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Abstxact 

Despite the recognized importance, Croce's role under 

the fascist regime has received only episodic attention. 

This has left an impoverished image of Croce's 

anti-fascism, and favoured in some cases the inaccurate 

repetition that Croce was an early supporter of fascism, 

and only later became an opponent of Mussolini, limiting, 

however, his opposition solely to cultural matters. 

This dissertation challenges that view, and argues that 

Croce's benevolence to the Mussolini government was short 

and always vigilant, and his contribution to the 

anti-fascist struggle was manifold and was expxessed in 

public and private initiatives. The thesis is based on 

previously unexamined archiva1 sources and Croce's 

diaries, and relies on Croce's political and historical 

writings, hi8 published correspondence and the memoirs of 

his contemporaries. In its central part the narration 

follows a year by year approach in an attempt to show the 

connections between political aspirations and cultural 

activities. 

The archival sources demonstrate that the fascist 

authorities regarded Croce as an enemy of the regime, and 

ordered the police and employed spies to keep his house, 

mail and movements under surveillance. Croce's diaries and 

police records show that Croce during the fascist regime 



was in contact with the most important leaders of the 

democratic underground movements, and, for his part, was at 

the centre of a loose network of small but influential 

anti-fascist groups, scattered in the major Italian 

cities, keeping alive the flame of freedom in various 

ways. The evidence clearly suggests that a few of Croce's 

books, for the ideas they promoted, for the success they 

enjoyed and the reactions they generated, assumed the 

functions of political manifestos, both for Mussolini's 

followers and for the opposition movements. 

The new and old documents lead to the conclusion that 

under the fascist regime Croce offered an example of 

political and intellectual coherence; the publication of 

his books and his periodical played a fundamental role in 

defending and promoting the ideals of the Italian 

Risorgimento, and inspiring many young people to 

anti-fascist Resistance. 
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Introduction: The Debate on Crocels Role Under Fascism 

Benedetto Croce was one of the greatest Italian and 

European intellectuals of this century, and one of the few 

Italians to have made an original contribution to modern 

philosophy. With the frequent publications of his books and 

the regular presence of his own bi-monthly periodical, 

Croce dominated the Italian literary landscape for more 

than fifty years, at the end leaving a mountain of books, 

impressive for quantity and quality. He brought a new 

vitality to Italian culture, pointing in new directions, 

that assured the revival of idealism, and undermined the 

dominance of positivism. Il} 

His ideas opened new ground in philosophical theory and 

introduced different methods of critical analysis, 

providing new concepts in literature, historiography and 

even political science. At the same time Croce offered 

successful examples and fruitful applications of his 

theories, putting into practice h i s  ideas especially in 

literary criticism and historieal interpretation. Some of 

his books became popular and a few even achieved the status 

of bestsellers. As a result, Croce's intellectual and 

soci~ll influence on Italian society has been enonnous, 

giving him a position of moral leadership outside of 

cultural affairs. During the fascist regime, when political 

parties were banned and freedom of expression ended, Croce 



emerged as the custodian of the Risorgimento liberal 

tradition, becoming the conscience of Italian anti-fascism 

and the symbol of the Resistance ta the dictatorship of 

Mussolini. (21 

This part of Croce's life and the political role it 

played, was greatly praised in his time; was challenged and 

even denigrated after the war by hi s  political opponents; 

and continues to be celebrated, once in a while, at the 

appropriate anniversaries. But that role, until now, has 

received only episodic attention and has not been narrated 

in full detail. Moreover this lack of critical 

investigation has left an inipoveriehed image of Croce's 

anti-fascism. On the occasions when it is remembered, 

Croce's contribution to the struggle against Mussolini's 

dictatorship is often reduced to the writing of two 

historical books and the making of one speech in the 

Senate, as if he had not done anything else of political 

importance during those years. 

Given Croce's central position in ftalian intellectual 

life, it was natural for scholars to pay greater attention 

to his cultural activity than to his political involvement. 

As a result, despite the amount of scholarship fifling 

library shelves on Croce's philosophical systern, 

misunderstandings about his political activities sti l l  

persist, and inaccuracies about his social life are often 



repeated. This alone, not to mention the presence of 

docunents not available in the past, points to the need for 

a new study of Croce's political and social activities, 

which would attempt to clarify the traditional 

misconceptions, and appreciate in a fuller way Croce's role 

under the fascist regime, with its shadows and its lights. 

Using the new documentation and reading his old books 

with vigilant sympathy, a closer scrutiny of his 

multi-faceted activity during that period may show that 

Croce's benevolence toward Mussolini was rather short, his 

resistance to the fascist regime was active and not 

passive, and his opposition to the dictatorship wa8 both 

cultural and political. 

Croce's political activities deserve closer attention 

than they have received until now for several reasons. In 

the general view, and with justification, Croce is a 

towering figure for his contribution to Italian culture, 

and this has tended to limit the perception of his 

political activity. For many scholars he is a protagonist 

in the field of ideas, but only a marginal actor in party 

politics and most of them tend to relegate Croce's 

political importance to the background. This view needs to 

be reassessed, and deserves a major correction. 

After the First World War, the presence of Croce in 

Italian political affairs was no longer marginal. Iie was a 



senator for many years and was in close relations with the 

liberal elite that ruled Italy before fascism; in two 

crucial moments of Italian history he was a member of the 

cabinet. In 1920, he was Minister of Education under 

Giolitti, when fascism became a major force in Italian 

political life; in 1944, as a member of the Badoglio 

cabinet he was among the protagonists who shaped the new 

democratic life of Italy after the fa11 of Mussolini. Above 

a l l ,  during the fascist regime, especially after the death 

of Giolitti, in the absence of political parties, Croce 

assumed, so to speak, the role of leader of the opposition. 

A greater familiarity with Croce's activity will improve 

understanding of the whole period, and allow a rediscovery 

of the permanent value of the anti-fascist movement in one 

of its most fundamental aspects. 

Finally and probably even more important, it is often 

impossible to separate in a neat way Croce's cultural and 

political activities, and to consider one independent of 

the other, as if they were two separate entities. More 

often than not the two activities went together, one 

influencing the other. A better knowledge of Croce's 

involvement in social and political events may be necessary 

to better appreciate his ideas and his intellectual 

evolution. From his own admission, many of his political 

essays, cultural polemics and historical books had their 



origin in passionate contemporary interesta, and had the 

constant aim of revitalizing the liberal tradition of the 

Risorgimento. This is particularly true for the fascist 

period. Under Mussolinils dictatorship, Croce's political 

and cultural activities coincided. During that time, Croce 

employed his books and periodical as instruments to express 

his political ideas, to manifest his opposition to the 

fascist regime, and to contrast the political and cultural 

ideals that Mussolini was promoting. 

On the other hand, political passions and ideological 

motivations have also greatly influenced the opinions of 

Croce's critics, either when they challenged his philosophy 

or questioned his politics. In fact, immediately after the 

fa11 of Mussolini and the end of the war, old and new 

adversaries began to cal1 into question Croce's political 

position during the regime, and accused him of having been 

a progenitor of fascism and an early supporter of 

Mussolini, even a tepid opponent of the dictatorship after 

1925. In those passionate years, for partisan and persona1 

reasons, both Crocels philosophical system and his 

liberalism were not only subjected to scholarly criticism, 

but quite often were dismissed outright and condernned as an 

expression of the conservative forces and agrarian 

interests that had dominated the history of ftaly from the 

Risorgimento to the fascist adventure. 



During the cold war, ideological divisions and 

Mamist influence on cultural affairs and historical 

research have been a major obstacle to a better 

appreciation of Croce's contribution to the struggle 

against fascism. During this period, for political reasons, 

to denounce the shortcdngs  of the bourgeoisie, to 

challenge the merit of the liberal economy, to show the 

need for radical reforms, finally to give legicimacy to the 

hegemonic aspirations of the Communist Party, Marxist 

intellecruals presented the Risorgimento as a failed 

revolution and the Resistance as a betrayed struggle. In 

this overarching view the faults of the Iiberal class were 

heightened and its achievements undereatimated. Similarly, 

the participation of the c m i s t s  in the anti-fascist 

struggle received great praise while the part played by 

liberals, socialists or Catholics was presented as 

marginal. (3 1 

Even before the end of the war, while admiration and 

respect for Croce were general, even among comnist 

leaders, Marxist intellectuals were the first t a  subject 

the philosophy and the personality of Croce to a well 

orchestrated campaign of denigration. The charge was begun 

by Palmiro Togliatti himself, the leader of the Italian 

Communist Party. In 1944, while both were menibers of the 

Bonomi cabinet, Togliatti initiated the first of his 



malicious attacks against Croce, questioning both his 

philosophy and his opposition during the fascist regime. In 

the very first number of his periodical, he 

claimed that under Mussolinits dictatorship Croce had 

enjoyed "a curious position of privilegen, and had 

established "an open collaborationw with fascism against 

the communist movement and the Mamist philosophy. As a 

result of that tacit collaboration, and as a reward for his 

anti-communism Croce had been allowed by the authorities to 

direct, "once in a whilen, ntimid arrowsn against the 

fascist regirne. For Togliatti that collaboration 

constituted "a moral stainw that Croce could not erase, and 

those who had suffered jail and exile should never forget. 

( 4 )  

Challenged by Croce inside the cabinet, Togliatti made 

amends, proffered excuses and wrote a letter of retraction, 

acceptable to Croce. But the damage was done and a pattern 

was established in the best Stalinist tradition of lies and 

innuendoes. A few years later in fact, writing about his 

governmental experiences, Togliatti returned to the subject 

and told the readers of his paper that during the cabinet 

meetings poor old Croce was often asleep, but the 

philosopher became fully awake, showing a keen interest as 

soon as "agrarian questionsn were being discussed. Again it 

was a subtle but clear message to progressive intellectuals 



to see, behind the high sounding ideas of Crocets 

philosophy, the prosaic interest of a great landlord of 

Southern Italy. 

As a party leader Togliatti followed a well devised 

political strategy. By attacking and weakening Crocets 

authority, he gave the signal that the communists had no 

inferiority cornplex with liberal culture; he also wanted to 

prepare the ground for the influence of Mamism and above 

al1 co establish the hegemony of Gramsci, whose Letters and 

d e d  were being published in those years to great 

acclaim. It was then that Marxist writers began to compare 

and to contrast the personality and the destiny of Croce 

with that of Gramsci, stressing the difference, not 

mentioning the affinities, and preferring to ignore the 

continuous dialogue of Gramsci with Croce, as it appears 

both in the &&&.ers and in the Quaderni. ( 5 )  

Openly brutal or nuanced, this comparison remained a 

constant for many writers, like a guiding star: Croce was 

born into wealth, Gramsci belonged to a poor family; during 

fascism Croce remained free, Gramsci languished in jail; 

one wanted to maintain the dominion and the privileges of 

the bourgeoisie, the other fought for the creation of a new 

society without classes and social distinctions; Croce's 

philosophy reflected the tradition of the great Southern 

landlords, Gramsci was the founder of a revolutionary party 



and the leader of the proletariat allied with the peasants. 

Without the malice of the communists but with a mixture 

of rashness and generosity that was characteristic of him, 

in 1954 Gaetano Salvemini expressed reservations of a 

different nature about Croce's political activities. He 

recognized the positive role that Croce had played in the 

struggle against fascism and praised his personal courage, 

adding even, to avoid any misunderstandings, that "Italians 

should never forget the gratitude that they owe to Croce 

for his resistance to fascism from 1925 to 1943'. Salvemini 

also noted the importance of Croce's opposition to 

Mussolini and the consequences it produced among the 

Italian people, pointing out that during the dictatorship 

the example and the teaching of Croce educated and 

encouraged many young persons "to believe in freedomm. 

Having recognized the value of Croce's opposition to 

fascism, Salvemini made qualifications that contradicted 

the previous praises, stressing instead Croce's political 

"ambiguityU. To prove this point, Salvemini gave a long 

list of political contradictions and sins, that Croce had 

committed in his life before and after the fascist regime. 

In his youth Croce fell in love with Mamism, then in 1914 

during the municipal elections of Naples he was part of a 

conservative bloc against the socialists. Before the First 

World War he supported Sonnino and Salanâra against 



Giolitti: wrote for their newspaper; approved the conquest 

of Libya; then in 1915, like Giolitti but unlike Salandra, 

he stood for neutralism. After the war, Croce was a 
. . ucollaboratorN of the nationalist periodical, v; 

condoned the violence of the fascists "with his silencew; 

and in 1922, "participatedm in the fascist congress in 

Naples, and "from the stagen applauded Mussolini's speech. 

In the summer of 1924, "despite the murder of Matteottiw, 

Croce in the Senate voted in favour of a confidence motion 

for Mussolini's government; he then refused to become 

Minister of Education in the new Mussolini cabinet, but 

advised his friend, Casati, to take the position which he 

had refused. 

Croce's contradictions did not stop even during the 

dictatorship, according to Salvemini. In 1925, Croce "did 

not accept Mussolinils speech of January thirdn when the 

new and more authoritarian policy was announced, went into 

opposition and "put himself in je~pardy'~ ,  writing the 

manifesto of the anti-fascist intellectuals; but in 1931 

Croce advised university teachers to take the loyalty oath, 

while he hirnself refused that very request and resigned 

instead £rom academic societies, of which he was a member. 

When Mussolini invaded Abyssinia in 1935, Croce approved 

the war; handed over his "senatorts medaln, as "gold of the 

fatherland1I; remained uncertain whether to approve or to 



condemn the new war in 1940. After the fa11 of Mussolini, 

Croce became head of the anti-fascist forces, but accepted 

a compromise with Victor Emanuel, and served under 

Badoglio. 

The long list of Croce's persona1 contradictions and 

political ambiguities was used by Salvemini ta reach three 

conclusions. First, born into a family of great land 

owners, Croce always maintained the mental attitude typical 

of the landlords of Southern Italy, and like al1 of them, 

on social and political questions, he was a conservative, 

but Croce never liked to admit that I1he was a 

conservativeIt. Second, the general nature of Croce's 

philosophical and political ideas is almost an invitation 

"to quietismtl. Finally, and most important, for Salvemini 

the opposition of Croce to the fascist regime was a passive 

resistance and limited ta cultural activity. Despite its 

moral value, that kind of opposition canot be compared and 

should not be confused with the active resistance and the 

political actions of the young men of "Giustizia e 

Libertart1 and the militants of the Commnist Party, who 

risked persecution, jail, exile, and even death. In 

Salveminils vivid dictum: "there is a difference between 

Buddha, contemplating his navel, and Christ who dies on the 

crossn. (6) 

In 1955, Arrigo Cajumi, a writer with liberal democratic 



views and a Voltairian spirit, joined Salvemini in his 

criticism of Croce's political heritage, adding new 

arguments in order to prove the consemative nature of his 

philosophy and the undemocratic connotations of his 

liberalism. The proofs of this claim are to be found in 

Croce's strong admiration for Hegel and Sorel, and his 

sympathy for German authoritarian ideas and disdain for the 

British and French liberal and democratic traditions. 

Without mincing words, Cajumi claimed that Croce had to be 

regarded as a progenitox of fascism and a supporter of 

Mussolini, long before he became his adversary. (7) 

In Cajumi's view, Croce's condemation of positivism had 

undermined the ideals of democracy and prepared the terrain 

for fascism; at the same time the constant criticism of 

Illuminism, the summary rejection of the principles of 

1789, and the exaltation of power in politics had provided 

the ideas that Mussolini and the fascists used to destroy 

the liberal state. 

Cajumi1s views, in their essence, were similar to 

opinions expressed, at various times, by other writers, 

whether nationalist or democrat. For al1 these critics, 

many young fascists had been inspired and nourished by 

Croce's teaching, and Croce himself had to be considered, 

at least for a certain period, "a fascist without a black 

~ h i r t ~ ~ ,  in Gentile's expressive words. For some of them 



Croce's anti-fascism was more a question of persona1 

temperament than a question of political principles, 

inspired and supported by his philosophy. ( 8 )  

The criticism of Italian writers found a favourable echo 

among American and British historians, and sometimes it was 

even anticipated by them. As was expected, after the 

changed atmosphere following war, the old admiration of 

Charles Beard, Car1 Becker and Robert Collingwood for 

Crocels ideas and political position was shunned by the 

young turks, and was replaced by a new animosity, 

reflecting the feelings of hostility created by the 

conflict. As in politics and international relations, so in 

the cultural field, the new generation seemed animated by 

the desire to correct the mistakes of the old generation, 

challenging their assumptions and shattering their old 

idols with manifest delight. 

Long before the Italian writers, the American historian 

Chester McArthur Destler, in 1949 and again in 1952, 

questioned both the political past of Croce and his 

intellectual honesty. He argued in the 

Review and the of Mo- that Croce1 s 

opposition to fascism began only in 1925. Until that year 

Croce had been a progenitor of fascism, an inspirer of 

Mussolini and an open supporter of the Black Shirt regime 

in its formative years. For Destler, Croce's contribution 



to the revival of idealism and to the demise of positivism 

had weakened the moral basis of liberal democracy. His 

criticism of the concept of causality had introduced 

relativism in morality and presentism in history, creating 

confusion and uncertainty in ethical and historical 

judgments. As a sponsor of Sorells syndicalism and Vico's 

recurrent barbarism, as a champion of the essential 

amorality of politics and economics, Croce had created the 

climate in which an aggressive nationalism first and 

fascism later could thrive. 

In Destlerls view from 1914 to 1919, Croce also helped 

to undennine Italian liberalism and to darnage 

constitutional democracy with his vitalistic conception of 

politics and his insistence that force alone was the basis 

of the state and international law. During the war, his 

emphasis on struggle and ridicule of pacifism, his constant 

criticism of democratic ideals and condemation of 

Wilsonian internationalism contributed to lay a substantial 

portion of the intellectual foundations of Italian fascism. 

After the war, not only was Croce an early admirer and 

supporter of Mussolini, but once fascism conquered power, 

he praised the governmentts policies, was not alamed by 

the increasing violence or the emerging dictatorship, 

approved the new anti-democratic electoral law, and finally 

gave a vote of confidence to Mussolini after the Matteotti 



murder. More damning than anything, during the Matteotti 

Affair, Croce remained ~favourable to a durable 

dictatorshipv, and gave "open and public support to 

Mussolinits bid for permanent power at the timen. Destler 

even claimed that after the Liberation of Southern Italy in 

1943, in a new edition of his occasional writings, Croce 

had doctored and altered critical parts of his original 

newspaper interviews of 1923 and 1924, with the aim of 

toning dom or even denying that Ifhe either supported or 

sympathized with Mussolinin. (9) 

Among English speaking historians, Denis Mack Smith 

between 1947 and 1973, has provided the longest account and 

the most detailed criticism of Croce's political activities 

and his relations with fascism. Smith amassed a long 

enumeration of Croce's political sins that dwarfed 

Salveminifs list and made his accusations pale in 

comparison. He maintained that in political affairs, for 

family background and persona1 inclination, Croce always 

favoured consemative solutions. He also argued that 

Crocefs philosophy had been an invitation to contemplation 

rather than action, and had not been able to offer the 

tools for appraising the dangers of fascism in time. Smith 

attempted to show that Croce made a contribution to the 

ideological system of Mussolini and to the political ideas 

of fascism. His own ideal of the state was not too far from 



the fascist conception of the ethical state, including a 

strong sense of loyalty to political authority and the 

belief in an historic mission for the fatherland. Many 

fascist intellectuals, in fact, regarded Croce as their 

spiritual father and for his part Croce admired the 

patriotism of fascist leaders. Croce rejected British 

empiricism as too pedestrian and instead had great 

admiration for German authoritarian ideals, and like 

Mussolini had not much use for the principles of 1789. For 

Smith, Croce and Mussolini had much in comon. Both shared 

an undue enthusiasm for Sorel, Machiavelli and Marx. Both 

looked askance at humanitarian democracy, despised 

moralism in politics and had cordial antipathy for 

Freemasons. Croce's doctrine of politics as force and his 

separation of morality from politics, prepared the terrain 

for fascism and offered a justification for the violence of 

the Black Shirts. His relative judgment allowed no 

superiority to constitutional ways, and encouraged people 

to think that what happened was rational and also 

necessary . 

Smith also maintained that Croce, in practical affairs, 

had a consenrative inclination and on many occasions 

displayed "an amchair view of politicsn that did not allow 

him to recognize danger. Before the First World War, Croce 

renounced socialism and became head of the consenrative 



forces in Naples; he welcomed the Libyan war and was 

pro-Germany in 1914, always maintaining animosity against 

the left wing parties. After the war Croce Nvolunteeredw to 
a .  

write for the nationalist periodical, m; approved 
Giolitti's alliance with fascism, participatecl in the 

fascist congress in Naples in 1922, and "ferventlyW 

applauded the speech of Mussolini on that occasion, 

praising also his political ability. Once fascism conquered 

power, Croce justified the victory of the Black Shirts; 

"voted full powersw to the new government; agreed to be on 

the editorial board of the filo-fascist periodical, 
a .  olitlca -; supported the policies of Mussolini; 

approved the new electoral law and hoped that the fascist 

list would obtain a strong majority in the elections of 

1924. 

Before the Matteotti Affair, Croce and in general the 

liberals failed to accept the challenge of fascism until it 

was too late. Croce sensed the cultural disease of fascism 

but remained blind to the dangers of its politics, and 

fascism remained for him, then or later, only a parenthesis 

in the history of Italy and a malaise imported from abroad. 

Smith recognized that after 1925, Croce from being I1a 

conditional supporter of fascismn, became "the leading 

anti-fa~cist~~ among those Italians who did not choose 

emigration and exile. But even after that date, Croce's 



actions left something to be desired, had relapses and in 

general were more patriotic than consistent. Croce voted 

against the authoritarian laws, but in 1931 advised 

university teachers to take the oath of loyalty to fascism. 

He wrote essays for the f ,  but 

refused to collaborate with the equally famous EncicloDedia 

Italiu more out of professional jealousy than for 

political reasons. He sided with the Spanish republic and 

was critical of Munich, but in 1935 sent his senator1s 

medal as his contribution to Mussolini's colonial war, and 

then "welcomed the incorporation of Ethiopia into Italyn. 

When Italy entered the war in 1940, Croce, "with some 

reluctancel', "stood by his fellow countrymenv as he had 

done in 1915 and 1935, wishing well to the Italian a-, 

according to the old axiom: my country right or wrong. 

Smith conceded that in the later years of fascism, Croce 

showed considerable persona1 courage, and became the 

conscience of the nation in its resistance to 

totalitarianism: in those years Croce's books and his 

periodical remained one of the few free voices to be heard 

in Italy. But he also claimed that Croce's historical 

writings contained much political propaganda, "relied on 

imagination rather than scholarly researchm, twisted the 

evidence, "inventhg and exaggerating factsH, presenting a 

false idealization of the Risorgimento, in order "0 



reinforce the eulogy of liberal patriotismn. In particular, 

Croce's two most famous books, Histarv and 

gf "were intended as a consolation to the opponents 

of the regimen, and have to be regarded as a I1splendid 

apology of liberalismw, but some of their pages were more 

appropriate to polemical pamphlets than to historical 

iznalysis. Those two books did nothing to explain the causes 

of fascism and the weakness of the liberal state, muddying 

rather than clarifying the concepts of liberalism, 

democracy, and fascism; and in the end "did not assist the 

political education of the nation", leaving young Italians 

as confused as before. 

In conclusion, for Smith the anti-fascism of Croce was 

only intellectual and never became a political force; 

perhaps it even helped to deter many people from more 

active opposition. The sacrifice of a Matteotti 

"contributed more to the creation of an anti-fascist -thN 

than many liberals, or many books written by liberals. 

Croce's activities were in fact discounted and ignored by 

the regime; the authorities left him in peace and 

recognized that his opposition was harmless for the 

conservative nature of his ideas and the restricted 

circulations of his writings. For many reasons Croce's 

opposition was even useful to the fascist regime, first of 

al1 as an advertisement abroad of Mussolinils tolerance and 



then because Croce himself, on account of the foreign 

royalties earned by his books, was, in Smith's cryptic 

expression, "a considerable dollar asset Ir ! (10) 

During al1 this time Croce did not remain without 

defenders, nor his critics without rebuttal. (11) From 1950 

until Our time, against Italian and foreign critics, a long 

list of Italian scholars have come to Croce's defence, 

stressing his positive and relevant contribution to Italian 

culture and to the struggle against fascism. (12) Sometimes 

reservations expressed in the fifties have turned into a 

fuller admiration in the nineties, reflecting the changed 

political passions. This evolution seems quite evident in 

the recent writings of Bobbio and Garin. (13) During these 

years, from different points of view, Carlo Antoni and 

Raffaello Fraachini, Federico Chabod and Walter Maturi, 

Vittorio Enzo Alfieri and Alfredo Parente, Vittorio De 

Caprariis and Giovanni Sartori, Aido Garosci and Leo 

Valiani, Guiseppe Galasso and Gennaro Sasso have shown that 

Croce's idealism and historicism, with his postulates of 

dialectic and distinction, with insistence on freedom and 

creation as attributes of the human spirit, had little in 

common with the ideological system of fascism, assuming 

that there was one or that Mussolini had a coherent and 

well defined conception of reality. These writers also 

argued that Croce found in his philosophical concepts and 



in his ethical values the elements to reject fascist ideals 

and the reasons to fight the dictatorship of Mussolini, or 

to condemn the racial policy. It was, after all, the nature 

of his own liberalism that compelled Croce to refuse the 

claim, put forward first by Gentile, that fascism was the 

heir of the Italian Risorgimento and the political 

realization of philosophical idealism, 

But those authors, and the many more who dealt with 

Croce's literary criticism have paid little attention to 

the nitty gritty of his political activities. Even the few 

general biographies have been concerned more with his 

cultural contributions rather than with his political 

involvement. As a result there is no book, either in 

Italian or in English, that bas analyzed in detail Croce's 

political activity. In English the promising beginning with 

the essays of Denis Mack Smith, followed by the short but 

dense biography of Cecil Sprigge, has remained without 

development. In French, an intelligent analysis of Croce's 

personality by Charles Boulay stops at 1911. In Italy, only 

Croce's activity as Minister of Education in Giolitti's 

cabinet has received close, if questionable, attention. A 

few good essays on some aspects of Croce's palitics 

appeared in -ta di St* C r o w ,  m v a  . . , u  
Ponte, U ~ ~ ~ W ~ t a o r i c a ,  bvis ta  Çtorica Ita- . . . . 

1 and 

other scholarly publications with a small circulation. But 



we are still a long way from a full account of Crocefs 

political activities and a detailed narration of his social 

life. 

Now the times may be more propitious to achieve such an 

aim, and also to give a fuller account of Croce's 

personality. During these last years more material has 

become available for research. To reach a more balanced 

interpretation of Crocels politics, now we can consult his 

correspondence with Antonio Labriola and Giustino 

Fortunato, Giovanni Gentile and Karl Vossler, Giovanni 

Amendola and Adolfo Omodeo, Alessandro Casati and Luigi 

Einaudi. We can also read letters that Croce exchanged with 

other political or literary friends. We have at our 

disposal the diaries of Croce himself, and finally we can 

have access to archiva1 documents and persona1 memoirs that 

before were not available or had not yet been written. 

Using materials now available, in acadernic libraries or 

in public archives, it is hoped with this dissertation ta 

make a contribution to a better understanding of Crocels 

involvement in Italian politics, trying in particular t a  

clarify the nature of his political actions during the 

years of the fascist regime. For this purpose, it has been 

necessary to pay greater attention to Croce's political 

activities from 1920 to 1929, especially from the March on 

Rome to the Conciliation between State and Church, that 



really concludes an epoch of Italian history and also a 

period of the fascist experience. From 1930 to 1940 this 

dissertation deals oriiy with particular episodes, in order 

to better appreciate Croce's position and activity during 

the fascist regime. 

The aim is to offer an explanation of Croce's political 

involvernent in those years, and to provide a rebuttal to 

Denis Mack Smith's judgments and to the claims of others, 

and a clarification of Salvemini's nambiguitieslt. For that 

reason special attention has been given to those events, 

sometimes not greatly important in thernselves, that 

nevertheless have caused more controversy and still 

generate doubts and confusion. In its central part, a year 

by year approach is used in an attempt to show the 

connections, and the reciprocal influence, that may exist 

between cultural and political activities, hoping to 

indicate a more fruitful way when assessing Croce's 

political presence. Two general chapters, a beginning and 

an end, so to speak, have been added in order to offer a 

more complete view of Croce's personality to North American 

readers . 

In dealing with Croce's personality and activity, it is 

simply impossible to ignore his philosophy; when necessary 

his general political ideas and philosophical concepts are 

mentioned but only to clarify his political actions and 



his practical acts. 

During this research Croce's major philosophical and 

historical books have been read and close attention has 

been paid to his biographical essays and occasional 

writings, which are dispersed in several volumes and in the 
. , issues of his periodical Jla Crltlca. Vigilant attention has 

been paid to dates of publication, new introductions to 

older books, and to small, but critical notes which Croce 

inserted into some of bis books. The publication of Croce's 

correspondence is still in process but it has been possible 

to consult most of his letters, which have appeared in the 

national edition of his works, or in other editions and 
I ,  publications, The six volumes of Croce's diaries, Taccuinl 

di Lavoro did become accessible in Toronto after their 

recent publication in a private edition. Several folders, 

where the authorities during the fascist regime had 

collected the reports of the police and personal letters, 

involving Croce, his family and his friends, available in 

the National Archives in Rome have been consulted. 

