero Corradi 
(Piero) (1906 -1995) , an engineering worker then a taxi -driver living in 
France; Otello Ricceri (Picci no) (1904 -1976) , a jewellery worker from 
Florence who emigrated in 1925; Bruno Bibbi (Alfred o Bianco)  (1901 -

1978) , who had taken part in the Communist action squads against 
the fascists and had arrived in France in 1922; Ferdinando 
Borsacchi (Pieri or Rintintin)  (1902 -1992) , a car worker born in 
Florence; Bruno Zecchini ( òil Biondo ó) (1903 -1967) , born in Venice 
and a member of the PCI õs ôdefence squad in Milan, escaping from 
the Lipari islands in 1931 to reach France.  

In 1927 all these militants were barely 25 years old; nearly all 
were young workers who had joined the PCI very young, very often 
at the Livorno Congress; they already had a long militant experience 
behind them, having been tempered by fascist repression a nd the 
struggle against the right in the party. These names of young 
workers, chosen from among others, reflect the common history 
of the members of  the Fraction, of the average militant so to speak 
ñ if such a term can be applied to this organisation, where 
everyone was an active militant, very often until they died.  

Other militants, intellectuals by profession rather than workers, 
were in the front ranks of the Italian Fraction. They were less 
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young (over 30 and sometimes 40) and some had already been 
members of the PSI before the war. They had a long history as 
militants, often having been members of the PCI. Ersilio Ambrogi 
(Massimo)  (1883 -1964) , whom we will hear of again, represented the 
Left in the right wing central committee elected in 1926; a la wyer 
by profession, he had to go into exile for many years, in Russia, 
Germany, then again in Russia, from where he remained in contact 
with the Fraction. Virgilio Verdaro (Gatto Mammone) (1885 -1960) was 
over forty in 1927, when he found himself with Ambrogi in 
Russia. He left there for France in 1931. A member of the PSI 
since 1901, a history teacher at the lyceum in Florence, he had 
always been part of the Left; in 1920, with Bordiga and Giovanni 
Boero (1878 -1958) , he had been secretary of the Executive 
Commission of the Abstentionist Fraction. Both of them 
remained in touch with Italian and Russian realities, and held 
responsible positions in the organisation.  

Two militants, who were not wage -laboure rs, were also linch -
pins of the organisation. Giovanni Tornielli (Nero)  (1896 - ) was a 
businessman in Vincennes; a former provincial councillor in Turin, 
he was the organisation õs treasurer. Mario De Leone  (1889 -1936 ), 
born  in Naples, had been close to Bordiga in the 20s; exiled to 
France he set himself up 1930 as a grocer in Annemasse -Ambilly  
close to the Swiss border (Geneva),  then 1932 in Marseilles,  from 
where he would be the representative of a minority which arose 
duri ng the events in Spain, resulting in a serious crisis in the 
Fraction.  

Some of there militants met tragic ends. This was the case with 
Duilio Romanelli (1900 -1944),  who died  1944  in Mauthausen;  Fausto 
Atti  (1900 -1945) , a party member since Livorno, and who had 
emigrated to Brussels. He was one of the founders of the 
Internationalist Communist Party (PCInt) in 1943, and for this 
was assassinated by Togliatti õs Stalinists in Bologna. Others, who 
had been part of the Fraction until its dissolution in 1945, when 
the new party emerged,  did not suffer such a tragic fate, and also 
played a leading role: Aldo Lecci (Mari o Marini or Tullio)  (1900 -1974) , 
Giovannni Bottaioli (Butta)  (1900 -1959) , Giacomo Luciano Stefanini  
(òMauroó) (1903 -1970) . 
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Ottorino Perrone  (òVercesió) 

The best -known representative of the Fraction was undoubtedly 
Ottorino Perrone (Vercesi), so much so that their political enemies 

called the members of Prometeo and Bilan Perronists. Born in 
1897 in Aquila, he did his military service in the artillery during 
the war. In 1920, he joined the PSI; he was nominated secretary of 
the Camera del lavoro in Venice. In 1922, given the job of 
organising in Padua, he became the editor of the Trieste 
communist paper Il  Lavatore. In 1923, he was given the task  of 
reorganising the Federation of Venice and LõAquila. He supported 
Bordiga at the Rome Congress. Known for his talents as an 
organiser, he prepared the PCI õs clandestine conference in Como 
in May 1924. The police, having learned about his role, put him 
under house arrest in LõAquila. This did not stop him going, with 
Bordiga, to the 5 th  Congress of the Comintern in June of that year. 
He was arrested at the Swiss fronder on returning from Russia, 
and again transferred to LõAquila. In 1925, he was a member of the 

Committee of Entente (Comitato dõintesa) made up of Damen, 
Fortichiari, and R epossi. After moving to Milan, he took cane of 
liaison between the members of the communist left living abroad and 
Bordiga õs tendency. At this time, he was also the secretary of the 
Communist union federation. At the Lyon s Congress in 1926 he 
made a strong impression with his defence of Bordiga õs positions. 
After returning to Milan, his house was ransacked by the fascists 
and he was arrested. Freed again, he was the real organiser of the 
Left after Bordiga õs imprisonment. P ut under two years house 
arrest in November 1926, he fled to France via Switzerland. In 
Paris, he was the official representative of the party, and regrouped 
the militants of the Left. In opposition to Pappalardi, he advocated 
the formation of a Left Fract ion, in July 1927. But, in August, he 
was expelled from France. From then on he lived in Belgium, in 
Brussels, where he found work as an employee of the Socialist 
union, where his legal and accounting qualifications (be was a 
doctor of law) and his long tr ade union experience stood him in 
good stead. He  was in permanent contact with the union world, 
being a member of the office workers union. With his great 
political experience, his outstanding writing and speaking 
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abilities, his unlimited passion for theor etical and political 
questions, Vercesi was for a long time the motive force of a small 
organisation, which conferred on him the main political 
responsibilities. His influence over the militants no doubt explains 
a number of the political agreements and disagreements which 
appeared later. It was around him that the minorities and 
majorities on important divergences tended to crystallise.  

How many members did the Fraction have? It was difficult to 
answer th is question at the time of the Pantin conference in 
1928. Perhaps 200 in all. But at that time, when the reorgani -

sation of the Prometeists was being carried out slowly, without 
any real centralisation, there was no fixed line between militants 
and sympath isers. It was rather the local sections which were free 
to define who was a real member of the organisation. Thus, a 
circular from the central committee of the Fraction, dated January 
25 1931, expressly asked the federations to make an exact list of 
member s, so that dues could be regulated. From then on, a 
distinction was made between militants and close sympathisers. 
Again in 1931, an internal  letter from Bianco asserted that there 
were 60 members in France, Belgium and the USA, but that «it is 
impossible to give a figure for Germany, Switzerland, Russia and 
Italy », despite the fact that it was absolutely necessary to count the 
membership in order to give mandates to the groups adhering to 
the International Left Opposition which ñ in principle ñ was 
holding  a conference that year.  

The Fractions organisation: France, USSR, USA, Belgium -
Luxembourg  

From an informally organised opposition, the Italian Left 
transformed itself in 1928 into a centralised organisation 
independent of the CP. Its central organs (Centr al Committee, 
then Executive Commission), were modelled on those of the 
Communist Parties. There were national federations (Belgium, 
France) and provincial ones (Paris, Lyon s, Brussels, New York) 
made up of local sections , who elected a federal committee. It is 
worth noting that the Fraction rejected the system of workplace 
ôcells which had been imposed by Bolshevisation, and which the 
Left had always criticised for stifling the internal  life of the 
Communist Parties. In ado pting a territorial rather than a 
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factor ies organisation, the Italian Left was seeking to develop a 
real political life, outside the narrow and corporatist framework of 
the workplace.  

When the Left Fraction was formally founded in Pantin in April 
1928, there were four federations:  one in Brussels, one in New 
York, one in Paris, and the last in Lyon s which centralised the 
work in Marseilles and Italy.  

Isolated militants like Mario De Leo ne (since 1930)  in A mbilly 
(close to the Swiss border)  and Ambrogi in Berlin 1930 -32 (see 
below) did not belong to any federation but were in close liai son 
with the central committee.  

Es war schon der Fall, als Ambrogi und Virgilio Verdaro seit 1924 und 
Mario De Leone seit Mai 1925  in Moskau lebten und an allen 
politischen Debatten der Italienischen Fraktion  nach 1926  teilnahmen. 
Alle sollten in den Reihen der R ussischen kommunistische n Partei 
mit kämpfen, wo sie mit  brennender  Angst  die Beseitigung von Trotsky 
von allen ihren Posten, dann seine Verbannung nach Alma Ata 
beobachten . Ab 1927, hatten sie mit Trotsky, Smilga, Radek, usw., 
Kontakt aufgenommen.  Um Verdaro, Ambrogi und De Leon e, hatte 
sich ein kleiner Kern von verbann ten italienischen kommunistischen 
Opposanten gebilde t:  Plinio Trovatelli (1886 -1942) , Arnaldo Silva [bekannt 

als ăIvan Monotovò, Oberstleutnant der Roten Armee] (1887 -1938)  und Pio 
Pizzirani.  

Der Kern wird schnell zerstört . Kein Mitk ämpfer der Italienischen Linke  
kann innerhalb der russischen Partei eine Opinion ausdrücken ; jeder  
muss  schweigen  und enthält sich, irgendeine  Entscheidung 
anzunehmen.  Fang dann die Sache ăAmbrogi, Verdaro et Silvaò an.* 
Diese sind vor der Kontrollkommission des Zentralkomitees des PCR 
am 23. Februar 1929 einberufen. Da sie alle (hauptsächlich Ambrogi) 
die Notwendigkeit  verteidig en, eine linke Fraktion innerhalb der KPR 

                                                           
* Betreffend die Sache ăAmbrogi, Verdaro und Silvaò, siehe den Bericht (auf russisch) 
der Sitzung der Kontrol -Kommission des EK der KPR (b), die von Aron A. Solõts (Ȭɜɚə A. 
Ƚɚɗɨɢ) (1872-1945), Kontrolkommission der Komintern, und dem ăhervor-ragendenò 
stalin istischen Würdenträger Yemelyan M. Yaroslavsky  (ȱɘɑɗɨɫə ȸɔɡɌɕɗɚɎɔɣ 
ɋɜɚɝɗɌɎɝɖɔɕ) (1878 -1943), geleitet war.  War auch anwesend ein anderer 
ăhervorragenderò KPI F¿hrer, Giovanni Germanetto (1885-1959): «  Ȼɚ ɐɑɗɌɘ ɞɞ. 
Ȭɘɍɜɚɐɒɔ, ȮɑɜɐɌɜɚ, ȽɔɗɨɎɌ », Dokumente (Ambrogi, Smilga, Radek, Trotsky, 
Protokolle), Sammlung Ersilio Ambrogi (1922 -1934) , BDIC Nanterre (Kennziffer: F Ǥ 
Res 455).  
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und der KPI aufzubauen, um ihre Diskrepanz  zu erklär en, sind diese 
entschiedenen Gegner  einige Monate später aus der russischen Partei 
ausgewiesen. M it den größten Schwierigkeiten konnten  Ambrogi, De 
Leone und Verdaro Rußland verlassen, b evor es zu spät wäre , um ihr 
Leben zu schützen . 

Nach der Abreise  1930 Ersilio Ambrogis  und 1931 Virgilio Verdaros 
aus der UdSSR, existierte noch eins oder zwei Kerne in Moskau und 
anderen Orten , vor allem um Arnaldo Silva  und Luigi Calligaris. 
Calligaris (bekannt als ăSicilianoò) hatte, nach f¿nf Jahren 
faschistischer Haft, 1933 in die UdSSR geflohen. Er übernahm den 
Vorsitz des Moskauer Zirkels in dem sich politische Emigranten zu 
regelmäßigen politischen Diskussionen trafen. Die Gruppe war bald 
mit zahlreichen GPU Spit zeln infiltriert. Ebenso gab Calligaris  Kurse 
an der Lenin Universität, wurde jedoch schnell von dieser Position 
wegen seines offenen und hartnäckigen  ăBordigismusò entfernt. 
Dennoch nahm er weiterhin an den Diskussionstreffen teil und 
bildete zusammen mit  Alfredo Bonciani  (bekannt als ăGrandiò), Ezio 
Biondini (bekannt als ăMeriniò) (1906-1952) , Rodolfo Berneti ch  (1897 -

1937) , Giovanni Bellusich (1902 -1938) , Arnaldo Silva, Giuseppe Sensi  
(1898 -1937)  und den Anarchisten Otello Gaggi (1896 -1945)  und Gino 

Marte lli (1897 -1938)  eine Gruppe  ăder Linkenò. Es scheint dass die 
ăGruppe  Calligarisò von Ersilio A mbrogi 1934 denunziert w urde, als 
ein Dokument der ăPrometeoò Gruppe in Br¿ssel von der GPU 
geschleppt wurde . Die meisten Mitglieder des Zirkels waren nach 
der  Ermordung  vom Leningrader Parteichef Sergej Kirow  gehaftet, 
deportiert, und endlich  im Gulag erschossen.  

 

 
Giuseppe Sensi (1898-1938), durch den Faschismus nachgejagt 

immigrierte 1924 in UdSSR;  erschossen  als Luigi Calligaris 
in dem  Severo-Vostoļnyj Lager, den 20 Mai 1938. 

http://www.memorialitalia.it/archivio_mem/gulag/gulag/frameset_ita.html 

http://www.memorialitalia.it/archivio_mem/gulag/gulag/frameset_ita.html
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Am 10. März 1938 hä l t   ein geheimer Prozeß Ivan MONOTOV , seines w ahren Namens Arnaldo SILVA , 

Sowjetbürger   aus italienische r  Herrk unf t , für  sc hu ld ig , a ls  " einer der Führer  der k ont er revolutionären 

italienischen  bord ig is t isc h-t ro t zk is t isc hen Mosk auer  Organisation , m it  der  Abs ic ht , zu   Spionage - und 

Terrorakte auszuüben ». Er ist zum Tode nac h dem Artikel 58 des Sowjetstrafgesetzbuc hes  verur t e i l t . Er ist 

am 3. Juni 1938 auf dem Artill erieschießplatz von Buto vo  ð e in  Vorort von Moskau  -  erschossen.  

http://www.memorialitalia.it/archivio-document/ 
 

At this time the Paris Federation was divided into three gr oups (or 
sections) : one in Paris with 20 members and two others in the 

outskirts at Bezons cl members) and Fontenay (8 members). The 
Lyon s Federation, led by Aldo Lecci, had 20 members (unter 
anderen: Carlo Mazzuchelli, Emilio Martinelli und Russo Facchielli).  

In the States, the New York group , which did not publish a review 

in English, but distributed Prometeo, 9 members  (among them: 
Giovann Battista Zadra (1898 -?) and his own  brother Amerigo Zadra 
(1905 -?)); the Philadelphia group, which was in contact with the 
American federat ion, had a sympathisers status.  

Finally, the Brussels Federation, which included Vercesi, had 
nine members, and supervised the work of the group in 
Luxemburg.  There was indeed until 1931 a small core in 
Luxemburg around Bruno Proserpio, which was directly 
supervised by the Executive Committee in Brussels.  

http://www.memorialitalia.it/archivio-document/
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At the end of 1928, the provisional central committee was 
replaced by a Central Committee of 7 members:  three from 
Brussels ( Candiani, Pie ri  and Vercesi); three Parisians (Peri, 
Bianco and Nero), and one from Lyon s (Tullio). Within the 
Central Committee there was an Executive Committee composed 
of three Parisians, with Bianco as secretary. In 1931, Verdaro 
returned from Russia and was co -opted onto the Central 
Committee; the Executive Committee was transferred to Brussels. 
Verdaro was the secretary. Unemployed, he was the only member 
of the Fraction to be paid as a fulltimer. He was only replaced in 
1939, when he withdrew to Switzerland. At the head of the Paris 
Federation, Luigi Danielis (known as Gigi)  (1901 -1968)  was appointed 
secretary in place of Bianco who had been expelled. Gigi Danielis  
also took charge of administration.  