These documents make it evident that the political 

authority regarded Croce as an enemy of the regime, while 

the diaries reveal that Croce was deeply concerned with 

political events during the fascist regime, and was closely 

involved with the leaders of anti-fascism in Italy or in 

exile. It is no longer possible to view Croce as an 



Olympian philosopher, serenely 

of the universe. The dissertat 

contemplating the unfolding 

ion concludes that Croce's 

i n i t i a l  benevolence to  Mussolini was rather short, and h i s  

opposition to  fascism was rather active indeed, both in 

cultural and political fields. With his writings Croce 

defended the liberal heritage of the Italian Risorgimento, 

and inspired his readers to remain faithful t o  democratic 

ideas. Through his trips and his correspondence Croce was 

also  able tu maintain a link among small but influential 

groups, located throughout Italy and dedicated to keeping 

alive the flame of freedom. 



Chapter 1: The Background to National Politics, 1866-1920 

Benedetto Croce lived al1 his life in Naples, but he 

was born in 1866 in Pescasseroli, a small tom in the 

province of Abruzzi, where hi8 pregnant mother had 

returned to avoid the danger of cholera, then ravaging 

Naples. Both Croce's maternai and paternal families were 

owners of conspicuous wealth and belonged to the upper 

middle classes. Croce's ancestors had made their fortune, 

first by raising sheep in Abruzzi, and then by acquiring 

lands in the plains of Apulia, where they sent their huge 

flock during the winter months. Once wealth and reputation 

were firmly established in Abruzzi and Apulia, at the end 

of the eighteenth century, a branch of the Croce family 

moved permanently to Naples to increase the educational and 

social opportunities for new generations. 

In the capital of the kingdom, the Croces became 

prominent in the legal profession and in the administration 

of the State, at the same time continuing to acquire land 

in the countryside, and real estate in the city. As was the 

expectation, Croce's grandfather attended the University of 

Naples, obtained a law degree, held important positions in 

the judicial system, married into the provincial 

aristocracy, and finally ended his career as a judge of the 

Suprerne Court of the kingdom. 

Unlike other relatives, Croce's grandfather and father 



did not take part in the conspiracies of the Risorgimento, 

and did not embrace liberal ideas, but remained faithful to 

the old order and loyal to the Bourbon Monarchy. Bven years 

after the unification of Italy, Croce's father, for 

political reasons, remained in less than cordial relations 

with his cousin, Silvio Spaventa, who had suffered 

imprisonment and exile under the Bourbons for his liberal 

ideas, and had become a prominent minister. Croce's mother 

and grandmother were particularly appalled by the 

behaviour of Bertrando Spaventa, Silviols brother, a former 

priest, who had even celebrated holy mass in 

their home, and was now teaching Hegelian philosophy at the 

University of Naples. As a result, during his childhood, 

inside this traditional family Croce rarely heard mentioned 

without criticism and sarcasm the events of the 

Risorgimento and the names of the new leaders; instead hi8 

parents often defended the reputation and the good name of 

the former King and Queen, lamenting the Liberal 

accusations against the good old times. (1) 

In this old-fashioned family the young Croce developed 

a natural antipathy to the Liberals and their activities, 

and at the same time acquired a romantic view of the Zouave 

soldiers, risking their lives to protect the pope and to 

assure his safety. This sentimental attitude began to 

crumble during his school years. After elementary school, 



Croce finished his junior and high schools in a boarding 

college, run by regular priests. There Croce received a 

good education, solidly based on Christian morals, Catholic 

precepts and classical authors. He retained fond mernories 

of those years, and remained in friendly relations with his 

former teachers and classmates, some of whom, years later, 

acquired prominent positions in politics, in the 

universities, and in the Church. 

In high school Croce revealed an early streak of 

independence and a precocious critical spirit. A voracious 

reader by nature, encouraged at an early stage by his 

mother, during the last years of college, he indulged in 

extra curricular readings and extramural activities. He 

attended several lectures at the University of Naples; he 

read, and collected the best periodicals of the times; he 

translated works from foreign languages; and he did some 

erudite research and even had the pleasure of seeing a few 

of his essays published by papers in Naples and Rame. 

Outside the influence of school and family, Croce began to 

build the pantheon of his own Risorgimento heroes. 

Attracted by their fame, he read the essays on Italian 

literature by Francesco De Sanctis and the poems of Giosuef 

Carducci, a Nobel laureate later, but then, already the 

most popular Italian poet. The works of De Sanctis put 

Croce into early contact with the philosophy of Hegel and 



Vico, and with the cultural tradition of Southern Italy. 

More important at the moment, in the political arena De 

Sanctis offered Croce, unlike his family, the example of 

constitutional opposition, liberal and democratic at the 

same tirne, demanding changes without nostalgic appeals to 

the past and without questioning the basic tenets of the 

new order. Carducci on the other hand, attracted Croce for 

his fighting spirit, fulminating with his verses against 

the corruption of the times, but celebrating with 

historical sympathy the heroes of the new Italy. In both of 

them, the young man admired the moral tension and the 

aspirations to a better Italy. (2) 

Religaus Crisis and Family Tragedy. 

At 13, during hi8 last years in the college, Croce had a 

religious crisis and lost faith in a transcendent god. The 

spiritual crisis began when the rector of the college 

subjected his pupils to a series of lectures on the 

philosophy of religion, hoping no doubt to strengthen their 

religious faith, but arousing in the process Croce's 

critical spirit. In the, Croce developed a totally 

humanistic conception of reality, a vision of human life 

without any metaphysics. But despite the rejection of a 

traditional and revealed religion, and the refusa1 of any 

reality outside of the human spirit, Croce never became 

anti-religious. In later years, he criticized the policies 



of the Catholic Church, and opposed i t s  interference in the 

political life of Italy, but he remained always respectful 

of religious life, and was sensitive to religious feelings. 

Often Croce expressed hi8 ideas, especially on questions of 

morality, in Christian terms and used Catholic precepts, 

talking and writing almost like a father of the church, as 

a priest was once prompted to Say. Some of Croce's best 

friends were Catholics; a few priests and prelates had 

cordial relations with hirn, and not solely for scholarly 

reasons. His wife was a practicing Catholic, and their 

marriage, in 1914, was celebrated in a church. Croce 

allowed his four daughters to have a Catholic education, 

and left thern free to find their own way, respecting their 

conclusions. Throughout his long life, Croce retained a 

strong sense of religion, a religion without god no doubt, 

but with an inner voice no les8 demanding. (3) 

While Croce was still amidst the torments of a religious 

crisis which had not reacheû a calming resolution, a 

natural disaster shattered his family life, depriving him 

of the presence and affection of his parents. On the 

evening of July 28th, 1883, Croce's father, mother, and 

sister were killed by an earthquake at Casamicciola on the 

island of Ischia, where they were spending the sumer 

holiday. Croce himself remained buried under the ruins of 

the hotel until the morning hours, unable to move, but 



still hearing the voice of his father, calling for help. 

When he was finally freed by soldiers, the doctors found 

that he had suffered a broken a m ,  a fractured leg, and 

bruises over al1 his body. That catastrophe remained in 

Croce's mind forever and left a deep impression. The 

tragedy caused moral anguish and psychological scars which 

never disappeared, but were rarely mentioned even to his 

closest friends. The disaster gave Croce a tragic vision of 

life and a dramatic sense of persona1 destiny. The presence 

of death will appear frequently in his writings and in his 

meditations; and so will the need for periodical 

self-examination, often expressed in the fom of 

philosophical soliloquies, that have the sound and the 

intimacy of a prayer and a confession. To his acquaintances 

and friends Croce showed a sunny disposition and an 

Olynpian calm, but the diaries and the private 

correspondence have revealed a man subject to anguish and 

black moods, showing that the admired hamony of his system 

and the positive attitude of his personality were not gifts 

of nature, but precarious conquests, reached after inner 

struggle. Those deep feelings reappeared frequently in 

Croce's life with painful effects, and were able to 

interrupt his work for days and even to stop the flow of 

his thoughts, especially during natural disasters in which 

friends were involved, or in national emergencies when the 



destiny of the fatherland was at stake. (4 )  

The R a i i a n  Period. 

After the tragedy Croce and his younger brother moved 

to Rome and lived with Silvio Spaventa, their fatherls 

cousin, who agreed to become their guardian, leaving the 

administration of their possessions to another relative. 

The two years that Croce lived in Rome, from his own 

admission, were the most unhappy of his life, entirely 

spent without friends and without social amusements, but 

often with the desire for death and even suicide. Once in 

Rome, following the advice of his uncle, who wanted him to 

become a diplomat, Croce enrolled at the university, in 

the Faculty of Law. At the university he was a rather 

distracted student, not interested in the subjects he had 

chosen, nor greatly impressed by the intellectual level of 

his teachers. Unable to establish a working relationship 

with his teachers, bored by their lectures, Croce preferred 

instead to spend his time alone in libraries, following his 

persona1 inclinations, doing independent research, and 

writing literary essays. During that academic year, Croce 

did not write any examinations; the following year he did 

not rejoin the university, and never graduated, causing 

grave disappointment to his uncle. In later years, Croce 

was often called professor, he received many degrees 

honoris causa, became a member of prestigious academies, 



but he remained a man without a formal academic degree. 

The Roman experiences have some importance in Croce's 

political and mental evolution. Silvio Spaventa was one of 

the most respected members of Parliament, and one of the 

leaders of the opposition. He had been a minister of the 

'Destra Storical, the group of liberals, followers of 

Cavour, who had ruled Italy from 1861 till 1876, when they 

were defeated by a coalition of democrats, former 

republicans and disgruntled liberals, led by Agostino 

Depetris. Spaventa lived near the Parliament buildings, and 

his house was a gathering place for political leaders, 

university professors and newspapermen. It was there that 

Croce met for the first tirne Antonio Salandra, the future 

liberal conservative premier, and Antonio Labriola, the 

Mamist and socialist philosopher, then teaching at the 

University of Rome, whose sparkling lectures Croce had 

preferred to those of his own teachers. From then on, 

Labriola would be Croce's mentor, guiding his philosophical 

and political education. 

In Rome, for the first time in his life Croce came into 

contact with national issues. Unlike the traditional 

atrnosphere and concerns prevailing in his family, every 

evening in Spaventals house he heard philosophical 

discussions, legal interpretations, financial questions and 

political comments affecting the business of the nation. In 



the house of a leader of the opposition Croce often 

witnessed scathing invective against the government of 

Depetris and the practices of transformism, that peeuliar 

Italian political phenornenon that results in the sudden and 

continuous absorption of the opposition into the government 

ranks. He also heard defences of the policies of the 

'Destra Storica' and bitter lamentations for the defeat of 

1876. Among the friends of Spaventa, besides political 

affairs, often the discussions verged on the very nature of 

Liberalism and Democracy and the differences that 

separated the two movements, and generated different 

policies. It was there that Croce came into contact with 

the ideas of Liberalism and the conceptions of thé Liberal 

State. Years later Croce recognized that among the 

participants, Spaventars personality offered him a mode1 to 

be admired. Here was a man of action and of study, holding 

rational and passionate beliefs at the same tirne, familiar 

with political problems and philosophical issues; a liberal 

ready to defend the rights of individual citizens under the 

law, and willing at the same time to entrust to the State 

the promotion of the public good, a believer in free trade 

but also an advocate of the nationalization of the 

railways . 
Under the influence of Spaventa, Croce began to 

elabosate his own brand of liberalism, moderate in politics 



but based on idealistic philosophy, supported by a 

dialectical conception of history, and able to conciliate 

progress and conservation at the same tirne. It was fram 

Spaventa that Croce retained the beliefs that the Liberal 

State, against clerical interferences, required control of 

public education, but at the sarne time assured freedom of 

expression, guaranteed freedom of science, and respected 

private belief. Spaventa also more than any other 

politician of his tirnes preached the separation of State 

and Church, and fought for the independence of the courts 

and the autonomy of the civil service against political and 

government interferences. ( 5 )  

Return to Naples. 

Unhappy with his situation, unwilling to attend 

university, after his younger brother had been €lent to the 

military academy, Croce asked his uncle to be allowed to 

return to Naples and there to live an independent life by 

himself. From 1886 Croce's life revolved around Naples and 

he nevex changed residence again. Once in Naples Croce 

lived the life of a busy academic; he spent the entire day 

doing research in the National Archives and in public and 

private libraries. He joined the local Historical Society, 

attended the meetings of the old Pontanian Academy, 

contributing often to their publications or reading his 

papers in their placid rneetixigs. Soon he would bec- the 



most active member of these learned societies. With the 

help of other friends, especially the writer, Salvatore Di 

Giacomo, Croce was also involved in the publication of a 

periodical, called . .  . , that was devoted to 

the illustration of Naples1 monuments but also to the 

protection and preservation of its artistic heritage 

against neglect and speculation. Slowly but surely, Croce 

began to make his mark in local history and to acquire a 

substantial reptation among the cultural fraternity. 

During these years, already familiar with French and 

English, Croce continued to learn other foreign languages, 

and at the end he could read and mite, but speak with a 

marked Neapolitan accent, the major European languages, 

plus Latin and Greek. When Croce wrote essays on European 

authors, he read their works in the original languages. He 

also regularly read foreign books and periodicals; his 

culture was deeply Italian, but was continually enriched by 

European influences. As part of his education Croce spent 

sununer holidays in various cities and provinces of Italy, 

and at various intervals visited Austria and Germany, 

France and Switzerland, Portugal and Spain, and finally 

London, where he paid a visit to Eleanor Mam. 

In Naples Croce did not live an active social life; his 

greatest amusements were long walks along the old streets 

of the city, and a few nights at the theatre. Many of his 



friends were old men, conservative in politics, 

old-fashioned in culture, quietly doing erudite research on 

local history. Besides this circle of literates, Croce 

established a special relationship with ~iustina Fortunato, 

a respected parliamentarian and author of important studies 

on the Southern Question, a man pessimistic by nature, but 

indefatigable in defending and promoting the interests of 

Southern Italy, inside and outside of Parliament. Fortunato 

adopted a paternal benevolence toward Croce, and kept 

urging him over the years to enter national politics, or 

suggesting his name for less demanding public offices. 

Through Fortunato, Croce came into contact with the 

intricate problems of the Southern Question and with the 

unequal development of north and south Italy after the 

unification. In Fortunatols residence, where the Neapolitan 

political intelligentzia regularly gathered, Croce met 

Francesco Saverio Nitti, the future prime minister and one 

of the most progressive politicians of liberal Italy, but 

then a young professor of finance at the University of 

Naples, already possessing a boundless faith in hi8 own 

abilities and technocratie solutions. Despite their 

different personalities, the two young men established a 

warm friendship, that lasted a lifetime, sunriving 

unchanged wars, exile and dictatorship. (6 )  



Weaïth and Croce. 

Once Croce left Rome and returned to Naples, reached 

the age of majority and became free of Spaventa's 

guardianship, he had to look after the administration of 

his land possessions. For a few years he was compelled 

to undertake inspections of his properties, to make 

decisions on cultivation, to enter into negotiations with 

tenants or to settle legal questions with leaseholders. But 

Croce cannot be regarded, then or later, as a gentleman 

farmer, let alone a traditional southern Italian landlord. 

He did not have the practical inclination to be a landlord, 

and, as he confessed later, always organized his business 

to have as little trouble as possible, leaving the care and 

supervision to others. As soon as his brother rejoined him 

in Naples, abandoning a military career, Croce entrusted to 

him the direction of their economic affairs, and devoted 

al1 his energies to studies and cultural activities, 

following his natural avocations. 

Wealth, however not only allowed Croce to live a life 

free of economic concerns, it pennitted him also to be 

generous with people in need. He built and then shared with 

other scholars a remarkable private library; he supported 

the publication of various cultural periodicals; he 

financed the printing of books written by his friends. 

Often he helped friends, sometimes even strangers, to the 



dismay of Labriola. But despite economic independence, 

throughout his life Croce lived a rather Spartan existence, 

never indulging in lwcuries, and sometimes avoiding even 

the comfortable things, instead spending long hours in his 

room "as a tenacious and silent ~orker~~, as he put it. Much 

has been said about Croce's wealth but those who knew him 

well and had close familiarity with him are in agreement 

that wealth did not influence his moral outlook or his 

political views. After the loss of faith and the tragedy of 

Casamicciola, Croce acquired a new moral order and gained a 

new vision of life, of which work was the foundation giving 

it meaning and value. In his adult life, work became for 

Croce a new religion, almost a daily devotion to an inner 

god. The diaries show on many occasions that even the 

simple routine of work was used by Croce as a therapeutic 

exercise to maintain or regain equilibrium, to fight the 

returning pains of anguish, to avoid the dispersion of 

energies, and ta overcome the temptation of 

self-indulgence. In al1 his life, wealth provided a shield 

of protection, it offered opportunities, but it was work 

and the value of human work that gave harmuny to Croce's 

life. (7) 

Labriola, Manrism and SocidLim. 

By the early 1890's Croce had acquired the reputation 

of a scholar of great erudition. He had done research and 



written essays on particular aspects of Neapolitan history. 

But often he was not satisfied with hi8 work, and felt the 

need for a different direction, and a deeper understanding 

of history. The times were posing new problems and creating 

different conditions. Italy was undergoing great change, 

and the new conditions demanded more intense participation 

in political events. The increased pace of 

industrialization and emigration created social unrest and 

political agitation, New parties emerged on the left and on 

the right. In 1892 the Socialist Party was founded and in 

1894 the Sicilian Fasci were crushed by Crispi, the 

energetic and erratic prime Nnister, whose colonial 

adventures and financial scanda18 added to the 

uncertainties of the times. 

The critical mood of Croce was sharpened by the 

continuous advice he received from Antonio Labriola. After 

Croce left Rome, he remained in friendly correspondence 

with Labriola, who kept suggesting books and authors to 

read, continually urging him to pay deeper attention to 

philosophical problems and political issues, and generally 

to abandon erudition for more serious studies. On his own 

Croce wrote two critical essays, trying to better define 

and clarify the nature of history and the nature of art, 

and their relation with philosophy and with science. But 

the final push to embrace a new road began in 1895 when 



I1Mamism entered my life". That year, at his own expense, 

Croce became editor and publisher of Labriola's essays on 

Marxism and historical materialism, The reading of those 

essays gave a new direction to Croce's intellectual 

interests, and created a profound enthusiasm for philosophy 

and politics. In the next few months Croce read "with 

inflamed mindn al1 the available works of Mam, Engels, and 

other socialist writers, Italian or German. He also made an 

intensive study of the economists of the classical school 

to better appreciate or to criticize the economic theories 

and social previsions of Marx. The correspondence with 

Labriola acquired a more intense philosophical character; 

the discussion was also continued with visits to Rome and 

Naples, and even during the sununet holiday in Perugia. 

Helped by Labriola, Croce borrowed papers from Engels 

himself and entered into correspondence with Sorel in 

France, Bernstein in London and Kautsky in Gennany. In a 

short tirne, Croce produced several essays on historical 

materialism and Mamist economy, and his writings, to the 

annoyance of Labriola, became part of the revisionist 

movement, started by Bernstein in the German Social 

Democxatic Party. 

Croce's enthusiasm for Mamism did not last long, and 

practically came to an end in 1900. Croce and Labriola had 

a different approach to Marx and Mamism. For Labriola, 



Marxism was alrnost a new faith; it provided a general 

vision of life, and represented the ultimate philosophy. 

For him, Mamism was the consciousness of the proletariat, 

and Marx and Engels were the prophet and the general 

leading the socialists to the creation of a new world and a 

new society, where the class struggle ended. For Croce, 

Marxism was just another philosophy, to be employed to 

clarify his mind, to be used for his own needs, and to be 

studied hoping to find solutions to his persona1 and mental 

problems. Marx, for Croce, was a revolutionary genius, a 

vigorous political mind, providing sharp tools for the 

working classes but not absolute truths or scientific laws. 

Also for Croce, the proletariat was an historical movement, 

and as a protagonist of modern society could not be 

identified with Mamism or even with socialism; and 

socialism did not necessarily need Mamism for the 

realization of its goals; finally a socialist society could 

not be regarded as the final solution to al1 the problems 

of the human spirit. At the end Croce reduced Mamism to a 

canon of historical interpretation, a guide offered to 

historians and to politicians to pay special attention to 

economic factors in the interpretation of the past and in 

the struggles of the present. But Marxism remained a 

fundamental moment in Croce's intellectual development, and 

made a lasting contribution to his philosophical system. As 



a result of the importance given to econdc factors by 

Marx, when Croce, in future years, elaborated his 

philosophy of the spirit, to the traditional three 

categories of the beautiful, the true and the good, he 

added a fourth: the useful, under which he included 

political and econdc activities, and in general al1 those 

human actions tbat are the result of the volition of the 

individual. Marx compelled Croce to make a systematic study 

of philosophy and to deal in depth with the heritage of 

Hegel. From Marx, Croce acquired the concept of the 

Hegelian dialectic and the conception of life as a 

continuous struggle, but also a sense of historical realism 

and political concreteness, and, we may even add, a lasting 

sympathy for the proletariat. (8 )  

The study of Marx not only influenced Croce's 

philosophical development, it also generated, for the first 

tirne, a strong interest in Italian political affairs and 

even an emotional involvement in the socialist movement. 

Until then, Croce had had little sympathy for traditional 

Italian politics and was repelled by "the curent ftalian 

liberalismn, as practiced by Francesco Crispi, the former 

associate of Mazzini and Garibaldi, once in pawer prone to 

authoritarian measures and to financial scandals. But now 

as a result of his study of Marx and interest in the 

socialist movement, everything seemed to change, "as when a 



man f a l l s  in love for the first tirne''. Socialism appeared 

as a liberating force, capable of generating a renovation 

of the preaent social order and of creating a new public 

rnorality. "1 seemed to breathe a new faith and a new hope 

in the vision of a regeneration of mankind, redeemed by 

work and in work? In reality, Croce was never a member of 

the Italian Socialist Party; he never asked for a 

membership card, nor did he nin for public office under its 

banner. But the general public regarded him as a member of 

the Socialist Party, and even Turati once referred to him 

as comrade, a mistake that Antonio Labriola, with more 

direct knowledge, never made. For hirn Croce remained only 

"alf radical, half socialist and half Marxiann. 

It is true, however, that Croce had strong and emotional 

sympathies for Socialisrn, and for a few years publiely 

supported the leaders and the policies of the Socialist 

Party and the general aims of the muvement. Croce was in 

correspondence with socialist leaders, helped socialist 

members in economic difficulties, and wrote essays for 

socialist papers. He made a large contribution to the 

founding of the socialist national paper, -. Croce 

condemned the colonial adventures of Crispi, criticized the 

suppression of the Sicilian Fasci, protested against the 

dissolution of the Socialist Party, and defended the rights 

of Parliament against the authoritarian masures of the 



government. When a convocation address by Labriola was 

censored by the governrnent and the university authorities 

failed to defend academic freedom, Croce stood by his old 

teacher and published Labriolals speech at his own expense. 

When Filippo Turati, the leader of the Socialist Party, was 

arrested in 1898, in the atmosphere and panic created by 

the food riots of Milan, Croce wrote a letter of solidarity 

to him, and publicly condemned the proclamation of the 

state of siege and the creation of special tribunals. He 

compared unfavourably the sentence of the Italian courts to 

that of the Bourbons, in which his uncle had been 

condemned, claiming that Turati in 1898, like Spaventa in 

1848, had been sent to jail for his political ideals not 

because he had committed any crime against the law. When 

the government curtailed the activities of the opposition 

press, Croce with other liberal and democratic friends 

founded a political and cultural organization to discuss 

politics and to promote the education of the working 

classes. At the same time, with the economist Antonio De 

Viti De Marco and other university teachers, he tried to 

organize the publication of a political periodical, Itto 

defend or to regain freedom of expressionn. 

As had been the case with Mamism, Croce's passionate 

involvement with socialism first and with syndicalism later 

had a lasting influence on his political outlook. Even when 



Croce lost enthusiasm for Marx and for Socialism, and 

criticized the contradictions of this system and the 

policies of the Party, he continued to have a natural 

sympathy for the socialist movement, always regarded "as a 

beneficial movement of civilization and progressw, and 

beneficial to Italian culture and society as he qualified 

that movement when he wrote U t o m  of It-. For Croce the 

proletariat was an historical movement, a creation of 

modern society; as such it could neither be stopped nor 

rejected, but had to take its rightful place in parliament 

and in the political realm. For these reasons, Croce never 

had the fears about socialism that were typical of a 

Salandra or even a Fortunato. He continued to hope that the 

proletariat would imitate the bourgeoisie in its fight 

against the aristocracy and the ancien regime, and would 

display the same moral energy, the same cultural 

intransigence and political ability. In his writings Croce 

often seemed to indicate to the new movement the example of 

the Destra Storica in 1860, "a national liberalism, 

moderate and revolutionary at the same timen, a movement 

and a leadership capable of destroying the old order and 

immediately building a new reality, avoiding chaos and 

anarchy, and willing to preserve historical continuity. For 

his part, Croce retained "sympathies for socialismH, but 

gave his "adhesion to the liberal and radical movementw, as 



he said in his mernoirs of 1902. (9) 

Croce's Non-confodty. 

From 1892 to 1900,  not only was Crocels political 

position against the establishment and in favour of the 

socialists, but his private life was marked by 

non-conformity, and his personal conduct was t ha t  of a 

rebel against the prevailing social conventions. He 0ften 

refused to take part in officia1 ceremonies at which his 

presence was required by his status and family connections. 

On those occasions he always found good excuses to send his 

younger brother instead. In 1898, ta protest against the 

policies of the government, he refused to attend the 

inauguration of a monument to his uncle, Spaventa. The 

monument was unveiled by King Umberto, who had just 

bestowed a high decoration on General Bava Beccaris for his 

role in crushing the Milan riots. The same year Croce 

avoided, by strategic delays, his participation in a book, 

written and published by Neapolitan writers in honour of 

the heir to the throne, the future Ring Victor Emanuel, 

then Prince of Naples. During these years, Croce showed 

interest in the women's mwernent, he contributed to 

feminist periodicals and even joined a league against 

"white slaveryn. More important however, for twenty years 

Croce lived a splendid romantic love story with a y m g  

woman of Wyzantine beautyw. Prom 1893 until 1913, the year 



of her death, Croce and Angelina Zampanelli lived as man 

and wife; they traveled and attended social functions 

together, but the natural marriage was never legally 

formalized. The traditional mernbers of the establishment 

frowned on such unorthodox arrangements, and probably made 

known their displeasure. But such reactions did not bother 

Croce, nor his closest relatives and best friends, who 

regarded "Donna Nellan as the proper wife of "Don 

BenedettoN, perhaps more impressed by the evident 

reciprocal affection and by the sincerity of feelings than 

by the lack of legal fonnality. (IO) 

Philosophical Maturity . 
With the new century a new era began in Italy, 

characterized by economic progress and social reform. After 

the turmoil and the uncertainty of the last decade, the 

ru l i ng  classes rallied around the new King, Victor Emanuel, 

and accepted the leadership of Giolitti, who created a 

broad political consensus that laated until 1914. Giolitti 

proposed a programme of moderate democratic reforms and 

tried to CO-opt into the system the socialists and the 

Catholics, instead of fighting at the same time both "the 

reds and the blacksn. Bven Sidney Sonnino, the leader of 

the conservative forces, abandoned his programme of 

reaction, accepted the new course, and when in power, 

proposed a wide range of political and social refonns, that 



in many cases were adopted and implemented by Giolitti. 

During this period, Croce's political position changed 

and evolved, and the radicalism of his youth disappeared. 

After the enthusiasm for the socialism of Marx and the 

syndicalism of Sorel, he returned to a more moderate 

liberalism, in many ways closer to the political vision of 

Sonnino than to that of Giolitti. In the memoirs of 1902, 

Croce had been rather clear in the indication of his 

political orientation: "sympathy for socialismn, and 

"adhesion to the liberal and radical movementsn. In an 

addition to those memoirs, written in 1912, political 

movements are no longer mentioned, instead Croce expressed 

cultural aspirations. The aim of that aspiration was "to 

continue the work for the formation of a modern Italian 

consciousness~, which had to be "net socialist, and neither 

imperialist nor decadentn, but able "to recreate in a new 

fom that of the Italian Risorgimenton. More than a 

political profession, this was a cultural programme; a 

programne that had inspired Crocels work during those 

years, and that in fact he had already in part realized. 

The Giolittian era was one of the most creative periods 

in Croce's life. During this time he devoted much of his 

energy to philosophical study and to literazy criticism. 

Compared to his cultural production, Croce's presence in 

political affairs was rather limited and without national 



impact. From 1902 to 1914, at reg~lar intemals, he 

produced the fundamental texts of his philosophical system. 

In future years there were continuous revisions, new 

elaborations, sometimes even relevant modifications, but 

the solid foundations remained in place. It is a system of 

complete immanentism and total humanism, a celebration of 

the human spirit in al1 its terrestrial activities. Near 

the end of his life Croce called his philosophy luabsolute 

historicismn, to indicate that history is the only reality 

for the thought and action of man. In many ways this 

philosophy was a reform of Hegel's idealism and Vicots 

historicism, accepting the dialectic, but rejecting 

metaphysics and refusing any teleology. This neo-idealisrn 

was also a reaction against the then prevailing philosophy 

of positivisrn, based on the ideas of Spenser and Comte. One 

of the characteristics of Croce's philosophy was the 

particular accent he gave to the distinction among the 

categories of the Spirit. Faithful to the secular tradition 

of Italian philosophy, he reaffirmed the autonomy of the 

individual forms in the activity of man, and in the 

circularity of the spirit, chief among them the fundamental 

distinction between thought and action, theory and 

practice, and morality and politics. (11) 

Croce's continuous presence in academic debates, the 

regular appearanee of his books and the ideas they 



expressed had a tremendous influence on Italian society and 

culture. Before the outbreak of the First World War, he had 

achieved a dominant position in the intellectual life of 

Italy. The young generation and the future leaders, both of 

the right and of the left, were deeply affected by his 

ideas. Croce's achievements were greatly helped by the 

friendship, and the fruitful collaboration he enjoyed with 

Giovanni Gentile, then at the beginning of his university 

career, but already displaying a precocious philosophical 

maturity and a sharp critical mind. In practical matters, 

Croce's work was made much easier by the reciprocal trust 

he was able to establish with the publisher Giovanni 

Laterza, a shrewd businessman and a man of principles who 

remained faithful to Croce, in good and bad times. 

But the most important instrument for the diffusion of 

Croce's ideas and for the acquisition of a position of 

cultural leadership was his periodical: U Cr- . * , which 

began publication in 1903. Croce proved to be a brilliant 

editor, his periodical appeared with regularity every two 

months for more than forty years, and enjoyed a good 

circulation for a scholarly paper, reaching more than 1500 
. . copies. La was an attractive publication, appealing 

for the power of the ideas, the variety of the essays and 

the numbor of timely book reviews. ft soon became a 

necessary instrument of work, a tool of reference for al1 



those involved in scholarly research. Often the essays of 

La Crltica 
. . were republished, in an appropriate format, by 

national newspapers, thus reaching a wider audience, and 

increasing Croce's influence. 

ïla Critlca 
8 .  offered a coherent cultural progranane, 

expressed with fighting spirit and biting form; its aim was 

"a reaffirmation of the spiritual synthesisn and "a 

rewakening of the philosophical spiritu. The periodical 

promised to fight against "al1 the superficial peopleu, who 

despised philosophy, and to oppose without quarter "al1 the 

mystical and reactionary movements, and the Jesuitical and 

Voltairian currentsn. Against the prevailing ideas of their 

time, the new idealism of Croce and Gentile tried to 

rekindle the philosophical ideals that had animated the 

generation of 1860, and that had been abandoned later for 

positivism, scientism, Danvinism and mysticism. 

The reference to "the generation of 1860" showed that 

the periodical, besides philosophical concerns, had 

political aspirations, in the broad sense. Croce's main 

concern was to generate an intellectual and cultural 

renovation, but he was also hoping that this renovation 

would prepare the ground for a new political awareness and 

the emergence of new forces, which could bring a new vigour 

and morality to the political life of the nation. Often 

philosophical essays and literary criticism appearing in Ln 



. . Crltica had political implications and involved criticism 

or disagreement with political movements. In particular, 

Croce constantly aimed his arrows against D'Annunzio and 

nationalism, futurism, and clericalism, and, in generaï, 

against al1 those irrational currents that, after the war, 

coagulated into the Fascist Party. 

But Croce also waged a relentless battle against what he 

used to call, with disdain, the nMasonic mentalityw. He 

meant les8 the actual members of the Masonic orders than 

the democrats and the radicals, who appealed to the Jacobin 

tradition and shared positivist ideas. Al1 of these, 

according to Croce, possessed an abstract mentality, lacked 

an historical sense, and had a mechanical conception of 

life, that they borrowed from the mathematical sciences and 

tried to apply to social questions and moral problems. From 

1910, this criticism also included socialism, which in 

Croce's view, had abandoned the original dialectic of Mam, 

had acquired a determinist idea of progress, and now shared 

the materialistic spirit of the bourgeoisie, in this new 

form no longer offering a new vision of reality, or the 

hope of a different society, let alone "the regeneration of 

mankind . ( 12 1 

Political Activities. 

It was in 1911, in the same interview in which he 

declared "the death of socialismR, that Croce announcecl his 



new political stance, without, however, indicating a 

precise choice among parties or preference among the major 

leaders. After the throbbing experience of socialism, he 

claimed that his political faith was "something much older 

and much simplern. Despite the lack of clear indications, 

it is quite evident that the admiration for Giolitti's 

persona1 qualities and political leadership expressed in 

-, was now absent and came later, after 

Croce became a minister under Giolitti in 1920. It is also 

fair to assume that at this stage Croce had more admiration 

for the persona1 austerity and the political integrity of 

Sonnino than for the prosaic manners and the pragmatic ways 

of Giolitti. One has also to remember that from Naples the 

economic programme of Sonnino seemed to promise a more 

balanced development of Italian society, more equitable to 

Southem interests and less slanted towards the industrial 

and financial requirements of the North. Nor should it be 

underestimated that Sonnino's proposa1 to create a great 

Liberal Party appealing to the masses but ready to fight 

the socialists and the Catholics, held a special appeal to 

those who admired the policies of the Destra Çtorica and 

wanted to presente the heritage of the Risorgimento. 

But Croce's lack of enthusiasm for Giolitti cannot be 

compared to the militant antagonism of Gaetano Salvemini, a 

radical democrat, author of a book against Giolitti's 



political and electoral practices. In this period, as in 

others, Croce was free from partisan positions, and did not 

follow a rigid paxty line, as we would expect from a 

professional politician. Even during this period, Croce 

had occasion to support social reforms introduced by 

Giolitti's government. For family tradition and ideological 

background, Croce had more cultural affinity with Salandra 

than with the leaders of the Giolittian democracy, al1 of 

them greatly influenced by positivist philosophy, and thus 

guilty, in Croce's eyes, of belonging to the nMasonic 

mentalityfl. But when in 1902, the goverment proposed a 

divorce law, Sonnino and Salandra opposed it, while Croce 

approved of the project and campaigned for it, joining a 

Pro Divorce Cornmittee in Naples that tried to counter the 

pressures of Catholic organizations. It is worth noting the 

difference between Croce's and Salandra1s position on this 

occasion. For Salandra, at stake was the stability of the 

family, as a bulwark for the cohesion of society and the 

unity of the nation. For Croce, instead, divorce involved 

freedom of choice, and at stake was the lay character of 

the State and the interference of the Catholic Church in 

the political affairs of the nation. 

As always Croce was never one to be afraid to challenge 

establishment conventions and government authorities. In 

1908 Gentile applied for a teaching position at the 



University of Naples, but despite his academic 

qualifications the appointment was given to somebody with 

lesser qualifications, but with the right family and 

political connections. Inunediately Croce wrote and 

published at his own expense a polemical pamphlet, in which 

he denounced the dishonesty in the life of Italian 

universities and the favouritism in the appointment of 

university teachers. In 1912, just after the end of the 

Libyan war, Giuseppe Prezzolini, the editor of the 

periodical, ~ V o c e ,  was brought to trial and accused of 

having damaged the reputation of the Army. In a series of 

articles for his periodical, Prezzolini had brought to 

light some racy actions of a few cavalry officers, that the 

military authorities and the political establishment felt 

better to keep secret. Croce was among the few public 

figures who came to Prezzolinits defence, appearing as a 

character witness at the trial, and then publicly defending 

the right of every citizen to criticize and to scrutinize 

the Army or any other branch of government . (13)  

In 1903, Croce stopped hi8 collaboration with the 

socialist papers and began an association with U Ciornale 

QIItalia that lasted until 1925, when the paper was taken 

over by a fascist editor. Until then this paper was the 

mouthpiece of the conservative forces opposed to Giolitti's 

programme; it was in fact financed by Sonnino and Salandra, 



and was published by Alberto Bergamini, a consemative 

liberal and a gifted and innovative newspaperman. Croce was 

not a shareholder in this paper, as has often been implied; 

but at regular intemals the paper published some of his 

literary essays. The political signifieance of Croce's 

contribution to this paper should not be exaggerated. 

During this period, Croce encouraged and supported two 

other influential periodicals, Voce of Prezzolini in 

1908, and -ta' of Salvemini in 1912, giving them 

advice, making financial contributions and writing several 

essays. Different in editorial content and in the 

personalities of the publishers, the papers had in conmon 

the rejection of Giolitti's political system and 

opposition, most of the time, to his policies. The 

collaboration of these papers had political implications, 

but it was also influenced by persona1 relations and the 

social conventions of the times, that were less ideological 

in general than they became after the war. On specific 

issues, the editorial policy often contrasted with the 

persona1 views of single writers, and the difference did 

not create a scandal. In 1903, when Croce began his 

collaboration with Bergaminifs paper, he was still under 

the spell of socialism and syndicalism. At that time 

Antonio Labriola too was a collaborator of the paper. 

During his legal difficulties, Croce assumed the defence of 



Prezzolini, while Luigi Federzoni, the future nationalist 

leader, led a campaign of accusations against Prezzolini 

from the very pages of d'Italia. During the 

Libyan war, Salvemini opposed the war while Croce supported 

Giolitti's policy. (14) 

In 1910, Croce was made a senator by Sonnino during one 

of his short governments. Under the Albertine Statuto, 

Italyts constitution, the Senate was not an elective body, 

but a royal prerogative. Senators were appointed by the 

King at the recommendation of the prime minister, who was 

usually quided by political considerations. In reality 

Croce's real sponsor had been Giustino Fortunato, who had 

tried two years before, and failed, with Giolitti. On that 

occasion Giolitti was advised to reject the nomination on 

account of Croce's old contribution to the socialist paper, 

w, and probably, we may assume, because of his 

marital status. Fortunato, however, blamed the minister of 

education's resentment of Croce. This the, the presence in 

the government of Salandra, and the old friendship between 

Fortunato and Sonnino, was probably the deciding factor and 

clinched the outcorne. Some historians have seen in the 

Senate appointment a sign of Croce's consenrative 

evolution, or the beginning of a more moderate stance in 

politics, or a return to patriotic values. The Senate 

certainly increased Croce's social prestige, but it did 



nothing for his political influence; he never became a 

parliamentary leader; with his usual diligence he took part 

in the most important meetings, but remained little 

involved in parliamentary activities, and always cast his 

ballots with an open mind. In 1912 he voted for Giolitti's 

new electoral law, that practically established universal 

male suffrage in Italy. Never an enthusiast of colonial 

adventures, Croce nonetheless supported the Libyan war, and 

then approved the Treaty of Losanne, that put an end to the 

hostilities between Italy and Turkey, while Sonnino and the 

nationalists opposed the peace and continued to preach more 

expansion. (15) 

Municipal Activitiea. 

Croce acquired senatorial dignity not because he was a 

famous philosopher, but "per censon, that is, because he 

was a rich man and had devoted time and energy to conmninity 

work and public affairs without compensation. Croce's 

participation in municipal politics offers us a better 

indication of his political orientation and even party 

preference. In Naples Croce remained active mainly in 

cultural associations and academic institutions. But he 

also showed an early concern for ecological problems, and 

fought for the protection of the cityts artistic heritage, 

often lamenting the neglect of historical buildings and the 

disappearance of public green. In the local chapter of the 



Dante Society, he urged activities and provisions in favour 

of emigrants, who assembled in the port of the city before 

boarding the ships for their transatlantic destinations. 

In 1901 the municipal administration of Naples was 

dissolved under a charge of corruption and was put under 

the care of a board of trustees. Thanks to Fortunatols 

recomrnendation, the central government, run by the 

Zanardelli-Giolitti coalition, named Croce director of the 

elementary and junior schools. This municipal experience 

reinforced Crocels dislike for left wing coalitions, whose 

administration of public funds often left something to be 

desired, especially in Southern Italy. Twice in fact, in 

1901 and 1914, Croce was directly involved in municipal 

elections, and both times he supported an alliance of 

liberals and Catholics, opposing a bloc of the left, made 

of democrats, radicals and socialists. 

In the elections of 1914, Croce was president of the 

electoral committee of the moderate alliance, wrote its 

electoral platform, and even made public speeches. Despite 

Croce's efforts the left bloc won the elections, and a 

duke, who happened to be Crocels good friend and old 

classmate became mayor. Finally in 1914, as a result of the 

changing political atmosphere and social agitation, a new 

political organization was created in Naples, and Croce was 

elected president of this Liberal Monarchical Association. 



This is the clearest indication of Croce's political 

position for this period. nMonarchicaln was the 

qualification used by the moderate liberals, followers of 

Sonnino and Salandra, while the friends of Giolitti were 

called "Liberal Democratsl', and the llDernocrats"ere those 

who supported the more progressive policies of Nitti. (16) 

This represents a definitive choice for Croce. From now 

on he regarded himself as an exponent of the liberal 

movement and spoke as a member of the bourgeoisie. A 

moderate liberalism reflected both bis persona1 

inclinations and his historical training; it expressed his 

respect for tradition, his preference for concrete and 

specific solutions, and his opposition to generic and 

general social refonns. But liberalism wao for Croce not 

only a political movement, it was also the expression of 

his philosophy, and since this philosophy was based on a a 

dialectical conception of reality, Croce's liberalism could 

assume positions or include features that his more 

consenrative friends could neither share nor support. 

Despite the contradictions and the oscillations, an 

intellectual pattern emerges in this period. Croce 

displayed constant independence of mind in political 

affairs; his position lacked the rigidity of partisanship; 

he was willing to recognize the good from wherever it came. 

Good administration and personal honesty in public affairs 



was part of Croce's fundamental idea. Freedom of 

expression, the lay character of the State, and the 

separation of Church and State were part of his liberalism. 

From Croce's writings, including his literary criticism, 

but also from the writings of Spaventa, De Sanctis and 

Labriola, which were collected and edited by Croce, his 

political position becomes more precise and his liberalism 

more concrete. He preferred political parties not based on 

religion, not founded on clientelism, and not preaching a 

class struggle, but able to stimulate moral and 

intellectual energies. He wanted a government of 

enlightened personalities, that promoted the general 

welfare and the education of the people, that did not 

appeal to sectoral interests, but tried to lower the 

economic distance between the classes. His mode1 remained 

the liberalism of the Destra Storica: a liberalism aware of 

historical reality, faithful to tradition and open to 

reform; capable at the same time of maintaining order and 

of assuring progress. During this period he certainly had 

more sympathy for Sonnino than fox Giolitti, but he was 

more progressive than Salandra; he was also clearly less 

radical than he had been in 1898. Youthful radicalism was 

over; from now on Croce will be part of the broad Italian 

liberal movement, sharing its contradictions, successes and 

failures . 



The First World War. 

With the First World War, Croce's participation in 

national politics began. When the great powers declared 

war, the Italian government proclaimed neutrality, which 

was approved by the great majority of the Italian people 

and supported by the entire liberal establishment. Many 

Italians were happy to be out of the troubles, and felt 

horror and pity for both sides. Croce approved the decision 

of the government, and this increased his respect for the 

political wisdom of Salandra. In June of 1914, as president 

of the Neapolitan moderate liberal association, he had 

written a telegram of solidarity and support to the 

government during the agitations of Red Week, and had 

praised Salandra for hi8 firm moderation during that 

emergency and for bis refusal to employ the Amy against 

the riots. 

Neutrality has been the first choice of Italian 

governments in European conflicts, since 1870. But 

geographic position, economic interests and political 

reasons make that choice hard to maintain when al1 the 

major European powers are involved. In the case of 1914, 

the political unanimity did not last long; soon the policy 

of neutrality was challenged outside of Parliament; in the 

country a movement arose for Italian intervention in the 

war, and parties and public opinion were split between 



interventionist and neutralist factions. 

When the interventionists began their agitations to win 

public support, Croce became one of the most prominent 

leaders of the neutralist movement; he helped to organize 

the association of the neutralist forces, Pro Italia 

Nostra, and then gave financial support to the weekly 

periodical of the association, Italia N o m ,  for which he 

wrote several articles. Croce's neutralism cannot be 

confused with the pacificism of the socialists, but in many 

ways it was similar to the position of Giolitti. ûpposed to 

the demagogic agitations of the interventionists, Croce, 

like Giolitti, rejected an absolute neutrality, and did not 

exclude a priori Italian participation in the war, if 

national interests required it. Until a political necessity 

became evident, Croce saw no need to increase public 

passion and social unrest, or to urge government and 

parliament to make a hurried decision. 

Croce's position, clear on the general question, showed 

some incongruities and was open to criticism on specific 

issues. He, like the majority of Italian political leaders, 

was not psychologically prepared to face a sudden war of 

European proportions after many years of peace. In reality 

Croce preferred the continuation of the status quo. A t  

Eirst his neutralism was more sympathetic to Gennany than 

to France. He was reluctant to break the old and tried 



alliance for a new and uncertain one, asaembling nations 

with different interests and diverging ideals. He even 

admitted that Italian permanent interests were with the 

Central Powers, and regarded an intervention against 

Germany as treason to the old alliance. He had no sympathy 

for Austria and her obtuse policies, but was also reluctant 

to take advantage of Austrian difficulties in gaining what 

Italy had always wanted. Croce had strong ties with German 

culture; and allowed these feelings, for a while, to 

interfere with his political judgment, and, despite his 

proclaimed realism, while war was raging, he continued to 

contrast German historicism with French Jacobinism, Latin 

superficiality with Teutonic seriousness. He was aware of 

German imperial aspirations, but seemed more concerned with 

the desire of England and Russia for expansion in the 

Mediterranean and the Adriatic. In Croce's writings of this 

period there was hardly any consideration for the future 

balance of power in Europe. He regarded as idle fantaaies 

and a waste of tirne speculation about the consequences of 

German victory. But other reasons for Croce's neutralism 

were more solid and better reflected the reality of Italian 

society. He was convinced that the majority of the Italian 

people did not want a war, and only a minority was 

agitating for intervention. After the Libyan experience, he 

also considered the Italian Army unprepared for a new and 



sudden war against old allies. Moreover he feared that 

Italy did not possess the material and moral resources to 

endure the sacrifices that a modern and protracted conflict 

required. Above al1 he was frightened hy the political 

consequences of possible defeat. He had seen the results of 

Adowa, and remembered the dangers that could follow a 

military disaster. And recently, the social and political 

agitation against the military policy of the government, 

known as IlRed Weekl' had renewed doubts on the cohesion of 

Italian society, and shown the fragility of national unity. 

During the neutrality period, Croce directed his criticism 

against both the democratic and the nationalist 

interventionists, and especially against D'Annunzio. He 

accused the poet of wanting the war not for Italian 

interests or for love of the fatherland, but from a spirit 

of adventure, for the fulfillment of turbid passions, 

almost for sexual gratification. He contrasted the present 

position of the nationalists with the ideals of the Italian 

Risorgimento, and pointed to the noble passions of Carducci 

and Garibaldi, who fought for the freedom and independence 

of other nations, not for their conquest. At the same time, 

Croce also accused the democratie interventionists of 

abstract idealism, misplaced humanitarism, and naive 

internationalism, preaching the war for the triumph of 

democracy and the principle of nationality, but ignoring 



the needs and the interests of the Italian people. Against 

these democrats, Croce defended the concept of politics as 

force, in the Machiavellian sense as energy of the w i l l  and 

coherence between ends and means. In the polemics against 

the interventionists, Croce used strong words, like 

everybody else in that fatal year. He denounced the 

childish vacuities of the democrata and condemned the 

shameful aspirations of the nationalists, blaming them both 

for a lack of honour. But Croce, unlike others, was also 

capable of equanimity, and not only towards old friends. Zn 

letters to Prezzolini, he defended Mussolini from the 

accusation of venality, lamenting only his lack of 

restraint and absence of modesty after the conversion. 

However, Croce was aware of French contribution to 

Mussolinils newspaper, and to Prezzolini and to Gentile he 

expressed pleasure that "Our Salveminin was not writing in 

P a w o  d1ftalia. In Croce's eyes, Salvemini was guilty 

of contradictory ideas, continually t o m  between Marx and 

Mazzini, but his personal integrity was never in question. 

(17 1 

Croce and h i s  friends fought hard for the maintenance of 

Italian neutrality, but one has the impression that he was 

always willing to leave to the government the choice 

between war and peace. Croce did not approve the 

demonstrations againat Giolitti and Parliament organized 



by the interventionists at the beginning of May 1915. He 

defended Giolitti's actions in those days and his right, as 

leader of the majority, to force a decision by Parliament. 

But, unlike Giolitti, Croce never questioned the loyalty of 

Salandra. During those manifestations, as president of 

Naples1 liberal association, he sent a telegram of 

solidarity to the government expressing the confidence that 

the government would be able to defend the honour and the 

interest of Italy "with the agreement of the country and 

Parliamentu. With few others in "those radiant May daysn, 

Croce realized the damage done to the institution and the 

ominous precedent that the triumph of La Piazza over the 

wishes of parliament had created, making possible future 

repetitions. 

During the W a r .  

When Italy declared war on Austria, Croce stopped his 

campaign for neutrality, accepted the decision with 

fatalism, went to Rome and as Senator voted full powers to 

the government. He was easily helped to overcome his 

qualms, not only by the government's decision and the royal 

signature under the Treaty of London, but also by reading 

the 'Green Book1, which persuaded him of Austria1s bad 

faith in her negotiations with Italy. For a few weeks, 

asked both by Salandra and by the w y o r  of Napke~, Croce 

was president of the municipal wr çomnittee, wfioee task 



was to provide social assistance to the families of 

soldiers in economic need. With his prestige and persona1 

relations, he was able to bring together liberals and 

Catholics, republicans and socialists. For a short period 

the comrnittee worked well and collected a large sum of 

money, but the harmony arnong its members did not last long, 

and the go& relations between the committee and the City 

administrators soon collapsed, and Croce felt compelled to 

resign, unable to avoid persona1 rivalries and political 

squabbles, and above al1 unwilling to use public funds for 

partisan reasons. Once Croce was free of involvement in the 

civic cornittee, he continued social assistance in a 

private capacity, or through the schools of which he was in 

charge. 

But these social activities were not enough to satisfy 

his sense of responsibility, or to consume al1 of his 

energy. As always, even in the new circumstances created by 

the war, his main efforts were devoted and directed to 

cultural activity. In the middle of the war, Croce nhoped, 

feared and trembledn, like any other citizen but he also 

tried to keep alive a scholarly tradition and to give an 

example of scientific independence of mind. He decided to 

continue his work as if the war were not taking place, 

refusing to be distracted by military worries and above al1 

trying not to acquire a warrior mentality. He believed that 



during a war military necessiries had priority, but other 

works had to be continued as well, and scholars should not 

interrupt their work, indulging in idle speculation. He 

continued to do research, to write literary criticism and 

philosophical essays. At the end of the war these writings 

constituted a veritable "mountain of booksn. La Cr- . . 

continued to be published with regularity, and was even 

read at the front by officers, keeping alive a critical 

spirit and cultural interests. These activities of Croce 

must have increased his popularity even among soldiers. In 

1918, General Caviglia invited him to visit the front and 

to give a pep talk to his officers before the battle of 

Vittorio Veneto. 

During these years, Croce assumed a critical position, 

to which he tried to remain faithful. In questions of 

science, unlike many others, he refused to acquire a 

partisan habit. Croce made a clear distinction between the 

duty of the citizen and the duty of the scholar, between 

the responsibility towards the fatherland and towards the 

truth. Even in wartime, according to Croce, truth and 

morality cannot be sacrificed to the dernands of war: Caesar 

cannot have what belongs to God, This principle was often 

ignored by many European intellectuals, who waged literary 

battles of their own, while soldiers fought the real war at 

the front, and often, for propaganda reasons, Croce said, 



Valsified truth, with the pretense of serving the 

fatherlandn. And though Croce was never guilty of such a 

sin, the contrast between the two loyalties remained, at 

least in theory, and was resolved completely only much 

later, when the category of morality acquired a new 

function in his system. From 1914 to 1918 Croce's cultural 

activity was guided by three principles: he defended the 

independence of science, reasserted the common heritage of 

European peoples and defended the authority of the State. 

First during the war, Croce fought a constant battle 

against the use and the abuse of propaganda, that tried to 

turn literature into a tool of war. He especially 

criticized those men of letters and science, who spread 

lies and calumnies against other nations and other 

intellectuals, and began that malignant habit that Julien 

Benda later called "la trahison des clercsn. Croce defended 

the integrity of science, and warned against the danger of 

putting culture at the service of political, military and 

economic interests. In particular he rejected the 

nationalistsl theories, and their subtle racial 

implications, which tried to attribute particular 

scientific and literary qualities to certain peoples and 

nations. In al1 his political writings, later collected 

into the book from 1914 t ~ - L 2 & &  Croce also defended 

the common heritage of the European peoples, and the 



contribution of al1 nations to the character of that 

civilization. To French and German scholars who had carried 

war into science and literature, making disparaging remarks 

about each other's culture and civilization, Croce recalled 

the reciprocal and beneficial influence that each nation 

had received €rom the other. To the Italian nationalists, 

who liked to blame Hegelian philosophy for German imperial 

aspirations, Croce pointed out that during the Italian 

Risorgimento some of the greatest Italian patriots had been 

scholars of the German idealistic philosophy. In trying to 

preserve a common ground among European intellectuals, 

Croce's position can be compared to that of Romain Rolland; 

both in fact were strongly resented by nationalist writers, 

who called them "those two perfect idiotsn. Besides those 

two themes, during the war Croce waged a third campaign, 

and defended with equal fervour the authority of the State 

and the idea of force in politics. Croce especially 

criticized the policy of the Italian Socialist Party, 

unwilling to participate in the war effort, and unable to 

understand that the power of the State would be necessary 

even after a socialist victory, if the socialists wanted to 

be successors of the bourgeoisie, according to the teaching 

of Marx, and not simple destroyers. At the same time, 

against the democratic ideologies and their humanitarian 

internationalism, Croce reasserted the role of force in 



political relations. In this polemic Croce never separated 

the concept of force from morality, nor did he ever 

identify force with violence, but the emphasis waa put on 

force, and much less on morality. Years later, after 

Mussolini had conquered power, even Croce himself had to 

recognize that the passion with which he defended the 

concept of force and the authority of the State may have 

been excessive. He even allowed that he had dwelled tao 

much and for too long on that argument, and in doing so 

perhaps had made a mistake. In reality, in the overwrought 

feelings of war time, rather than educating the democrats 

and the socialists to a more realistic approach to 

politics, Croce, against his intentions, provided more 

ammunition to the enemies of democracy, and increased the 

appeal of authoritarian ideas. (18) 

During the war, compared to his cultural work, Croce's 

direct interventions in political affairs were 

rather limited, and can be characterized as patriotic and 

liberal. In 1916, after conflict with Cadorna and the Army 

High Command, while he was negotiating with Bissolati, 

trying to enlarge the support and to reassert the authority 

of the government also in military affairs, a coalition of 

former interventionists and Giolittians voted a motion of 

non-confidence and Salandra was compelled to resign from 

office. Croce imediately sent a letter of solidarity to 



his old friend, expressing disapproval of the vote, which 

he regarded as a bad example and a political mistake. After 

the defeat of the Italian army at Caporetto, Croce wrote a 

letter to Orlando, the new prime minister, and urged him 

not only to organize a better distribution of food, but 

also to increase useful propaganda activities among the 

lower classes and the soldiers to counter the promises of 

the enemy and the political criticism of the socialists. 

In September 1916 the Italian army conquered Gorizia; 

there was jubilation throughout Italy and flags were flown 

on public buildings. But the socialiat administration of 

Ravenna refused to fly the national flag as a protest 

againçt the continuation of the war. Croce sent a letter to 

a newspaper, and reminded the socialists that in time of 

war the defence of the fatherland should have preeminence 

over party difierence, even over the class struggle. 

Throughout the war Croce praised the choice of the German 

Socialist Party and criticized the policy of the Italian 

socialists, as expressed in their slogan "net to sabotage 

and not to supportn. But Croce's position should not be 

confused with the general anti-socialist campaign of the 

times. In Croce's criticism there is no hatred, not even 

animosity, but only the regret for what appeared to him a 

mistaken policy and confused aspirations. In reality the 

policy of isolation, imposed by the maximalist faction on 



the Socialist Party, against the protests of nirati, during 

and after the war, proved fatal both to socialim and 

democracy. 

While Croce criticized the socialists and expressed 

reservations about their policy, he began now to praise the 

bourgeoisie, and the contribution of the middle class to 

the sacrifices increasingly demanded by the war. At the 

tirne, many political conmientators claimed that the main 

effort of the war was waged by the peasants; without 

denying the contribution of that class, Croce pointed out 

the number of officers, belonging to the middle class that 

had enlisted and then had been killed. In the praise for 

the peasants and in the denial of the bourgeois 

contributions, Croce saw a worrying sign of moral weakness 

on the part of the ruling elites and a lack of political 

ene rgy . 
Finally, Croce praised the action of the army for giving 

moral cohesion to the Italian people, through the education 

and the discipline irnparted to millions of peasants. 

However unlike many other literati, he did not participate 

in the exaltation of military leaders, Cadorna first and 

Diaz later, celebrating their personality without 

restraint, and often invoking them as saviours of the 

country against the intrigues of political parties. In a 

friendly but firm way, in June 1918, Croce even urged 



General Diaz, the new army chief, to concentrate on the 

military task at hand, and to pay no attention to the 

flatteries of the writers around him, and to ignore their 

free and useless advice, always politically motivated. (19) 

Not only was Croce immune from flattery toward the 

military commandera, but even during the disaster of 

Caporetto, he defended freedom of expression and the right 

of every citizen to question the policies of the government 

and the actions of the army and the leadership of the 

generals. Croce regarded that disaster "worse than a mortal 

illness in the family", and the news fxom the front gave 

him pain and anguish, lasting for days. For the occasion, 

he wrote a short message to the Italian people, inviting 

al1 citizens to organize a fierce resistance, and to fight 

against the invading enemy with resolution and unity. In 

the same message there is also a veiled criticism of the 

Socialist Party and their pacifist propaganda. Despite this 

polemical spirit, for Croce Caporetto was part of a long 

historical tradition, that included Novara, Custoza and 

Adowa, and revealed the moral and political weakness of the 

old Italy, that the ideals of the Risorgimento had not yet 

been able to overcome. 

Others, less aware of historical traditions, preferred 

to put al1 the blame on aocialist prapaganda and on the 

defeatism of the soldiers. In the polemics that followed 



Caporetto, Umberto Cosmo, a teacher at the University of 

Turin, a democrat and a socialist, dared to put forward a 

different opinion. In a series of articles, which were 

published in La S t v  of Turin he pointed out that at 

Caporetto military mistakes had been made and there had 

been disagreements among the generals, and concluded that 

it was rather unfair to blame the socialists and the 

soldiers and to absolve the generals. The nationalists of 

Turin staged a press campaign against Cosmo, demanding his 

removal from university, an inunediate inquiry into his 

political activities and a trial before a military 

tribunal. Croce came to the defence of the beleaguered 

Cosmo, defended his patriotic intentions, rebuked in public 

h i s  main accuser, another colleague at the university, and 

finally wrote a letter of reference to the tribunal. At the 

end Cosmo was not grosecuted and did not lose his teaching 

position; but years later, under a different regime, he 

would not be so lucky. (20) 

After the War. 