 

The founding conference at Pantin  (April 1928)  

On what political bases was the Fraction founded at Pantin? It 
was the expulsion of Trotsky and the course initiated by the 15th 
Congress of the RCP, which proclai med the «building of socialism 
in one country » (1), that determined the holding of the Pantin 
conference to examine the situation created by this «opportunist » 
course. The conference declared that «the Communist 
International has not succeeded in eliminating opportunism from 
its ranks ». Its aim was not to create a new party, but to rejoin the 
International by eliminating ôcentrism; it thus called for a 6th 
World Congress with Trotsky as president. As in 1919, and with 
the same aim of driving the right from the party, the Italian Left 
formed itself into a Fraction with its own organs and discipline. It 
thus left behind the h esitation it had shown in 1925 about 
constituting itself into a Fraction: at that time it still thought it 
necessary to keep strictly to the discipline of the International. 
While the Fraction was in solidarity with Trotsky, it still defended 
its own stand point: the theses of Bordiga, and of the Comintern õs 
2nd  Congress; it thus rejected the 3 rd  and 4 th  Congresses defended 
by the Russian Opposition current around Trotsky. Finally, it 
should be noted that it formed itself not as an Italian Fraction but 
as a Left Fraction of the Communist International ó. 
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These positions were condensed in a synthetic manner in the final 
resolution, adopted unanimously:  

 

RESOLUTION OF THE CONFERENCE  

 

1. To constitute a Left Fraction of the Communist 
International.  

2. To elect a provisional central committee.  

3. To publish a bimonthly, to be called Prometeo.  

4. To constitute le ft groups whose task will be to wage a 
ruthless struggle against opportunism and the Opportunists. 
This struggle will be on the basis  of the Communist 
Manifesto, the theses of the first t wo Congresses of the 3rd 
International, the Rome Theses, the theses of the National 
Conference of the PCI, the theses presented by Bordiga to the 
5th World Congress, the theses presented by the Left to the Lille 
Congress of the Fre nch section of the Cominte rn and all  the 
writings of comrade Bordiga.  

5. To take up as an im mediate goal : 

¶ the reintegration of all those expelled from the 
International who adhere to the Communist Manifesto and 
accept the theses of the 3 rd World Congress.  

¶ to call  the 6  th World Congress under the presiden cy of 
Leo Trotski . 

to put on the agenda of the 6th World Congress the expulsion 
of all those who declare themselves to be in solidali rity  with 
the resolutions of the 5 th Russian Congress. (Prometeo, no. 1, 

May 1928 , òLa conferenza di sinistra ð La risoluzione della conferenzaó). 

This act of foundation, giving rise to the Italian Lefts own 
organisation, now gave it the capacity to intervene publicly in the 
milieu of the International Opposition. The first groups advocating 
resistance to Stalinist policy  really began to appear in 1928 after 
the waves of expulsions. With the Russian Opposition decapitated, 
the European and American gr oups came to the fore. In Germany, 
whose communist movement was the most  important outside the 
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USSR, there was formed in March 1928 the Leninbund led by Hugo 
Urbahns  (1890 -1947) ; for a short period Ruth Fischer and Arkadij 
Maslow were part of it. It regrouped several thousand members, 
the disappearance of Korsch õs group  òKommunistische Politikó 
having left room for its formation.  

Much earlier (1924) the Greek opposition,  led by the chimist  by 
profession Dimitri  Yotopoulos (alias ăWitteò) (1901 -1965)  known as 
the ôArcheioma rxi sts, had been expelled from the party and 
formed  a group of over 2,000 members.  Near this òbigó 
organization, already it was very small Trotskyist  groups: the most 
important of them  was the òSpartakos ó group, created in 1928 by 
Pantelis Pouliopoulos, former secretary general of the Greek 
communist party.  

 
Pantelis Pouliopoulos (1900 -1943)  

In Belgium, the Opposition was born in 1928 out of the vigorous 
condemnation by the central committee of the PCB, of the 
repression against Trotsky in Russia. After their exclusion, 
Eduard Van Overstraeten, one founder of the party, and 
Adh émar Hennaut, both secretaries of the Belgian organisation, 
founded an Opposition which pronounced itself in favour of «a 
second party ». 

 The same year, the American Opposition was formed around 
James Cannon  (1890 -1974) , Max Shachtman ( 1904 -1972)  and Martin 
Abern (1898 -1949) ; its fusion with the ôTrotskys t  group in  Boston 
gave birth to the ôCommunist League of America of 500 members, 
both American and Cana dian (among them the founders of the 
Canadian CP.: Maur ice Spector (1898 -1968) and Jack McDonald  

(1889 -1968) ). 
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Max Shachtman und James Cannon, Paris-6e, impasse des Deux-Anges (dead-end of Both Angels), September 

1938, delegates of the American Trotskyist organisation with the aim of giving birth to the Fourth 

International. 

 

The defeat of the revolution in China, in 1927, led to the 
formation of Opposition groups arou nd Chen Duxiu   (1879 -

1942) ,       Liu Renjing ↔ֹ  (1899-1987) , Ma Yufu  [ ], Wang 

Wenyuan ᾝ (1907 -2002) (alias ăWang Fanxiò, ₄ ), and Peng Shuzi  ӊ 

(1895 -1983) . 

                                  

Chen Duxiu , November 1922                                                            Peng Shuzi ӊ 

But it was above all in France that the Opposition was to find its 
main strength: Treint õs elimination from the leadership of the 
PCF gave birth to l õUnité Léniniste (and later Redressement 
Communiste) which influenced small groups of workers in 
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Bagnolet and Courbevoie (whose leading member was Gaston 

Davoust). In March 1928, Pierre Naville brought out Lutte de 
Classe, which defended Trotskyõs positions. At the end of that year 
an Opposition of workers excluded from the party was formed in 
the «15th Rayon » (Puteaux, Suresnes, Nanterre, Courbevoie, La 
Garenne -Bezons). (2)  

 
Albert Treint on trial (on the photo, hearing his lawyer), Paris, January, 1923, for calling (together with the 

CC of the PCF)  to widespread strikes, acts of sabotage and resistance against the French military 

occupation of the Ruhr  region initiated January  1923  and at last "high treason". He  was freed in  May  1923.  

 

 

 

Offical foto of Treint (alias ăBertreintò), Zinovievist agent of the  ăBols hevisationò of the PCF, in 1925: ăFor 

the organisation of the masses against  fascism! Against Trotskyist abnormality !ó 

(Lõhumanit®, 20
th

 January  1925)  

 

As it can be seen, the Opposition groups grew as the expulsions 
multiplied. Coming from different origins, both from the CPs rank 
and file and from the bureaucracy, this Opposition was not 
homogeneous. Within it, two wings emerged: left wing in contrast 
to the  right wing whose best known representatives were Bori s 
Souvarine and the «Democratic Circle » formed in 1925 in France, 
and in Germany the KP -O led by Heinrich Brandler and August 
Thalheimer and formed in 1928. The KPO published in autumn  

1928 the review  Gegen den Strom  (against the current), which 
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since the beginning demanded a true òunited front of all 
proletarian organisations  against fascismó, denounced the òleftist 
turnó of the  KPD,  proclaimed that bourgeois  democracy was òthe 
best battle ground for socialismó, and the Soviet Union should be 
defended as a òsocialist stateó. 

 

Very often the left of the Opposition did not distinguish itself very 
clearly from the right. Their common banner was their aversion to 
Stalinism.  

In France, where the International Left Opposition was most  
numerous and served in a sense as a reference for all the 
Opposition groups, an attempt was made at the end of 1927 and in 
1928 to gather together al l the currents of right and left. On 20 

November 1927 appeared Contre le Courant, ôorgan of the 
Communist Opposition, which for two years (around Maurice Paz 
(1896 -1985),  Fernand Loriot (1870 -1932) , Jean  Barrué ( 1902 -1989) , Lucie 
Colliard (1877 -1961) , Henri Delfosse (1899 -1974) ], tried to act as the real 
representative of the whole Opposition. This group, oscillating 
between right and left, advocated unification before any 
confrontation, even before adopting a common platform. 
Appearing more as a club  than an organised fraction, it wanted to 
get together first and discuss later.  

Fist contacts with the Left Opposition  

In June 1928 Contre le Courant proposed a national conference of 
the Opposition, to be held on 14 -15 July in Paris. The invitation 
was sent to all the Opposition groups : the Opposition in Lyon  (with  
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Jean -Jacques Soudeille (1899 -1951), Souvarine õs friend, known as «Jacques Perdu») and 
Limoges  [with Marcel Body (1894 -1984) , friend of Alexandra Kollontaj, one of the most 

prominent leaders of the  Workers Opposition ]; Alfred Rosmerõs La Révolution 
prolétarienne ; Boris Souvarine õs ôCercle Marx -Lénineõ; the Henri 
Barré  (1888 -1972)  and Albert Treint (çLõUnit® l®ninisteè, then  
«Redressement communiste») group; and finally to the two groups of 

the Italian Left Réveil Communiste and Prometeo. Most of the 
replies were negative. (3)  

 
Marcel Body, 1919, m ember of the Communist French Group in Moscow, and friend of Alexandra Kollontaj, 

of the  ôWorker's Oppositionõ within the Boshevik party . 

http://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1921/workers-opposition/index.htm 
 

 

 

Boris Souvarine and Alfred Rosmer, June -July 1921, Thi rd Congress of the Comintern.  

 

http://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1921/workers-opposition/index.htm
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                   Gemeinsames öffentliches Treffen ï                                                                                                           Pierre Frank (1905-1984) 
                   über die letzten Ereignisse in Deutschland ï 
                  zwischen der Leninschen Gruppe von Albert Treint 
                  und der Kommunistischen Liga von Pierre Frank,  

Prometeoõs refusal was particularly clear. It was motivated not by 
ôsectarian reasons, by the desire to protect its own little chapel, 
but by profound political considerations, and a great caution 
about the method to be applied in order to arrive at a minimum 
basis of agreement. In a letter of 8th July, Vercesi, writing fo r the 
Fractions political bureau, criticised the method used:  

Many opposition groups w ant to limit themselves to the role of 
a club which registers the progress of degeneration and does 
no more than present to the proletariat a series of self -evident 
truths.  

Above all Vercesi reproached the Opposition in general, and 

Contre le Courant in particular, for having taken anti -Stalinism 
as a common denominator, and not the experience of the 
Comintern at its beginning:  

It is inconceivable that all the events we  have been through 
can be reduced to the question of anti -Stalinism, and it is 
certain that this basis  ð anti -Stalinism  ð provides no 
guarantee for the regeneration of the revolutio nary  movement.  

For the Italian Left, the proliferation of oppositions was not a sign 
of strength but of weakness, and this could only be remedied 
through a discussion that eschewed complacency and laxity.  

There are many oppositions. That õs bad; but there is no other 
remedy than a confrontation between their respective 
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ideologies, a polemic, in order to arrive later on at what you 
propos e ... Our watchword is to take our efforts  to a deeper 
level, without being  guided by the lu re of a result which would 
in fact be a new failure. We think it is vital to understand each 
other thoroughly before we can agree whether this or that 
group is making a true left  critique.  

Prometeo considered that the Communist Parties and the 
International were the main terrain for revolutionary activity, even 
if they had been expelled from them. The role of a Fraction was not 
to note passively the degenerative process, but to try to intervene 
activ ely to reverse a course which was not predestined. However, 
Vercesi did not exclude the worst hypothesis, the definitive fall of 
the CPs:  

The Communist Pa rti es... are the organs in which we have to 
work to combat opportunism and  ð this is not to be excluded  ð 
to make them guide of the revolution.   

It may be that the opportunists will exclude us all; we are 
convinced that situations will compel the leaders to reintegrate 
us, as an organised fraction, unless they lead to the 
Communis t Parties complete ecl ipse. In this case, which we 
consider to be very  improbable, we will also be able to carry 
out our communist du ty . (Contre le Courant no. 13 , 8 th  July 1928, 

òReply to the Left Fraction to the Communist Oppositionó). 

This reply was characteristic of the Italian Left. It was always very 
prudent in its international contacts. Hardened by its experience in 
Italy, where it had been weakened by mergers with heterogeneous 

groups like Ordine Nuovo and the ôTerzini õ, it sought above all for 
maximum clarity through a confrontation of positions, in order to 
establish the bases of the disagreements and to go beyond them 
through clarification. The course of the Stalinist counter -
revolution, which often dispersed left opp osition groups into 
confusion, only strengthened its conviction that to resist the tide 
and maintain ones weak forces, it was necessary to base oneself 
on firm principles, rather than to ôexpand in a confused manner. 
This was in no senne a ôsectarian withdrawal into itself, as the 
Trotskyists claimed. This is clearly shown by more than three 
years collaboration with Trotskyõs Left Opposition.  
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In February 1929, Trotsky, expelled from Russia, exiled in Prinkipo, 
immediately made contact with th e different opposition forces 
which had arisen in the sections of the Comintern. His prestige as 
a leader of the Russian revolution, the uncompromising combat 
be had waged against Stalin and against Zinovievõs indecision, 
naturally made him the unchallenge d symbol of the whole 
International Left Opposition. His Opposition gained heart through 
the written correspondence with Trotsky and regular visits to 
Turkey. In many countries, including Latin American countries 
like Argentina, Cuba and Chile, an Oppositi on was developing and 
it saw Trotsky as its spokesman . Up until 1932, when the 
Trotskyi st Opposition was definitively formed, there were 
innumerable small groups from Poland to Spain calling themselves 
ôBolchevik -Leninists. But there was a great heterogeneity in these 
small ci rcles; many who came from the old parties had been 
deformed by their responsibilities in the period of Bolshevisation 
under Zinoviev; others were very young and had not been through 
the Russian revolution or the great debater  of the time within the 
Comintern. Impatience and activism were often the dominant 
traits in these organisations of young people. Furthermore, very 
deep divergences soon emerged within them: on the question of 
the ôregeneration of the parties, which some l ike Urbahns and 
Overstraeten judged impossible, calling for the foundation of new 
parties; on the nature of the Russian state, which some defined as 
state capitalist; on the imperialist nature of the foreign policy of 
the USSR when the Red Army attacked Ch ina with the aim of 
seizing the Manchurian railway; finally, on the question of the 
United Front with social democracy in Germany, in the face of 
the development of the Nazi Movement.  

In the second quarter of 1929, the International Left Opposition 
was constituted de facto. On 15 August in France, the first issue 

of La Veri té appeared, around Alfred Rosmer, Pierre Naville, 
Raymond Molinier (1904 -1994), David Aleksandrovitch Barozin  
(Pseudonym: Pierre Gourget)  (1904 -?), Lucie Colliard  (1877 -1961) , all 
from different backgrounds. The Communist League (Left 
Opposition) was created and aimed to appear as the real 
mouthpiece of the whole French Opposition.  
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Although it wanted to adhere to the International Opposition, the 
Left Fraction did not bide its disagreements with Trotsky. The 
meeting of the provisional Central Committee at the end of 1928 (see 

Prometeo no. 10) proclaimed its «solidarity with this (Trotsky ist) 
group in October 1927 for the defence of the principles of the 
victory of the proletarian and communist revolution of October 
1917 », but underlined that «there remain differences in political 
position between the Left Fraction and the oppositi on group led by 
Trotsky ». 

Prometeo and Trotsky  

In 1929, still anxious to integrate itself into the Opposition, the 

Italian Left published an open letter to Trotsky in Prometeo 20. 
Trotsky, who had known Bordiga personally and recognised his 
qualifies, responded in a letter dated 25 September. Although he 
wanted to create an opposition on a purely ôBolchevik -Leninis tõ 
basis , the old leader did not want to turn the Italian Left away. The 
latter had a considerable influence in France; its paper sold better  
than that of any Opposition group; for the Italian Stalinists, it was 
much more the Enemy Number One than the Trotskysts, to the 
point where, in a letter of 19 April 1929 to Yemel yan  Yaroslavsky  
(member of the  Central Committee  of the  CPU), Togliatti 
demanded that all the Communist Parties «use a maximum of 
rigour against them » and that «in this already very difficult 
struggle » they should combat «the debris of the Bordigist 
opposition which is trying to organise all the malcontents into a 
fraction ». (4) 

Given the prestige of the Italian Left in the emigration, its 
political weight, Trotskyõs reply was extremely warm and seemed 
to recognise the Fraction as the only representative of the entire 
Italian Left Opposition. He wrote that «The platform of the Left 
(1926) has made a great impression on me. I think that it is one of 
the best documents emanating from the International 

Opposition. » Contrasting the Fraction with the confusion of La 
Révolution prolétarienne and Souvarine õs group, he eulogised 
«the living, abundant, muscular, revolutionary thinking of 
Amadeo Bordiga. » And he added: «I note with  pleasure, basing 

myself on your letter published in Prometeo, that you are in 
complete solidarity with the Russian Opposition in de fining the 
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social nature of the Soviet state. » In conclusion, he showed the 

difference between the Fraction and the ultra -left Réveil 
Communiste which he defined as ôconfusionis tõ: 

Thus having, on one ride, centrist s like  Ercoli, on the other the 
ultra -leftist confusionists, you, comrades, are called upon, in 
the di ficult conditions of the fascist dictatorsh ip, to defend the 
historic interests of the Italian and of the international 
proletariat. With all  my heart, I wis h you good luck and 
success (Trotskyõs letter to the Fraction, 25 Sept. 1929, publ ished in the 

Fraction õs Internal  bulletin, no. 2, Sept. 1931).  