Victory in November 1918 was a pleasing moment for 

Croce, but did not eancel the pain of Caporetto. The most 

responsible liberal leaders felt pride in the achievements 

of the Army, and in the endurance of the Italian people. 

For al1 of them the war had been an historical trial, the 

crowning event of the Risorgimento. The succese of that 



enterprise had finally shown that the Italian nation was 

capable of sustaining the efforts required by a long war, 

and Italian soldiers had proved that they were able to 

fight against great amies, overcoming the old tradition of 

disorder and cowardice. Al1 of them believed that Italy had 

acquired the rightful status of a great power. Some of them 

were also aware that Caporetto had shown the fragility of 

the Italian State. Others, in the euphoria of the moment, 

forgot the financial and economic dependence of Italy on 

the Allies. Victory did not give Croce the sense of 

national exaltation then comon to the elite and to the 

general public. His thoughts went to the defeated enemies, 

to the destruction of old empires, to the death and m i n  

common al1 over Europe. Croce's mind was agitated not by 

dreams of territorial expansion, but by the difficulties of 

the future. He felt a great deal of nostalgia for the old 

and familiar world that the war had destroyed or greatly 

undermined. For that reason he asked the scholars returning 

from the front to shed the prejudices acquired during the 

war, and to work for new Buropean CO-operation, to 

recreate the patrimny of ideas and traditions, that was 

the common heritage of al1 Buropean peoples before the 

cataclysm of the war. (21) 

In 1919 Croce, judging from his writings, was not unduly 

worried by the social agitations that followed the end of 



the war, nor did he share the nationalist fever that 

inflamed public opinion about the Dalmatian Question. But 

he and the majority of the Italian people greatly resented 

the way the Italian delegation was treated by the American 

president in Paris. Croce, like Giolitti, like most of the 

Italian leaders, was not pleased by the outcorne of the 

peace conference for what concerned Italy and was 

disappointed with the Treaty of Versailles in general. He 

wanted moderation towards the enemies, and did not approve 

a punitive peace, offending the sensibilities of the 

defeated peoples. Croce did not have much faith in the 

future of the League of Nations, and its ability to 

maintain peace in Europe, or even to foster CO-operation 

among its members. He disliked Wilson's intransigence to 

Italian requests and general behaviour in Paris, and 

expressed solidarity to Orlando, when the hapless premier 

xeturned to Italy after Wilsonls unfortunate appeal to the 

Italian people over the heads of the Italian peace 

delegation in Paris. 

Until the very end of the Paris conference, Croce 

continued to have faith in Sominofs ability and wisdm. 

He, like others, failed to appreciate that in the changed 

international environment the idealism of Bissolati was 

more realistic than the legalism of Sonnino. The majority 

of Italian political leaders did not grasp the nature of 



the open diplomacy and the missionary zeal of American 

foreign policy. Prisoners of the old ways, they failed to 

see the changes, created by intervention in the war by the 

United States and by the presence of Wilson at Paris. Many 

preferred to blame Wilson or Bissolati for Italyts 

difficulties, and ignored the divisions among the Italian 

delegation and the contradictions of the Italian diplomatic 

position. 

On the vexing question of the eastern borders, Croce 

showed more moderation than many others and was ready to 

accept, as he wrote to Gentile, "the request of the 

military and naval expertstt, "that is in the vital 

interests of Our Staten, which is more or less, what 

Giolitti and Sforza achieved in 1920 with the Treaty of 

Rapallo, supported by Croce inside the cabinet. (22 )  

Croce's feelings after the war, and his opposition to 

nationalist agitations found expression in the letters he 

wrote to his German friend, Karl Vossler, Professor of 

Romance Literature at the University of Munich. Reopening 

the correspondence after the interruption caused by the 

war, Croce expressed his pain at the material and spiritual 

ruin bxought by the conflict. He hoped now for a period of 

peace, and for a common effort of reconciliation arriong 

European nations. He longed for the creation of "a new 

scientific brotherhoodtt among European intellectuals, free 



from the poison of nationalism. After years of fighting and 

destruction, Croce wished that every man recognized that 

"the world now needs a period of reciprocal tolerance, 

Christian charity and lovew. In the moment when many 

Italian writers were inflamed by the Dalmatian adventures 

of DtAnnunzio, Croce assured his Eriend that he was 

preaching instead and practicing "a ~ o r t  of Christian 

humilityv, as a necessary preparation to the difficult 

times ahead, during which there would be a great need of 

Mcalrn'l, "reasonn and "goad willn. This, in fact, sounds no 

different than "the naive internationalismfl o f  Bissolati 

that Croce so much disliked. (23) 

From this correspondence we also learn that the social 

agitations of that year annoyed Croce, especially when the 

postal workers went on strike, and his mail suffered 

interruptions, affecting the normal flow of his work, but 

in general he was not unduly worxied. He was convinced that 

in Italy there was no danger of a revolution, either from 

the right or from the left. He also tried to reassure his 

German friend, and other Italian friends, afraid of 

socialist agitations, that England and Wilson, for the 

protection of their nation's econoniic interests, would not 

allow the triumph of a socialist revolution in Western 

Europe. On the other hand, he remained convinced that the 

war had created the conditions for a socialist victory at 



the next elections; and he only hoped that Italian 

socialists would follow the example of the German 

socialists and would not try to imitate the Russian 

revolution. In this period Croce was full of admiration for 

the constitution of the Weimar Republic, and urged Laterza 

to translate and publish the books of Walter Rathenau and 

Max Weber. 

Croce anci -. . 

This desire for international CO-operation may appear to 

contrast with Croce's ltcollaborationw in the periodical 

i ca ,  founded in 1918 and published by the nationalist 

leaders Francesco Coppola and Alfredo Rocco, Mussolini's 

future Minister of Justice. In that short collaboration 

both Gramsci and Denis Mack Smith have seen a sign of 

Croce's affinity with the nationalist ideology. Nothing can 

be farther frorn the truth. After the first issue, Coppola 

asked Croce for some writings for his new periodical and 

Croce obliged; Gentile and Fortunato did the same. The 

episode had little political significance and has to be 

regarded as an accident of friendship, and a sign of 

Croce's usual readiness to help publications, that promised 

a contribution to the cultural debate. Coppola was a 

Neapolitan like Croce, and in cordial relations with the 

philosopher. On that occasion he assured Croce that the 

periodical would be a rwiew of political science and 



philoaophy, offering l'a larger visionlu than the programme 

of the Nationalist Party. Croce's opposition to the 

ideology of nationalism was well k m  and of long 

standing; already in 1907, he had rejected the 

nationalistic views of DtAnnuzio and the political creed of 

Gnrico Corradini, one of the foundexs of the Nationalist 

Party. 

In his letter of November 1918, Croce repeated to 

Coppola his criticism of the nationalistsF "political 

exaggerationn and their penchant for "decadent literaturen. 

During the first month of 1919, Croce sent Palltica . . only 

six short articles, most of them had been written months 

before, others appeared almost simultaneously in other 

papers, and none of them shared or supported the basic 

ideas of nationalism. In any event the collaboration did 

not last long. When . . , contrary to Coppola's 

assurances, became in 1919 the official organ of the 

Nationalist Party, Croce immediately stopped any further 

dealings with the periodical, publicly stating his 

disassociation through letters to the press and to his 

friends. He did not want to leave the impression, as he 

told Gentile, that after years of disapproval, al1 of a 

sudden he had become a member of the Nationalist Party. For 

the same reason, Gentile and Fortunat0 followed Croce's 

example. Over the years, thanks to persona1 friendship with 



the editors, articles by Croce had often appeared in 

various papers that followed different political courses. 

But in the ideologically charged atmosphere after the war, 

Croce was "a little unwisew, as he himself said years 

later, to associate his name with well known nationalist 

writers. His collaboration gave prestige to one of their 

publications, and was bound to create confusion among the 

general public. Many could honestly believe that Croce had 

corne to share the political views of the nationalists, 

especially since in the periodical he reiterated hi6 old 

opposition to the "masonic mentalityn and to the Jacobin 

ideology, and criticized the political position of the 

Socialist Party and the Democrats. (24)  

While Crocels writings, during and after the war, may 

show signs of oscillation, offering opportunities for 

criticism, his brief and occasional contribution to 
. . Politlca cannot be used to confuse the patriotism of Croce 

with the chauvinism of the nationalists, or to forget the 

gulf that separated Crocels ideas from the ideology of 

nationalism. For Croce, but also for Gentile, the nation 

was an historical creation, while for the nationalist 

ideologues the nation was the result of natural forces, 

geographic elements and ethnic heritage. In 1919, no 

nationalist reader could share the ideas and the feelings, 

that ended the little history of -, the 



ancestral village in Abruzzi, from whence Croce's 

forefathers had moved to Naples. Standing in the public 

square, looking at the surroundings, Croce felt almost a 

stranger to the buildings and the lands, that once had 

belonged to his ancestors, and concluded that perhaps man 

more than llfilius locin is "filius temporisn, more than to 

a place man belongs to the universal spirit. 

Croce's general political ideas in this period were even 

better reflected in another work on Southern Italy, 

especially in the historical essays, that he devoted to the 

Poerio Brothers, the liberal patriots, who had been active 

undex the Bourbons in the first half of the nineteenth 

century. The essays, written in 1917 and 1918, were 

published in 1919 in book f o m  under the title: 

-lia di P W. In the reconstruction of their lives, 

Croce not only paid tribute to the Poeriosls persona1 

qualities and political activities, but one feels that he 

was proposing their programme and their ideas as an example 

to contemporary Italians. During the passions generated by 

the war, Croce confessed that he had been attracted "by 

their genuine and refreshing personalitiesn, and had wanted 

to contrast their frank and sincere nature with "the 

charlatanism and the vulgar nationalist demagogueryn. (25) 

The central essays of the book, M W  . . 
m e ,  shows that Croce was aware of the 



shortcomings of that political heritage and the elitist 

character of the liberal rnovement. As a solution to 

overcome that problem, to meet the challenge of modern 

times and the existence of mass parties, Croce, following 

in the footsteps of the Poerios, called for an alliance 

between the liberal bourgeoisie and the people. The 

historical experience had taught the Poerios that: "If the 

sane part of the country had united itself with the people 

. . . ,  from the combined energy of those diverse forces, 

something great for the welfare of Italy would have been 

generatedw. To avoid the weakness and the failures of the 

past, and to attract the support of the general population, 

the programme of the new liberal movement had not to be an 

imitation of foreign models, but had to be born from the 

"needs and the customs of the peoplen, and had to respect 

the history and the traditions of the country. At the same 

time, the new liberal leaders, to be successful, had to 

refuse "geometric governmentn, oppose the nabstractness of 

JacobinismN, and avoid l'the vacuities of the 

nationalistsn. Unlike the Bourbons, who had kept the people 

in ignorance and had favoured the statua quo, the new 

leaders had to make "the force of culture and civilizationw 

participant to the affairs of the State, striving to create 

in the country a general "system of political ideasn and "a 

conscience of public dutiesn. Besides this devotion to the 



public good and civic duties above al1 the leaders of a 

modern liberal movement had to show "a tenacious faith in 

f ree institutionsN. (26) 

Outside Italy, for a concrete example of a modern party 

able to perform the functions of a ruling elite, as a 

general class, Croce looked with sympathy to the German 

Social Democratic Party; he approved their policies and 

lauded their achievements. To a man like Croce, in 1919 the 

German socialists appeared capable of maintaining social 

unity, and at the same time of realizing social reforms and 

of achieving institutional changes, thus demonstrating that 

they, according to Marx's dialectic, were the true and 

worthy heirs of the bourgeoisie. These persona1 

aspirations, present in private letters and in public 

writings, explain Croce's political activities in this 

period. He gave his adhesion to Roman Rollandts appeal to 

European intellectuaïs, hviting them to work for European 

reconciliation and to avoid national passions. Croce agreed 

to become president of the Association for the Interests of 

Southern Italy, the organization founded by Fortunato, and 

devoted to building public libraries, technical schwls and 

day care centres in the southern provinces. Finally in 

1919, after the resignation of Orlando, Croce voted for the 

Nitti Government, and in 1920 participated to the laat 

Giolitti cabinet, as Minister of Education. 



Those were the two liberal leaders and the last two 

governments that tried without success to solve the 

problems created by the war, to revitalize liberal 

institutions and to meet the aspirations of the new times. 

The tragic failure oi those attempts, should not obscure 

the fact that Nitti and Giolitti, in their different ways, 

along with Croce and the majority of the liberal leaders, 

wanted to give a democratic solution to the convulsions 

that were then shaking Italian society. 



Chapter 2: From Giolitti to Mussolini,1920-1922 

The First World War destroyed ancient empires, and 

changed the course of European history, creating the social 

and economic conditions for revolution in several nations. 

The new realities brought by the war compelled people to 

change persona1 habits, and to acquire new political 

beliefs or to abandon old aspirations. After the war Croce 

had hoped to return completely to his normal studies and to 

resume his usual laborious intellectual life in Naples. 

Instead the political turmoil in Italy and the challenges 

faced by liberal institutions forced him to pay increased 

attention to political problems, and made it impossible for 

him to refuse the invitation of Giolitti to join hi8 

cabinet, as Minister of Education. The failure of that 

experiment, and then the victory of fascism and the triumph 

of Mussolini compelled Croce to clarify his liberalism and 

to better define hi8 theory of politics. Under pressure of 

political events Croce changed from a moderate liberal, 

with an almost Hegelian conception of the State, to a 

liberal democrat. At the same time his theory of politics 

also evolved, and became more nuanced. In the new 

conception morality replaced force as the dominant element. 

Finally in practical politics his original benevolence 

towards Mussolini disappeared and was replaced by an 

uncompromising opposition to fascism. 



The most important event in Croce's life after the war 

was his participation in the last Giolitti government, as 

Minister of Education from June 1920 to July 1921. Croce 

was a man devoted to scholarly pursuits, undertaken with 

missionary zeal, relentless energy, and methodical 

organization. But he was not a monk, immune from the 

passions of the world. He was socially active and 

personally involved. In Naples he never refused civic 

obligations. When asked he took administrative tasks, and 

discharged them with competence and good results. But Croce 

remained reluctant to accept political appointments, let 

alone to seek ministerial responsibility, feeling, with 

some reason, that he did not possess the necessary 

qualities ta be a successful politician. The few times he 

broke his rule were moments of national ernergency, when he 

felt compelled to accept the political burden out of civic 

obligation, as a sort of military service. The Giolitti 

Cabinet, in the middle of the political strife and social 

agitations that followed the end of the war and the 

elections of 1919, was such an occasion. (1) 

The general elections of 1919 were z disaster fox the 

liberal groups; almost two thirds of their candidates, many 

of them parliamentarians with long experience, went dom to 

defeat. The results had been a triumph for the Socialist 

Party and for the Catholic Popular Party. The forces and 



the classes excluded from the process of the Risorgimento 

came back into the political life of Italy as protagonists; 

the workers and the peasants were now claiming the right of 

full citizenship. Together the two parties controlled 

Parliament, and no majority could be formed without the 

participation of one of them. The liberals still retained 

the political leaders capable, by reason of experience and 

tradition, of forming national governments. But the old 

leaders had thus lost their freedom of manoeuvre in 

Parliament, and the monopoly of power in the Cabinet. 

More ominous for the future, the ideals of the 

Risorgimento, and the institutions shaped by those ideals, 

were rejected by the Socialists in the name of a future 

proletarian revolution, and questioned by the Popolari, 

appealing to a different tradition and to an outside 

authority. At the same time, the two parties could not 

agree on common action, since they were divided by ideology 

and separated by a different political programme. Many 

liberals, for their part, feared the presence of a 

sectarian Party, that maintained ties with the Vatican, and 

resented the decentralization proposais and the education 

demands made by the Popular Party, finding them a threat to 

the unity and the authority of the Risorgimental State. 

Furthemore, the socialists made the situation more 

complicated for the liberals, and at the end, fatal for 



themselves. On principle, they refused to assume 

ministerial responsibility, and even to support with their 

votes in Parliament any coalition government. At the 1919 

national congres8 in Bologna, against the Refonnist wing, 

lead by Filippo Turati, the Maximalist majority reconfirmed 

the old revolutionary creed and continued to preach the 

violent conquest of power, meanwhile ordering the 

parliamentary group to reject government collaboration with 

bourgeois parties. To maintain the unity of the party, 

Turati and his refomist friends, who were the majority in 

the socialist group in Parliament, conformed with this 

suicida1 policy, until it was too late to repair the damage 

done. The socialist policy of intransigence and isolation 

weakened the position of N i t t i  and Giolitti, their natural 

allies in those circumstances, but abave al1 it nullified 

their parliamentary strength, and reduced the Çocialist 

Party ta wateh with fatalism the unfolding of events. ( 2 )  

Minister of Education. 

In theae conditions of fear and disagreement, it became 

very difficult to find a stable majority in parliament and 

to form a lasting government around a coherent program and 

under a strong personality. The fifth Giolitti cabinet was 

the last attempt by the liberal groups to restore the 

authority of the State and to bring the financial problems 

under control, finding at the same tirne acceptable 



solutions to the social agitations. Giolitti formed a 

centre-left coalition, supported by the old liberal and 

democratic groups, and by the Popular Party. He tried to 

ovexcorne the bitter divisions between the neutralists and 

the interventionists, and toned dom or abandoned much of 

his original criticism about the conduct of the war. With a 

prograrme of progressive taxation, financial stability and 

industrial incentives, he hoped to gain the support of the 

moderate and enlightened elements of the proletariat and 

the bourgeoisie. To broaden the popularity of his 

government, Giolitti chose as ministers experienced 

parliamentarians, who were liberals or social-democrats, 

radicals and Catholics, but he also brought into the 

cabinet independent personalities with national prestige. 

Benedetto Croce was one of them. (3) 

Croce did not know Giolitti personally, nor had he been 

an enthusiast of Giolitti's political system before, and 

during the war had even written a protest against one of 

Giolitti's rare political interventions. Besides this lack 

of persona1 and political relationship Croce also assures 

us, in his memoirs of 1944, that he had always admired the 

old statesman "for the bold wisdom of his policyn, and over 

the years Croce had found himself defending the policies of 

Giolitti against the criticism of his Vather conservative 

Eriends of Destra Storican. After a moment of heeitation, 



encouraged by his wife, in 1920 Croce accepted Giolitti's 

offer, when the old statesman appealed to his patriotism 

and to his sense of duty, stressing the dangers of the 

situation and pointing out to Croce that l1Italy was in such 

trouble that al1 of us have to make efforts for her 

salvation, though 1 am not sure we shall succeedn. ( 4 )  

The letters to Karl Vossler reveal the reasons which 

compelled Croce to accept Giolitti's invitation. 'II have 

accepted this heavy burden" he wrote, "because, had 1 

refused, my conscience would have bothered men. ( 5 )  Once in 

his new position of responsibility Croce discharged his 

obligations with his customary scrupulous punctuality, and 

without even interrupting his studies. But the new work did 

not give Croce much joy, and the feelings of uneasiness 

were reinforced by the political conditions prevailing then 

in Italy and in Europe. T h e  public eventsn, he confessed, 

"net only of our nations but of the entire world, frighten 

men. In this condition of spirit, Croce carried his new 

duties "without that joy, which is generated by a unified 

spirit and by hope in the present and in the near futuren. 

(6) 

The ministry did not last long enough for Croce to make 

a personal and long lasting impact on the future of 

education in Italy. (7 )  Unlike Gentile in different 

circumstances, Croce was not able to implement a coherent 



programme. The few reforms he proposed to Parliament were 

rejected or defeated in conmittee, often for reasons that 

had little to do with education policy. In the 

parliamentary debates Croce revealed a good knowledge of 

the problems of Italian education, as they affected in 

different ways teachers, students, and school buildings. 

But the debates showed that he was not attuned to 

parliamentary niceties, necessaxy sometimes tu win votes 

and to gain support for proposais. The speeches of this 

period, inside and outside Parliament, revealed also a 

strong faith in the liberal method, proclaiming "the proud 

acceptance of free competition without fear in al1 aspects 

of practical l i fe ,  in economy and in educationn . ( 8 )  There 

is also faith in the ideals of the Risorgimento, and the 

desire to defend and protect that heritage against the 

assaults or the wishes of the clericals. 

Croce's practical actions as minister and his speeches 

show that he had an aristocratic conception of education. 

For him as for Gentile the principal aim of the schools was 

the creation of a ruling elite, marally and intellectually 

conscious of its public responsibility; to achieve this 

result an education based on liberal and humanistic studies 

was essential. Only in this sense was a classical education 

regarded as superior to technical schooling. Following his 

austere conception of life and of education, as a rninister, 



Croce wanted to restore discipline in the administration of 

schools and to reintroduce severity in studies at al1 

levels so only meritorious students could advance to higher 

education. The instrument to achieve the selection of 

students, to control the performance of teachers, and to 

maintain the authority of the State were standard national 

examinations, introduced at the beginning and at the end of 

each school cycle, administered by a board of examiners, 

and applied with equal stringency to private and public 

schools alike, thus assuring their equality. 

But one should not exaggerate the elitist nature of 

Croce's education policy, nor should one regard it as 

inspired by clas8 interests. His ideas were motivated only 

by intellectual considerations. Croce's major speech in 

Parliament showed that he was aware of the changed nature 

of Italian society created by the war, and of the new needs 

required by the economic transformation brought about by 

industrialization. On that occasion he promised to continue 

the fight against illiteracy, to reduce the number of 

classical lyceums, increase technical institutes, hire more 

teachers, build more schools and repair 016 buildings. 

Above al1 he accepted the necessity to lengthen the years 

of obligatory schooling from 5 to 8 years, requiring 

children to remain in school until the age of fourteen from 

the present age of eleven. 



During the parliamentary debates and question periods 

Croce often expressed sympathy with the proposals of his 

scientific colleagues in the Senate and agreed with their 

arguments to increase scientific education, aware of the 

technical needs of modem society. But the financial 

constraints of the time and cabinet solidarity, compelled 

Croce to tone down his program and to postpone some of 

his proposals until better times arrived. In agreement with 

the general policy of government to reduce the national 

debt, Croce concentrated his efforts to control expenditure 

under his administration, Irproposing and promoting 

economiesn with a puritanical zeal and "opposing useless 

expensesN, generating as a result great resentment and 

animosity among employees, and even among his direct 

collaborators. 

As a member of the cabinet, Croce had influence in the 

general policy of the government. Giolitti himself 

recognized that "this philosopher ha8 much good comon 

sensen. In interna1 affairs, Croce alwâys defended the 

authority of the State, and opposed the disorders created 

by the strikes and the violence. He supported and admired 

Giolitti's moderation and cool behaviour during the 

occupation of the factories; and a few months later inside 

the cabinet Croce approved Giolitti's tough instructions to 

al1 the prefects, ordering them "to apply the sanctions of 



the lawn against al1 violence. The civil servantsf partial 

strike during the elections of 1921 was practically handled 

by Croce alone. With the agreement of Giolitti, absent from 

Rome because of his wifels death, Croce took charge of the 

negotiations and of the governmentls public relations. For 

that purpose, Croce wrote in his memoirs that he "visited 

the editorial rooms of Rome's newspapersM, "suggested and 

sometimes even dictated articlesft against the strikers. 

With a combination of finnness and moderation, a 8-11 pay 

increase and good publicity, the agitation came to an end. 

(9 1 

In foreign policy, as Minister of Education, Croce 

pushed for the restoration of scientific and intellectual 

cooperation among Buropean scholars. Against many 

nationalist university professors he fought for the 

restitution to Germany and Austria of their cultural 

institutions, sequestered by Italy during the war. Inside 

the cabinet, Croce supported Giolitti and Sforza during the 

negotiations for the Treaty of Rapallo which brought to an 

end the hostilities between Italy and Yugoslavia, and 

closed D Annunzio s adventure in Fiume. (10) In 1943, 

Sforza himself acknowledged the support he had received 

from Croce in his policy of friendship with Aïbania and 

other Balkan nations. (11) 

The Giolitti government incurred the displeasure of 



nationalists on other occasions. As Minister of Education, 

Croce reminded them that the European people belonged to a 

common civilization, and were Itunited by science, tradition 

and even good mannersn. Against the protest of local 

consenratives Croce defended the autonomy of a community 

college in Calabria, allowing it ta teach the Albanian 

language. The same moderation he showed toward the Gennan 

and the French languages in Alto Adige and in Val D'Aosta. 

The nationalists resented Croce's refusal to allow 

patriotic ceremonies and nationalistic propaganda in 

schools, and they could neither accept nor share Croce's 

explanation that love of fatherland cannot be separated 

£rom general education, and that nit is not useful and 

could be dangerous to cultivate and stimulate one 

separately £rom the otherw. (12) 

Croce's ministerial experience also increased his 

animosity against the Socialists and the Popolari. Their 

attitude toward the goverment and their parliamentary 

behaviour offended the traditions of the Risorgimento in 

Croce's eyes, and strengthened his political antipathy 

towards them. Croce's memoirs of 1944 reveal the admiration 

for Matteotti, for the courage of "this valiant and 

inexorable accuser of fascist violencen. But the admiration 

of 1944 does not hide the disappointment felt in 1920, when 

Croce was observing the behaviour of the socialists in 



parliament, Matteotti included. (13) In one of h i s  speeches 

Croce's disdain for the socialists became quite evident. He 

accused them of being able only to criticize, never willing 

to praise what the government was doing, always demanding 

miracles instead of possible solutions, supporting the 

requests of the teachers but ignoring the needs of the 

students and their parents, and the schools in general. 

Croce always referred to Turati with respect, but the 

socialist opposition to his education proposals was 

dismissed with sarcasm, as an action to be expected by a 

bunch "of little teachers of elementary sch~ols~~, still 

tied to the positivist philosophy, and prisoners of '!the 

masonic mentalityn. when Giolitti fell, Croce noted with 

amused irony the disorientation of the Socialists, admiring 

Giolitti but unwilling to support his policies, and ending 

in joining bis and their enemies. (14) 

After the advent of fascism, Croce became a friend of 

Luigi Sturzo, visited him in London, and admired the 

dignity he constantly maintained during hi8 long exile from 

Italy. (15) But in 1920-21, Croce resented the demands of 

the Popular Party and the enterprising spirit of its 

leader. Like Giolitti, and for the same reasons, Croce did 

not approve of "the interferences" which the little 

Sicilian priest, though not even a member of Parliament, 

"pretended to exercise in the affairs of the government, 



which traditionally and constitutionally belonged to 

Cabinetn. In the memoirs of 1944 Croce left no doubt that 

the veto of Sturzo against a new Giolitti government opened 

the way to fascism. The resentment and the condemnation for 

that action was extended to the Vatican, in no uncertain 

terms. "In truth, the political actions of the Vatican were 

pernicious to Italy, and opened the doors to fascism, 

setting obstacles in the path of Giolitti's return to 

powerl1. (16) 

In general these criticisms and reservations against the 

socialists and the popolari have some historic validity. 

But Croce and Giolitti failed to realize that the presence 

of mass parties in modern society had changed the nature of 

politics, demanded new programes, and required different 

methods of governance from those adopted in the past, 

successful as they had been. It was no longer enough, as in 

the past, to satisfy the ambition of a local notable to 

assure the stability of government. After the war new 

classes demanded to be brought inta the system and be given 

a permanent share of power. The liberals failed to organize 

their own mass party, and thus found thernselves in an 

inferior position to the socialists and the popolari. 

Besides other considerations, the resentments of the 

liberal leaders was also an expression of this failure. 

Croce's participation in the Giolitti government was an 



important experience in his intellectual and persona1 

development, offering him new elements to better understand 

political problems and the general history of modern Italy. 

(17) In a letter to Giolitti in 1922, Croce confessed that 

during his participation in government he had the 

opportunity to have experiences which he lacked, and Itwhich 

are useful to the studies themselvesn. (18) One is tempted 

to Say that his ministerial experience allowed Croce to 

better understand the nature of politics, and to share 

Giolitti's conclusion that "to achieve a better order of 

the countryM, it was necessary to find Itaccord between the 

ends and the meansn. (19) Moreover, until 1920 Crocets most 

important political friends had been from Southern Italy 

and from the old Destra Storica, al1 of them men of 

classical education and agrarian background. In the 

Giolitti cabinet Croce came in contact with the political 

e l i t e  of Piedmont and their different ethos and background. 

These were men of action and practical ability, faithful 

servants of the State, equally devoted to the Crown and to 

Parliament, and, at the same time, able to retain persona1 

independence. 

The new experiences and friendships, the admiration for 

Giolitti and his policy, probably compelled Croce to read 

Giolitti's memoirs, published at the end of 1922, with 

warmer sympathy and deeper understanding. The fruit of this 



new critical disposition will find expression when Croce 

writes mtory of Itnly frqm 1871 to 1915, years later. In 

that book Croce, changing in many aspects his previous 

views, gave a positive assessment of the Giolittian era, 

and at the same time redeemed from old accusations the 

policies of the historical left, stressing instead its 

achievements. The observation of Giolitti's actions at 

close range gave Croce a better appxeciation of Giolitti's 

personality and a deeper understanding of his political 

inspiration. The critics continued to accuse the old 

premier of "simple ernpiricismn, but Croce now recognized 

that Giolitti's policy was instead characterized by a 

"constant and dominant linen, inspired by "faith in 

freedomtt , and guided by Ifthe effort to bring Italy to the 

same level as the other modern European nationsw. (20)  

The memoirs of 1944 show that, for Croce, looking back 

at the tumil of the twenties, Giolitti had become the 

symbol of the ideal politician and the embodiment of a 

modern liberal programme, almost, one is tempted to say, 

the incarnation of the Poeriosl ideals, needed by the times 

and appropriate for a confident and progressive 

bourgeoisie. Croce admired in Giolitti "bis quick intuition 

and conmion sensen; "bis great political wisdomn, and "the 

sure judgmentn required in the man of action, and equally 

important, for the positive conclusion of political action, 



''the steadiness of his willn. Croce was also impressed by 

the persona1 qualities of Giolitti, faithful to his 

friends, free from recriminations, and able to be "generous 

and respectful towards loyal adversariesn, like Sonnino. 