However, Trotsky added that he wanted «to leave to rime and 
events the possibility of verifying our ideological continuity and 
our mutual understanding. I hope they will prove to be complete 
and lasting. » 

In practise, the attitude of the Trotskyst s towards the Italian Left 
remained ambiguous. On the 6 th April 1930 an international 
conference of the Opposition was he ld in Paris, called by the Ligue 
Communiste , with Alfred Rosmer and Pierre Naville as chairmen . 

Few delegations were present which partly represented the whole 
opposition of a country: Shachtman for the USA, Julian Gorkin 
(1901 -1987)  for Spain, Jan Frankel (1906 -1984) for the Czech 
opposition, Pavel Okhun (alias òJack Obinó, a dangerous GPU agent) 
(1905 -1937) , M.M. Pikas for the Parisian  Jewish group as well as 
Károly Szilvássy for the Hungarian group  of Paris.  

Belgium - where the l eft opposition formed  1928 40% of the 
communist party - was represented by Adhémar Hennaut 
(federation of Brussels) and Léon Lesoil (federation of Charleroi). But 
as strongly noted by Hennaut, it was clear that òBrussels was the 
head of a body without headó, given  that the political divergences 
were enormous between both federations.  

Out of it came an international bureau composed of Kurt Landau 
(1903 -1937) for Germany, Alfred Rosmer for France and Markin 
(Leon Sedov, Trotsky õs son)  (1906 -1938)  for Russia; two other 
elements came a few months later to complete it: Andre u  Nin for 

Spain (Izquierda comunista) and Shachtman for the Communist 
League of America  (USA). 

It seems that the Fraction was not really invited to this conference 
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or hesitated to go to, even though it had published a draft text for 

it in Prometeo 31. (5) Actually the Italian Fraction p articipated to the 
debates ; it  was indeed represented by  òPerió (Giovanni Bottaiolli) and 
òSeverinoó (or òMathieuó, pen name of Severino Aldovini (1902?)). 
Hennaut as well as Severino had suggested  that Sneevliet as well as 
Hugo Urbahns would be also invited in all conferences of the 
opposition.  

                                                          
            Kurt Landau (alias ăWolf Bertram»)                                                                    Andreu Nin                                      

                                               Both executed  September 1937 in Barcelona by the Stalinists . 

Informed that Prometeo had not participated in the conference, 
Trotsky sent a letter on 22 April, in the form of an ultimatum, 
which asked the Fraction to define itself either as ônational -
communis tó or as an international tendency:  

1. Do you consider that communism can have a national 
character ...? Do you then consider yourself  as a national 
tendency  or as part of an international tenden cy? 

2. I do not doubt that you consider yourselves as 
internationalist ? In this case, a second question is posed : what 
precise international tenden cy do you belong to?  

3. Your absence from the prelimi nary  international 
conference could be interpreted as a consequence of the 
disagreement that separates  you from the Left Opposition on 
questions of principle . If this is the case, a third question is 
posed: why do you not organise an international fraction of  
your own tenden cy? (Trotsky, òOpen letter to the editors of the Italian 

communist journal Prometeoó, 22 April 1930, in Bollettino Intern o no. 2).  

The Fractions response was not long in coming. In a letter dated 
3 June, it pointed out that «it was due to an error in the 
transmission of the letter of convocation to the directing organs of 
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the Fraction » that it had not been able to attend the conferenc e; it 
expressed its agreement «with the constitution of this Secretariat » 
nominated it the end of the conference, but also its «disagreement 
with the methods of working and its Jack of an ideological base ». 
In particular it replied to Trotskyõs three questions, insisting that 
it did not want to create an artificial international organism, even 
around its own platform  

1. We consider ourselves as a part of the international 
movement;  

2. Since the foundation of the Comintern, we have 
belonged to the le ft tenden cy; 

3. We do not want to create an international fraction of our 
tendency , because we think we have learned from Marxism 
that the international organisation of the proletariat is not an 
artificial agglomeration of groups and personalities from 
different countries around one group.  

In its reply, the Fraction demonstrated that it had been extremely 
shocked by the national communist label that Trotsky had given 
it, since it «represented the first nucleus of Marxist resistance to 
the progress of opp ortunism ». It did not seek to hide its differences 
with the Opposition on the slogans of the ôworkers and peasants 
government, the United Font, and ôproletarian anti -fascist 
committees, which it rejected absolutely as having led to defeat. 
But above all it  asked for clarification about the  contacts 
between the International Secretariat and the Stalinist ex -leaders 
of the PCI who had just been excluded. These elements ð Pietro 
Tresso (1893 -1943) , Alfonso Leonet ti (alias ăFerociò) (1895-1985) , Paolo 
Ravazzoli (alias ăSantiniò) (1894-1940)  ð had in 1926 been the most  
determined adversaries of the ôBordigist  tendency and had 
supported until their expulsion the Stalinist policy of ôsocialism in 
one country; they had thus participated in the campaigns 
denouncing the Left Opposition and Trotskyism . It was there same 
elements who were now constituting the New Italian Opposition 
(NOl) and who were being admitted into the International 
Opposition, up to the level of its Secretariat. It was thus 
un derstandable that in this letter the Fraction expressed its 
refusal to «participate in the leadership of the Secretariat ». On the 
basis of the 2nd Congress of the Comintern, there could only be 
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one organisation representing communism in each country, on a 
basis preserving «the proletarian movement from the manoeuvres 
which led to the triumph of opportunism in the Comintern ». 

A third letter from Trotsky  ð and to our knowledge the last  ð dated 
19 J une 1930, further  widened the gap between the Italian Left 
and the Trotskyism movement. The tone employed was suspicious 

of Prometeoõs good faith. It said:  

¶ that «it is clear from your letter that there is something more 
here than a postal error »; 

¶ that «a current which remains closed up for years on a national 
basis is inevitably doomed to degeneration »; 

¶ that Prometeoõs divergences were pretexts showing «a purely 
formalist, non -political  and non -revolutionary way of approaching 
the question »; 

¶ that , consequently, «you must play an active part in all the 
work of the International  Opposition, i.e. you must enter its 
ranks ». 

Trotsky replied energetically to the questions posed by the 
Fraction, insisting that the conference was  perfectly well prepared 
ideologically, that it was «monstrous » to claim  otherwise. As for the 
NOI, he asserted that there had been no manoeuvre in its 
recognition by the International Secretariat, which had responded 
«with all cordiality to the questions posed by there comrades ». But, 
above all, the method Trotsky was using to create the Opposition 
was contrary to that of the Italian Left. He affirmed in effect that 
the question of a political platform was secondary, that the 
platform of 1926 «was only an episodic document which gives no 
answer to the questions posed today »; that «if the communist left 
only had 5 members, it would still have to create an international 
organisation at the same time  as a national one ». 

A last letter from Prometeo to Trotsky, while making no 
concessions on the political level, clearly left the door open to an 
active participation within the tasks  of the Opposition. It said that 
«the Fraction has every interest in dissipating misunderstandings 
and avoiding polemical games that begin by falsifying our 
opinions ». It thus did not make a fetish out of its platform:  
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When we talked about the platform, we did so in the spirit of 
its application and not as an oracle to which one has to swe ar 
a sacred loyal ty  and whose conserv ation would acquit us of 
our dut ies to the prolet arian  struggle.  

Its isolation was not the result of its own will, but of the 
general weakness of the whole left communist movement . 

As for our so -called international isolation, we also have to 
consider the modest proportions of our forces which we are 
not in the habit of exaggerating through bluff . 

Prometeo explained that its «caution in international relations » 
had enabled it to «resist the inevitable backlash resulting from the 
prevailing politics of confusion ». Its method was diametrically 
opposed to that of the Russian Left which «has worked in the 
direction of the non -elaboration of platforms. It is here that our 
disagreement lies and not at all in our (non -existent) claim  to 
having a complete and finished document ». The Bordigist current 
thought that the precondition for an international regroupment 
was «the critical re -examination of the Congresses of the 
International, on the statutary  basis of the statutes and principles 
upon which the Communist  International was founded ». The 
Comintern, the reference point for any left communist group, 
should not be transformed into an idol, the object of a submissive 
cu lt, which was the attitude of the Russian Left with its religious 
attachment to the first fou r Congresses. On the contrary it had to 
be subjected to the fires of criticism:  

The Communist International represented the first attempt 
made in the e poch of imperialism. Its work, since its 
foundation, consisted in a mechanical generalisation to all  
countries of the programme and tactics of the Russian part y.  
The Communist Parties became parasites on the Russian 
par ty  and revolution, and one by one th ey became the main 
stays for the opportunism which has sapped the basis of the 
prolet arian  dictatorsh ip. 

Concerning the NOI, Prometeo reiterated its accusations of 
manoeuvring on the part of the International Secretariat:  
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1. A group of the enemy fraction which has declared its 
solidari ty with the International Opposition has immediately 
been given hospitalit y in the press of the French Opposition.  

2. All this t ook place without our Fraction being informed of 
anything. Now, it is to be supposed that, for example, your 
group has a much bett er knowledge of the militants and the 
questions of the Russian movement. If there was no attempt to 
ômanoeuvre õ, the first du ty  would have been to consul t our 
Fraction.  

3. To the repeated requests of our Fraction no reply has 
ever been made... No t only has the opinion of a group 
affiliated to the Secretariat not been sought, but the requests 
of this group concerning the New Opposition have not been 
answered.  

Despite the question of the NOI, the Italian Left was to 
participate loyally in the work of  the International Secretariat (in 
which it refused to take a leadership role because of the absence 
of programmatic documents), showed its willingness to 
participate in all the discussions of the Opposition, and even to 
intervene in the life of all its sections.  

Regarding the NOI the Fraction was to bold a permanent 
discussion for nearly two years, without either sectarianism or 
compromise. It published the texts and resolutions of this group in 

Prometeo. Joint meetings were organised from the end of 193 0; the 
Fraction even proposed a joint discussion bulletin, for which it 
would take responsibility (6).  

Relations with the New Italian Opposition, the German and 
French Oppositions  

For the ôBordigists õ, it was not a question of forming an alliance or a 
United Front, but essentially of leading the NOI to make a critique 
of its part and to move towards renouncing its ôantifascis tõ 
positions, its support for ôdemocratic slogans, and to constitute a 
true le ft Fraction whose goal was not the critique of the PCI but 
the triumph of the Fraction through the expulsion of the Stalinist 
faction from the communist movement. The discussions led 
nowhere, and both sites remained on their positions. While 

Prometeo did not manage to win over any of the NOIs members, 
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the reverse was not true, since  the latter succeeded in detaching 
from the Fraction Nicola di Bartolomeo (Fosco), who put into 
question the programmatic bases of the Pantin conference: 
supporting Trotskyõs positions, be called on the Fraction to 
participate in the ôAntifascist Coalition õ which had been formed 
around the Left parties in Italy; be considered that the Fraction 
should not have an autonomous life but should have an entrist 
tactic, «working in t he party... penetrating the party organs in 
order to combat and prevent its pernicious work of disintegration ». 

(Prometeo, nos.  41 and 43 , 15 Nov. and 15 Dec. 1930, òIl convegno 
della regione parigina ó). 

In 1931 -32, the Italian Left, via Ersilio Ambrogi, entered into 
direct contact with the German Opposition. The latter came out 
of a split in the Leninbund over the class  nature of the Soviet 
state, which Hugo Ur bahns defined as bourgeois. The new 
organisation, led by Kurt Landau in Berlin, regrouped the 
Wedding Opposition and a group in Saxony  [the ăBolschewistische 
Einheitò, Leipzig, around Otto Schüssler ( 1905 -1982) , Erwin 
Ackerknecht (1906 -1988)  and Roman Sobolevicius (1901 -1962)  
(important  GPU provoc ateur) ]. According to Ambrogi, relations were 
good: not only did he take part in the meetings in Wedding, he 
was also invited to the groups national conference, then to an 
international pre -conference.  He thus had the opportunity of 
discussing with the Spanish  Opposition whose representative 
Andres Nin  (1892 -1937)  lived in Berlin. The criticisms which 
Ambrogi made to the German Opposition were not ôindividual but 
reflected perfectly the opinion of the Italian Fraction. The German 

Trotskyst group, which brought out Die Permanente Revolution, 
had come out of a fusion of several local groups without prior 
discussion and without establishing a common pla tform:  

...Your un ific ation has co me about according to the methods 
in usage in the Opposition, on the basis of more or less 
persona l agreements, without discussing fundamental 
questions of principle... In sum you have no platform to refer 
to. Thus it is the du ty  of the Berlin and the Leipzig groups to 
prepare this platform as quickly as possible... From this 
would come a conference which would be a real conference of 
unification, and if that is not possible, there will be a split , 



131 
 

which would then be the most useful result . (Letter from Ersilo 

Ambrogi to the EC of the Fraction, 1 -2-31, Ambrogi Archives, BDIC, 
Nanterre).  

Relations remained good despite these hard criticisms. When 
Trotskyõs son (Markin), who was in Berlin in clandestinity, and 
was a member of the International Bureau of the Opposition, 
called for a break with the Italian Left, Kurt Landau õs group (in a 
resolution of 24 March 1931) clearly refused and made «a most 
serious protest against the behaviour of comrade Markin » (cf. 
Ambrogi Archives), since  the «German leadership... has received 
documents which show that the Italian Left is a member of the 
Opposition » (7). 

The relations with the Belgian Opposition also became very close, 
at least with Hennaut õs group in Brussels. The latter contained an 
important number of workers; it was also the only group coming 
out of a CP which had brought the majority of the central 
committee with it. It existed mainly in the capital and in Charleroi, 
where the federation  was led by Lesoil. The latter rallied to the 
positions of Trotsky in 1929, advocating participation in the 
elections and supporting the Red Army õs entry into China. In con -
trast to Hennaut who wanted to form a second par ty, Léon Lesoil 
wanted to ôredress the PCB (Parti Communiste de Belgique) by 
staying as an opposition. The Charleroi group, pushed on by 
Trotsky,  split and formed the official section of the International 
Opposition. Despite its test to attach itself to the Opposition, 
Hennaut õs group came up against Trotskyõs categorical refusa l to 
hold a discussion:  

To the first letter  sent by the leaders of the Opposition to 
comrade Trotsk y, to explain our disagreements, he replied with 
a categorical refusa l to discuss, declaring that he no longer 
considered the leaders as belonging to the same fraction as his. 
The International Bureau broke all  relations with the Belgian 
Opposition without giving the slightest reason (8) (òComment 

lõOpposition s õest-elle scindée?ó, Le Communiste no. 9, 1 st November 

1932).  

It was with this group that the Italian Left had the most  profound 
and cordial relations. In the face of Trotsky õs policies , there was 
even a convergence of ideas and a community of work (se e below). 
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However the Italian Fraction was strongly opposed to the idea of 
forming a second party, which it thought not only premature but 
contrary to its methods, which foresaw the emergence of the party 
in a particular conjuncture corresponding to the triumph of t he 
Fraction.  

With regard to the French Communist League of Pierre Naville, 
Pierre Frank, Raymond Molinier and Alfred Rosmer, the Fraction õs 
policy was also to intervene towards it in order to clarify 
disagreements. It had its documents published in the International 
Bulletin of the Opposition, and at the end of 1931 edited in French 

a Bulletin d õInformation de la Fraction de Gauche Italienne. Six 
issues appeared up to February 1933. The aim was not to close in 
on itself, but to make its positions known a s widely as possible.  

In 1931 the Communist League went through a serious crisis. 
Personal dissentions arose between Pierre Frank/ Raymond 
Molinier, on the one hand, and Pierre Naville/ Alfred Rosmer on the 
other. This crisis, which was resolved through Trotsky õs support 
for Molinier (the  so-called  òPrinkipo Peace ó), ended in the 
departure of Rosmer, and the formation of the Gauche 
Communiste, led by Collinet and Pierre Navilleõs brother , Claude 

Naville  (1908 -1935 ). This group published a bulletin Le Communiste. 
The evolution of the League was not towards the formation of an 
opposition, but anticipated the policy of entrism which it 
practised later on. In October and November 1931, the  League 
proposed to the PCF that it should be reintegrated, accep ting in 
advance the suppression of its press and the dispersal  of its 

groups; it even took out a subscription for LõHumanité. Despite 
the entry into it of Albert Treint and his group, the crises of the 
League was total, and its membership plummeted.  

It was in this situation that in October a delegation of the 
Fraction, composed of Gatto Mammone (Virgilio Verdaro) , Vercesi 
(Ottorino Perrone), Alfredo Bianco (Bruno Bibbi) and Toto (whose 
real nome was Antonio Gabassi  (1893 -1975) ) took part in the Leagu eõs 
national conference. Against Raymond Molinier, who wanted the 
Opposition to go back in the PCF, the Fraction pointed out that «in 
order to regenerate the parties, you want to dismantle the 
Opposition ». While it did not «of all cule out asking to be 
reintegrated into the party », it was «under conditions exactly 
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opposite to what the League has posed, i.e. on condition of being 
able to defend the rights of a fraction with its own organisation and 
press ». In effect, «the disappearance of the Fraction can  only 
coincide with the solution to the communist crisis; it will disappear 
into a regenerated party or it will become the party ». Unlike the 
League, the Italian delegates did not think it possible to regenerate 
the parties, because they had fallen prey to enemy forces who 
«threatened the very bases of the proletarian organisation ». In 
these conditions the alternative was not ôbetween regeneration or 
ôopposition within a healthy organism, but «the inevi table fall of 
the party » or «its salvation solely through the victory of the 
fraction ». (Bulletin d õInformation no. 3, November 1931, and no. 4, February 

1932).  Despite their very deep differences, since  the Italian 
Fraction and the League both adhered to the International 
Secretariat, it was decided to make official their joint work in 
France: each group of the Italian Left would nominate a member 
to represent it in any geographically close group of the League; 
the delegate would not however take part in v oting and would 
have to conform to the discipline of the decisions taken by the 
Trotskyist organisation. His collaboration was short -lived due to 
Trotsky õs increasingly over hostility to the Fraction, so that the 
latter was more and more kept away from the  work of the 
International Secretariat.  

The conference of the International Opposition which had been 
due to take place in January 1931 had been put off by Trotsky, 
who asked that it be better prepared. Faced with the crisis of the 
French section of the Op position, and in reality to keep the 
Italian Left out of things, Trotsky proposed transferring  the 
administrative Secretariat created in February 1931 from Paris 
to Berlin, where it would be under the control of his son Markin. 
This arbitrary decision was taken without asking the opinion of 
the sections of the International Secretariat. In reply, in a circular 
letter to all sections, the Fraction made three proposals:  

¶ a preconference should be held  rapidly; from this would come:  

¶ an international bureau, with the role of prep ar ing : 

¶ a real international conference (Resolution of the EC of the Left Fraction, 

in reply to Trotskyõs letter of 22 December 1931) . 
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During the course of the year 1932, despite Trotskyõs refusal to 
maintain relations with the Fraction (9), the latter showed its 
willingness not to act in isolation by proposing to edit a joint 
review of the Opposition under the responsibility of the French and 

German Oppositions and of Prometeo (òProjet de constitution d õun 
Bureau international d õinformation ó, Bilan no. 1, November 1933).  

Reasons and consequences of the Fractions expulsion from the 
Trotskyist Opposition  

All  their proposals met with a categorical rejection. In November 
1932, when Trotsky, who was in Copenhagen on the invitation of 
Danish social democratic students, rallied to the idea of a 
Preconference in February 1933 in Paris, it was in order to 
exclude th e Italian Fraction. From then on the Fraction was no 
longer part of the International Opposition. In a long text 
published after this  Preconference, Trotsky argued that «the 
Bordigists have never really been an organic part of the Left 

Opposition », and concluded that «the Prometeo group does not 
belong to the International Left Opposition. The only section of 
Bolshevik -Leninists for Italy is the New Italian Opposition ». (10)  

The real reason for the break was not the Fractions formal  
adherence to th e Opposition, still less «its character as a purely 
national sect » (the Fraction was of course present in several 
countries...), but deep political divergences which had been there 
from the beginning between ôTrotskyism on the one hand and 
ôBordigism on the other. Trotsky admitted himself that the real 
divergence was «the refusal  to struggle for democratic demands in 
any conditions and for any policy of a united front with social 
democracy today in 1933 » (10).  

The split  was inevitable, and in  1933 the Fraction bitterly 
reproached itself for having put so much effort into this joint 
work that was too  met to fall, for having tried for a long to stay 
within the framework of the International Opposition (11).  

In fact the Italian Left was ideologically strengthened by this 
confrontation. Faced with the grave events which took place 
between 1931 and 1933, it was able to maintain political 
continuity with its part positions, the same that it had defended 
within th e PCI. The break with Trotskyism took place in a very clear 
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manner, and really market the beginning of its existence as a 
ôBordigist  current. What were the basic issues behind the break, 
apart from the organisational ones?  

Å The Spanish question and democratic slogans In òThe 
Spanish Revolution and the Duties of Communists ó (12), Trotsky 
wrote that «the slogan of the republic is naturally also a slogan of 
the proletariat ». In 1931, the King was chased out in favour of the 
Republic, which, under the authority of Alejandro Lerroux  (Radical 
Republican Party ), three  times premier from 1933 to 1935, did not 
hesitate to use ferocious repression against the Spanish workers. 
But Trotsky not only abandoned the theses of the Comintern on 
the dictatorship of the proletariat; in the name of  ôdemocratic 
slogans he supported the right of the Catalan and Basque  
bourgeoisie to secede, declaring that «the Separatist tendencies 
pose to the revolution the democratic duty of national self -deter -
mination ». And be concluded that the «Spanish revolution » had 
begun. But what «revolution » was this, since  power had been 
transferred solely from the monarchist bourgeoisie to the 

republican bourgeoisie? This is why Prometeo replied:  

It is clear that we cann ot follow him along this road, and that 
to him (Trotski)  as well  as to the anarcho -syndicalist leaders 
of the CNT, we reply by delying in the most  explicit manner 
that communists must be in the front ranks of the defence of 
the Republic and still less of the Spanish Republic.  

For the Fraction there could only be one slogan in the imperialist 
period of ôwars and revolutions defined by the Comintern at the 
beginning of the century: the dictatorship of the proletariat, the 
destruction of the bourgeois state and its parties of righ t and left. 
This important question of the bourgeois nature of the social 
democratic parties, whose bankruptcy had been proclaimed by 
Lenin, was naturally closely linked to the question of the united 
front against fascism in Germany.  

Å The  German question and the United Front . Faced with the 
development of Nazism, which expressed the offensive of the 
German bourgeoisie against the workers in a key country in the 
international situation, Trotsky adopted the same ôtactic õ as in 
1923, calling for a United Front between the KPD and the SPD. In 
a letter of 28 July 1931 he wrote: «in certain cases victory is 
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possible even with very bad policies... a victory for the German 
Communist Party cannot be excluded even with the policies of the 
Thälmann leadership ». But for the Fraction, as reality was to 
confirm, the «centrist revolution is inconceivable and to make the 
revolution, you need a party which is able to liquidate the politics 
of centrism ». (Resolution of the EC of the Left Fraction of the PCI  on the 

tasks  of the left fraction of the KPD) (13). Vis -à-vis social democracy, 
the Fraction reiterated and developed its position that by 
crushing the German proletariat in 1919, by assassinating Rosa 
Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, the  SPD had «made a bed for 
fascism ». Despite the assertions of the Trotskyists, it did not take 
up the theory of social fascism. It considered that social 
democracy and fascism were two distinct, but complementary, 
methods for crushing the proletariat. Both were forces of th e 
bourgeoisie but they played a different role in that the first had to 
wipe out a revolutionary proletarian movement, whereas the 
second, with the worst crisis of capitalism, had to finish the job by 
replacing the democratic method with the dictatorial on e. This is 
why the Italian Left refused to give credence to the policies of social 
democracy through the tactic s of the United Front. The only 
solution, the Fraction insisted, was in the «development of class  
movements » on an economic terrain. Fascism could be 
overturned, not by supporting the «forces of the enemy », but 
through the triumph of the proletarian revolution.  

Å The question of the Fraction and the Party . In the 
international situation of 1931 -32 which was mark ed by the 
growing and almost complete submission of the CPs to the 
policies of the Russian state, the Fraction saw no way of 
constituting an opposition, which could only mean going back 
into the CPs, in order to regenerate them. The Italian Left defined 
an opposition as «the current which boits that the parties will 
reconquer their capacity to guide th e proletariat towards the 
revolution through the specific forms of the life of the party 
organisation (assemblies, conferences, congresses, etc.) ». The 
fraction, on the other hand, «is the organism which affirms that 
only through its channels will the part y reconquer the capacity to 
guide the proletariat to victory ». 
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However the Fraction was only formally a fraction of the CPs: «in 
practice, we do not constitute left fractions of the Communist 
Parties because we have been expelled from these parties ». Its task  
was to «assure the continuity of the communist movement ». The 
left fraction was thus defined more by an ideological continuity 
with the former revolutionary parties. We can see that the concern 
of the Italian Left was to base itself on the programmatic 
foundations of the Comintern, and not pretend to be starting 
from scratch. This was not at all a sentimental attachment to the 
part but the essential method of the Italian Left, which 
considered that a revolution ary party could only emerge from a 
critical  balance -sheet of the old communist movement, and not 
from speculations about the future. This was the whole difference 
with the Trotskyists: in 1933 Trotsky proclaimed the death of the 
Comintern and the immediate  necessity to build new parties; the 
ôBordigists affirmed that the conditions for the emergence of new 
parties and the new International depended on the work and 
development of the left fractions, but also on the development of a 
revolutionary situation which would put the transformation of 
fraction into party on the agenda. The Italian Left was thus unable 
to proclaim the foundation of an international fraction; this 
depended fundamental ly on the real development of left fractions 
in all countries, and not on the artificial proclamation of an 
International which could only exist in a revolutionary situation.  

Throughout the years 1931 -1932 discussions were taking place 
about the perspectiv es for the Fraction. Massimo (Ambrogi) hit that 
the betrayal of the CPs and their transformation into counter -
revolutionary organs meant that the Fraction had to proclaim the 
formation of the party. Vercesi, opposing this conception, won a 
majority in the Belgian and French conferences. In fact, since  
1930, following the conference of the Belgian federation, the 
Fraction had been acting as an autonomous organisation with 
regard to the CPs and had been developing its forces «through the 
recruitment of milita nts of the party or those who have moved 
away from it for political reasons » as well as elements who had not 
been through the Communist Parties.  

Fraction or party? «Centrist » parties, or parties that have «fallen 
into treason »? Revolutionary or counter -revolutionary situation? 
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There were the implicit questions that had to be answered prior to 

the appearance of Bilan. Other theoretic questions  and burningly 
important ones in that they would determine the political attitude 
of the Fraction, had har dly been approached before the «terrible 
year» 1933:  

Å The nature of the Russian state which was still defined as a 
ôproletarian state õ; 

¶ The nature of national liberation struggles, a vital question 
in the period of the developing inter imperialist rivalries 
after 1931, beginning with the Sino -Japanese war;  

¶ The role of the revolutionary party in the period of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat, and the nature of the 
transition period to socialism;  

¶ The form of workers struggles since  1914 and of the 
economic organs of the proletariat;  

¶ The Fractions work in the trade unions.  

All  these questions arising from the new period opened up by the 
defeat of the German proletariat and the growing incorporation of 
Russia into the international ar ena could not be resolved in 
theory alone. It was in the «situations », to use a formula of 
Vercesiõs, that all these questions would be posed, on the basis  of a 

balance -sheet ( bilan  in French) of the whole revolutionary 
experience of the post -war period, and in particular of the Russian 
revolution.  

 

NOTES  

(1) «We only wanted to give life to the Fraction when no other solution to 
the crisis was possible and when any other course would hav e made us 
impossible to intervene effectively in the revolutionary struggle. » (Prometeo 
no. 1, May 1928, Brussels).  

(2) For the history of the opposition refer to the book by Rabaut (op cit.) 

and the preface by Michel Dreyfus in vol. 1 of the collected works of Trotsky 
(March  ð July 1933), EDI, Paris, 1978.  

(3) Contre le Courant, fac-simil é Maspéro,  Paris,  1971.  

(4) The PCI central organ thought that the Italian Left had more members 
than the Stalinised party (cf. Perrone archives). This draft underlined the 
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importance of the conference with these words: «The importance of this 
event does not derive from the numbers and strength of the groups 

convened and represented, but from the fact that the constitution of a 
Secretariat to unify the groups of the Oppositio n marks an important step 
in the process of the communist crisis. » But it had its reservations:  «The 

conditions exist for an international regroupment of the Opposition, but 
within each country there do not exist  formations capable of carrying out 

an effective activity for a centre of the of the international oppositions ». 
The document called for:  

«a) a centre;  

b) one based on programmatic foundations  

c) individual membership of the fractions under the control of  the international 
Secretariat.  

d) If these rules were absent «the Fraction would adhere to the Secretariat but 
would not participate directly in its work ». 

(6) cf. Allõopposizione nel PCI con Trotski e Gramsci, Bolletino 
dellõOpposizione comunista Italiana (1931 -33), presented by Alfonso Leonetti, 

Rome 1977. In no. 3 of this bulletin we read: The columns of Prometeo were 
opened to us; different documents were published which the official press still 
hid tram the comrades of the  Party; various meetings were organised in which 

divergences were gone into without insults or personalisations. » (Bolletino, 
August 1931).  

(7) The Fraction protested vigorously in its press, denouncing Trotskyõs 
manoeuvring:  

Today we are seeing Trotsky adapting the same method, consisting in 
dividing the International Left Opposition into ôdisciples and ôreprobates , 
into Bolshevik -Leninism which defines him and his partisans, and 
Bordigism, presented as a false tactic, dogmati c and sectarian, the habitual 
infantilism of the ultra -left . (Prometeo no.  56, 19 July 1931 , òComrade 
Trotsky exaggeratesõó, by Gatto Mammone ). 

(8) «During the Sino -Russian conflict which threatened to lead to war, we 
could not Jose ourselves in discussions... similarly today, we cannot take an 

indirect responsibility for the sectarian and se mi -Bakuninist superstitions of 
certain groups. (Bulletin de l õOpposition, no. 1, an article by Trotsky).  

(9) In a letter of 30 May 1932, addressed to Ambrogi, Perrone even thought it 

necessary to send this comrade to Prinkipo to clarify the situation.  

(10) Les Congrès de la Quatrième internationale , éd. La Brèche, Paris, 1978: 

« LõOpposition de Gauche Internationale, ses tâches, ses méthodes  » (p. 68 -69).  

(11) From 1931, Ambrogi leant towards breaking with Trotsky; his opinion 
seems to have been shared by many members of the Fraction.  
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(12) Article of 24 January 1931, in La Révolution espagnole, texts by Trotsky 
introduced by Pierre Broué, Editions de Minuit, Paris, 1975.  

(13 ) Bulletin d õinformation, no. 5, March 1932.  

(14) «d) since the party has became a counter -revolutionary party, the Fraction 

engages in the most bitter struggle against the party and declares itself to be 
the party of the proletariat ». (Bulletin dõinformation, no. 4, January 1932, 

« Différences de tactique et unité de perspectives de l õOpposition 
Internationale  », by Maxime (E. Amb rogi).  

 

 

 
Nicola di Bartolomeo (1929) shortly after he  had left  the Italian Fraction . 