(21) 

Croce also approved Giolitti's social programe and his 

progressive policies, the tendency, in economic disputes, 

to favour the poor against the rich, his constant 

willingness to protect the working classes, and to 

ameliorate their social conditions. Croce was greatly 

impressed by Giolitti's public contempt for war profiteers, 

and his determination to tax the profits realized by "the 

sharksn during the war. Abave al1 Croce admired Giolitti's 

sense of the State, the display of authority, the cold 

determination and the ability to maintain easential order 

without using violence, as shown when he brought to an end 

the occupation of the factories, or solved the Adriatic 

question, isolating D'Annunzio, making use of force, but 

without creating further disorder and avoiding a bloodbath 

among Italians. (22) 

This admiration for Giolitti, for his govenunental 

method, and for his social programe found eloquent 

expression in a brief speech, given by Croce, on the 25th 

of September 1920, in his capacity as Minister of 

Education, to the national meeting of Italian philosophers, 



during the occupation of the factories. In his speech Croce 

seerned to answer the criticiam of Italian industrialists 

and in particular of Luigi Albertini, who was waging, in 

Corriexet a strong carnpaign against Giolitti's 

alleged surrender t o  trade unions. Against those who 

criticized the government's policy and accused the 

bourgeoisie "of weakness, meekness, suicide and resignation 

to its own deathn, Croce defended "the historical sense of 

the government and of the ruling eliten. For Croce the 

times were now mature "for profound social 

transf~rmations~~, and, after the war, these were not only 

necessary but were also beneficial. The duty of the 

government was to achieve these transformations Iwnecessary 

and thus beneficialw "without at the same tirne the 

destruction of the Statew, since this will always be 

essenrial t o  the affairs of men, even in changed foms. The 

philosophers were invited to work for a new social 

consciousness, to approve the governmentfs policy rather 

than to blame it, to have faith rather than to succumb to 

despair. (23 1 

The Electiow of 1921. 

In the Spring of 1921, Giolitti made a capital errar 

that proved fatal ta liberal institutions, and put an end 

to his political career. Believing that the resolution of 

the Fiume adventure, and the peaceful ending of the 



occupation of the factories had increased the governmentfs 

popularity, he advised the King to dissolve Parliament and 

to cal1 an earlier election. With the aim of weakening both 

the Socialists and the Popolari, the old leader encouraged 

an electoral alliance among the Liberals, the Democrats and 

the Fascists, united under the banner of National Blocs. 

From the elections Giolitti hoped to obtain a stable 

majority, and then to be in a atronger position to f o m  a 

new government, supported by a chastised Popular Party or 

even by a more reasonable Socialist Party, or at least by 

its Reformist wing. 

In the elections of 1921, Croce was in a rather awkward 

position. He was an independent member of the government, 

but he was a persona1 friend of Nitti, the leader of the 

opposition. To avoid any accusation of favouritism, he had 

decided to remain neutral during the electoral campaign, 

and he made known that he was not willing to do anything 

that could harm or favour Nitti. During the campaign he did 

not make any speeches, nor did he participate in the 

organization of the National Blocks. He was among the few 

ministers who remained in Rome throughout the election 

period, minding the governmentfs affairs. But despite his 

best intentions, and even though he was not involved in the 

organization of the election, Croce could not avoid being 

embroiled in electoral polemics. Two friends, Amendola and 



Castellano, complained that he was allowing employees of 

his ministry to work for government candidates, and to 

hamper the followers of Nitti. Few episodes of electoral 

fraud and political violence are mentioned in Croce's 

correspondence of this period. But the letters to his two 

friends show clearly that he was dealing with the 

traditional methods employed during electoral times in 

Southern Italy. But in one of Croce's letters we find 

expressions that reveal the gravity of the situation, 

showing the novelty of what was happening. He reassured 

Castellano that V h e  government has done everything 

possible to put brakes to the excesses of the fascistsn. 

But a few days later he had to confess the failure of the 

governmentls intentions: The government can try to impose 

the observance of the law, but cannot change the nature of 

men and their passions." ( 24 )  

The government indeed had taken some measures and given 

extra power to key prefects, moving the most energetic of 

them to strategic cities, but those new measures had not 

proven their efficacy yet, nor stemmed the tide. Less in 

Southern Italy and more in other parts of Italy, political 

violence different in nature than those of the past was 

happening against the opposition candidates, especially 

against the Socialist Party. Responsible for that 

systematic and organized violence was the fascist movement: 



the new protagonist of Italian political life. During the 

Giolitti government, especially after the end of the 

occupation of the factories, fascism became a major force 

in Italian political life. The elections of 1919 had been a 

humiliating rejection for Mussolini. After those elections, 

fascism continued to be a 8-11 movement without a clear 

political objective, made of a few thousand restless 

veterans, Iinterventisti1 of 1915, and Iarditi1 of the war, 

grouped around Mussolini and his newspaper. The majority of 

the first fascists were former socialists or republicans, 

veterans of the syndicalist and futurist experiences. But 

between the Fa11 of 1920 and the Spring of 1921 the Fasci 

changed completely in nature, organization and ideology. 

From an urban phenomenon fascism became an agrarian 

organization; from the cities the centre moved to the 

countryside; and the influence shifted from Milan to 

Bologna . 
In this new and more violent incarnation fascism 

increased its strength and became widespread, especially in 

Central Italy. In these regions, then dminated by 

agriculture, the Socialist Party had scored recently 

impressive political gains, and the peasantst trade unions, 

employing numerical clout and sometimes plain violence, had 

been able in 1920 to negotiate with the employers new and 

more onerous agrarian contracts, in the process creating 



great resentment among al1 the propertied classes. It was 

with the support of these classes, after the conclusion of 

that bitter social confrontation, that fascist squads began 

the onslaught against the socialist organizations in the Po 

Valley leaving ruin,  death and fear in the aitermath. 

Fascist violence was tolerated and sometimes helped by the 

local police and military authorities, despite the constant 

orders from the central goverment to protect the security 

of al1 citizens. Challenged with impunity, the authority of 

the State  began ta weaken, and many citizens lost faith in 

the ability of the governrnent to maintain law and order. At 

the same tirne the prestige of fascism was increased when 

i ts  members were invited to participate to the next 

electiuns in the National Blocs, sponsoréd by the 

governrnent. 

Faced by a new movement, unleashed by the passions 

created by the war and by the tunnoils that followed the 

end of the war, Giolitti made recourse to old tactics that 

had been successful in the past, or seemed to have been 

successful then. As he had done before with other 

movements, the old leader tried to absorb fascism into the 

constitutional l i fe  of the nation, hoping to blunt its 

xadicalism and to channel i ts  ambition. But in dealing with 

Fascism and with Mussolini during the elections of 1921, 

the Liberals made fatal mistakes. They failed to realize 



that fascism was a novel beast, endowed with voracious 

appetites, unlike the old movements difficult to pacify or 

to satisfy. Moreover not for the last time, the liberal 

leaders also made a dangerous miscalculation, 

underestimating the ability and the ambition of Mussolini. 

The electoral results did not change the parties 

standing in Parliament very much, but introduced a new 

dynamic into political life. The elections increased the 

prestige of Mussolini, and gave new impetus to fascism, 

creating at the same time more cornplicity between fascism 

and the official authorities, especially at the local 

level. The Socialists were marginally weakened, but the 

Popolari increased their numbers, and the Fascists won 

thirty-five seats. Giolitti did not gain the working 

majority he had sought; Parliamett became more fractious; 

and the formation of a strong and united government was 

made more difficult than before. Having failed in his 

gamble, Giolitti resigned, and never regained power, 

leaving a vacuum at the centre of the political system that 

his lieutenants were not able to fill. With the elections 

of 1921 and the departure of Giolitti from power began the 

agony of the liberal State. (25)  

Before the March on Rame. 

After the election of June 1921 the Giolitti government 

resigned. Ivanoe Bonomi, the new premier, made a futile and 



rather lukewarm attempt to retain Croce in his cabinet. But 

Croce refused and returned to Naples, devoting his energy 

full time again to his studies. Under the impact of 

political events his interests were now moving from 

literature to historical and political problems. This new 

direction was a sure sign that he felt the need for 

clarification, that there was some uneasiness in his mind, 

and a discrepancy between theory and practice had to be 

bridged. Croce's presence in the Senate did not stop 

entirely, but became more sporadic. The letters of this 

time to his closest friends did not offer comments on 

political events, nor did they show any concern for the 

violence of the fascist squads, perhaps because the city of 

Naples was the least affected by political violence. 

According to his closest friends, Croce was not a regular 

reader of daily newspapers. Usually ta keep abreast of 

current events, he relied on conversations with his more 

mundane friends. Most of them certainly were not faacist, 

but they had little sympathy for the socialists. 

But Croce, even if he wanted, could not be completely 

removed from the turmoils of his times. During the summer 

of 1922, asked by the French-Belgian art historian, Jacques 

Mesmil, Croce wrote a letter to Mussolini in favour of 

Luigi Fabbri, a teacher and an anarchist, who was 

persecuted by the fascists of Bologna, and was in danger of 



having his house and hi8 valuable library burned. Mussolini 

replied with a deferential letter to Croce, promising an 

end to the harassments of the unfortunate teacher, and the 

library of the anarchist was spared any further damage. 

( 2 6 )  

In August 1922, the Senate debated and voted a motion 

that praised the rather energetic intervention of the 

Fascist Party again~t the legal general strike, hastily 

called by the Socialist Party and their trade unions as a 

national pro te s t  against the violence of the Black Shirts. 

Croce did not take part in the debate, as was usual for 

him, but voted for the motion, forgetting, like the 

majority of the Senate, where the violence was coming from, 

blinded by the patriotic rhetoric of the fascists. The 

strike was legal, but it was, at that eonjuncture, 

politically ill-advised, and misfired. Organized to show 

the force of the socialist organizations and ta gain 

sympathy for their plight, it revealed their weakness and 

isolation. In Turatits apt definition, the general strike 

turned inta a tlSocialist Caporetton, and unfortunately for 

the socialists and for Italy it was not followed by a new 

Vi t to r io  Veneto. Already weakened by the conmnuiist schisrn 

of January 1921, the failure of the strike left the 

Socialist Party in disarray and reduced them to political 

impotence. After that, only the parliamentary group was 



left intact: as a viable force of the once rnighty socialist 

organizations. At the end even this strategic reseme was 

never employed, neutralized by the disagreements between 

the maximalists and the refomists, the ones dominating the 

executive of the Party, the others the parliamentary group. 

The success of the Fascists against the strikers 

revealed their strength, and demonstrated their ability to 

gain mastery of the streets. The Senate motion showed that 

the fascists were able to gain sympathy in the traditional 

establishment, but it also showed that their audacity wa6 

generating worry and apprehension. In the same motion in 

fact the  Senators expressed the pious hope that "the vital 

forces of the nation would be able, in their manly struggle 

against the actions of the subversive parties, to refrain 

£rom excesses of any kind." ( 2 7 )  Having destroyed the 

organizations of the Socialist Party pxecisely with excess, 

from then on Mussolini bent al1 his energy to consolidating 

his gains and to achieving his aim, using violence when 

necessary, but at the same t h e  tqing to reassure the 

moderate forces with pleasing expressions. 

In October 1922, a mere week before the March on Rome, 

Croce was invited, with other Neapolitan Senators, as was 

and still is the tradition, to attend the congress of the 

Fascist Party, held in Naples. Various accounts have been 

given of Croce's reaction to Mussolini9s speech; many 



accusations have been made against him because of his 

presence in that gathering; his extemporaneous remarks have 

been changed, enlarged and turned into damnable offenses or . 

indictable crimes. Crocels presence at that event has 

little political meaning, in reality. Two years before, for 

the same reasons, Croce had been present at the congress of 

the Popular Party, and Don Sturzo, the leader of the party, 

as a sign of respect, had even invited Croce to ait at the 

head table, where he remained silent. In hi8 memoirs of 

1944, Croce explained that he accepted the invitation, went 

to the San Carlo Theatre, sat in the box reserved for 

Senators, and heard the speech of Mussolini, nbelieving it 

useful, and in a certain way, even dutiful to acquire a 

more direct knowledge of a political party, the importance 

and force of which was growing in Italy day by dayn. (28) 

It is, in fact, essential to keep in mind the political 

strengths and the organizational force of the National 

Fascist Party, in order to understand the political 

situation of Italy in October 1922, and to truly appreciate 

the policy of the liberal leaders during that year, and 

that fateful month. 

Mussolinils speech at San Carlo, like others in other 

cities during the Sumer and Fall of 1922, was meant to 

reassure the silent majority of Italy, and to win over the 

moderate forces of the establishment. In Naples Mussolini 



said much that could please Croce, and little that could 

worry or offend him. He pleased Crocels Risorgimental 

ideals, when he promised to defend the unity of Italy and 

to oppose the movements for the autonomy of various 

regions, then rather strong in Sicily, Sardinia and in some 

parts of Northern Italy. To better reassure the royal 

feelings of Southern Italians he praised the Monarchy and 

its role in the history of Italy; defended the independence 

of the Army; and promised to retain Parliament and not 

destroy it. On that occasion Mussolini assured his audience 

that he desired to put an end to violence and wanted to 

achieve a national pacification. To achieve chia aim, he 

asked for new elections and a new electoral law, as was 

then requested also by liberal leaders. He gave the 

impression that a coalition government, in which fascists 

had five ministers, could be an acceptable solution to him. 

To this government he gave an historical mission, almost 

the completion of the Risorgimento. The question is to 

bring into the liberal state, which has accomplished great 

tasks, and which we are not forgetting, al1 the vigour of 

the new Italian generations, which were born from the war 

and from the victory~. (29) 

When Mussolini touched on ideological problems, he used 

words and concepts borrowed from Sorel and familiar to 

Croce, and, within certain limits, shared and approved by 



him. Mussolini stated that when interests and parties are 

in mortal conflict force may be the only solution 

available. He rejected democratic principles not for 

practical reasons or for their social content, but for a 

question of %entalityn , tgmethodn, and even lgmythologyn . 
"Democracy believes that principles are inmutable, and can 

be applied in every time, in every place, and in every 

situationn. In the aame speech Mussolini gave a definition 

of nation closer to the Mazzinian ideals rather than to the 

beliefs of Rocco, Corradini or Federzoni. ltFor us the 

nation is spirit, and not territory, . . .  not only numbersft. 
To make his point clearer he added: "The Roman Empire is a 

creation of the spiritn. (30) 

While Mussolini tried to appease the fears of the 

moderate forces, at the same time he hoped to reassure the 

workers about the intentions of fascism. "The working 

classes exist in the nation. They are a great part of the 

nation, are necessary to the life of the nation in peace 

and in warw. For that reason the State "should not and 

could not reject them", but had "to protect their just 

interestsn. The experiences of the soldier and the mernories 

of the former socialist were evident in these statements. 

But a Giolitti could easily approve and share those 

intentions. Croce too in those years had preached the need 

of Itsocial unityn in the life of the State, and had praised 



the German Socialists for their ability to achieve, in his 

opinion, that worthwhile aim. (31) 

One can understand why Mussolini's speech at the San 

Carlo Theatre could be reassuring to Croce and to the other 

Senators. But that speech was only one aspect of the 

gathering, and Croce missed the other part, which was 

perhaps even more important. That weekend more than forty 

thousand black shirts and twenty thousand workers poured 

into Naples. Most were armed. All behaved in an orderly 

fashion, and later paraded with military discipline. To his 

faithful, gathered in the public square, Mussolini spoke a 

different language and used a different tone. On that 

occasion he did not mince words: "Either they will give us 

the government or we will take it by marching on Romen. 

Once in the eternal city, the fascists, if necessary to 

achieve their aim, "will grab by the throat the miserable 

ruling political classn. ( 3 2 )  The presence of such a large 

number of amed people and the behaviour of Mussolini 

should have alerted the liberals that they were facing a 

novel political phenomenon, not easy to appease with a 

ministerial combination or with traditional methods, but 

they preferred the reassurance of words to the eloquence of 

deeds . 
The Streagth of Fascism. 

The participation in the general elections of 1921 in 



the ~ational Blocs, sponsored by Giolitti, had increased 

the importance of fascism and the prestige of its leaders, 

breaking their isolation and establishing contacts with the 

ruling elites. The results were a persona1 vindication of 

Mussolini, who was elected both in Lombardy and in Emilia, 

coming first in both electoral districts. In 1921 he 

received more than two hundred thousand votes, a far cry 

from the less than five thousand he had obtained in 1919. 

Fascism sent to Parliament thirty-five deputies, could 

count on the support of the ten Nationalists and the 

conservative liberals of Salandra, for a total of one 

hundred members. This was a block of votes to be reckoned 

with in Parliament in any ministerial combination, given 

the animosity between the Popolari and the Liberals, and 

the traditional opposition of the Socialists and thefr 

suicida1 refusal to join or to support any bourgeois 

government. 

More important than that electoral success, in October 

1922 the National Fascist Party had become a mass party and 

without any doubt the strongest in the country. It had a 

membership of more than three hundred thousand members, and 

was still qrowing. It was already larger than that of any 

other party. It was organized in thirty-four hundred Fasci, 

concentrated mainly in Central and Northern Italy, but also 

spreading in Southern Italy among the middle classes, eager 



to replace the prominence of the Liberals, or critical of 

their long dominion. Every major city had a fascist paper, 

printed on a modern press, and al1 were connected to 

Mussolinils U PQpQIo d'Italia. The partyls financial 

situation was healthy, with a regular cash flow assured by 

regular contributions from agrarians and industrialists, 

but also from rank and file normal membership dues. (33)  

Above all, beside the regular party organizations conanon 

to other mass parties, the Fascist Party had a military 

apparatus. The original l'action squadsl' of the first Fasci 

had been organized into a Militia along army lines with 

former generals as inspectors and local Ras in conanand, 

thus providing at the same time unity and local initiative. 

In 1922 fascism was able to undertake militazy expeditions 

like a regular army, capable of mobilizing thousands of 

black shirts, and of terrorizing entire provinces, 

unmolested by public authority, and sometimes even helped 

or protected by them. After similar events in Central and 

Northern Italy, in October 1922, the gathering in Naples 

brought together sixty thousand fascists from al1 over 

Italy, as a general rehearsal of the upcoming March on Rome 

a week later. (34) 

Because jn 1922 Fascism was strong and a m ,  it was no 

longer possible to suppress it without the employment of 

the Army.  That event meant the possibility of a civil war, 



with unforeseen and frightening consequences, for the 

Monarchy, the bourgeoisie and the ruling classes. PasciSm 

was no longer a question of police; it had become a 

dramatic political problem. For this reason, during the 

summer of 1922, al1 Liberal leaders, from the right and 

from the left, tried to negotiate with Mussolini, hoping 

that he would accept a coalition goverment, be satisfied 

with a junior position, leaving to the old  leader^ the real 

levers of power. The King expressed the general feeling 

when he wrote to Premier Facta: I f . . .  the only effective 

means, to avoid dangerous shocks, is to associate fascism 

with the government through legal meansn. (35) 

For Croce, after his government experience, the position 

and the political indications of Giolitti were more 

important. But even Giolitti had corne to the conclusion 

that fascism was no longer a simple police question, but 

had becone a political problem, demanding a political 

solution, sanctioned by Parliament. For him fascism had 

become too strong, and if a civil war was to be avoided, 

the only solution was to constirutionalize it; to control 

the force of fascism, it was necessary to bring it into the 

government. Giolitti made his position clear, as he 

explained it in a speech: "A new party has appeared in 

Italian political life. It has to take that place to which 

the number of its followers gives it the right; but in 



legal ways, the only ones which can give a tnie and lasting 

authority to a party in Our constitution; the only ones 

through which can be realized the fundamental programme of 

that party, which is to restore the authority of the 

StateH . (36) 

The other liberal leaders agreed with Giolitti's 

analysis. None of them ever contempiated an anti-fascist 

coalition; al1 entered into direct negotiations with 

Mussolini, sharing the illusion that it was possible to 

normalize fascism, to break its impetus or to control its 

revolutionary ambitions. Very few of the leading 

politicians realized in 1922 that Italy was on the 

threshold of a dangerous venture, or understood the true 

nature of fascism. We now know that the liberal leaders 

harboured a pious illusion, and that their hopes had no 

real foundation. But we should also remember that, then, 

possibilities were, or at least appeared wide open and no 

solution was yet predetermined. At the end only Giolitti's 

absence from Rome, at the most critical moment, tipped the 

balance in favour of Mussolini. 

It is also true that in 1922 many fascist supporters and 

some important fascist leaders did not want a dictatorship, 

wishing only law and order and a return to tranquility. 

Perhaps even Mussolini had not clear in his mind a future 

programme and a predetexmined solution; certainly his 



speeches and actions did not point straight to a 

totalirarian and personal regime. Bven Togliatti, in  hi^ 

Moscow lessons on fascism in 1936, remarked: "It is a 

mistake to believe that fascism started in 1920, or even 

from the March on Rome in 1922, with a definite plan, 

devised in advance, of a regime of dictatorship, as 

af terwards the regime became organizedIt . (37 1 

Croce shared the political views of the other l iberal  

leaders, his position was no different than that of 

Giolitti, whose political wisdom he had corne to admire, to 

respect and to follow. Croce was never deeply involved in 

day ta day political events, nor did he follow the 

newspapers. The letters of the periad to government 

officials reveal that his main public concern was the 

relocation and the reorganization of the national library 

of Naples. Living in Naples, one of the cities hast 

affected by political violence, Croce had no direct and 

persona1 experienee of fascism and its peculiar methods of 

action. 

In the biographical notes of 1934 and 1944, Croce agreed 

with Giolitti and Salandra that cooperation with fascism 

was necessary and beneficial. He believed that fascism had 

to be brought into the government because it seemed 

bencficial that: "New and younger forces were introduced 

into Italian political life, ta give a new vigour to the 



political class, which the long war and the postwax period 

had impoverished and worn outn. Croce, like other liberal 

leaders, did not fear that fascists could or would destroy 

the institutions created by the Risorgimento, because in 

his mind he regarded fascism not as a lasting phenomenon, 

but only as "an episode of the war period, a youthful and 

patriotic reaction, which would have disappeared without 

causing much harm, and perhaps leaving something good 

behindu. ( 3 8 )  

Tn those fatal months, Croce shared the illusion, coirimon 

to a l1  liberal political leaders, that the institutions 

were safe, and that freedom was not in mortal danger. "It 

never crossed my mind that Italy would allow freedom to be 

snatched £rom her hands: that freedm, which had cost so 

much effort and so much blood, and which my generation 

regarded as a conquest lasting foreverW. (39) 

But in 1950, reflecting on those years, Croce confessed 

that his opinion that fascism would be a transitory episode 

was held uto tell the truthn "with little sagacityw. Aïso 

in 1943 imediately after the fa11 of fascism, Croce 

republished the three press interviews, which document his 

support of Mussolinils government. In the introduction to 

the book Croce recognized the reason for the mistake. "Men 

of my generation were used to judge things with the mind 

accustomed to the peaceful events of parliamentary 



disputesn, and even in 1922 "hoped and believed that the 

political crisis would be milder than it turned out to be 

in realityn. Because he harboured those hopes, Croce 

recognized that he could not avoid the charge of neasy 

optimism and not enough political foresightw. (40)  

Like Croce, despite the violence, few of the political 

leaders were aware of the true nature of fascism; many 

continued to underestimate it until it was too late. None 

of them suspected that the crisis would be fatal both to 

government and opposition, to Catholics and Liberals, to 

proletarian and bourgeois freedom. (41) The liberal leaders 

belonged to an older generation, and had matured before the 

war; they took political freedom and the traditions of the 

Risorgimento for granted. They never suspected that liberal 

institutions could be violated and destroyed by the 

veterans of the war, fought in the name of the 

Risorgimento. Years later, Croce recognized this attitude 

as a fatal weakness . IlThe concept of freedom had disarmed, 
so to say, during the liberal age, which was the time of 

youth and maturity for the men of my generation, because 

freedom, conquered by Our fathers, had been a pacifie 

possession, which we thought could never again be 

subverted, certainly not destroyed and vilifiedn. (42) 

In the memoirs of 1934 one notes a tone of personal 

regret. Before and during the war Croce had fought against 



the abstractness of democracy, and the utopias of 

socialism. He had also rejected the theories of nationalism 

and condemned the claims of irrationalism. But in the 

theory of politics he had stressed the concepts of force 

and power, had praised the realism of Machiavelli and Marx. 

Against the illusions of his democratic adversaries, Croce 

had ridiculed "the seductions of the goddess Justice and 

Humanityn. But he had yet to elaborate a conception of 

liberty; his philosophy did not offer a general and 

coherent conception of political life. Before fascism his 

attention had been taken by other problems and he faced 

difference adversaries. Only under the impact of fascism 

and different opponents, did Croce's speculation turn to 

the problems of freedorn. Then in the theory of politics he 

began to stress morality and ethics. In philosophy he 

offered "a speculative theory of freedomn and defended the 

concept of freedom with nvigourous affirmation and logical 

demonstrationn. In the opposition against fascism, and in 

the dispute with Gentile, Croce developed the theory of 

history, as history of liberty, and liberty assumed the 

connotation of a modern religion, for which it was worth 

fighting and suffering and dying. Then democracy also 

received a different justification and a more positive 

value. (43) 



The March on Rame. 

On October 28th 1922, rather than waiting for 

parliamentary combinations, the leadership of the National 

Fascist Party organized the March on Rome, and boldly 

attempted to achieve political power with a popular 

insurrection. Faced with a challenge against the State, the 

liberal leaders showed a lack of unity and political 

determination; instead they tried to appease fascism, and 

offered various ministries to Mussolini in a coalition 

government. When the King refused to employ the Army 

against the insurrection, and the offers of coalition under 

a liberal leader were rudely spurned, Mussolini was invited 

to Rome and asked to form his own government. The royal 

invitation first, the vote of Parliament later, gave to the 

new government a constitutional character, despite its 

extra-parliamentary origin. The adhesion of al1 parties to 

the new political compromise with the exclusion only of the 

Socialists and Comrnunists; the participation of liberal, 

dernocratic and popular ministers in the coalition 

goverment of Mussolini showed that the compromise and the 

government enjoyed a great deal of popular support in the 

country and was approved by a wide majority in Parliament. 

Despite the shock of the event and the remaining fears, 

many people believed that the crisis was over, that wisdom 

had prevailed, that a solution had finally been found and 



that now the new coalition goverment would return the 

country to normal times. 

Benedetto Croce shared these hopes, or better these 

illusions, common to most of hi8 political friends, He too 

was convinced that "the breaking of the dikesN had been a 

bold act but an occasional occurrence, and that the new 

government would soon repair the broken walls and make them 

even stronger. Bntries in hi8 diaries from the 16th to the 

20th of November 1922 indicate that Croce was in Rome, went 

to the Senate, saw Gentile, the new Minister of Bducation, 

spoke with Olindo Malagodi, a confidant of Giolitti, did 

historical research in the library of the Senate and 

participated in the sittings when Mussolini and the new 

government appeared before the Upper Bouse. (44)  On this 

occasion, Mussolini spoke with deference to the institution 

and avoided the arrogance and threatening tone employed in 

the House. As a result the Senators, reassured by the 

niceties gave him almost unanimous consent. It is almost 

certain, that Croce in the Senate like Giolitti in the 

House, voted the motion of confidence to Mussolinils 

government. 

Certainly that vote expressed a benevolent expectation, 

even a positive disposition, but shauld not be regarded as 

an uncritical adhesion to fascisrn or as an abdication of 

liberal principles, at least not for Giolitti, nor for 



Croce, nor for the fledgling Liberal Party itself. The 

executive and the national council of that party in those 

days recognized the gravity created by the insurrection, 

wished fox a return to legality and an end to rebellion, 

and invited the new government and Parliament "to safeguard 

freedom in al1 its formsn. (45) 

Typical of this attitude of new hopes and old 

reservations was also the behaviour of the Liberal 

Association of Naples, (La Monarchica Liberale), to which 

Croce belonged and that he had helped to establish before 

the war. In a meeting called after the March on Rome, like 

thousands of other associations throughout Italy in that 

period, it sent a telegram of support to Rome, wishing the 

new government well. But in the same meeting the majority 

of the membership first rejected a motion of full adhesion 

to fascism and applause to the insurrection and to 

Mussolini, then it adopted a second one that reaffizmed the 

values of liberalism and expressed faith in the liberal 

institutions and loyalty to the Monarchy. (46) 

Croce and Fortunato . 
The March on Rome is not mentioned in Croce's letters, 

at least in those so far published, nor does it appear in 

his diaries. This is not surprising. Until 1925 the diaries 

have only an intellectual purpose; they are used as a 

registration of books read and essays written, and are not 



concerned with political matters. But on rare occasions, 

political events and feelings generated by political news 

make a sudden appearance. One of those moments happened at 

the news of Caporetto. Then the invasion of the fatherland 

and the disaster of the Italian Ann)r caused mental anguish, 

sleepless nights and distraught days. Nothing of the kind 

happened in Octaber 1922. Evidently for Croce the March of 

Mussolini was of a different nature than the rout of 

Caporetto. The diaries however register heated political 

discussions during those fateful days, without mentioning 

names or assigning paternity tu opinions expressed. Those 

discussions in his house, during the traditional weekend 

gatherings, left  Croce tired and upset and "with my head 

deafenedn. 