 

 
Pietro Tresso (1893 -1943). He was murdered (October, 1943) in the French maquis with four other 

Trotskyists by French and Italian Stalinists . 
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Mario Bavassano (1895 -1964), als Dolmetscher, Moskau, 1925, in der Mitte, zwischen dem Feldmarschall 

Budiennij und dem Chef der KPF Marcel Cachin. Er wurde 1930/31 einer der Verantwortlichen der NOI. 

Nachdem er bei der französische n trotzkistischen Organisation (LCI) trat,  wurde er aktiv in der Dissidenten 

Gruppe ăUnion communisteò, die er gegen 1936 verließ.  Nach diesem Datum, Antifaschist (ăGiustizia e 

Libert¨ò) und Linksozialist (PSIUP). [Source: Paolo Casciola, Appunti di storia del trotskismo italiano (1930 -

1945) , Centro studi Pietro Tresso, Foligno (Pg), Mai 1986]  
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4 Bila n : Milestones on the road to 

defeat 1933 -39  
 

The Weight of the Counter -Revolution  

 

In the last issue of the Bulletin d õinformation de la Fraction de 
Gauche Italienne (February 1933), Vercesi wrote:  

...the victory of fascism in Germany marks a break in the 
revolutionary course which appeared in 1917, and which could 
have ended in the triumph of the world proletariat. This victory 
also marks a turning towards the capitalist outcome of the 
present situation: towards war.  

In November 1933 appea     red the first issue of the ôTheoretical 

Bulletin of the Left Fraction of the PCI : Bilan. The legal editor was 
Gaston Davoust (Henri Chazé)  (1904 -1984)  of Union Communiste, 
who leant his narre so that the review could be published legally, 
given the lack of any French citizens in the Italian Fraction. It 
was printed in the French language, in Brussels. On the cover 
appeared the words: «Lenin 1917  ð Noske 1919 ð Hitler 1933 ». 

Published once a month, there were 46 issues of Bilan up till 
February 1938, when it ceased to appear. Bilan succeeded t he 
Bulletin d õinformation, on the cover of which was the slogan «The 
future belongs to communism ». 

Bilan announced that it had not been the Fractions wish to bring 
out this international bulletin on its own; it had hoped to edit it 
jointly with the French and German Opposition, with the aim of 
bringing clarification to the whole revolutionary movement:  

Our Fraction would have preferred it if such a work could 
have been carried out by an international organism, 
convinced  as we are of the necessi ty  for political 
confrontation between those groups capable of representing 
the prolet arian  class in several countries. Thus we would 
have been ver y happy to have entrusted this bulletin to an 



143 
 

international initi ative guaranteed by the application of 
serious methods of work and by a concern to hold a healthy 
political polemic.  

With the Trotskyist Opposition, the parting of the ways had 

already co me. Bilan would publish in its columns contributions 
from members of the Ligue des Communistes Internationalistes, 
like Mitchell and Hennaut; it even opened them to the Dutch 
Communist Left. But it would no longer publish texts by Trotsky, 

as it had done in Prometeo. 

1917 -33: two key dates: one opening  a revolutionary course, the 
other dramatically closing it. The goal was thus to draw the 
lessons of this period of 16 years, so rich in world -wide and 
decisive events in the history of humanity. W as this an over -
ambitious enter prise? was aware of the enor mous difficulties 
involved, and it defined its tasks  very modestly:  

Our Fraction, in publishing the present bulletin, does not 
believe that it can present definitive solutions to the terrible 
problems posed to the prolet ariat  of all countries.  

To be sure, our Fraction can refer back to a long political part, 
to a profound tradition in the Italian and international 
movement, to a totali ty  of fundamental political positions. But it 
does not intend to use its political antecedents to demand 
agreement  on the solutions it puts forward for the present 
situation. On the contra ry , it calls on all  revolutionaries to 
subject the positions it no w  defends to the verification of 
events, as well as the political positions contained in its basic 
documents.  

There were two possible methods for re -examining part 
experience: either sticking to Lenin õs texts as though they were a 
bible, or «placing the Congresses of the Comintem and the 
different parties in the  crucible of criticism and in the light of 
events. The Italian Fraction chose the second method. «While  
basing itself on the foundations of the Comintern », it would be 
seeking a profound understanding of the causes of the defeats 

without «any taboos or ostr acism ». 

It was in this open spirit, free of dangerous prejudices, that Bilan 
proposed to «complete the work bequeathed to us by the Russian 
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Revolution ». It declared that «to draw a balance -sheet of the post -
war events is... to establish the conditions for the victo ry  of the 
proletariat in all  countries ». 

òMidnight in the Century ó (Victor Serge) 

What was the result of this political and theoretical reflection? 
The fruits were bitter. Although by entering into crisis, capitalism 
had provided the objective conditions for a new revolutionary 
period, the subjective factor was totally missing. A period of 
counterrevolution had opened up; the proletariat had been 
beaten:  

It was not thanks to a change in the historic situation that 
capitalism was able to get through the turmoil of post -war 
events; in 1933, even more than in 1917, capitalism is 
definitively doomed as a system of social organisation. What 
has changed between 1917 and 1933 is the balance of forces 
between the two  fundamental classes in the present epoch: 
capitalism and the proletariat.  

Outside Russia, the proletariat had not been able to forge the 
militants its parties needed. This delay had «determined the 
series  of defeats suffered by the proletariat in the post -war period; 
it was above all the weight of the Russian state, absorbing the 
Comintern to the point of making it its own instrument, which 
was the decisive cause of the defeat. This took place in thr ee 
stages:  

¶ 1923,  in Germany, where «the interests of the proletarian state 
were no longer connected to the struggle of the world proletariat »; 

¶ 1927 -8,  a key date in the process towards the transformation of the 
Communist Parties into counter revolutionary organs, through the 
abandonment of internationalism ( ôsocialism in one country) and the 
exclusion of the Communist Left, a subjective element which had 
determined the crushing of the revolutionary wave in China;  

¶ 1933,  the culminating point, which was only the final 
consequence of the betrayal of the Comintern, «which died with the 
victory of fascism in Germany ». 

It took a long discussion in the Italian Fraction to determine that 
the Comintern was dead and that its parties had betrayed by 
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becoming parties of national capital. This idea was condensed 

into the formulation «the party  does not die, it betrays ». 

For a long Mine, this position was not accepted. Although a 
majority was pushing to proclaim the death of the I nternational, 
the executive commission, via Vercesi, had sent a long letter to 
the leadership of the PCI, in 1933, on the eve of its congress. 
Here it explained why it had constituted itself into a Fraction and 
demanded to be allowed to take part in the co ngress. This proposal 
provoked an animated response from the New York Federation, 
and the majority of the Parisian Federation. After a discussion, it 
was concluded that it was impossible to have any activity towards 
the CPs, as parties, as long as the ôredressmen t had not taken 
place.  

However, up until the war the definition of the CPs remained 
hesitant. They were still considered as  ôcentrist . In the terminology 
of the Comintern, at the beginning, the centre had been the left 
fraction of the IInd Intern ational which, like the USPD and the 
PSI, balanced between the latter and the Comintern. Later on, 
ôcentrism referred to Stalinõs centre which was fighting both 
Bukharinõs right wing and the left led by Trotsky. This concept was 
thus more the heritage of a previous period than a new theory. It 
provided the Italian Left with a definition of the parties to the Left of 
social democracy, con sidered either as ôcentrist workers parties or 
as traitor parties.  

It was thus the left fractions which represented the continuity with 
the old revolutionary movement. It was they who assumed the 
continuity of the proletariat as a revolutionary class. «The 
Fraction is the sole organism in which the prol etariat realises its 
organisation as a class, being the organism which derives from a 
part historic period and which prepares another. » 

Given the «numerical weakness » and the «present theoretical 
inadequacy of the Left fractions », which expressed «the incapacity 
of the world proletariat to oppose capitals attack in the conditions 
of the economic crisis », the foundation of parties was not on the 
agenda. The Italian Fraction was completely opposed to Trotskyõs 
attempt to create a  IVth International in 1933 by linking up with 
left socialists  (SAPD, Sneevliet õs RSP, the Norwegian party). For the 
Fraction the party could not be created out of nothing but had to 
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be prepared by a solid work of theoretical reflection: «This party 
will p ose the problems that the historical conditions enable it to 
pose. This party will carry out its tasks  on the sole condition that 
it is able to foresee the problems that are going to arise. » (Bilan 

no. 1, òVers lõInternationale deux et trois quarts? ó). It was not possible for 
one man, even a Trotsky «despite the services he has  rendered to 
the cause of the proletariat », to force the movement of history. 
The individual, however prestigious, could not be a guarantee:  

... loyal ty  to Trotsky õs work can be expressed by fighting 
against his current errors, because it is absolutely false that a 
persona l continui ty  is a guarantee for the ulterior struggle of 
the proletariat. On the contra ry , this continui ty  can only be 
based on political positions. The question there fore is to see 
whether or not comrade Trotsky õs new positions correspond to 
the necessities of the prolet arian  struggle.  (Bilan no. 1, ibid.).  

The perspective of revolution had moved into the distance, and only 
the victory of the fractions could prevent the match towards war; 
and then revolution could only co me out of the war:  

If the fractions do not succeed, in opposition to centrism, in 
leading the proletariat to victory, no individual will can avoid 
the other outcome of the situation: war; and it would only be 
during the course of the war, or after it, that the fraction, l ay 
transforming  itself into the party , could then lead the 
proletariat to victory.  

The most  probable outcome of the crisis of 1929 was war. On this 
point, in 1933, the position of the Fraction was hesitant. 
Sometimes it would say that «the alternative posed in the prevent 
phase of capitalism is revolution  or war »; sometimes it said that 
war was inevitable with the defeat of the German proletariat and 
the death of the Comintern:  

...the proletariat is perhaps no longer able to prevent the 
unleashing of a new imperialist war through the triumph of the 
revolution.... if there are any chances for an immediate 
revolutio nary  resurgence, th ey reside solely in an 
understanding of past defeats » (Bilan no. 1, Introduction).  

What would be the decisiv e factor in mobilising the class  for war? 
Ideologically, the capacity to mobilise the European workers for 
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war depended on Russiaõs position in the international arena. 
Already in February 1933, the Italian Left declared that Russia 
would integrate itself into one of the imperialist blocs, and that 
this could include the German bloc:  

...centrism has suppressed the fundamental role that the 
Russian state can play in case of war, ensu ring that the Soviet 
state, instead of being the front -line of support for the world 
proletariat, has become an element at the disposal  of one or 
another group of impe rialisms. We must recognise right no w 
that the only outcome of this situation is the one that will  lead 
centrism to betray the interests of the revolutionary proletariat 
and, in case of war, to  justif y the position taken by Russia. 
(Bulletin d õinformation no.  6, òLe fascisme au pouvoir en All emagneó). 

And it added that «it is quite probable that in the long run it will be 
the bloc of fascist states which will prevail in making an alliance 
with Russia ». However, it did not exclude the possibility that it 
would be the ideological mobilisation for the defence of 
ôdemocracy in danger which would be the decisive factor: «the 
bourgeoisie which, through its economic conditions, can still 
allow the vestiges of democratic freedom to survive, could call the 
proletariat to w ar in the name of ôdemocracy and for the struggle 
against fascist states. » 

Little by little, these two hypotheses were to be verified. Thus, the 
Italian Left recognised Russiaõs integration into the game of the 
great antagonistic powers. This meant that «...the workers state is 
being incorporated into the world capitalist system, submitting to 
its laws, its evolution. » 

There was a contradiction in this analysis. On the one hand, the 
Russian state, qualified as proletarian, was capitalist on the 
internation al arena; on the other hand on the internal level this 
state was described not as capitalist, but socialist on the strength 
of the socialisation of production.  

The strength of the Italian Left was that it grasped every 
phenomenon first of all in an interna tional  context; but its 
attachment to the USSR, once the country that hosted the 
revolutionary Comintern,  prevented it for a long time from making 
a more rigorous study of the nature of the Russian economy and of 
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its state superstructure. It took the Second World War for a part of 
the Italian Left to abandon definitively the concept of the 
ôproletarian state.  

In order to deal with these hesitations, from 1934 until the war, 
and even during it, the Italian Left put the question of the state in 
the period of transition on the agenda, and thus the problem of the 
attitude of the proletariat and the communist party towards the 
state.  

In general, all the basic theoretical questions were put through  the 
riddle  of criticism. From the contact with the LCI in Belgium, a nd 
particularly with Mitchell (Je han), the Italian Fraction rediscovered 
Rosa Luxemburgõs texts dealing with the decadence of capitalism. 
The Fraction began to take an interest in economic questions,  which 
it had previously paid little attention to. Out of this came a more 
developed theoretical analysis of the phenomena of the crisis and 
also of the economic problems of the period of transition.  

From Rosa Luxemburg, the Italian Left also took up the r efusal to 
support national liberation struggles, defined as the field of 
manoeuvres for different imperialisms, and on the theoretical 
level, the affirmation of the impossibility of any bourgeois 
revolutions in the period of capitalisms decadence.  

Guided b y its principles and by its enormous work of theoretical 

reflection, Bilan was to confront events as crucial as the Popular 
Front, wars, and the convulsions in Spain. Working against the 
stream, its isolation was to grow in direct proportion to the march 
towards war.  

There are two clear periods in the history of the Fraction: one 
between 1933 and 1935 in which it was  consolidating its 
positions; the other between 1936 and 1939 which saw the total 
isolation of the Italian Left, the breaking off of contacts with the 
political milieu and splits in its own ranks.  

Bilan confronted with anti -fascism and the Popular Front  

The period between 1933 and the Popular Front was a dramatic one 
world -wide. The economic crisis continued, bringing with it factory 
closures and massive unemployment, which in some countries hit 
20-30 % of the working class . It was a period of austerity and 
impoverishment. Anti -crisis plans which went from inflation to 
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deflation, or which maintained jobs through laws decreeing wage -
cuts (e.g. the Pierre Laval decrees  (16 th  July 1935)  reducing state 
employeesõ wages) could not ha lt the world crisis. The year 1933, 
the year of the New Deal and German rearmament, was the 
beginning of a long series of economic measures, which to a 
greater or lesser extent in different countries, re -launched 
production by setting up a war economy  ð either directly, by the 
transformation of the e conomy, or indirectly, through policies  of 
public works which developed a whole infrastructure of transport 
and heavy industry. This tendency was to accelerate after 1936.  

The state, the economyõs last resort, revealed itself as the ultimate 
defender of th e capitalist system. In France and Belgium national 
plans began to develop. In Belgium the De Man plan expressed 
this attempt to take hold of the economic mechanisms that had 
began to break down, advocating a series of nationalisations. In the 
USA, Roosevelt put through the National Industrial Recovery Act  
(NIRA), which was concretised in the formation of the Tennessee 
Valley Authority  (TVA). Under Hitler and Mussolini, the state had 
assumed direct control of the whole economy. In Russia, the Five 
Year Plans, followed by Stakhanovism sought to build up heavy 
industry (steel, energy, etc.) with the avowed aim of developing 
Russian military power. All  over the USSR labour camps were set 
up; industry developed at the price of  the exhaustion and death of 
millions. The world seemed to be in the grip of madness, of the 
most primitive barbarism, hiding behind the most sophisticated 
products of modem technology. Everywhere, in the beautiful  but 
terrible words of Victor Serge, it seemed to be «midnight in the 
century ». 

This economic offensive of world capitalism was expressed on the 
political level through a brutal or gradual transformation of the 
most ôdemocratic regimes into openly authoritarian, dictatorial ones. 
The legislature, parliament, lost its importance to the benefit of 
the executive. The consequence was a vigorous control over 
social life. Arbitration laws were passed in order to control and 
limit strikes, which threatened to break out on a massive scale in 
response to the wage freeze. In countries like Belgium and 
France, following the Anglo -Saxon example, the unions became 
privileged partners in the state, the latterõs final dyke in time of 



150 
 

social conflict  ð as politicians and trade union spokesmen did not 
fail to point out during this period.  

However in 1933 it seemed that the strengthening of the state 
would be realised not through ôdemocratic methods but through 
the development of the fasc ist movement, which was fast 
becoming a universal trend. In all the European countries parties 
were growing who modelled themselves on Hitler or Mussolini and 
whose programme was the strengthening and concentration of 
political and economic power in the ha nds of a one party state. 
Their development coincided with a vast and working  class  
offensive by the state, based on a repressive apparatus backed up 
both by the army and, when necessary, by the troops of the fascist 
parties. This offensive had begun well before Hitler came to power. 
The main theatre bad been Germany 1928 -1932; in 1929, for 
example, the police under the command of the social democrat 
Karl Zörgiebel (1878 -196 1) had fired on a crowd of workers 
demonstrating on the first of May.  The final balance was: 32 people 
dead, all of them demonstrators; 200 wounded; 1,200 people 
arrested. The Prussian Minister of the Interior, Carl Severing  (1875 -

1952) , seized this opportunity to ban the mass organisations of the 
Communist Party.  During the ti me of the National Socialism he lived 
quietly as a pensioner in Bielefeld  (Revier).  

In 1932, during the minersõ strike in Belgium, the government 
sent machine gun carriers and a ssault cars to occupy the 
pinheads. Reconnaissance planes were used to locate 
concentrations of strikers and rend the gendarmes against them. 
On the radio, it was forbidden to talk about the events. The strike 
was broken essentially by the unions and the P OB/BWP  (Belgian 
Workers Party ) who called on the workers «not to allow 
themselves to be taken in by irresponsible agitators who may be in 

the pay of the bosses » (Le Peuple, the POBõs daily, 22 June 1932). 
This big strike showed the need for stricter union control. The 
Bondaõs report advocated  ð and this was taken up by the new left -
leaning government  ð compulsory union membership, through 
reserving certa in advantages to those who were unionised, such 
as indemnify in the case of strikes, and social security benefits (1).  

Keeping up the democratic framework, whose content was 
becoming more and more empty as state organism  developed in a 
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dizzying manner, was  only possible in the industrialised countries 
least bit by the crisis. The growth of social discontent had, even 
before the Popular Front, been reflected in a succession of left or 
coalition governments. In all cases, planning and nationalisation 
expresse d the same tendency towards a strengthening of the state 
on a singularly restricted economic foundation.  

In countries that were less industrialised, like Austria, Spain, 
central Europe, the offensive of bosses and state took on a more 
brutal form. It was the army based on the local Nazi party which in 
February 1934 crushed the desperate uprising of the workers of 
Vienna. The same year the Spanish Republican government sent 
Francoõs troops to put down the fierce resistance of the Asturian 
miners. From Rumania to Greece there was a growth of fascist -
type organisations, which with the complicity of the national state 
took on the job of dealing with any working class  reaction. 
Whatever its constitutional form, dictat orship became overt, and 
most  often took on the chape of Hitlerõs or Mussoliniõs ômodel. It 
was All  the more overt for the fact that the state, which was 
economically and politically weak, drew  support from a broad 
mass of discontented petty -bourgeois; that the absence of any 
sizeable working class  reaction pushed this mass into the hands of 
movements which promised them a bright tomorrow.  

All  these movements had undoubtedly been born out of the long 
series  of defeats suffered by the European proletariat since  1923. 
Each set -back in the workers struggle was necessarily followed by 
an offensive by the capitalist state which grew stronger each time.  

The crisis, which was no longer a classical cyclical crisis as in the 
19th century, was leading inevitably towards world war. If the 20s 
had been a period of arms limitation, the 1930s was an of war 
economy. From 1933 -34 this was advancing rapidly, above a ll in 
Germany and Russia. After 1936, all the other countries followed 
suit, whatever the form of their political regime. In a world which 
seemed too narrow to contain the expansion of the most modem 
apparatus of production, and after a period of reconstru ction 
which had barely lasted six years (1923 -29), war became for each 
state the last resort in the face of the bankruptcy of the world 
economy. With no new markets to conquer, all that remained was 
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to redivide the world market; in this situation the weake r capitalist 
states were necessarily the most aggressive ones (2).  

The establishment of a war economy made many of the economists 
of the time dream of reviving production without falling into a 
generalised conflict. Even revolutionary groups, including the  
Italian Left, did nor escape from this illusion.  

In fact, the Italo -Abyssinian conflict in 1935, then the 
remilitarisation of the Rhineland in 1936, were decisive steps in 
preparing the world war. The weapons that had been produced 
had to be used in  local  conflicts, had to have real military value, 
because they had no real commodity value in the accumulation  of 
capital.  

In a bleak period for the class  struggle, defined by the Italian Left 
as the long night of the counter revolution, fascism and war 
seemed to be everywhere, while Russia and the parties linked to 
it were being increasingly integrated into the international 
manoeuvres of capitalism, through the League of Nations and the 
policy of national defence.  

The whole o f social and political life seemed to be crystallising 
around the question of war, in the name of the most varied 
ideologies: fascism and anti -fascism, democracy and 
totalitarianism.  

The strikes in France and Belgium in 1936 seemed to being a 
breath of hop e to a working population that had been subjected 
to the most drastic austerity measures. But what hope could the 
revolutionaries of the time have when they saw that each strike 
took place under the banner of the Tricolour, and took the 
Marseillaise as its  hymn? When the sound of the accordion was 
replaced by the whistle of bullets at Clichy in 1937? When wage 
rises were followed by inflation, and the continuing slide of 
revenues into the abyss of the war economy?  

Democracy, fascism and Stalinism seemed to be moving towards 
the same goal with different methods. For the Italian Left, which 
had known the enthusiasm of revolutionary events in Italy, 
Russia, or Germany, this period of 1933 to 1936, then 1936 to 
the war  ð in which it nevertheless believed the revolution to be 
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imminent  ð was the blackest in its existence, but also the 
richest in theoretical reflection.  

Was there a difference in nature between fascism and 
democracy? Was fascism going to develop in all  countries? In this 
case, how could one explain the appearance of left governments of 
the Popular Front variety? What capacities to react did the 
different fractions of the working class still have; to what extent 
could they still resist a generalised offen sive? Were the emerging 
strikes revolutionary in nature? Were they purring off the 
perspective of generalised war? Those were the kinds of questions 
facing the Italian Left, and that had to be answered not only an 
the theoretical level  ð as in its platform , which was based mainly 
on the Italian and German experience  ð but in practice, from day 
to day, in the rush of events that would either confirm or refute 
its analyses.  

For Bilan as for the PCI before the elimination of Bordiga, there 
could be no question of seeing fascism as anything other than a 
form of capitalism. If there was any difference in the two methods 
of running capitalist society, it lay in the change in historic perio d 
opened up by the First World War . In the period of capitalist 
ascendancy in the 19th century, ôdemocracy was the mode of 
operation of the ruling class, which attempted to regulate the 
conflicts between its different factions through the parliamentary 
system. But «there is an irreducible and irreconcilable opposition 
between democracy and the workers position... the condition of life 
for the democratic regime consists precisely in forbidding the 
power of specific groups ». On the other hand, «the foundation of an 
organisation of the working class is a direct challenge to the theory 
of democracy »; and, «from a historical point of view, the opposition 
between ôdemocracy õ and workers organs has expressed itself 
bloodily ». If at that time  the workers movement had an orientation 
«towards the conquest of rights allowing die workers to accede to 
government or state functions... 1914 turned the page on this 
revision of Marxism and betrayal » (3). 

Fascism was a typical product of «capitalism in agony». It marked 
the disappearance of parliamentarism  as die real government of 
die bourgeoisie, whose internal  contradictions had broken  out 
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in a  generalised crisis. War and revolution were pushing the 
ruling class towards political disintegration.  

This was the explanation for fascisms physical attacks against the 
representatives of liberalism or the Socialist Parties  ð «which were 
no longer part of the workers world, but, since  1914, of the 
capitalist world, a fact which they proved by massacring the 
revolutionary proletariat immediately after the war ». The peaceful 
game of ôdemocratic rules had been irremediably disturbed: «If, in 
the part, the conflicts between right and left took place in the 
parliamentary arena, today the decline of capitalism demands 
that they take on a more violent form. » (Bilan no. 9, July 1934, La 

situation en France).  

The development of the fascist parties, their coming to power in 
Italy, Germany, and so in Austria, was not the expression of an 
antagonism between ôfascism on the one ride and democracy an 
the other. The two played a complementary role in opening up 
the counter -revolution. Fascism had been engendered by 
democracy, which ceded power to it legally:  

In Italy, it was a government containing the representa tives of 
democratic antifascism  who stepped aside for a ministry led 
by the fascists, who thus gained a majority  in this antifascist  
and democratic parliament even though the fascists had only 
had a parliamentary group of 40 out of 500 deputies. In 
Germany, it was the antifascist  Von Schleicher who stepped 
aside for Hitler, who had been called in by that other antifascist  
Hindenburg, the chosen man of the democratic and social 
democratic forces.  (Bilan no. 13, Dec. 1934,  òFascisme -démocratie: 

Communisme ó). 

In fact ôfascism was the child of ôdemocracy, or more precisely of 

the left of social democracy. According to Bilan, social democracy 
had to leave government office once its counter -revolutionary 
tasks  had been carried out. By crushing the proletariat physically 
(Germany) or ideologically (Italy) social democracy had done its 
job, and could now make way for fascism to complete the work it 
had began:  

Between democra cy, between its finer flower , Weimar, 
antifascism, there is no real opposition: the one makes it 
possible  to crush the revolutionary men ace, disperses the 
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proleta riat, fags its consciousness; the other, at the end of this 
business, is the iron cla w  of capital, ensuring the rigid unit y of 
capitalist socie ty on the basi s of smothering any threat from 
the prolet ariat . (Bilan no. 16, March 1935, « Lõécrasement du 

prolétariat allemand et l õavènement du fascisme  »). 

But why was it necessary to crush the class  in this way, when 
there was no revolutionary threat in Germany, or even in Austria? 

Bilan pointed to the accelerating preparations for war as the only 
way out of the crisis. This solution was all the more pressing in 
countries like Germany and Italy, who had been fleeced by the 
Versailles treaty and, lacking any colonial outlets, had to launch 
themselves into a new imperialist struggle for the redivision of the 
world. Thus ôfascism corresponded «to the need for an apparatus of 
domination which could not  only repress the resistance or revolt  of 
the oppressed, but which could mobilise the workers for war » (Bilan 

n° 10, August 1934, òLes événements du 30 juin en Allemagne ó). 

This is why, despite the contrasts  and discussions existing inside 
the German and Italian state machines, the dislocation of fascism 
was not on the agenda. Neither the Matteoti affair, nom the 
liquidation of Röhms SA could lead to the internal  collapse of 
fascism:  

There is no reason to suppose that we are seeing a 
weakening of fascism in Germany... on the contrary, this 
repression indicates a considerable strengthening of its 
dictatorship , linked t o real difficulties which it cannot overcome 
without the outb reak  of world war. (Bilan no. 26, January 1936, 

òLõexécution de R. C lausó).* 

The Italian Left did not think that this strengthening of fascism 
meant that capitalism as a whole was moving towards the Nazi or 
Mussolini model. On the contrary, fascism, by giving birth to 
antifascism,  had reinforced the ôdemocratic õ powers. This 
polarisation between fascism and anti -fascism had even shown 
itself to be extremely useful in the ideological mobilisation for the 

next world war. As Bilan pointed out, by raising the specter  of 

                                                           
*
  Rudolf Klaus (1893 -1935), former militant of the KAPD, brave fighter during the  1921  Central  

Germany uprising , condemned to several years of fortress, was since 1929 a permanent activist  of 

the International Red Aid  (Rote Hilfe Deutschlands  (RHD). He was executed at the  Plötzensee 
prison in Berlin.  
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fascism the French and Belgian bourgeoisies had managed to 
strengthen the states preparations for war. The choice between 
capitalism and communism was replaced by the choice between 
dictatorship and democracy.  

We can see, for example , that today, after 14 years of fascism 
in Italy, in a situation of very  sharp inter -imperialist contrasts, 
the fascist movement is not at all  becoming universal and 
that, on the contra ry , the course of events that is leading us 
towards war is taking  place under the b anner of antifascism . 
This is the case in France, and also, despite the total absence 
of the basis  for fascism and antifascism there, in Britain, one 
of the riches t countries in ter ms of its colonial empire. 
Experience is confirming eve ry day that the diver se of fascist 
dictatorial and of liberal -democratic regimes makes it 
possible to place all  the struggles between states under the 
banner of dictatorship vs. democra cy ð the banner under 
which the working masses will be mobilised for the new 
world carnage. (Bilan n° 22, Aug. -Sept. 1935, « Rapport sur la 

situation en Italie  »). 

The generis of the Popular Front in France only confirmed Bilan õs 
analysis. The Fraction pointed out that the reaction of the French 
workers had been diverted by the left and the unions onto the 
terrain of capitalism «because its banner was the defence of the 
republic, of democracy » (Bilan no. 16, Mar ch 1935, òLa grève générale:  

expression de la lutte de classe ó). The fact that the French workers 
were marching under the flag of trade union unity, of the Popular 
Front, under the Tricolour, marked the defeat of the proletariat 
and showed that it was being drawn ineluctably towards war.  

It is under the sign of imposing mass demonstrations that the 
French proletariat is dissolving itself inside the capitalist  
regime. Despite  the fact that there are thousands and thousands of 
workers marching in the streets of Paris, we have to say that in 
France as in Germany there is no longer a proletarian class fighting for 
its own historic interests. The 14 th July marks a decisive moment in the 
process of the dislocation of the proletariat and in the reconstitution of 
the sacrosanct uni ty  of the capitalist Nation. This was a true national 
festival, an official  reconciliation of antagonistic classes, of the exploiters 
and the exploited; it was the triumph of Republicanism, which the 



157 
 

bourgeoisie, for from restraining it with ove rzealous stewa rds, has 
encouraged to the point of apotheosis. The workers thus tolerated the 
Tricolour of their imperialism, sang the ôMarseillaise õ, even applauded 
Daladier, Cot and other capitalist ministers who, with Blum, Cachin 
and the rest solemnly swore give bread to the workers, work to youth 
and peace to the world, in other words, lead, barracks, and 
imperialist war to all . (Bilan n° 21, July -August 1935, òSous le signe du 14 

Juillet ó). 

More than fascism, the meal enemy of the French and Belgian 
proletariat was democracy:  

...Democratic rule is much better adapted to maintaining the privileges 
of the bourgeoisie, because it is much better than fascism at penetrating 
the workers brain, at undermining from within, whereas fascism uses 
violence to cru sh the class maturation that capitalism has not managed 
to do away with. (Bilan n° 22, August 1935 , « Les problèmes de la situation 

en France  »). 

Under the banner of the Popular Front, ôdemocracy bad achieved the 
same result as fascism: the crushing of the French proletariat, its 
disappearance from the historical scene. «The proletariat  momentarily 
no longer exists as a class, as a result of profound world -wide 
defeats. » (Bilan n° 29, March -April 1936, « Lõécrasement du prolétariat français et 

ses enseignements internationaux  »). 

This analysis gave rise to disagreements within the Italian Fraction. A 
minority held that the Popular  Front was bo rn  out of the pressure of 
the class struggle, and expressed a degree of maturation and 
radicalisation of the working class. This was not the opinion of the 
majority, who while not denying the class character of the wildcat 
strikes in Brest and Toulon in 1935, considered that the strikes of 
June 1936 had been diverted onto the terrain of capi talism. In 

Bilan n° 31 (May -June 1936) the majority wrote:  

...the Popular Front can only represent a f orm of capitalist rule, 
the f orm which best corresponds to the interests of the 
bourgeoisie. F ar from facilitating the outbreak of workers 
struggles, its job is t o dragoon the workers from the first day 
of its arrival  in power, and even before that.  

Bilan õs analysis did no t denie  the power of the strikes. It not ed 
that the French strikes had b roken out «rather like the strikes of 
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May 36 in Belgium: outside and against the unions, in short as 

wildcat movements » (Bilan n° 31, òLa victoire électorale du Front 
Populaire en France ó). Without making concessions to the 
enthusiasm of the Trotskyist groups who saw there strikes as the 
begin ning of the ôFrench revolution, the Italian Fraction observed 
that «the enthusiasm élan of the proletarians bas been struck to 
the back of the Tricolour, thus undermining their real 
significance »; that «the occupation of the factories bas been carried 
out under strict union discipline: ônot one boit must go missing ». In 
conclusion, Bilan argued that «there has been room neither for a 
new consciousness nor for a new form of organisation, whereas the 
influence of the capitalist parties and the grip of the CGT have 
been considerably reinforced ». (Bilan n° 32, June -July  1936, « Le 

prolétariat a répondu au Front Populaire  »). 