In that pexiod Croce was deeply involved in writing and 

researching the book that became The, one 

of his masterpieces. Probably political events and the 

debates that they generated interfered with bis historical 

meditations, causing unwelcome intellectual distraction 

without relieving the mental tension, which was one of the 

main functions of those traditional gatherings. In the 

absence of direct mention in the diaries, a go& place to 

find Croce's reactions to the March on Rome and its 

aftermath is the correspondence of Giustino Fortunato, the 

old and trusted friend, with w h m  Croce ras  in constant 



touch then, especially on account of historical research 

for his new book. 

Fortunato despised fascism, opposed violence, condemned 

the March on Rome, had no faith in the new leaders, did not 

trust Mussolini, and despaired of the future. The letters 

of this period are full of foreboding and condemation 

against "the illegalityw, "the violencew, "the rebellionw, 

"the last follyn, "the fruit of the democratic warn. Had he 

been able to overcome his illness, and been strong enough 

to travel to Rome he would have voted against Mussolini's 

government in the Senate nwith a resounding non. Fortunato 

lamented that "in these sad and dark daysw, 'Ifull of 80 

much vilenessn, he remained, nalmost literally alone in the 

en t i re  city of Naplesn "to think and to grieveI1, and "to 

deplore the unimaginable tragi-comedy that ha8 occurredn, 

while "al1 are raving with joy, applauding what has 

happened and is happeningw. In a sad and suffering letter 

to Gaetano Mosca on November 18, 1922, he confessed that 

sometimes he had "the sensation of dreamingw, since even 

B. Croce has approved and approves of Mussolini". (47) 

Luigi Russo, a younger but equally tnisted friend of 

Croce, and faithful to him during fascism, writing in 1953, 

confirms that Croce and Fortunato clashed in November 1922 

about the meaning of the Maxch on Rome and its implications 

for the future of 1ta.ly. llCroce rejoiced when Mussolinils 



movement beganN, and "1 witnessed a truly dramatic row, a 

stormy exchange between Croce and Fortunatou. While 

Fortunato lamented, with his proverbial pessimism, that the 

March was Ilthe end of the Bourgeoisien, Croce invited him 

"not to forget what M a m  has said, that violence is the 

midwife of historyn . (48) 
The disagreement must have been strong and painful for 

both friends, if their letters from then on no longer begin 

with the affectionate "my dearest ...", but went back to the 

more formal, though still friendly "dearn. Fortunato 

returned to the incident even years later; writing in 1924 

to Turati and in 1925 to Salandra, he reminded them that 

Ilin November 1922, in my house 1 had a disagreement with 

Croce about the victory of fascismn. On both occasions 

Fortunato seemed to be eager to warn his friends that his 

proverbial pessimism had served well in the past, and was 

again proving him right then about the intentions of 

Mussolini and the danger of fascism. (49) 

The contrast between Croce and Fortunato opens a window 

into the ethos of the old ruling elites of Southern Xtaly, 

and shows the different role that moral and economic 

interests played in their political choices, at least among 

those of them who had deep ties with the ideals of the 

Risorgimento. For family traditions and persona1 habits, 

Fortunato much more than Croce can be regarded as a 



Southern landlord. His letters of the post war period are 

full of lamentations against the agrarian measures of Nitti 

and Giolitti. As a Minister, Croce approved some of those 

policies without worry or qualms. When fascism conquered 

power Croce saw some positive elements in the new 

government of Mussolini and even in the fascist movement 

itself. Fortunato instead with his wider political 

experiences and different philosophical outlook opposed 

fascism from the beginning and reaffirmed his political 

opposition even when he had personal reasons to be pleased 

with the economic policy of Alberto De Stefani, the new 

Minister of Finance. In different ways political 

aspirations and intellectual ideas were of paramount 

importance for both of them and overshadowed economic 

considerations of a persona1 nature. According to Russo, 

who knew him well and was familias with his deep feelings, 

IlCroce was not attached to landed propertiesn, but he "felt 

strongly the possession of ideas", and "the moral problems 

that are behind politicsu. ( 5 0 )  

In the name of those ideas, Croce had a different 

quarrel in the house of Fortunato with another common 

friend. That same Sunday, as Russo reports, Prancesco 

Torraca affirmed that %ad Francesca De Sanctis been alive, 

he too would have been a fascistn. Torraca was a former 

pupil of the Neapolitan literary critic, but now had become 



"an enthusiast of Mussolinin. Immediately Croce rejected 

Torracals affirmation, showing his resentment and 

disapproval with some acrimony, and strong words, feeling 

immediately that more than nliterary tasten, as Russo 

simply claimed in 1953, was involved in their disagreement. 

(51) 

With his claim Torraca was making a direct linlc between 

fascism and the Risorgimento. De Sanctis with Spaventa was 

one of the tutelary deities of Croce's moral and 

intellectual pantheon. A t  stake was, then, the 

interpretation and the heritage of the Risorgimento. To 

support a coalition government, to admire even the audacity 

of a modern condottiere, was one thing, to surrender the 

ideals of liberal Italy to fascism was a different question 

altogether. As a moderate liberal Croce could and did 

accept the first as an historian and philosopher he was not 

ready or willing to concede the second. From this early 

date till 1924 we will see a clear distinction in Croce's 

political and intellectual attitude. Croce will show a 

benevolent expectation for the Mussolini government, but he 

will express criticism of fascism as a cultural and 

ideological movement. After a few months the first will 

disappear and the second will becorne total opposition. 

Reasons for Supporting Mussolhi. 

The reasons whicb explain Croce's political benevolence 



towards Mussolini can be found in his memoirs written in 

1944. First, Croce shared "the general feeling of trust and 

reliefu, "which spread throughout ItalyIt, when it became 

known that Mussolini had formed a coalition goverIIment, 

supported by liberal and democratic parties, in which their 

ministers held important positions. (52 )  Secondly, 

Mussolini, on various occasions proposed to restore the 

authority of the State, and stressed hi8 opposition against 

violence and disorder, even against those comitted by 

fascists. Croce tended to accept the reassurances of his 

friends, who described Mussolini to him, Ifas a man of the 

people, impetuous, even violent, but generous and devoted 

to the fatherlandM. (53) Above all, for Croce and other 

Italians, the presence in the new government of General 

Diaz and Admiral Thaon de Revel, "trusted by the nation and 

faithful to the Kingn was "a pledge of securityn. Having 

allowed the two top officers of the Armed Forces to serve 

in the new positions, and given his past reputation, it was 

natural for Croce and others to believe that l'the King, 

would never allow the liberal constitution to be destroyed 

or diminishedW. Cextainly Croce was not alone in the 

assumption that the King "as head of the Anned Forces, the 

Anny and the Navy, to him faithful, held in his hands the 

key to the situationn. (54)  

It did not occur to the liberai leaders then that it 



would take a long time before the King could decide to turn 

that key in the right direction. In placing an excessive 

faith in the determination o f  the King a fatal mistake was 

made in those chaotic days. The memories of the past and 

the auccessful outcome of the crisis, that had shaken Italy 

at the turn of the century lulled the old politicians into 

complacency and false expectations. After the murder of his 

father and during the Giolittian years, Victor Emanuel had 

acquired the reputation, for many reasons deserved, of "a 

liberal and democratic Kingn, as Croce put it. In the new 

crisis, sure to be in a position to repeat the success of 

the past, after a brief disarray, the liberals put al1 

their hope in the hands of the King, forgetting that even 

in the past freedom had been first defended in Parliament 

and fought in the streets by the press and by popular 

movements. 

But at the time besides these reasons, common to the 

general public, Croce had a persona1 reason to be pleased 

with Mussolinils coalition government: the presence in the 

cabinet, as Minister of Education, of his old friend 

Giovanni Gentile. Croce and Gentile had been responsible 

for the revival of Hegelian philosophy in Italy. Under 

their vigorous attacks the old positivism had been mortally 

wounded, the Italian literary landscape had been reshaped, 

and a new cultural movement had been established. Gentile, 



more than Croce, was familiar with the problems of 

education and the needs of Italian schools; he also had the 

temperament to carry out a general reform. In his new 

position of power, more than Croce under Giolitti, Gentile 

was in a position to implement the pedagogy of idealism, 

and to transform Italian schools, giving them a new 

coherence and a new direction. 

The persona1 pleasure felt by Croce found first 

expression in a special telegram that Croce sent to Gentile 

the day of his appointment as Minister of Education. Not 

only did Croce offer his congratulations, but, using the 

English words, he called Gentile "the right man in the 

right placew. Croce expressed the same feelings in various 

letters, written in those days to common friends. In al1 of 

them he praised Gentile for his preparation, ability, 

competence and devotion to the cause of public education. 

The hopes for great accomplishments were high for Croce in 

those days, and so was his faith and confidence in Gentile. 

(55). Not only for Croce, but also for many other Italian 

intellectuals, liberal or demcrat and even anti-fascist, 

the presence of Gentile in the goverrunent and his education 

reform inspired a great deal of expectation, that obscured 

other weighty considerations and transcended political 

reservations. 



Croce's Reservations. 

Despite confidence in the moderation of Mussolini, and 

friendship with Gentile, Croce refused to accept any 

official position in the new administration. He declined to 

be named effective president of the National Council of 

Education, when Gentile offered him the position, the most 

important in the administration of Italian schools after 

the Minister himself. In his memoirs of 1944 Croce 

explained his decision, writing that "there was in myself a 

secret instinct of reluctance, which compelled me to refuse 

al1 offers of political officett. (56) This cannot be 

regarded as a political reservation toward fascism or the 

governmentts policies. But it reveals the constant 

reluctance of Croce to take time away from studies for 

political activities, for which he felt he did have the 

vocation. 

Even the participation in the last cabinet of Giolitti 

had not been a happy experience. Croce had acquitted 

himself rather well, he had gained useful experience, and 

had received the praise of the old master himself, but he 

realized once again that he did not possess the qualities 

and the natural predispositions necessary to be a 

successful politician. In 1922 or later, Croce probably 

would not have refused a cal1 from Giolitti. Only the 

direct appeal and the authority of "the old servant of the 



StateIt, and of "a man venerable for age and experiencen 

could have succeeded in bringing Croce back to public life. 

Gentile's invitation carried, evidently, far less weight. 

After Crocels refusa1 his friend Casati was named to that 

position. 

Not only did Croce not accept any official position 

offered to him by the new government, he also refused to 

have a personal meeting with Mussolini, despite several 

requests made by common friends. The reasons given by Croce 

in his memoirs lead to an interesting historical 

consideration. To the emissaries Croce replied that he had 

l'no reason not to esteem Mussolinin, and he certainly 

"wished him well in his workn, but a meeting between the 

two of them would be useless because Croce and Mussolini 

were "for social environment, for family and for cultural 

formation of a different originn. Bxperience had taught 

Croce that Ilmen agxee or disagree and understand each other 

more for the similarity of their education than for the 

similarity of their abstract ideasn. In that condition, 

Croce was convinced that a meeting with Mussolini would be 

awkward, almost a dialogue between deaf people, unable to 

understand each other. (57) 

Giolitti too had a similar difficulty with Luigi Sturzo, 

the leader of the Popular Party. The old liberal elite was 

divided by political interests, but shared a conmion 



heritage and comrnon values, and they had a grcat deal of 

knowledge, memory and feeling in conmon. The war had 

accelerated social change, and brought to the fore new 

ideas and new leaders. Even styles, taste, and m e r s  

created a barrier between the old and the new. Mussolini, a 

man in the know for this matter, caught this new mood quite 

well in one of his speeches, when he remarked that nthe 

people who fought the war have instincts, passions, 

aspirations and hopes, which are unknown to the people who 

did not fight the warn. The new politicians acted in 

different ways and used novel methods. The old leaders, 

well mannered and well educated wese baffled by this 

intrusion of new elements, and often had difficulty coping 

with them. Unprepared for the new times, they would be 

out-maneuvered by the brashness of the new generations. In 

1922 and in 1924 the calm behaviour and proper proceeding 

of Giolitti, unperturbed by events, was not a match for the 

energy and the audacity of Mussolini, his ambition 

unrestrained by traditional bounds or by moral inhibition. 



Chapter 3: Between Support and Criticism, 1923 

In 1923 neither the present nor the future appeared in a 

clear light, for al1 the players of the drama the way out 

of the impasse had not appeared, the clarification had not 

happened, the future was still in the hands of the 

inscrutable Fates or sitting on the wide knees of Jupiter. 

As Togliatti said, "in those two years neither the 

anti-fascists nor the allies of fascism, nor the fascists 

themselves had a clear sense of the institutional 

transformation, which would be realized from 1925 to 1928". 

(1) Giolitti continued to believe that only a cabinet led 

by Mussolini had the force necessary to restore law and to 

maintain social peace. The other liberal leaders still 

hoped that they could control Mussolini, and compel him to 

remain within parliamentary practice and the constitutional 

system. 

During the first months of his administration Mussolini 

showed signs of prudence and constraint. Despite occasional 

intemperance of language, and the usual reference ta  the 

inexorable rights of the revolution, he seemed sincere when 

he appealed to moderation and preached nomlization. When 

acts of violence did occur, he reiterated his intentions to 

restore law and order against all, and authorized the 

police and the prefects to use force even against the 

violence of fascists, displeasing his more radical 



followers. Luigi Einaudi praised the economic policy of the 

new government, and called it a return to classic 

liberalism. Albertinits S a  approved the 

privatization of nationalized industries, and encouraged 

the continuation of the deregulation program and the return 

to the free market economy. The financial measures and the 

abolition of wartime economic controls were well received 

by the northern industrialists and by the agrarians of 

central Italy. As a result of government measures there 

were encouraging signs of increased economic production and 

new investments. In foreign affairs Mussolini followed a 

policy of moderation and traditional alliances, with 

periodic oscillations between France and England, and 

between intransigence and understanding toward Germany, but 

always within the guidelines established by Sforza, and 

closely guarded by the old undersecretary Contarini. 

The admission of the fascist elements in the 

administration of the State proceeded at a slow pace, and 

with a selection of good people in many cases. A decree to 

limit the freedom of the press, after the protest of 

Salandra, was shelved, remained unpublished, and was not 

applied, at least for the the being. By the vote of 

Parliament in November, and by royal assent in December 

1922, the government was given not "full pawers", as many 

historians, Croce included, have repeated, but, more 



traditionally, the authority, for a year only, from January 

to December 1923, to issue orders in council for the 

reorganization of the Civil Service and finances of the 

State. These laws increased the power of government and 

gave a more authoritarian character to its actions, but 

were in keeping with an established tradition, and fell 

within the limits provided by the Statute. 

Two new institutions were created, which were outside of 

the liberal tradition: the Grand Council of Fascism, and 

the Voluntary Militia for National Security, better known 

by the initials MVSN. These were ominous novelties indeed, 

which should have alarmed the liberal leaders and kept them 

on the alert, since both infringed on royal and 

parliamentary prerogatives, especially the MVSN, whose 

members swore allegiance not to the King like al1 the other 

corps of the amed forces, but only to Mussolini, and were 

placed under his direct conunand like a pretorian guard. But 

even these two institutions appeared, with some reason, to 

many liberals and to moderate fascists, as a way ta 

normalize the fascist squads and to put them under the 

control of the government, and later under the commdnd of 

the Army. The centralization of the Fascist Party could be 

regarded as the necessary means to restrain and to destroy 

the anarchy created by the personal powers of the local 

Ras. In 1923 the liberals had some reason to hope for a 



return to normal political life, despite the continuation 

of some violence, which they could believe happened without 

Mussolinils knowledge or even as a reaction to his moderate 

policies by the radical elements in the Fascist Party. 

Support of Anti-fascists. 

Still, despite the hopes of the liberals and sometimes 

the wishes of Mussolini, acts of violence continued. Croce 

made known his protest against the recurrence of fascist 

violence in public and in private. In the first months of 

1923 he wrote a letter to w _ g  d'Italia, lamenting "the 

daily tormentsn and the "frequent insultsn inflicted by 

fascists on the name and the reputation of Nitti, "and 

rectifying false statements and showing my distaste for the 

ignoble accusersn. In normal times, writing a letter to the 

editor of a paper does not have great significance, but in 

those times it could be dangerous, and it took courage to 

be associated with a man despised by fascists, and regarded 

as an enemy of the regime. Giovanni Amendola, in fact, who 

had emerged as the true leader of the opposition, realized 

immediately the value of that "noble manifestationn and 

felt compelled, after a long silence, to mite to Croce and 

to praise him for having spoken "the first free and 

generous wordsn in favour of Nitti in a long while, and 

arnong the silence of others. (2) 

In February 1923, not for the last the, Croce 



intervened with another public letter in favour of Piero 

Gobetti, when the young publisher and the most intransigent 

of Mussolini's opponents was illegally arrested for an 

alleged violation of the press law. In 1923 the commnist 

paper, Gramsci's v, was suppressed by the 

authority. The police claimed to have found ans and 

amnition, hidden in the building where the paper was 

printed. Al1 the editorial staff were arrested and brought 

before the courts with the accusation of sedition. During 

that trial Croce went to Turin and appeared as a character 

witness in favour of Umberto Calosso, an old friend and one 

of the accused. Thanks to the independence of the courts, 

still able to resist government pressure and, in part, to 

the intervention of a liberal senator, that time a 

communist newspaperman avoided jai l  and was set free, able 

to continue his literary career but also his anti-fascist 

activity. ( 3 )  

In November Amendola was assaulted and badly wounded by 

a fascist squad. Croce's reaction was inmiediate. He wrote a 

letter of solidarity, hoping that the general indignation 

"would create, as a result, repugnance for deeds of this 

sortn. ( 4 )  In 1923, it was natural for Croce, given the 

close nature of their relation, to discuss with Gentile the 

political situation, and to manifest to him his 

disappointment "about the news of new violence and 



insolence perpetrated by fascist groupsw. The long and 

close friendship allowed Croce to remind the Minister of 

Education that I1Italy without freedom would be ruinedn, and 

to use, in order to make his point more cogent, a more 

vivid and colloquial expression of the Neapolitan dialect. 

(5) 

On these occasions Gentile, then still "an old and 

staunch liberaln, reassured Croce that this violence "was 

the last spark of a dying fire and that freedom would 

rernain intactw. Croce's reaction to Gentile's explanations 

and assurances confirms Croce's political naivety, and 

perhaps even Gentile's. Croce accepted the reassurances of 

Gentile because "1 was not able, even for hypothesis and 

imagination, to represent in my mind an Italy, which would 

resign herself to lose the freedom, for which she had 

fought during a century, and which she had enjoyed for more 

than sixty years, crowned by a victorious war; that 

freedom, which was her reason of life and her title of 

honourn. (6) It was this faith in freedom, taken for 

granted, after a long tradition, which blinded many 

liberals to the dangers of the moment. For them the assault 

against liberal institutions could come only from the 

parties of the left, sometimes from Catholic plots, but not 

yet from the new subversives of the right. 



Gentile's Refonn of Bducation. 

In 1923 Croce's most important contribution to political 

life was his public defence of the refonn of education 

undertaken by Gentile during the first months of the year. 

The Gentile Reform offered a coherent and rigourous design 

to rationalize the Italian education system from elementary 

school to university. The aims of reform were to restore a 

national ethos to education, to give severity to the 

studies, to strengthen the humanist tradition, to reinforce 

the powers of the academic authorities, and the control of 

the central administration. It introduced national 

examinations at al1 levels of advancement, giving thus 

parity to confessional schools; it required students in 

both public and private schools to write standard tests and 

to be examined by external teachers, designed by the 

ministry. The reform favoured the classical schools over 

the scientific and the vocational institutes. The classical 

Lyceum received new prestige, only its students could 

accede to university, and, after a severe selection, could 

hope to become part of the niling clam of the nation. To 

strengthen the classical tradition history and philosophy 

were united under the teaching of the same teacher; the 

principles of idealistic pedagogy were adopted, and 

religion became a propaedeutic moment to philosophy. 

The reform wae defended or opposed with equal ferveur by 



fascists and anti-fascists, by democrats and by 

conservatives alike, and for basically the same reasons. It 

favoured the elites against the masses, it emphasized the 

classical tradition over the scientific method, it ignored 

the needs of modern Society and modem industry. Many 

democrats placed great value on the reform, hoping it would 

spark a renovation of Italian civic virtues. The new 

emerging classes and the old aristocracy wanted a less 

severe selection, so their children could reach university, 

and enjoy the political and economical rewards associated 

with high education. Many fascist leaders, Farinacci among 

them, wanted more achools, t a  satisfy the needs of modern 

times; they al80 demanded more local control to increase 

their persona1 power. Trade unions and businessmen favoured 

the creation of more professional schools, able to produce 

the qualified workers, needed by the new industries and the 

expanding service sec tor . ( 7 ) 

In the Fa11 of 1923 the reform of education came under 

attack from the liberals and the democrats, and also from 

the fascists and the Catholics. The criticism was strong, 

and the defence weak and lukewarm. Gentile became 

disheartened, and feared that Mussolini might abandon the 

reform, leaving him no choice but to resign as Minister of 

Education. It was then that Gentile asked Croce to 

intervene in his favour and in defence of the refonn. Croce 



wrote a persona1 letter for Mussolini, and sent an article 

to the -e d l I u .  The letter was never delivered 

by Gentile, but the article appeared as an editorial on 

November 3rd, 1923, and probably saved the day for the 

Reform and for Gentile. Croce's defence, in a very 

civilized manner, followed the traditional style of 

political dispute. He accused Gentile's critics of 

preferring the status quo for persona1 interests and for 

intellectual laziness. He lamented that the true reason of 

the opposition was political rather than technical; it was 

more against the general policy of the government, and less 

against the reform of Gentile. The reform was approved by 

those who were concerned with the future of education, and 

was opposed by those who hoped to create political 

difficulties for the present government. (8) 

Despite marginal reservations, Croce did not have any 

doubts about the merits and the value of the proposed 

reform. Instead of the chaos of the 018 days and the musty 

smell of the old aystem, "thanks to the work of Gentile, we 

now have a solid system, rational and coherent, directed to 

the rejuvenation of thought, the character, and the culture 

of Italy.I1 Since many of the attacks against reform were 

directed against the person of Gentile, Croce defended the 

integrity and the personality of his old friend. He praised 

the pedagogical competence, the administrative ability, the 



passionate zeal, and the dedication to education of 

Gentile, a man "who had devoted to the problems of the 

school the best of his mind and his heartn. (9) 

Mussolini was impressed by Crocets arguments, refused 

Gentile's resignation, had Crocets article reprinted in his 

own paper, as the leading editorial, and from then on 

called the reform of education, realized by Gentile, "the 

mosr fascist of the fascist reformsw. Some historians 

continue to follow the Ducets lead and to share his 

judgment. In reality, the inspiring principles of that 

reform had been proposed and debated during the liberal 

age, when fascism was not yet born. Some parts of that 

program had been proposed by Croce himself, when he was 

Minister of Education under Giolitti. Even the national 

examinations, the cornerstone of the new reform, had been 

first requested by the Popular Party, accepted by Giolitti, 

and intxoduced to parliament for the first time by Croce. 

The reform has to be regarded as a mature fruit of the 

idealist philosophy, of which Croce and Gentile had been 

the major leaders. Bven s m e  of the key men, appointed by 

Gentile to implement the reform, were democrats and known 

anti-fascists. The fact that it was accepted and defended 

by Mussolini, and could be realized by Gentile only under 

the fascist regime, shows that fascism and its leader are a 

more complex political phenomenon than it was once 



fashionable to admit. 

Press Interview. 

Beside the timely intemention in defence of Gentile's 

Reform, Croce's other major public statement about the 

political situation in Italy took place in October 1923 

with an interview to Giowle d l I t u .  The intemiew took 

place in the middle of a lively political debate, and among 

the renewed discussions on liberalism and fascism, the 

reasons of one and the merits of the other and their 

possible relations and connections. The interview reveals 

that on the nature of politics Croce had not yet reached a 

clear conclusion; politics was still dominated by force, as 

during the war. At this stage, he still held that "al1 

States are always one State, al1 governments are one 

government, that is a group of men who dominate and govern 

the majority; and al1 governments perform, while they last, 

a public functionn. The indifierence to political f o m  was 

reconfirmed, and no importance was given to the 

institutions appropriate to liberalism. The distinction 

between a government promoting freedom and one impoeing 

authority was not yet made. Nor has the distinction between 

the interpretation of the historian and the action of the 

politician appeared in the philosophical system of Croce. 

He still believed that "political forms are abstractions of 

theoristsfl, as such they are nindifferent to the historia, 



in his interpretation of history and to the man of action, 

who regard them mure or less as respectable prejudicesn. 

(10 1 

Despite the theoretical reservation, the interview is 

quite important, because it makes Crocels position quite 

clear in other respects. With that interview Croce 

reconfirmed his support of the government, but at the same 

time he began to make a public naifinnation of the liberal 

faithw, associated with the defence of the Italian 

Risorgimento, and the denial that fascim had the ability 

and the necessary ideas Nto found a new regime in Italyn. 

(11 

On the political situation of the moment, however, Croce 

made some heavy handed coments, that a good liberal should 

not make, and a modern reader eould not share. Croce showed 

that he was aware of the many criticisme against the new 

government, but he added that it would take a while for 

anybody 'Ito exceed the sum of mistakes (bestialita') 

committed in Italy during the first years after the warn. 

At that moment for him there was not a question of choosing 

between liberalimn and fascism, because there were no 

political forces that could take the succession of the 

present govemment and offer a better policy. "1 see 

instead a great fear of an eventual return to the 

parliamentary paralysis of 1922. For this reason nobody, 



who has any wisdom, wishes a political change nowv. Il21 

Despite his support of the present government, Croce 

left no doubt that he preferred liberalism to fascism, and 

wanted to remain faithful to liberal ideals of the 

Risorgimento. He felt liberal, he said to the paper, for 

the same reasons, Itthat 1 feel as a Neapolitan and a 

southern gentlemanft, because npersonally, 1 am and could 

not be but a liberal", since entire moral and 

intellectual personality has come out of the liberal 

tradition of the Risorgimentof1. From now on as he looked 

back to that tradition and confronted it with a different 

present, a constant note of nostalgia begins to appear in 

Crocefs writings, together with a celebration of the 

achievements of that past. nAnd how could one not feel 

liberalnt he continued, "who had been educated during the 

first fifty years of the new liberal and united Italy, and 

has breathed in that air, ha8 taken advantage of those 

initiatives, of those disagreernents, of that rapid growth 

and modernization of Italian lifefl. (13) 

This was a positive assessment of liberal Italy, that 

will. reappear again in the future in modified foms. But, 

given the historical judgment, at this point one could have 

asked Croce, as in fact the newspaperman did, if he did not 

see a contradiction between his liberal faith, and his 

support of Mussolini's govenunent. His answer did not solve 



the contradiction, for the moment, but left the door open 

to a different position in the future. "No contradiction at 

allm, he said, "if the liberals did not have the force and 

the virtue to Save Italy from the anarchy in which it was 

involved, they should blame themselves, should recite the 

mea culpa, and meanwhile recognize and accept the good from 

wherever it has come, and prepare themselves for the 

futureH. (14) 

The last part of the intenriew has a polemical tonet nOt 

easily apparent, that reflected the debates among liberals 

and inside the Liberal Party itself between the 

filo-fascists, charmed by Mussolini, and the others, who 

wanted to retain more autonomy for themselves and for the 

party. Speaking in a time when many liberals wexe 

abandoning the old faith and making professions of fascism, 

Croce began now to censure that practice and to make a 

veiled criticism of Gentile. (15) 

In Crocels opinion, to prepare themselves for the 

future, the liberals had the duty to overcome their present 

divisions, to regain the old moral vigour, and to stress 

their Vevotion to the fatherlandm, he told the 

newspaperman, in reality speaking to GentileInbut 1 do not 

believe that they have the other duty to become fascist, 

that is to Wear the personality of men who have another 

disposition, have traveled a different experience, and 



belong in the majority ta a younger generationn. (16) 

Without denying their support to government, Croce wished 

that the liberals would remain liberal, and would not 

become fascist, because their conversion would not help 

anybody and would create only confusion. They would be bad 

fascists, he warned, because fascist in bad conscience, 

instead they could remain good liberals, and could render 

useful services to Italy in the present and in the futuren. 

(17) 

Gentile's Adhesion ta Fascism. 

The interview certainly was not a cal1 to opposition, 

but it cannot be denied that it was a profession of 

independence. But to fully understand Crocefs position in 

that interview, and to appreciate the meaning of his 

statements, one has to remember that in June 1923 Giovanni 

Gentile had become a member of the Fascist Party. Like 

Mussolini, but unlike Croce, Gentile had been an 

interventionist in 1915. Until he joined the Fascist Party, 

his political orientation had been that of a consenrative 

liberal with an Hegelian conception of the State and ties 

to the Destra Storica of the Italian Risorgimento. From 

1923 t i l l  his tragic death in 1944, Gentile put the vigour 

of his mind, his passionate heart, and his formidable 

organizational talents at the service of fascism and of 

Mussolini. (18) Gentile's decision to join the Fascist 



Party, together with his flattering letter to Mussolini, 

and on that occasion his claim that now true liberalism was 

represented by fascism, generated criticism and resentment 

among liberal leaders. In protest, Salandra joined the 

fledgling Italian Liberal Party, and made known his 

disapproval of Gentile's letter and his adhesion to 

fascism. Writing ta Salvemini, Fortunato qualified as 

"shameful and f ~olish'~, "the letter, unimaginably hateful, 

of Gentile, now gone to fascismN. (19) 

Gentile's decision was reached without discussion or 

consultation with Croce. There is no mention of that event 

in their correspondence or in Croce's diaries. But Croce 

must have discussed Gentile's action and expressed 

reservations with some of his liberal friends, as appears 

evident in the correspondence of Giustino Fortunato. In 

June 1923, again in a letter to Salvemini, Fortunato made a 

cryptic and revealing remark; "no doubt, B. Croce is in a 

very curious state of mind. He is annoyed that Tom, Dick 

and Harry of the new generation have started to make, as he 

says, some Borbonismon. With that expression, no doubt, 

Croce and Fortunato meant the sudden change of loyalty in 

1860, for persona1 gains, of the Neapolitan political 

elite. (20) Later, in a tomented letter of 1925, Croce 

regarded Gentile's decision as "deplorablen, but also 

probably as a necessary expedient to Bave and to protect 



the education reform from the attacks of fascists, like 

Parinacci. (21) 

But Croce's true feelings and disappointment in 1923 for 

Gentile's choice were clearly revealed by his letters to 

Sebastiano Timpanaro. Timpanaro was an old and connion 

friend, in the past closer to Gentile than to Croce, but 

now shocked by Gentile's claim and by his adherence to 

fascism, asked Croce's opinion about "the relation between 

fascisrn and liberalismw, as if he was seeking a réassurance 

for himself. Crocets reply was short and to the point: "For 

me fascism is the contrary of liberalismn. With a direct 

reference to Gentile, then Croce invited Timpanaro "to use 

his intelligent interpretationn and to remember that in the 

history of nations "a Lucretia violated is worth more than 

a Messalina prostitutedn. (22)  

Those last words, indeed the entise episode shows that 

the old confidence between Croce and Gentile was now under 

considexable strain, and the long friendship was reaching a 

breaking point. From then on Croce began to distance 

himself from Gentile, trying t a  clarify better hi8 position 

in theory but also in practice. As the friendship between 

Croce and Gentile declined, for the same reasons the 

personal closeness and the political affinity between Croce 

and Francesco Ruffini increased. In the Senate Ruffini was 

then a strong defender of traditional liberal values, and 



in the future he would continue to be a valiant antagonist 

of the regime. In 1923, the official liberal association of 

Turin became dominated by filo-fascist businessmen, 

supporting the government and approving fascism without any 

reservation. In disagreement with that position, Ruffini 

and other more independent minded liberals resigned and 

founded a new liberal group. To show solidarity with 

Ruffinits position, Croce was present in Turin when the 

office of the new organization was inaugurated and came 

into function. The local fascist did not like the 

independent spirit of these dissenting liberals and few 

days later the new office was assaulted and destroyed by 

the black shirts . (23) 
Contrasts with Gentile. 

Croce and Gentile not only assumed a different position 

on some practical politics but also on ideological matters. 

They held different views on the nature and function of the 

State, the relation between fascism and the Risorgimento, 

and even more important about the future direction of the 

fascist movement. During 1923 in the intellectual comunity 

there was a lively cultural debate about the nature of 

fascism, its origin, and its future. In general, fascism 

had been a state of mind, a manifestation of feelings, the 

expression of a certain undefinable mentality. Among the 

new ideas and the ideals of the postwar period, fascists 



privileged activism over sedentary life, giving the 

supremacy to will over reason, to action over thought, to 

violence over compromise. Once in power Mussolini and some 

party leaders felt the need of a theoretical clarification, 

rebus ipsis dictantibus, and to elaborate an ideology to 

contrapose to liberalism, democracy and socialism. (24)  

The debate revolved between the moderate and the radical 

elements of fascism, and had practical implications, and 

could affect the normalization of political life or the 

continuation of the fascist revolution. The main contrast 

between the two wings of fascism concerned the nature of 

the state that the fascists wanted to defend or to create. 

Now, as in the future, Bottai and Grandi were for a return 

to constitutional practice and for a renovation of liberal 

institutions. Farinacci instead preached na second waven, 

and favoured the creation of new institutions coherent with 

the spirit of fascism. Mussolini stood in the middle, now 

encouraging one faction, now applauding the other, always 

trying to maintain the unity of the party and with that his 

title to the possession of power. 

In this debate Gentile and his pupils had a leading 

role, and joined forces with the moderate elements of 

fascisrn, but their interventions had a special connotation, 

and reflected the philosophy of Gentile, hi8 Hegelian 

heritage, his conservative liberalim and his 



interpretation of the Italian Risorgimento. For Gentile 

fascism coincided with idealism; fascism was the 

realization of the ethical State, it provided the synthesis 

between the individual and the State, and it assured and 

made possible the unity between the rights and the duties 

of the citizen. Fascism was the true liberalism; in the 

twentieth century it was the revival of the policy of the 

Destra Storica, purified of al1 democratic corruptions. 

Finally, for Gentile, fascism was the heir of the ideals of 

the Risorgimento, especially the religious aspirations and 

moral renovation espoused by Gioberti and Mazzini. At the 

end, for Gentile, not liberalism but fascism became a total 

conception of life, almost a religion, and the State 

assumed the incarnation of concrete morality, creating as 

Croce noted with scorn, almost a governmental morality. 

Croce's position was, in many respects, completely 

different from that of Gentile and of his pupils. Croce too 

was for moderation and wanted a nonnalization of political 

life. In the field of practical politics, Croce had shown 

benevolence toward fascism, and approved the policies of 

the Mussolini government to restore law and order. But in 

the realm of theory he never had such a benevolence, nar 

did he show any weakness. Against the naivety of judgment 

about things pertaining to politits, there was always 

clarity and the security of judgment about the cultural and 



moral aspects of fascism. From the beginning of 1923 Croce 

criticized the philosophy of fascism, and denied that 

fascism was the realization of idealism and the 

continuation of the Italian Risorgimento. 

On the Origins of Fasciam. 

Croce did not like the attempt made by Gentile and his 

pupils to identify idealism with fascism and with the 

liberal traditions of the Risorgimento. Against Gentile's 

efforts to establish the identity between thought and 

action, Croce maintained that political action was not the 

outcome of a philosophical theory but the resuit of an 

individual choice and persona1 feelings. These points were 

expressed in short essays, which appeared in his periodical 
. . itxa from January to December 1923, and were included 

later in the new edition of his book, -a e Vita 

Mora. These ideas were expressed at the same tirne in 

letters to his friends or to other correspondents. In March 

1923 Croce reminded Gentile and his pupils that idealism 

was a dialectical philosophy, and as such was the 

foundation of liberalism and the denial of fascism. The 

idealistic theory of reality and of historyn, he argued, 

"because it is dialectical, is l iberal,  and recognizes, 

with the necessity of the struggle, the office and the 

necessity of al1 political parties, and of al1 the 

different menn. (25)  



While the theoreticians of the ethical State believed 

that fascism had realized the unity of thought and action, 

and some of them even supported the use of the cudgel to 

achieve political consent, Croce reminded them that life 

itself was "a union of oppositesw, and stressed the 

positiveness of political disagreements. The parties and 

the individuals are divided, they fight, they struggle 

against each othertt, he then added: "Woe! if it were 

otherwise; woe! if to our individual actions would be 

lacking the counterbalance, even the ballast, of different 

and contrary actionstt. ( 2 6 )  

In a time when leaders of the totalitarian movements 

claimed special insight, and were given the right to impose 

their will against other opponents in the name of the 

nation, the class or the revolution, unlike other 

intellectuals, Croce stressed the equal dignity of al1 men 

and emphasized the moral responsibility of the individual 

in history and in politics. ItTo the conceited presumption 

t a  possess the political truthn, he warned, "we have to 

substitute in our mind the humble conscience to play the 

part that the interna1 voice c m d s  us to perform in the 

drama of history: the part which is not the whole, and 

knows that it is not the whole, and does not want to be the 

whole, but at the same time it knows to be indispensable to 

the whole, and in this knowledge attains its dignityn. (27) 



Not only in his periodical but also in private 

correspondence Croce rejected the attempt made by ~entile 

and his pupils to identify idealism with fascism. In a 

letter, written in March 1923 to Ugo Spirito, the most 

gifted of Gentile's pupils, Croce denied that 

identification in bitter words, Spirito possessing an 

uncornmon gift to arouse Croce's fighting blood. "When one 

identifies idealism with fascism, either one makes a wxong 

decision, or one is dealing with a principle badly 

conceived: because it is evident that the assertion is a 

stupidityN. In the same letter Croce rejected the 

philosophical unity as Gentile had elaborated it in his 

"actual idealismn. Croce reminded Spirito that he too had 

theorized the unity of life and philosophy, but in a 

different manner and in a dialectical way. "1 refuse to 

understand it in the foolish way, of which 1 have seen a 

recent example in the new and deplored political 

periodical . (28 ) 
The last remark was a reference to Nuova P o u  . . 

Liberale, a periodical of political studies, whose editor 

was a pupil of Gentile, Canne10 Licitra. The name and the 

programme of the new paper had been devised in 1922, before 

the March on Rome, and the first issue appeared in January 

1923. The original aim, it seems, was to compare and to 

contrast the theory of liberalism and the praxis of 



fascism, and to find a connection, if any, between the 

ideals of the Risorgimento and the aspirations of fascism. 

But in the first number Gentile and Licitra identified 

liberalism with the ethical State, stressed the unity of 

idealism with fascism, and praised the personality of 

Mussolini as the heir of the Risorgimento ideals. Croce 

with Gentile and other persmalities, even known 

anti-façcists was a member of the periodicalls editorial 

board; but he never wrote anything for the papes and after 

the first number withdrew his name irom the board with some 

indignation. Soon after he expressed his disagreement with 

the ideas of Gentile and Licitra in an essay, published in 
a .  his own periodical, Cr- and later included in a 

book. (29) 

In that case as on other occasions Croce poured scorn on 

those who disturbed history and philosophy to find the 

origin of fascism. For him the origin of fascism was not in 

the idealistic philosophy, nor in the liberal tradition of 

the Risorgimento, but in the futurist movement. In an essay 

written in 1924, commenting on a boutade by Marinetti, 

Croce made his position quite clear, displaying a literary 

verve, that may have carried his argument a little too far. 

But in their essence similar ideas can be found elsewhere, 

earlier and later, in other writings. nTrulyn, he wrote, 

"for those who have a sense of historical connection, the 



ideal origin of lfascisml is to be found in tfuturismt: in 

the resolution to go dom to the piazza, to impose one's 

own feelings, to shut the mouths of those who are 

dissenting, to be unafraid of commotions and riots; in the 

eagerness of the new, in the desire to break every 

tradition, in the exaltation of youth, which was proper to 

futurism, and which spoke to the heart of the veterans, 

offended by the political skirmishes of the old parties, 

and by their lack of energy against the anti-patriotic and 

anti-statal violenceN. Marinetti, in Croce's opinion, 

deçerved a resounding Bravo! for having called the reform 

of education: "anti-fascist and pa~satista~~, and he was 

correct to qualify it as llold newstl from the point of view 

of futurism. But Croce was not ready to extend a similar 

approbation to those who were trying to find a noble 

pedigree, Ita golden coat of armsl1, for fascism, and were 

disturbing history and philosophy, nand making use of 

Gioberti and Mazzini, idealistic philosophy, actual 

idealism, and similar things and names, which remain 

surprised when they find themelves in this new Company, in 

which they have been brought by forcet1. (30) 

Croce was among the first to have pointed to futurism as 

an important component of fascism. But, to use one of his 

favourite expressions, that was a part and not the whole. 

The presence beside Marinetti of Gentile and of Mussolini 



himself under the same roof shows the influence and the 

convergence of other currents and elements in the fascist 

movement, where they brewed and coagulated into an 

explosive cocktail. 

The History of the Kingdan of Naples. 

Another proof of the complexity of fascism is offered by 

Croce himself in his newest book, where we find new 

arguments against nationalism and where Croce points to the 

pernicious influence on Italian society of that movement. 

During the last months of 1922 and the first of 1923 Croce 

was writing of the oof m. This book 
offered the first example of Croce's ethico-political 

history, which assigns preeminence to the moral and 

ineellectual forces in the life of a people. The relation 

between the book and the contemporary events waa sometimes 

quite evident, and natural in Croce's conception of 

historiography as contemporary history, according to which 

in the contemplation and narration and evaluation of the 

past the historian reveals his personality and his position 

in the present. By Croce's own confession, The og 

of would not have been nwritten without 

my political passion of the present and of the pastn. (31) 

This political interest in the present is also mentioned in 

a letter to Casati. In March to his friend Croce wrote: "1 

am busy writing the chapters on the history of Southern 



Italy ..., it is also a philosophical work, under the guise 
of a regional historyn; but adding, "perhaps 1 may be 

wrong, but this little work could be useful in civil lifew. 

(32) 

The last chapter of this book offered a celebration of 

"the great nobilityvv of the Italian Risorgimento: a 

political movement without "fanaticism of religionn, "pride 

of racev, and "narrow nationalismw , but, at the same the, 

ttanimated and moved by moral dignityvf , Ivinspired by 

intellectual lightn, and "iraterna1 towards other peoplesn. 

With a direct reference ta the present, Croce wished that 

the Italians of his days should know better Hthe truthn of 

those ideals and nthe nobilityn of that tradition, in order 

"to feel again its generous influencen. thing especially 

beneficial noww, he said, Itthat the purity of that 

tradition is threatened, and a bad and pernicious 

literature is trying to introduce in Our feelings a turbid 

and gloomy and sensual nationalism of foreign originn. (33)  

The last point was a reference to the literary and 

political influence of DtAnnunzio but also of the French 

writers, Barres and Maurras; al1 of them very popular among 

fascist and nationalist politicians. 

A history of Southern Italy could not avoid touching on 

the Southern Question. For the solution of that knotty and 

troubling problem Croce did not appeal to the government 



and did not put his hopes in the Fascist Party, as 

were already doing, to Fortunatovs great disgust and 

amusement. Instead, anticipating ideas later elaborated by 

Guido Dorso and Antonio Gramsci in their different but 

concomitant concepts of hegemony, Croce made an appeal to 

the individuals and especially to the intelligentsia of 

Southern Italy. He appealed to the nresponsibilityn, and 

the lldutyw, of the educators, urging them to follow the 

examples of their ancestors and like them, with work and 

study, endeavouring "to prepare and to open a better 

futuren for the country. (34) No wonder Fortunato, who had 

read and commented on the manuscript, when the book finally 

was printed, was full of praise, calling the work 

Mvigourously thought and rendered with a magisterial 

expositionv. Above all, he said: am infinitely happy far 

the vindication of liberalismw. (35) 

Gaetano Mosca. 

Another re-vindication of liberalism and Risorgimental 

patriotism can be found in a review that Croce wrote for a 

new edition of Gaetano Moscavs famous book, 
. . olitlcal S c i a .  In that review of 1923, Croce claimed 

that, despite the recent experiments, in Italy or 

elsewhere, "the liberal state was still the most mature 

form of Ruropean political lifen, and "its inspiring 

principle was soundn. But he al80 argued that the ruling 



classes of the liberal States had to become "more confident 

and more co~rageous~~, above al1 they needed to acquire a 

more robust faith. Croce agreed with Mosca that to maintain 

political cohesion in the life of a nation a religious 

faith was required, and that in modem times, after the 

decline of traditional religion, only patriotism offered 

such a faith and was able to generate that cohesion. Croce 

hastened to add, however, repeating concepts that he had 

used against the nationalists before the war, "provided 

that patriotisrn is understood in an ethical way, and not in 

a nationalistic, ethnical, brutal, libidinous and 

capricious manner, as is common among the different 

nationalisrnsn. VJnderstood in an ethical mannern, he 

continued, "patriotism is the concrete and historical form 

of the moral idea, the only one now possible, and around 

which it is given to unite al1 efforts, which e~oble human 

l i fe" .  For Croce it was this kind of patriotism that in the 

last centuzy made possible that a Neapolitan became an 

Italian, and which could make possible in this century that 

an 1 t a l i an  could become a European. (36 1 

The same ideas and the same ideals were expressed in a 

speech given by Croce in the city of Muro Lucano, for the 

inauguration of a public library, named after a close 

friend, who had dled in the war. On that occasion Croce 

invited "the learned classesn and "the bourgeoisien to make 



a special effort and to get involved in public affairs. 

Once in the political arena, he urged them "to show a 

universal aspirationw; "to produce something objectiven; 

nto promote a higher and new moralityn; "to change society 

for the betterfl; and to rely on individual forces. Once 

again one notes the contrast with the fascist ideas, and 

with the appeal of the fascist leaders. For Croce "the 

bourgeoisie and the learned and the educated class of our 

regions have the duty to love and to encourage others to 

love the fatherlandn. But unlike the nationalists, for 

Croce, then, the fatherland was identified not with the 

borders, the rivers, the sky, and other natural features, 

but with the idea of morality itself. In that speech there 

was also a polemical note that needs to be stressed, given 

the importance that the argument had played in the post war 

period, and continued to play in fascist propaganda. While 

the fascists and Mussolini pretended to be the only heirs 

of the war and claimed the monopoly of its heri~age to the 

exclusion of everybody else, Croce reminded his audience 

that the war had been fought by the entire Italian people, 

and now families of the veterans and the fallen showed the 

same pain and shared the same hopes, and were entitled to 

the same dignity, whatever their present political 

affiliation. (37) 



Chapter 4: From Benevblence ta Opposition, 1924 

In 1924, before the political elections of ~pril, 

Mussolini offered an image of moderation, and his 

government followed a policy of prudent administration. The 

financial problems of the inunediate post war years had been 

brought under control and the national economy continued to 

improve, following favourable international trends, but 

also as a result of government policies. The financial 

measures introduced by De Stefani, the free-market Minister 

of Finance, provided welcome relief to the middle classes, 

helped industrial activity, and encouraged productive 

investment. Wage settlements favoured the industrialists 

and the agrarians, but employment increased, while 

inflation and the general cost of living went dom, 

protecting, in some measure, the purchasing power of the 

working class. In foreign policy, despite the occasional 

nationalist outburst, the government pursued on the whole a 

reasonable defence of national interests. Despite the 

contrast of ideology, Mussolini's Italy was among the first 

nations to reopen diplomatic relations with the Soviet 

Union. Mussolini signed a friendship treaty with 

Yugoslavia, improved relations with other Balkan States, 

and finally obtained the return of Fiume to Italy, putting 

an end, for then, to the Adriatic question. 

In these circumstances, with some truth, Mussolini could 



claim to have succeeded where others had failed. The 

financial and diplomatic policy of the government had a 

certain coherence, it encouraged productivity and 

investments at home and economic expansion abroad, thus 

creating a powerful block of interests around fascism and 

around Mussolini. As a result of the diplomatic and 

economic success the popularity of Mussolini and the 

support for his government had increased since 1922. The 

acts of violence that still happened, did not dent the 

support for the government; when they occurred they were 

soon deplored by Mussolini, and as promptly blamed on the 

radical fringe of fascism or on provocateurs. The 

continuous professions of moderation and the improved 

economic conditions, increased hope among the general 

population of a lasting political normalization, and the 

next elections were seen as the last act necessary to 

achieve that aim, once and for al1 and in the most legal 

way . 
General Elections of 1924. 

The undeniable popularity of Mussolini and the 

continuing expansion of the Fascist Party, plus the fear of 

personal defeat, persuaded the liberal and moderate 

political groups to accept Mussolini's invitation to fight 

the next elections under the same banner, and to join as 

candidates the government list, or Il Listone, as it became 



know, with a note of desemed sarcasm. An electoral 

alliance among different political forces was made 

advisable or even necessary by the rather unusual mechanism 

of the new electoral l a w .  Approved by Parliament in 1923, 

despite disagreements and reservations, with 223 votes in 

favour and 123 against in the House and 165 to forty-one in 

the Senate, the law featured a majority premiurn, that 

should have remained unpalatable to any democrat or liberal 

of whatever shade or colour, even if the law, as was the 

intention of the majority, and the p r d s e  of the 

government, should have been used for one legislature only. 

The new law as~igned two thirds of the seats to the 

strongest party or list of parties, provided it gained at 

least 25 percent of the popular vote. The rest of the seats 

or the remaining one third were divided among al1 the other 

parties of the opposition in a proportional fashion. In a 

Parliament of 536 seats, the future majority party was 

assured 356 members. (1) 

The approval of the electoral law in 1923, the formation 

of the national list in 1924, have to be regarded as 

operations of ntransformismn in the long and well 

established tradition of Italian politics, and in the 

perennial and elueive search to achieve a larger consensus 

among small and different parties on questions of national 

import. The new coiripromises were dictated by different 



aspirations, not al1 of them dishonourable. Many liberals 

and democrats hoped to create a stable majority in 

Parliament, and to avoid the endemic crises, that in the 

past had made govenünents usually weak and inefficient. 

With their adhesion to the governrnent list the liberal and 

moderate politicians tried to retain their local power base 

and to maintain their national influence, but they also, 

together with many moderate fascist leaders, wanted to 

achieve a lasting normalization of Italian political life, 

hoping to turn fascism into a moderate force and to reduce 

the influence of its radical wing. 

Mussolini instead hoped to polarize the fight, to 

isolate the opposition and to bring al1 the moderate forces 

under his leadership; he also wanted to use the prestige of 

the local notables to achieve a plebiscitarian victory and 

to assure an hegemonic position for fascism in the country 

and in parliament. Negotiating from a position of strength 

and supported by a mas8 Party, Mussolini was bound to 

achieve his aims and to make his persona1 position 

stronger, and not easy to be challenged in the future, 

either by the moderates or even by the fascists. 

Croce's Position. 

Croce's position during the first half of 1924 did not 

change; he remained on the sidelines of active politics, 

and continued to maintain the same position toward fascism 



and Mussolini. He was not in the Senate when "the shameful 

electoral law1I, as Fortunat0 aptly called it , was approved. 

But Croce's position, it is fair to assume, was similar to 

that of Giolitti, who had been the reporter of the bill in 

the house. Unlike Giolitti, who ran on a liberal 

independent list, Croce, however, as Senator, did not have 

to worry about re-election. He did not participate in the 

electoral campais nor did he make any political speech 

during the period. Croce's only significant political act 

before the April elections was a press interview at the 

beginning of March in m e r e  I t a m ,  a newspaper with 

close connections to the Fascist Party, in particular to 

its administrative secretary, Giovanni Marinelli. 

The ideas expressed by Croce on that occasion have to be 

seen as part of the political debates generated by the 

upcoming elections and by the electoral alliances; and they 

also reflected the hopes and the aspirations that the 

liberal groups assigned to the results of those elections. 

Croce's interview in fact followed two very different 

speeches, made in Naples by two prominent fascist leaders, 

Francesco Giunta and Michele Blanchi; one promised 

moderation, power sharing, and a quick return to 

constitutional ways; the other instead spoke of 

"intransigenceW and ttrenovationn, favourite concepts of 

Parinacci and of the radical faction of fascism, which 



wanted a future different from the past and the present. It 

is worth mentioning that in the provincial riding of 

Campania, Croce's own riding, more than one third of the 

candidates in the Listone were former liberal 

parliamentarians, including Bnrico De Nicola, the speaker 

of the house. (2) 

In that intenriew, Croce repeated his two different 

positions concerning the fascist movement. He approved the 

policies of the government, but criticized the ideology of 

fascism. Croce assured the readers of that paper that he 

did not fear the effect of the new electoral law. Instead 

of dangers, he saw Ilthe spontaneous begiming, thanks to 

the political elections, of a return, as it now is called, 

to legality, that is to constitutional practicest1. With a 

view to the coming elections, he expressed the wish that 

Il... people would feel the necessity not to compromise the 

work of political restoration underway*. For Croce "the 

treatment which fascism had imposed upon Italy, had 

produced, was producing and would continue to produce good 

effectsn. However, chief among these beneficial effects, 

Croce considered particularly important the increased 

participation of the Italian people in political life, and 

the "shaking out of the old indifferencen to public affairs 

among Italians. For these reasons Croce hoped that at the 

next general elections the government list would win "a 



compact majorityn. ( 3 )  

The reasoning behind Croce's wish, but also of Giolitti 

and Salandra, was that once the Fascist Party had a 

parliamentary majority of its own, the emergency would come 

to an end, and a return to nonnal life without violence 

would be possible. When the dominant party itself in the 

new Chamber will have a new majoritytt , he said, "it is 

clear that we will have returned to legality and to the 

good constitutional systemw. Leaving aside possible and 

easy reservations and criticisrn about the fallacy of the 

arguments and the misplaced expectations, the political 

substance of Croce's whole interview was evident: nthe hope 

of a return, through the elections, to the constitutional 

systemu. (4) 

In the rest of the interview Croce was particularly 

generous with Ifthe heart of fascism~, as he called it, and 

was ready to recognize that fascism was animated by love of 

the fatherland and by feelings for the safety and authority 

of the State. However, he had no hesitation in passing a 

negative assessment on "the head of fascismn. In the 

theoretical realm, Croce said "1 am skeptical about the 

ideology of fascismn. He denied that fascism had the ideas 

necessary to create something original, or could be capable 

of replacing the liberal system with "the new fascist 

Statetl. From intellectual curiosity, Croce had read fascist 



publications, had also analyzed the practical acts of 

fascism, and neither in the writings nor in the facts had 

he seen the signs of "the new ntoralityl', "the new thoughtI1, 

or "the new philosophyn, and had corne to the conclusion 

that there were no "new principlesn. "1 fear that a new 

thought is not there, and 1 believe that it is not there 

because it cannot be thereil. ( 5 )  

This rather stark view of "the head of fascismw remained 

unchanged in Croce's future writings, and has reappeared 

after the war, especially in the writings of Norbert0 

Bobbio, to affim the intellectual and literary sterility 

of the entire fascist period. Others have argued against 

that view. At the moment it is important to note that once 

again, and this tirne in a fascist publication, Croce 

rejected "the ideology of fascismm and did not fail to 

defend the ideas of liberalism, while many liberals and 

democrats were denying their past, and were begging 

Mussolini for a place in the Listone. To the wishful 

thinking of a new fascist State, Croce opposed the concrete 

reality of the liberal State, that had been created in 

Italy and in Europe in the course of the last century, 

while other intellectuals then dreamt impossible returns to 

the Middle Ages or longed for absolute monarchies or even 

new alliances between the throne and the altar. Finally, it 

has to be noted that in the course of the interview a 



polemical comparison between fascism and liberalism was 

evident, even amid the praise for V h e  heart of fascismn. 

Liberalism too like fascism was able to assure the 

authority of the State, but unlike fascism, Croce asserted, 

liberalism welcomed political disagreements among different 

parties, and assured the general interest, continually 

maintaining a healthy balance between freedom and 

authority . (6) 
The interview, in fact, was not well received by 

fascists, the criticism of the l1headv1 did not amuse most of 

them and sorne of their newspapers replied in kind. A Roman 

paper, 3-, with close ties to the futurists, and 

edited by Giovanni Preziosi, a former priest who became a 

supporter of the racial law, asked a rhetorical question 

"is there anybody more idiotic than Bonorni?" The answer 

with futuristic bravado was quick and without reverence: 

"yes , Benedetto Crocen . (7 ) 
The press intexview was Crocefs only intervention in the 

electoral campaign of 1924, but not the only political act 

of some significance. In the last month of 1923 and the 

beginning of 1924, he held several meetings in his house 

with other friends and helped to organize a "Club of 

Political Studiesn, that was sponsored by veterans and by 

students and teachers from the University of Naples. The 

political significance of the society lies in the fact that 



it was completely independent from fascist influence; it 

gathered only liberals, democrats and social-democrats; and 

it tried to keep alive the cultural tradition of Southern 

Italy, especially the political heritage of De Sanctis and 

Spaventa. The societyls independence, membership and 

activities were not liked by fascists and a few months 

later it was compelled to close by government intervention. 

The societyts activity al80 represented an important 

point in Croce's philosophical evolution. In a speech to 

the club on political theories just after the general 

elections of 1924, Croce not only urged his audience to 

acquire a clear knowledge of political reality, but he also 

invited them never to forget that in politics "prudencew 

and ltmoralityn go together, one reinforcing the other, as 

essential elements. This revealed something new in Croce's 

mind concerning the nature of politics, that before had not 

received the same emphasis. The organization of the club 

itself reflected the ferment of ideas of the period, and 

also showed the desire of people to gather among congenial 

spirits, and to reflect on the events and the changes that 

were taking place in Italy after the war. During the first 

monthç of 1924, Croce had been deeply involved in writing 

political essaya that indieate a change in his political 

theory. The speech for the Society was one of the first 

public manifestations of what Aldo Garosci has called "the 



turning point of 1924Ig, in Croce's political evolution. (8 )  

The Results of the ~lections. 

The general elections of April 1924 were a success for 

Mussolini personally, and for his government and even for 

fascism. The success was too great and widespread to be 

attributed only to violence, as the opposition claimed. 

Despite the many acts of intimidation, participation 

increased from 58 percent in the 1921 elections to 63 

percent in 1924; and in Northern Italy the opposition 

parties together gathered slightly more votes than the 

government list. The government obtained strong majorities 

in the Central regions, once the stronghold of the 

Socialist Party. In Southern Italy, the support of the 

notables, more than violence, proved decisive for the 

fascist success. But even there a close look at the results 

showed that a significant shift had taken place; in the 

last elections Salandra obtained more than one hundred 

thousand votes, and came first in his riding of Apulia. In 

1924 only ten thousand people voted for him and he placed 

fourteenth, well behind the new and younger fascist 

leaders, none of them with a national reptation. (9 )  

ûver all, the fascist list won 65 percent of the popular 

vote. The Popular Party came second with only 9 percent, 

less than half of what they had obtained in 1921. The 

Unitary Socialist Party of Turati and Matteotti was third 



with 6 percent. Combined together the two socialist 

parties, into which Italian socialism was now bitterly 

split, had lost two thirds of the votes gained by the 

Italian Socialist Party in the elections of 1919 and 1921, 

while the C m u n i s t  Party received less than 3 percent of 

the popular vote. The composition of Parliament actually 

reflected the popular vote. After all, Mussolini did not 

need the mechanism of the electoral law to obtain 

two-thirds of the seats! When Parliament reconvened after 

the elections, the opposition had 161 seats, while the 

government had 375, and of these 275 were card carrying 

members of the Fascist Party. In a House of 536, then, 

Mussolini and fasciam had a majority of their own, 

independent of the support of the liberal notables. (10) 

The Matteotti Affair. 