The French bourgeoisie had thus succeeded in channelling the 
strike movement to its own advantage.  

The Popular Front, fat from being an «expression of the weakness 
of the French bourgeoisie », was, on  the contrary, «an expression of 

strength » (Bilan n° 32,  op. cit.). The mobilisation of the workers of 
France behind the Popular Front, which was developing a whole 
programme of rearmament, was thus underway. When the Popular 
Front was eliminated from the government, and the repression 
starred in earnest  ð such as the shootings at Clichy and the 

banning of the general strike of 30 November 1938  ð Bilan 
concluded that the left had fully competed its task  of demobilising 
the class . Fascism in Italy and Germany would be strengthened by 
this:  

The Popular Front,  through its struggle against the French 
proletariat, has thus deprived the workers of Italy and 
Germany of the only help  that could support them in the 
ferocious struggle against fascism; it is the direct auxilia ry  of 
Mussolini and Hitler. (Bilan n° 40, April -May 1937, òPremier mai 

1937ó). 

But for Bilan, more than the Popular Front, it was Russia which 
played the decisive role in the triumph of the counter -revolution. 

On the ideological level, «the r ole of Russia has done more to kill 
the idea of the proletarian revolution, of the proletarian state, 



159 
 

than any ferocious repression by capitalism » (Bilan n° 17, April 1935, 

òDe la Commune de Paris à la Commune russe ó). 

For Bilan, the Russian state still had a dual nature: proletarian, 
by its origins, in the Russian framework; and capitalist because of 

its membership of «alliances for the war » (Bilan no. 2). Its 
recognition as a state by the USA, its adherence to the League of 
Natio ns, marked an acceleration of preparations for war. «Russiaõs 
entry into the League of Nations immediately poses the question of 
Russiaõs participation in one of the imperialist blocs for the next 
war. » Consequently, the Italian Left, unlike the Trotskyist s, 
rejected any defence of the USSR: «The duty of the workers of the 
whole world is thus to wage an equal and simultaneous struggle 
against it, as against the other states. » (Bilan no. 2, December 1933, 

« Une victoire de la contre -révolution mondiale : les États -Unis  reconnaissent 
lõUnion soviétique  »). 

In 1935, when Stalin recognised as positive the Laval 
governments preparations for war ñ a statement immediately 
supported by the PCF  ð the Italian Fraction had no further 
hesitation in breaking officially all its links with the Communist 
Parties.  

Until 1935, the Italian Fraction had continued  to call itself «the 
Left Fraction of the Communist Party of Italy ». It was more as a 
reference t o the revolutionary past of the party, to Bordiga õs day, 
than because of a belief in the revolutionary nature of the PCI, that 
the Fraction maintained this name after 1928. The opening up of 
a period of counter -revolution, the long series of defeats since  
1927, convinced the Italian Fraction that there was no longer any 
hope of reconquering the Italian Party by eliminating its ôcentrist 
leadership. To maintain any reference to the PCI in the present 
conditions, when the CPs were supporting the principle  of national 
defence, and when Russia was integrating itself into the web of 
alliances, appeared more and more of an anachronism to the 
majority of the Fractions militants.  

 

The Fraction õs 1935 Congress  

The Congress of the Italian Fraction held in Brussels in autumn 
1935 thus had the task  off setting this question. A minority 
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represented above all by the central organs (executive 
commission), out of loyalty to the past, but above all to conserve 
an organi c link with the Communist International as it had been 
at the beginning, remained hesitant. It was afraid that to suppress 
the term «Fraction of the PCI » would give rise within the 
organisation to hopes of proclaiming the party, whereas it was 
clear that t he period was not a revolutionary one.  

In order to prepare the Congress, Vercesi was given the job of 
writing a draft resolution on the problems of organisation. This 
draft, published under the name of Alphonse, sought to mark the 
definitive closing of a whole historical period; it underlined the 
fact that the CPs had become part of «the concert of the counter -
revolution » and thus that the re was no possibility of regenerating 
them. This was a crucial text in the life of the Fraction, which is 
why it is necessary to quote it at length. It declared:  

¶  That in 1933, with the death of the Third International, 
came the definite closure of the phase which posed the 
possibili ty  of the regeneration of the Comintern thanks to the 
victory  of the prolet arian  revolution in a sector of capitalism, 
a victo ry  whose precondition would have been the conques t of 
the leadership of the struggle by the le ft. 

¶  That the centrist parties, still organically  linked to the co rpse 
of the Third international, are al ready operating in the concert 
of the counter -revolution, today  presenting their candidature 
for the r ole of direct organs of impe rialism in order to drag t he 
proleta riat into the a byss of impe rialist war.  

¶  The Fraction declares that the phase envisaged in 1928, of a 
possible regeneration of the parties and of the Comintern, is 
now closed, and consequently that:  

¶  the Left Fraction takes on the task of reconstructing, 
independently, and exclusively aro und itself, the communist 
part y of tomorrow, through its work of training militants;  

¶  the only elements who can adhere to the Left Fraction of the 
PCI are these who accept the texts adopted by the Pantin 
Conference and who recognise as an essential task the 
critical examination of the whole expedience  of the Third 
International, of the degenerated prolet arian  state, in order to 
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elaborate, in a more advanced historical direction, the 
material for the world party  of tomorrow »). (Bilan no. 18, April -

May 1935, «Projet de résolution sur les problèmes dõorganisation», by 
Alphonse).  

A discussion opened up prior to the Congress on the need to 
suppress the reference to the PCI; and on  the moment for founding 
the party, which the resolution placed solely in the hands of the 
Fraction.  

A Manifest o, written by Vercesi in the name of the Fraction, dared 
21 July and distributed in French to the workers of France and 
Belgium, called on then to leave the Communist Parties  
immediately. It called on then to «fight against all fatherlands: 
fascist, democratic, or Soviet ». But, above all, it proclaimed: «Not 
one more minute in these instruments of the world -wide counter -
revolution », in the CPs who had been «reconciled with the  
interests of world capitalism ». (Bilan no. 23, Sept .-Oct . 1935, « En 

dehors des partis communistes devenus des instruments du capitalisme 
mondial  »). 

The invitation to leave the CPs was also, logically, an invitation to 
get rid of the reference to the PCI. This was the conclusion drawn 
by Vercesi, supported by the organisation õs rank and file:  

...On the ver y terrain of the process of the formation of 
tomorrow õs party , there has been a profound modification 
which should be recognised by changing the name of our 
organisation; we can no longer refer to a part » which has gone 
over to capitalism, a part y which has  taken on an equivalent 
function to capitalism impreparing the war... for this reason, I 
propose that the Congress adopts the name Italian Fraction of 
the Communist Left . (Bilan, op. cit.).  

This view was not shared by a number of militants with positions 
of responsibility in the organisation, such as Jacobs, Pieri and 
Bianco, who thought that «the reference to the PCI did not 
constitute any obstacle to the future functioning of the Fraction », 
and even that it would facilitate «the development of the Fractions 
militants who, in Italy tomorrow, will reconstitute the real 
communist party in the revolutionary tempest ». More important 
than the name, for them, was the need to affirm that the party 
could not emerge from nowhere, that the Fraction whic h would 
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form it was necessarily linked to the old parties of the Comintern. 
They added that this reference was «still linked to a historic body 
which,  with the foundation of the party at Livorno and the civil 
war that followed, was rooted in the body of th e Italian 
proletariat ». 

In fact this minority, composed of the most  experienced militants in 
the Fraction, was afraid that the organisation would imitate 
Trotsky and the Trotskyists and proclaim the party in a 
historically unfavourable moment. As Jacobs put it: òTo believe 
that the Fraction could lead movements of proletarian 
desperation would be to compromise its intervention in the events 
of tomorrow ». On the other hand «keeping the term PCI means 
proclaiming our will to maintain the Fraction until events make in 
possible to transform it into a party... » 

This fear seemed to be based on the intervention of militants like 
Candiani who affirmed that «the party retains its function through 
a theoretical and organic activity equally in a depressive period »; 
that the Manifesto of the Congress was «the indication that one 
period was closing and another opening, one with the possibility 
of political work ». 

In order to close the debate, three motions were submitted to the 
Congress:  

¶  Vercesiõs motion. It declared essentially that the Congress 
had to consider that «the process of transforming the 
fraction into the party is the same as the transformation of 
the present reactionary situation into a new revolutionary 
situation ». But the motion added, paradoxic ally, that «each 
moment of the present situation is a step towards our 
inevitable transformation into a party », 

¶  The motion from Jacobs, Pieri, Bianco. It asserted that «It 
is only in the course of the war, in a situation which 
contains a perspective of revolutionary movements, that 
the Fraction can take up  positions directly oriented towards 
its transformation into a party »; 

Å The motion from Candiani, Gatto Mammone, Piero. òThe 
Congress considers ... that it can no longer cal itself the 
fraction of a party which has definitively gone over to the 
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ranks of the enemy, and decides on the denomination Italia n 
Fraction of the Communist Leftó. 

In order to avoid divisions in the orga nisation, Vercesi withdrew 
his resolution in favour of the one from Gatto, Piero, Candiani, but 
proposed the following amendment:  

The Congress of the Fraction conceives this process of its 
transformation into a part, solely through the triumph of its 
posit ions, of its cadres and the expulsion of all the Socialist, 
Centrist and other currents from the working -class . It is only 
on this basis  that it can intervene in class conflicts and during 
the course of the war.  

This resolution was adopted by a very small majority of delegates (8 
votes to 7). But this was the way in which the name of the Fraction 
was changed, responding to the wish of the majority of militants; 
while at the same time it reaffirmed the Italian Left s position 
that the party could only be bo rn  in a revolutionary period, which 
it thought would came out of the war.  

As we will see later on, the differences were far from having been 
absorbed; they would reappear at the time of the war in Spain and 
up until World War II, leading to major splits.  

In fact the Congress minority  ð which perhaps represented the 
majority of the organisation in 1935  ð did not understand that 
the historic period opened in 1927 -33 was one of profound 
reflux. Very  dynamic, often impatient and voluntarist (some of 

its leading members had came out of òLe Réveil  Communiste ó), 
it thought that the perspective was one of developing class 
struggles with a revolutionary content. Although it subscribed to 
the analysis of the Fraction, it did not really believe that war was 
inevitable. This was the minority which in 1936 was to split after 
serving in the POUM militias, finally ending up in Union 
Communiste.  

The Congress majority, on the other hand, was much more 
prudent. It considered that the counter revolutionary course could 
only be broken by the war. Less ôinterventionist , no doubt 
expressing a certain inward -looking attitude, it believed that the 
primordial task , in order to prepare the future, was to make a 
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balance sheet of the revolutionary period opened up by the 
Russian revolution.  

The evolution of the Italian Fraction, especially after 1937, showed 
that the two tendencies often intermingled. One saw the war in 
Spain as the opening act of the world revolution; the other saw 
ôlocal wars as expressing the exacerbation of conflicts between 
bourgeoisie and proletariat, and that this also would lead to the 
proletarian revolution.  

However, the Fractions Congress clearly affirmed that the 
perspective was one of war. The Italian Abyssinian  conflict was a 
decisive step towards a world conflagration. This particular war was 
the only passable response of a weak capitalism, literally at the 

end of its tether and ready for any adventure. But, for Bilan, Italyõs 
entry into this war mirr ored  the situation of world capitalism as a 
whole.  

However, although it saw no sign of a revolutionary resurgence 
in Europe, despite the strikes in Belgium, France, Britain and 
America, and although it considered that despair reigned aver the 
class, the Fr action made an exception for Italy. This ôsick man of 
Europe õ had crushed the proletariat physically, but not 
ideologically. The report presented at the Congress by Jacobs saw 
in the existence of  the Fraction, the only organisation defending 
intransigent revolutionary positions, the undeniable sign of the 
class consciousness of the Italian working class:  

The fact that the Left Fraction is isolated today , as were the 
Bolsheviks before the war, coul d indicate that the conditions 
for a revolutionary maturation exist only in Italy today . 

The task  of the Fraction was therefore full of responsibilities for the 
future, because «this element of consciousness depends entirely 
upon the capacity or incapacity of the Marxist nucleus of the 
proletariat to act upon the historic situation of the working class. » 
(Bilan no. 17, April 1935, « Projet de résolution  sur les problèmes de la 

fraction de gauche  »). But, when there was an upsurge of the Italian 
workers in 1943, the Left Fraction failed to arrive at the rendez -
vous...  

The Fraction isolated  
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Indeed, the Italian Fraction of the Communist Left, up until the 
war, and particularly between 1933 and 1936, could have no 
doubts about its tragic isolation. The pressures of a period in 
which each defeat was presented as a victory by the various 
parties which had an influence over the working class , led little 
by little to a break, or at least a weakening of contacts with the 
workers milieu, and even with the weak revolutionary milieu.  

At this point the Fraction seems to have maintained its 
membership, which in 1936 was probably no more than 60 -70 
militants. Though some of them had left, others  ð coming fro m 
Union Communiste  ð had joined the Fraction, refusing to support 
any position smacking of antifascism or ôcritical support for the 
Popular Front.  

Material difficulties weighed heavily an mass of the militants, 
the immense majority of whom were  workers. Unemployment 
added a greater and greater burden to their already mediocre 
living standards. In Belgium and France, deportation was often the 
common lot of these Italian émigrés. In Belgium, the mere 

possession of Prometeo could lead to being searc hed over and 
over again. It was only Vercesi õs good relations with the Socialist 
leaders which could, to a very slight extent, protect the best known 
ôBordigist õ workers from the most  drastic police measures in 
Belgium(4).  

When they were nom under surveillance by the local police, they 
were watched by the Italian OVRA, which was present in Paris and 
Brussels and spied vigilantly on the mem bers of the Italian 
Fraction. It is very probable that in Brussels a spy of the Italian  
police kept the Fractions activities under permanent observation, 
even penetrating the section meetings (5).  

On top of the OVRA theme was the Russian CPU. The GPU õs 
special weapon was Ersilio Ambrogi, an old militant of the Italian 
Left. Returning from Berlin to Moscow in 1932, he quickly 
capitulated. His former role as a divisional general of the CPU 
made it easier for this police organ to hold him in its clutches. 
Threats to deport his second wife and  his son did the test. Having 
been expelled from the Russian CP, in March 1932 he asked to be 
reintegrated. In a letter addressed to the partyõs control 
commission, he claimed that «the experience of the undeniable 
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successes achieved, the giant progress in  the industrialisation of 
agriculture, the control of the countryside thus assured, the 
tendency for classes to disappear » had pushed him to me -
examine the situation. This letter was obviously written under 
constraint. The «progress » of Stalinist agricultu re would make one 
laugh if one didnõt know that Ambrogi, like many other militants 
exiled in Russia, bad been led to capitulate and renege on his real 
beliefs. In a last gasp of rebellion he concluded  ð in an expression 
with a double meaning  ð that he did nor «intend to reject 
responsibility for his part fractional activity ». The references he 
made to the IInd Congress of the Comintern and the 21 
conditions, about which the Stalinist Comintern was making «a 
redoubled campaign for their application » were of a similar kind 
(see Bilan no. 6, April 1934, òMaxim o rejoint le front de la contre -révolution 

centrist eó).* 

Bilan recognised that «Maximo has dissipated the equivocation 
that has  lasted two years by totally menacing the positions of the 
Left ». 

Two years later, Ambrogi, no doubt with the GPUs agreement, 
made contact with the Italian consulate in Moscow. He obtained 
authorisation to go to Belgium, his archives to be sent by 
diplomatic channels. The Fraction refused any contact with him, 
knowing hi m to be a double agent. He was under surveillance 
both by the CPU and the OVRA. In 1940 he wrote in a Belgian 
newspaper an article eulogising fascism. Returning to Italy in 
1942, he was acquitted, but was then deported to Germany. In 
1956, he was a member of the Italian CP.(6).  

This itinerary was not fortuitous. It was symbolic. Ambrogi reflects 
a whole epoch of the suffocation of the revolutionary epoch of the 
20s, an epoch which de liberated the small revolutionary milieu. 
Rather than loyalty to the revolutionary positions of the part, 

desertions if not betrayals were the norm. In October 1934, Bilan, 
addressing itself to its readers, bitterly recognised this fact:  

                                                           
*
 Siehe den im Mai 1934 von Ambrogi geschr ieben Dokument: ăȳɌ ɑɐɔəɝɞɎɚ 
ȻɌɜɞɔɔò (Für die Einheit der Partei! ), in  ăSammlung Ersilio Ambrogi (1922 -

1934)ò, BDIC Nanterre (Kennziffer: F Ǥ Res 455) . 
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Our isolation is t hus accentuated in proportion to the debacle 
along the entire workers front. Some w ant at any cost to save 
this degenerated state from a definitive collapse, and in so 
doing became allies of social -democracy ; others leave the 
terrain of struggle and wallon) in indifference . (Bilan no. 12, 

October 1934).  

As the USSR and the CPs integrated themselves into the 
preparations for war, the position of the  Italian Left became more 
difficult. It was subjected to the repression not only of the 
ôdemocratic or  ôfascist  police, but also to that of the CPs (7). In 
Russia, a militant of the Italian Left  ð despite the Fractions 
campaign to get him freed (8)  ð Luigi Calligaris ð disappeared in a 
concentration camp. In countries like France and Belgium, the 
Italian militants were denounced in meetings or demonstrations 
by the PCI, the PCF or the PCB as ôBordigo -fascists õ and were often 
subjected to physical violence and even death threats by Stalinist 
shock -troops.  

 
Luigi Calligaris, shot  on 14 Sept. 1937 in the Sibirian  Gulag ( Severo -Vostoľnyj).  

[http://www.memorialitalia.it/archivio_mem/gulag/gulag/frameset_ita.html ]  

As for gaining an influence in the mass organisations, this 
became impossible. With mast of them expelled from the PCI 
between 1926 and 1929, they were simultaneously driven out of 
the unions. This was the case for example with Bruno Proserpio 
(known as òMilaneseó), a militant of the Fraction in Marchienne -
au -Pont (Belgium), expelled in 1929 from the PCI and the union. 
Political refugees, often illegal, threatened with deportation at any 
moment, the militants tried to find help from ôSecours Rougeõ. 
Expelled from Luxemburg in 1930, ôMilanese õ was able to enter 
France thanks to this organisation. But very quickly militants 

http://www.memorialitalia.it/archivio_mem/gulag/gulag/frameset_ita.html
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were expelled from it even though International Red Aid  claimed to 
be open to all working class victims of repression. Subjected to the 
control of the Stalinist Comintern, it would only defend and 
materially aid those who submitted to the directives of the CPs (9).  

This political (rather than physical) isolation from the working 
class was manifested in the mast striking way in the a bsence of 
any links with proletarian youth. In Liebknechtõs words, the latter 
was the flame of the revolution, but it was generally missing from 
the ranks of the Fraction. Most of the militants were between 30 
and 50 years old; new blood was nor flowing in as it did during 
the revolutionary period of 1917 -23 (10).  

This indifference of working class youth towards revolutionary 
activity  ð which sometimes took the form of hostility to the old 
revolu tionaries «who had become objects of contempt for young 
workers,  and sometimes victims of their fanatical blindness » (11) ð 
was also the fruit of the period of counter revolution. The young 
were left to themselves and became factors in the spread of anti -
working class ideas and illusions:  

Under  the impulse of October 1917, working  class youth 
radiated round the world the hopes raised by this great victo ry  
of the world proletariat. When the latter went through its first 
defeats, the young people tended to withdraw into themselves 
and as defeat followed defeat, as the resulting political 
divisions multiplied and as the length and intensi ty  of the 
crisis ravaged the workers ranks, the youth was first seized  
by disquiet, then by indifference, and was finally completely 
dis oriented, falling into the prevailing atmo sphere of action for 
actionõs sake as peddled by the reactio nary  organisations.  

Finding itself alone, left to itself in the face of an extremely 
complex situation, unused to theoretical work and feverishly 
looking for an activi ty  which would allow it to forget reali ty , 
the youth easily became an element in the acceleration, 
maturation  and triumph of the objectives of the capitalist class. 
(Bilan no. 12, October 1934, «Le problème de la jeunesse » by Hilden ( Henri 

Heerbran t). 
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Henri Heerbrant (1912 -1982), about 1970 , former member of the Belgian Co mmunist Fraction , and 

Dadaistic surrealer painter : http://www.heerbrant.be/Henri%20Heerbrant/index.html  

In such a situation, it was understandable that militants close to 
the Fraction should give into despair and fall into unthought -out 
actions. This was the case with Guido Beiso  (1902 -?), a former PCI 
militant, responsible for its activities in France. He had been 
accused by the PCI of being an agent provocateur. Hostile to the 
policies  of Stalin who had signed the celebrated pact with Pierre 
Laval, and sympathetic to the positions of the ôBordigists õ, he was 
expelled from the party. Enraged by the accusations against him, 
in August 1935 he shot down the PCI õs leader in Paris, Camillo 
Montanari  (alias  «Agostino») (1900 -1935) . Sentenced (9th  June 1936) to 
five years in gaol, be was only defended by the Fraction; the 
Trotskyists did not solidarise with him . Nevertheless the case of 
the former òcomrade Beisoó remained very suspicious. Interned in 
1940 in the French concentration camp of Le Vernet  (Ariège), Beiso 
was pardoned by the fascist authorities, and  could return to Italy , 
where nobody more heard about him . (12). 

Such an act showed the pressures and hostilities faced by 
revolution ary militants who refused to go along with the ride. The 
weakest often responded to their isolation with acts of despair.  

The Left Fraction was perfectly conscious of this dramatic, stifling 
situation and did nor seek to bide it. Its isolation was the pric e it 
had to pay for not reneging on its positions; its activity had to be 
restricted to propaganda in an increasingly restricted milieu:  

Itõs clear that at the present time we can only propagate 
political positions without the proletariat having the possibili ty  

http://www.heerbrant.be/Henri%20Heerbrant/index.html
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of applying them. This does not mean that our positions are 
wrong, but just that it is necessa ry  to tear the masses away  
from the capitalist influences which are dissolving them... if 
there is one chance of avoiding the massacres of a new war 
and of unleashing an insurrectio nary  struggle, it resides in 
the strict maintenance of the principled positions of 
communism, which the van guard will have to have 
succeeded in linking to wide scale  movements of struggle. 
(Bilan no. 12, October 1934 , « Le problème de la Sarre: Non! Non! Non!ó). 

Resignations, betrayals, the hostile atmosphere weighing on the 
Fraction within the working class, could however nor get the better 
of militants hardened by revaluation and repression. While the 
Fraction was composed of workers, it was nor ôworkeris tõ. It had 
been solidified as much by its part as by its theoretical 
framework. Working  nor for the immediate but for the future, it 
thought  ð following the Russian example  ð that only a war could 
raise it out of obscurity by provoking the revolution. Far from 
flattering this or that action of the workers, which tended to end in 
yet another retreat, in yet another procession behind the Tricolour 
and in expressions of anti -German chauvinism, it always held on 
to a critical analysis of events. «The reconstruction of the 
working class, thrown into disarray by the bourgeoisie » could 
only came  through the revolutionary seizure of power.  

The Fraction saw this resurgence of the revolutionary class 
coming essentially out of the struggle on the  economic terrain, 
through the defensive general strike «against wage reductions 
and threats to the  worker s gains », an the condition that this was 
not used by the governments of the Popular Front, who would 
inevitably turn it against the proletariat. The failure of the strikes 
in Belgium and France in 1936 seemed to the Fraction to be the 
crowning glory of cap italisms victory banquet.  

The central activity was therefore the political preparation of 
working class  militants through the development of the Fractions 
influence in the small revolutionary milieu. Far from theorising 

its isolation, Bilan dedicated itself to discussion and the 
confrontation of its positions with other political groups situating 
themselves outside Stalinism and social -democracy. Such groups 
would have to show a great deal of political clarity and a real will 
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to discuss for a  community of work to be established between 
them and the Italian Left.  

Discussions with Union communiste  

In 1933, however, it was less the Italian Left that would polarise 
revolutionary militants than the Opposition, who even managed to 
provoke a split by two militants of the Paris section: ôMathieu õ 
(pseudonym of  Severino  Aldovini (1902 -?)) and ôGandiõ (Giovanni 

Campeggi (1901 -1967) ), who published an ephemeral bulletin (3 

issues): Pour la Renaissance communiste. This split took place on 
the basis  of defining Russia as state capitalist. The regroupment 
that began to take place around Union Communiste seemed to 
offer them a wider field for intervention. Their attempts to get 
their positions across within this new organisation ended in 
failure, and these two militants withdrew from political life.  

The year 1933, the year of defeat in Germany, was rich in splits 
from Trotskyism. Faced with Trotskyõs attempts to proclaim a  IVth 
International (13) and to work with left social -democracy, then 
with right -wing social -democracy in practising ôentrism, half of 
the French Communist League split. 35 militants  joined the first 
Union Communiste formed by Henri Chazé (Gaston Davoust) and 
the XVth rayon (Courbevoie, Nanterre) with Bagnolet õs opposition. 
This group, which lasted until the war, became the most  important 
numerically, having more members than the Italian Left and the 
small Trotskyist group reduced to a handful by the split (14). 

While the Fraction intervened orally at the regroupment 
conference, contact between the two organisations remained 
very difficult. In its first issues, Union Communiste could 
hardly be distinguished from Trotskyism, except that it criticised 
its haste to form the IVth International. Like Trotsky, it criticised 
the SP and the CP for not carrying out the united front against 
fascism. During the events of February 1934, it called for worker s 
militias and reproached these two parties for not setting them up 
to fight fascism. In April 1934, it noted with satisfaction that the 
Socialist Left was «taking up a revolutionary attitude ». Vis -à-vis 

democracy, no. 3 of LõInternationale , organ of Union  Communiste, 
affirmed that it was for the defence of threatened democratic 
freedoms, and for a partial defence of French bourgeois 
democracy. In 1935, at the t ime of the Stalin -Laval pact, it made 



172 
 

contact with La Révolution prolétarienne , some pacifists  and the 
Trotskyist groups, calling for these elements to c ome together in 
a new Zimmerwald. In 1936, it participated on a consultative 
basis  in the creation of the new Trotskyist party (Parti Ouvrier 
Internationaliste).  

An evolution took place in Union Communiste when it began to 
question antifascism and refused any indirect support for the 
Popular Front, which it defined  as the ideal instrument of the 
bourgeoisie.  

Similarly, there was a rapid evaluation on the Russian qu estion in 
the group, which was animated by Henri Chazé, Lastérade (Jean 

Lastérade de Chavigny (1910 -1986) and Laroche  (Szajko Schönberg (1903 -1975) . 
It rejected any defence of the USSR, denouncing the «Russian 
bureaucracy » as a new bourgeoisie.  

The Italian Fraction followed the evolution of Union Communiste 
with a good deal of distrust. The splits that took place in Union 
Communiste towards left social -democracy, its activism in the 
committees against the Union Sacrée, in fronts englobing 
anarchi sts and Trotskyists within the Technicians Federations in 
which Chazé was active, none of this seemed very encouraging to 

Bilan. The latter noted that «... the Union bas endlessly called for 
ôcoming together, symbols of confusion and mystification », and it 
asked whether UC warned to «finish with zigzags and vacillation ». 
In 1936 it concluded that while it was possible to discuss with the 

Internationale group, there was no possibility of joint work:  

...at present we see no possibility of establishing  a serious 
communi ty  of work with the Union. We are and will remain 
fully prepared to discuss with it, so that the comrades of the 
Union and also our own comrades can draw some cla rity  out 
of such polemics. (Bilan no. 29, March -April 1936, « Lõécrasement 

du prolétariat français et ses enseignements internationaux  », report 
for discussion by Jacobs).  

UC was also very distrustful towards Bilan. Internationale saw in 
the Fraction õs attitude an excess of pride, as the implacable 
messianism of Italia n immigrants:  

... the Bordigists declare themselves to be virtually predestined 
to become the nucleus of the future international organisation 
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just because th ey are Italians, an d thus armed with an 
unequalled experience and political -doctrinal framework. 
(Bulletin  dõinformations et de liaisons, no. 2, November 1935).  

Equally difficult were the relations with the American groups 
which had moved away from official  Trotskyism.  

The Communist League of Struggle  

The first group, Communist League of Struggle, had emerged in 
1931 out of a split  with James Cannon õs group, which represented 
official Trotskyism. This group, led by Vera Buch  and Albert 
Weisbord, had made contact with all the groups opposed to 
Trotsky in order to create a left communist international 
organisation. It contacted the New York Federation, and even sent 
delegates to Europe to discuss both with the Italian Left and the 

Union Communiste. In 1935, it proposed to Bilan an 
international conference, with which the  Fraction refused to 
associate.  

                                                    
                       Albert Weisbord                                                                  Vera Buch - Weisbord  

[Vera Buch ï Weisbord, A radical Life, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1977] 

The Communist League of Struggle accused the ôBordigists of 
isolating themselves:  

In refusing to associate yourselves in any w ay with other 
groups, the Italian Fraction is condemning itself to live in 
isolation, detached not only from the activities of other 
oppositional groups, even those which are quite close to you 
in certain areas, but also detached from the activities of the 
working  class  in s o far as these activities appear in its political 
organisations. (Vera Buch  in Bilan no. 26, Dec . 1935).  

In fact there were profound  disagreements. The Communist 
League defended the regime of the Negus at the time of the Italian -
Abyssinian war, in the name of the principle of national liberation 
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struggles. Supporting the USSR, it back up Trotskyõs theses on the 
òPermanent revolution ó, which affirmed the possibility of bourgeois 
revolutions supported by Russia, a country whose economy was 
socialis t and  ôproletarian in content.  

While the Italian Left did not refuse to discuss and polemics, it 
did reject any voluntarist attempt to  create international 
oppositions, blocs of alliances aimed at artificially proclaiming new 
Internationals. The experience of its work with the International 
Left Opposition had convinced it that such methods could only 
lead to confusion, as long as the new  questions arising out of the 
defeats in Russia and Germany had not  been clarified and 
deepened to their very roots:  

We categorically refuse to collaborate in any initiative to form 
an international organisation, if we are not guaranteed 
against the repetition of the numerous enterprises of 
confusion which have infected the Communist movement in 
recent  year s. 

Despite our  refusa l to participate in such a conference, and as 
long as you continue your principled struggle against the two  
existing Internationals and all  the currents attached to them 
(even the extreme le ft of Trotskyism), we still consider it 
useful to carry on a polemic between the t wo organisations 
on the problems posed to the proletariat. (òReply by the Fraction ó, 

Jacobs, Bilan no. 26).  

 

The Revolutionary Workers õ League and Hugo Oehler  

The second group, a spur from the Trotskyist Workers Party in 
1935, founded by Hugo Oehler  (1903 -1983)  (hence the label Oehlerism or 

Oehlerites  given to it by Trotsky)  called itself th e Revolutionary 
Workers League.  Their  second remarkable leader  was the American 
Russell  Blackwell (1904 -1969) [alias òRosalio Negreteó] which had 
created in 1929 a t rotskyst  fraction  within the Mexican Communist 
Party and stood in 1936 in Barcelona in close contact with the 
POUM.  
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Russell Blackwell, around 1935.  Volunteer, like Hugo Oehler (pen name of Edward Oler), of the Abraham 

Lincoln Brigade, he fought 1936 -37 in the ranks of the POUM and the "Amigos de Durruti".  Under arrest and 

tortured by the Stalinists after May 1937, he could return alive to the USA. In the 60s he was an activist  of 

the "Libertarian League" , founded by Sam Dolgoff and others in  New York City  in 1954 . 

 
"Revolt", RWL õs paper, Dec., 1940, campaign ed  for òrevolutionary defeatism ó in the USA. This magazine 

appeared in 1938 when Thomas Stamm, a rival  of Hugo Oehler, formed  a second RWL . 

It published a paper called Fighting Workers and declared itself to 
be a partisan of the IVth International. Very activist, it had 
presented a candi date to the 1936 presidential election. It 
declared itself in favour of the defence of the USSR, where «the 
dictatorship of the proletariat remains ». Its position on Russia was 
very contradictory. It defined it as bourgeois: «In the hands of the 
Stalinists, the state is constituted by a political, industrial 