It is quite important to keep these numbers in mind to 

understand the actions and the behaviour of Italian 

political leaders, inside and outside Parliament, during 

the next political crisis, that suddenly jolted Italy and 

the Italians into chaos and turmoil, and almost toppled 

Mussolini from power. In i t s  political development the 

Matteotti Affair showed the Machiavellian ability of 

Mussolini and the strength of the fascist movement; it 

revealed the weakness and the divisions of the opposition; 

finally it made manifest that the liberal leaders had lost 



power forever. Soon after the convocation of the new 

parliament, and after a strong speech of opposition, 

delivered on May 30th, the young leader of the Unitary 

Socialist Party, Giacmo Matteotti, on June lOth, was 

murdered; and Mussolini entered the most crucial period of 

his political life, his government and his power in danger 

of collapsing at any moment for the next few months. 

Matteotti was one of the most intransigent 

anti-fascists, a political leader of the younger 

generation, among the few to have direct experience of 

fascist violence in his own riding in the Po Valley, and 

among the first to realize the true nature of fascism and 

its unwillingness to return to legality and to 

constitutional ways. The authors of the murder belonged to 

an infamous fascist squad, called Ceka; some of them had 

close ties to Mussolini and easy access to his office. 

There is no doubt that the death of Matteotti was a fascist 

murder, the fruit of the mentality and the atmosphere 

created by fascism, the result of propaganda and contempt 

against adversaries, the expression of the cult of 

violence. But historians are still debating the direct 

involvement and the persona1 responsibility of Mussolini. 

Salvemini had no doubts about the direct responsibility of 

Mussolini; others have fonnulated a Thomas a' Becket 

hypothesis. Renzo De Felice, the major historian of fascism 



and its Duce, reduced the responsibilities of Mussolini and 

blamed the members of Ceka, and the zeal of his 

collaborators. Leo Valiani has challenged those 

conclusions. (11) 

The historical significance of the Matteotti Affair lies 

in the political reactions to the crime of the opposition 

and the government. Mussolini was not only the Prime 

Minister, he was also Minister of the Interior, and as such 

responsible for public order and the safety of citizens. 

The kidnaping of Matteotti first, after a scuffle, on a 

city Street, in full daylight, not far from Parliament, 

showed that he had failed in his ministerial duties; the 

police investigations into the crime later revealed that he 

had entertained, until recently, close relations with the 

very people whom the prosecutors charged with the murder of 

this Member of Parliament. During the investigations, he 

continued to proclaim in public and in private his 

ignorance of Matteotti's fate, after he had been made aware 

of the murder and its organizers. In other nations with a 

long and well established tradition of parliamentary 

democracy, "Ministerial responsibilityn alone would have 

compelled Mussolini to resign, and be replaced by another 

leader, enjoying the confidence of the House. 

Also from the beginning of the crisis the duty of the 

opposition would have been clear to all: fight with 



determination inside the House, as Bissolati had done in 

1898; without any hesitation press the government bench 

daily to tell the truth; reveal the complicity of public 

officers and party leaders; show the untenable position of 

Mussolini; appeal to the fairness of the other side; 

introduce a motion of censure or make use of al1 the rules 

and regulations of parliament to show that Mussolini no 

longer enjoyed the full confidence of the House, indicating 

in this way to the King that he needed to cal1 somebody 

else to carry on the business of the nation. But in Italy 

public affairs have been conducted in a different manner 

and according to different rules. Ministerial 

responsibility, and even persona1 accountability, rarely 

has cut short a political career and seldom, if ever, has 

brought down a national government. As a result, the train 

of events after the murder of Matteotti unfolded with a 

logic different than would have been the case in England, 

France or Canada. 

The Aventine Secession and the Senate. 

Soon after the murder of the socialist leader the 

opposition, led by Amendola, left parliament, formed the 

Aventine Secession, and swore never to return while 

Mussolini xemained in pmer. A t  the same time Giolitti 

remained in parliament in a position of watchful 

independence and Salandra continued to support the 



government, still fearful of socialism. At the most crucial 

moment, the liberals split into three groups, and were 

unable to devise a common strategy, or to fight united 

behind a single leader. Once again, their divisions, their 

uncertainties, and their fears favoured Mussolini, and 

allowed him to overcome his difficulties, to gain the, and 

to consolidate his power. In the middle of the crisis, on 

June 13th: with a master stroke, the new Speaker, Alfredo 

Rocco, adjourned parliament until the next November. The 

Secession first and the adjournment later deprived the 

opposition of its best instrument, in a parliamentary 

democracy, to press its moral advantage to a positive 

conclusion, exploiting the difficulties of Mussolini and 

the disintegration of the government majority. The great 

press campaign waged by the opposition parties, following 

the murder of Matteotti and the Aventine Secession, proved 

not enough, by itself, to compel the government to resign 

and Mussolini to relinquish power. (12) 

With the adjournment of the House, the focus of 

attention shifted to the Senate, where a motion of 

confidence was debated between the 24th and the 25th of 

June. Even that occasion did not create a great deal of 

difficulty for Mussolini. Despite great speeches from the 

few Senators of the opposition, at the end the government 

received a vote of confidence, 226 Senators voting in 



favour and twenty-two against the motion. That outcome may 

have disappointed public opinion, but probably did not come 

as a surprise to the political and cultural elites. Since 

the tirne of Depetris, the Senate had lost political 

initiative and had surrendered its parity with the House. 

It had become the accepted n o m  that votes in the Senate 

could not create a political crisis, and a goveniment was 

not required to resign after a defeat in the Senate. 

Senators were then appointed by the Crown; most of them 

were old and very deferential to tradition; only a solemn 

intervention of the King in the crisis, or his discreet 

invitation through unofficial channels could have persuaded 

them to take an unusual initiative. But to take such a step 

the King had to be advised, perhaps urged by al1 the senior 

leaders of the House, and had to be assured that a majority 

of the House was ready to replace Mussolini with a new 

leader. But the old leaders, Giolitti among them, were 

reluctant to involve the Crown in partisan politics, afraid 

to cause irreparable damage to the monarchy, and the King 

himself was afraid to repeat the mistake of his father in 

1898, when political intervention had been fatal to the 

monarch. In the absence of a royal initiative, and in the 

absence of a ready alternative in the House, the Senate 

could only do what it had done in the past: listen to great 

speeches and then vote innocuous but well crafted motions, 



preaching goodwill and inviting al1 parties to national 

reconciliation, but making no reference to ministerial 

responsibility and persona1 accountability. (13) 

Croce's Position. 

The murder of Matteotti and the Aventine Secession 

created "a great disorientationn in Croce's mind, according 

to Nicolini, his friend and biographer. Luigi Russo 

confirms that Croce at that time assumed "the colours of 

Caporetton, "1 have never seen Croce so gloomy as after the 

Matteotti murderW. (14) Yet despite the horror at the 

murder and the impression made by the Secession, Croce in 

the Senate on June 25th voted a motion of confidence in 

Mussolini and his government. For that generation it would 

not have been easy to admit that the Prime Minister of the 

Crown had been involved in a political murder, especially 

when the murder was clearly against his political interest, 

and came after an election victory. The murder was clearly 

in contradiction to the mood, set by Mussolini in his first 

speech made to the new Parliament, on June 7th, 1924, a 

week after Matteotti's great opposition speech. On that 

occasion Mussolini had been moderate in tone and 

conciliatory in substance. He defended the role of 

Parliament, recognized the necessary function of the 

opposition, and invited the collaboration of al1 political 

parties. He assured that the liberal State had not and was 



not going to be destroyed, and that freedom was secure. He 

promised a constitutional transfomation of the Militia, 

and spoke against al1 violence, including the illegality of 

f ascists . (15  

According to hi8 mernoirs of 1944, Croce believed that 

Mussolini had nothing to do with the murder. "1 was 

persuaded that he was not the author of the murder, and 

that the bad people around him had perpetrated it without 

his knowledge. And, truly, it seemed folly even against his 

style that he could have ordered i tw.  During the debate in 

the Senate, Croce trusted Mussolini's sincerity, when "with 

grieved and repentant air1' he made "the solemn pledgen of 

wanting "to return to legality and to constitutional rulem. 

Croce also truated the promise of Mussolini and of the 

Senate majority leader, when they assured him that 

governmentls aim was not only wnormalizationn, but also the 

Nreestablishment of freedomn. More easily, Croce accepted 

Mussolini's promises, since his liberal friends in the 

government were also reassuring hirn that a return to the 

liberal way was sure and idnent. (16) 

In the Senate Croce was not an active member: he voted 

regularly on important questions, but spoke rarely and 

usually only on cultural matters. He had never been, and 

certainly was not then a leader of the majority, as 

sometimes has been suggested. Among Senators he enjoyed 



great respect, but had little authority in political 

questions, and sometimes even in cultural affairs his 

advice was ignored. A few months before the Matteotti 

Affair, despite a good speech and some discreet lobbying, 

Croce failed to sway enough votes to assure the 

confirmation of his close friend, Salvatore Di Giacomo, a 

well known Neapolitan writer. 

In that special session of the Senate, as on other 

occasions, Croce did not take part in the general 

discussion, unlike his friends Sforza and Aibertini, who 

spoke strongly against the violence of fascism and the 

policy of the government. In defence of Croce, and to 

better understand the Senate's vote, one has to remember 

that in that debate Mussolini rose to the occasion, 

delivering a masterful speech on June 24th. He deplored the 

murder of Matteotti with sincerity, condemned al1 violence, 

and assured that justice would be done. He made al1 the 

right promises: a change in the direction and composition 

of government, a continuation of the policy of moderation, 

a reorganization of the Militia within the constitution, a 

willingness to work with the opposition. He told the 

Senators that it was his intention "to obtain, with every 

means, and with the respect of the law, political 

normalization and a national pacificationn. He also 

promised to free fascism of any illegality, expelling from 



the party the violent elements. At the same time he invited 

the Senators to avoid a deepening of the crisis by a vote 

contra- to the electoral results. He reminded them of the 

efforts he had made to restore legality after the March on 

Rome, when the fascist squads had obeyed only his persona1 

appeals and authority. He accused the opposition of wanting 

a return to the tensions of the past, and blamed them for 

creating at the same time new dangers to the institutions. 

He put before the Senators the possibility that a new 

government and a different leader would not be able to 

control an eventual reaction of an aroused fascist 

movement, deprived of its electoral victory, and still 

strong with more than eight hundred thousand members. 

This was a very astute reminder on Mussolini's part. The 

possible resurqtion of violence by the fascist squads and 

the resurgence of Republican sympathies, inside and outside 

of fascism, together with the old fear of aocialism blinded 

the judgment of many people in those days. The spectre was 

adroitly agitated by Mussolini and his supporters in the 

circumstances and achieved its effect. The danger of a leap 

in the dark troubled many Senators, making it easier for 

them to accept at face value Mussolini's promises. Those 

promises were repeated the day after to the fascist 

parliamentarians in the House, and were even published, in 

a point by point format, in P ~ p o l n  d f 1 t u  on June 



25th, the day of the Senatels vote. As a result, many 

Senators tnisted Mussolinils sincerity, and believed that 

he and the other fascist leaders truly had the intention 

"to make parliament work with regularityn, "to make fascism 

return to legalitytl, "to be disposed to purify the Partyn, 

and finally at the end of the list, "to be ready to follow 

a policy of national reconciliation, that ignores the past 

that ignores the fights and the violence of the pa8tn. (17 

Yet despite the solemn promises made by Mussolini, many 

Senators were not completely reassured and remained with 

doubts and worries. For that reason, when the tirne came to 

vote, Croce and Lusignoli, the former prefect of Milan, 

friend of Giolitti, in particular, criticized and rejected 

the original motion of confidence presented by the 

government side, conipelled the majority leader to draft a 

new one with more binding laquage and with clear reference 

to specific policies, which the Senators wished to see 

implernented. The original motion of confidence used the 

traditional formula of the case: "The Senate, having heard 

the cortmninications of the government, approves them and 

moves on to other businessn. After the protest of Croce and 

Lusignoli, and with the consent of Mussolini, Senator 

Melodia, the majority leader, proposed a new motion, which 

sounded very different from the first one. "The Senate, 

having heard the declarations of the Prime Minister, 



approving the declared aims of intending to proceed with 

utmost energy to the restoration of the integral rule of 

law, to the necessary expulsions from the Party, and to the 

pacification of the nation, expresses confidence in the 

actions of the government, and moves on to other businessn. 

(18) Even this motion was voted by many Senators and by 

Croce himself without enthusiasm and "with a great interior 

strugglen, as he wrote in his diaries. Yet despite the 

remaining qualms at the end the majority of the Senators 

did vote for the confidence motion, which carried by 226 

yeas against twenty-two nays. Croce's vote, unfortunately 

was not among the nays. He had chosen to trust Mussolini 

and, like others, remained unconvinced of the advisability 

of precipitating another political crisis at that moment. 

(19 

Croce like Giolitti still harboured illusions about the 

future. With that motion, he and his friends hoped to 

control Mussolini and to compel him to keep his promises; 

they also believed themselves to be in a position to defeat 

the government at the opportune moment. These views were 

expressed by Croce in a meeting on the same day before the 

senate1s vote with Giorgio Levi Della Vida, one of the very 

few university professors who refused to take the loyalty 

oath in 1931. According to Levi, Croce said: "After a long 

discussion, following the speech of Mussolini, we have 



decided to vote the confidence motion. But, mind you, it 

will be a conditioned confidence. In our motion we cal1 

upon the government to restore legality and justice, as 

Mussolini himself has pramised in his speech. In this way 

we are keeping him as a prisoner, ready to deny him 

confidence, if he does not keep the promises maden . (20) 
Mussolini was not a man to quibble about words, or to 

refuse promises in a time of difficulty. In those sumer 

months of 1924, not nice words and well drafted motions 

were needed, but political force ready to do battle, and 

willing to take full advantage of favourable occasions, in 

Parliament and in the streets. But no political leader 

proposed a decisive and appropriate action, able to carry 

the majority of Parliament and the majority of the country. 

The general impression, common to al1 political leaders, 

expressed even by Amendola to Croce, was that T h e  Moral 

Questionn by itself would compel the fa11 of Mussolini, and 

soon after, within a few months, fascism would collapse and 

disappear forever, like a bad nightmare. 

A New Cabinet. 

Soon after the vote in the Senate, three ministers 

resigned from the government as their contribution to 

social pacification and to give Mussolini the chance to 

form a ministry of national reconciliation. In the 

reshuffled cabinet Mussolini included four liberals, as a 



guarantee of the promises made in the Senate, or so 

believed Croce and his liberal friends. Croce was invited 

by Mussolini, through Gentile, to become the next Minister 

of Education. He refused the offer without hesitation: n X  

told him that 1 felt an insurnountable reluctance to sit 

around the same table with Mussolinin. Croce was urged to 

accept Mussolini's invitation also by other friends, Casati 

among them. "But 1 repeated that 1 did not want in any way 

to be a part of that combinationn. Instead he and Gentile 

suggested the name of their corranon friend, Alessandro 

Casati, who was a moderate liberal and also a Catholic and 

had acquired great prestige in the war as a valorous 

officer. (21) 

Casati's name and his political background fitted rather 

well with the general strategy that Mussolini was following 

to overcome his difficulty and the disarray of hi8 Party. 

To remain in power, to control the moral indignation of the 

moment, Mussolini appealed to al1 the moderate forces; he 

sought the support of former nationalists, who enjoyed the 

confidence of the King; he asked the help of the moderate 

liberals; and finally he courted the clerico-moderate 

politicians, who had strong ties with the Vatican. At the 

same time he kept the Fascist Party ready and well oiled. 

The liberals, on their part, invested great hope in the 

ability of Casati and his three liberal colleagues. Inside 



the cabinet they had the huge task of guaranteeing a policy 

of moderation and a return to legality, keeping Mussolini 

faithful to promises made in the Senate. ( 2 2 )  

A t  that moment the majority of liberals were not 

willing, nor did they have the strength, to issue a direct 

challenge to Mussolini, and compel him to resign. Som of 

them, like Salandra, feared that the collapse of the 

government and the disintegration of the Fascist Party 

would have caused a violent crisis, possibly a bloodbath, 

followed by a proletarian insurrection, and then the 

triumph of a revolution like the one in Russia. Others like 

Giolitti and the moderate majority of the Senate, continued 

to support Mussolini, hoping to be able to control him, ta 

condition his policies, to restore legality, and, at the 

opportune moment, when timea were quieter, and the danger 

passed, compel him "to go without shocksn, choosing the 

occasion and avoiding unpleasant consequences to the nation 

and to the institutions. Many believed that in the fall, 

when Parliament reconvened, Giolitti, Orlando and Salandra 

would declare their opposition, and the liberal ministers, 

followed by the nationalists, would resign. These m e s  

would give the King the legal means to call a new premier, 

Federzoni perhaps, charging him to fonn a new government 

and to call new elections: a strategy appropriate for 

calmer days but not for times of violent passion and 



dominated by mass parties. Mussolini and Fascism used the 

time to recover and to reorganize. In the fa11 he and his 

party were again masters of the situation, and regained the 

old confidence. (23) 

The other strategy, the Aventine Secession, proposed and 

led by Amendola, to abandon Parliament, and never to return 

to it, until the moral question and the indignation of the 

country would compel Mussolini to relinquish power, proved 

to be even less successful. Tt stood as a witness to 

nobility; it acquired great moral value; it created 

martyrs; it prepared the ground for future resurrection by 

bringing together for the first tirne Catholics, liberals, 

democrats and socialists, but was not crowned by political 

victory. Like Giolitti, Croce did not approve of the 

Aventine Secession, and like Giolitti kept urging Amendola 

to teconsider the decision, to return to Parliament, and to 

organize the opposition inside the House. 

Without a modern political organization in the country, 

the liberals had lost control of Parliament first, and were 

removed from the power of government later; now men like 

Croce and Giolitti, even Amendola, were compelled to put 

their faith in the hands of the King, hoping for his 

intervention ta resolve the situation. But the King gave 

al1 of them "a first grave disillusionN, after his return 

from Spain. As Croce recognized in his memoirs of 1944, 



instead of providing "a solution to the entangled knot, and 

instead of txying to cut it, he kept it intact, to the 

salvation of fascism, reconaending to al1 Italians, without 

making a distinction, mutual understandingn. (24) The 

liberals were under the illusion that in 1924 they could 

repeat with the same success the tactics of 1898, when a 

vigourous press campai-, good speeches in Parliament, 

Zanardellits secession from the government ma-jority, and a 

young King had been able to impress a new course on Italian 

politics. 

Croce's New Politicai Attitude. 

The crisis created by the Matteotti Affair generated 

something new in Croce's mind, and changed his attitude 

towards Mussolini and his government. In the meeting with 

Levi Della Vida, imediately before the Senate vote on June 

25th, Crocels changed political position had become quite 

clear. As Levi put it in his rather succinct recollection, 

Croce said to him: "Yeu see, fascism has been a good thing, 

now has become a bad one, and it must go. But it has to go 

without shocks" . (25) 
The other and major manifestation of his changed mind 

and feelings was the interview granted to W e  dl- 

on July 6th, 1924. In the interview the tone became harder, 

the criticism harsher, praises fewer and resenrations more 

general. The interview seems to close a period and to open 



a new chapter; it shows disillueionment for the past and 

new aspirations for the future. Once again Croce defended 

his vote in the Senate, and this time used more precise 

arguments; and again he seiterated that besides past and 

recent nliabilities9v fascism had some positive aspects and 

had done some good things in the past. For that reason, he 

said: "It was not possible to expect nor to desire that 

fascism should fa11 at once and suddenly. It has not been 

an infatuation or a little joke. It has answered serious 

needs, and it has achieved many good things, as every fair 

minded person recognizes. It advanced with the consensus 

and among the applause of the nationn. ( 26 )  These conanents 

seem to have the sound of revisionism ante-litteram: still 

they should not be lightly dismissed, but rather taken as a 

reminder, in historical asseasment, that fascism has not 

been "an infatuation and a little joken in the history of 

modern 1 t aly and Europe . 
Despite this positive point, in the rest of the 

interview the reservations and the rebukes to the ideology 

and the policy of fascism were more numerous and more 

severe than ever before. Once again Croce expressed a 

negative judgment on the ideology of fascism and made sharp 

criticism of fascist writers. For him fascism was "sterile 

of new institutions, incapable of shaping ... a new type of 
Statew. Fascism should have been only "... a bridge of 



passage for the restoration of a more severe liberal 

regime, in the context of a stronger Staten, and should not 

have had the ambition "to inaugurate a new historical 

epochn. Instead of concentrating their efforts on restoring 

the vitality of the liberal State, the fascist 

intellectuals wasted their time searching "for the ideal 

fascist Statew and for "new and original fascist 

institutionsu. (27) 

In the political field too the fascist leaders had 

wasted tirne in wrong policies. "Giving signs of 

moderationtl, Croce said, they should have returned to the 

liberal ways long before this choice was nimposed by an 

uprising of public indignationn, created by "this horrible 

murder, which upsets and wounds our heartsn. The Matteotti 

Affair, besides the human tragedy, Croce continued, "bas a 

specific political meaning, and is indicative of a wrong 

policy, which in the extreme brings consequences like 

thisN. For Croce it was evident now that fascism, unable to 

find its legitimacy in the Liberal State, needed violence 

to maintain and ta protect its power. "Because fascism is 

not able to create a new constitutional and legal order, 

which could replace the liberal order, it needs to govern 

with the same violent means through which it was born, 

continuing what had to be occasional and transitoryn. In 

this situation, he argued, even the fascist leaders seemed 



unable to control, let alone to stop the violence of 

fascism: "In the series of these violent proceedings, it is 

impossible to determine exactly where and when to stop. The 

insults and the violence belong to the same series, and 

they pass from one to the other by more or less sensible 

gradationsn. (28)  

Croce did not seem to note the evident contradiction 

between his condemnation of fascist ideology and fascist 

violence and the vote of confidence given to the government 

in the Senate. He defended that vote and called it na 

prudent and patriotic votent I1given not in a rush, but 

after long ponderingn, and "out of a sense of duty and 

without enthusiasmn. In choosing a middle road, Croce said, 

he and his friends had not been alone: " m e n  the strongest 

speeches by the opposition, like those of Aïbertini and 

Abbiate, seemed ta indicate a middle way, to which we have 

adhered, repressing our persona1 inclinationsw. With their 

vote the Senators, ltfollowing and interpreting public 

opinionH, Croce argued, "wanted to protect the good that 

fascism had created", "to avoid a return to the weakness 

and the indecision of the pastn, and finally the vote 

intended "to give time to the process of the transformation 

of fa~cism~~. (29) 

For this evolution of fascism into a moderate Party, 

accepting the liberal way and the constitutional rnethod, 



Croce relied on the contribution of leaders like Grandi and 

Bottai and others of the moderate wing of the Fascist 

Party, then engaged in polemics with the radical faction, 

lead by Farinacci. "This transformation will depend on the 

wisdom, the intelligence and the will of the best elements 

of fascism. If they will accept the inevitable return to 

the liberal regime, they will be able to Save fascism as a 

strong and salutary element of the future political 

cornpetition. They will have destroyed a transient and 

dictatorial fascism, in order to create a lasting onew. 

Events were going to prove that this hope also was 

misplaced, and bound to shatter the expectations of Croce 

and his friends. (30) 

The last part of the intenriew was not really connected 

with the murder of Matteotti, and the immediate political 

situation, and it has been usually ignored by historians. 

But that part revealed Croce's inner feelings, it expressed 

well his general mood against the tristitia temporum; and 

it showed his changed position towards fascism and its 

leaders. The last two elections had seen the defeat of many 

old politicians that greatly changed the composition of the 

Italian political class. This trend had continued in the 

last election, in which many young fascists, without 

political experience and often without much ability, had 

been elected while great parliamentarians and former 



ministers had been defeated or did not have a chance even 

to run. This was the reason why now Croce lamented the 

disappearance from public life of so many politicians of 

the older generation, "al1 of them still youngn, "men with 

experiencen, "skilled par lia men tari an^^^, I1faithful servants 

of the State". Croce confessed to having no sympathy for 

those who had suddenly replaced the old liberals and 'to 

feel diffidence" towards "the new and impxovised 

politicians~, "this other product of the postwar periodN, 

"like the new richn . (31) The last expression was rather 
revealing of crocels feelings, it indicated in those years, 

with a note of public opprobrium, those businessmen who had 

made huge profits out of State contracta during war-time. 

To the war profiteers Croce now associated the young turks 

of fascism. 

Reactions to Croce's Position. 

The opinions expressed by Croce in this interview were 

not liked by Mussolini and by the fascist Press. LLR&mh 

Ç i t I t u ,  Mussolinils own paper, reacted with acrimony and 

called Croce "a walking ghostn, and "a corpse four days 

oldN, and similar niceties. But the sharper tone of Croce's 

judgments about fascism was noted and praised by others. 

Among the latter, Luigi Ambrosini, an old friend of 

Giolitti and a newspapennan with La of Turin wrote a 

letter to Croce, and expressed his pleasure with Croce's 



latest opinions. 1'1 have read your recent interview, 

Ambrosini said, and your new orientation gives me pleasure, 

because, to be frank, your vote in the Senate made me 

uneasyu. (32) 

In his reply to Ambrosini of July 14th, 1924, Croce 

defended again his vote in the Senate, and even denied that 

his vote was in disagreement with his new position. The 

vote, he wrote, "was dictated by love of countryn. '1 felt 

that were 1 to vote against, f would have pleased my own 

feelings, 1 would have achieved my own satisfaction, but 1 

would not have given proof of devotion to my countryt1. This 

was a rather questionable justification, and showed a 

residual Machiavellism, that later will disappear from his 

political theory and practice. But at this point Croce made 

some observations which warrant s m e  historical 

considerations. In his letter to Ambrosini Croce argued: 

"To vote against meant to ask for an inmiediate crisis, to 

determine a conflict between Parliament and the govenment; 

it meant to excite the country: and which were the forces 

ready for this struggle? Political situations cannot be 

improvisedn . (33 ) 
This political observation and this historical 

evaluation by Croce about the effectua1 reality in the 

summer of 1924 has been often ignored, and seldom mentioned 

by historians. After the last war, many historians believed 



that during the Matteotti crisis a victory of the Aventine 

and a defeat of fascism was possible, but for the mistakes 

of the opposition. Same blamed the defeat of the democratic 

forces on the fears of the Liberals and their distrust of 

the masses. Against the pusillanimity of the Liberals and 

the velleity of the Socialists, especially Marxist 

historians praised the wisdom of Gramsci, and his proposal 

of a general strike as the necessary condition for a 

popular insurrection against fascism. 

Recently that historical position has changed, and a 

more objective evaluation has emerged. A contribution to a 

better understanding of the events of 1924 was provided by 

the book of memoirs, published in 1975 by Giorgio Amendola, 

the elder son of Giovanni Amendola, in his youth and in his 

maturity, a formidable leader of the Italian Corr~minist 

Party. Unlike the Marxist historians, the communist leader 

remembered a diffexent political situation. W y  persona1 

memories show how false is the representation, often given, 

of fascism already defeated in 1924, and surviving only on 

account of the inertia of  the anti-fascists, afraid of the 

struggle of the massesn. At the end Amendola Junior offered 

an historical assessment more consonant with the reality of 

the times. T h e  masses, in reality, were not available in 

that situation for a fight necessarily difficult, and in a 

period of growing economic expansionn. (34) 



In 1981 Giorgio Candeloro, a Gramscian intellectual, 

author of one of the best general histories of modern 

Italy, agreed with the evaluation offered by Giorgio 

Amendola: "On the whole, despite the great indignation 

created by the murder of Matteotti, the situation was not 

favourable for a mass actionn. For Candeloro, the reason 

was quite simple; in the Sumner of 1924, he wrote, "none of 

the anti-fascist political parties was politically and 

organizationally prepared to undertake an action of forcen. 

While the situation was different for Mussolini, as 

Candeloro pointed out: "The menace of the fascist squads 

and the police repression were still pressing; the violence 

had not abated or decreased, the force of fascism was still 

intact and persistentn. ( 35 )  

In reality in 1924, inside parliament and in the country 

the opposition was weaker, and fascism was stronger than in 

1922. T9e political forces necessary for a change of 

direction and a new majority were not available. The three 

socialist parties were divided, and fighting against each 

other for the purity of  the doctrine. The Popolari had lost 

the support of the Vatican, and were weakened by interna1 

dissension, and by the forced resignation and exile of 

Sturzo. The liberals were in disarray; Amendola chose to 

lead the Aventine Succession, Giolitti remained in 

Parliament, Salandra supported the government. On the other 



side, despite the first disarray and the apparent 

difficulties, the position of fascism remained solid. In 

the House, even after the Aventine Secession, some 

defections and an attempt of Fronde by nationalist members, 

fascism still controlled a majority of the seats. More 

important the party had continued to grow in the Country 

and had become a truly national mass party. The fascist 

squads were still in existence, and were ready and eager 

for action. Mussolini controlled the powers of the State, 

and was not willing to abandon power without a struggle, 

and had kept the party in a fighting mood. Only the direct 

intervention of the King could have changed the situation, 

and only the unity of the opposition could have compelled 

the monarch to intemene, and to employ the Army, if 

necessary. But the opposition failed to achieve unity and 

the liberal leaders and the Monarch failed to rise to the 

occasion, to seize the opportunities and to discharge the 

responsibility of their office. 

The Ekginning of the Opposition. 

Croce's political evolution against fascism and 

Mussolini continued during the sumer months of 1924. For 

this new attitude there is ample evidence in the letters, 

which Croce wrote to Alessandro Casati, the new Minister of 

Education in the second cabinet of Mussolini. To him, Croce 

complained about Gentile's actions, protested the illegal 



dismissal of civil senrants, and showed annoyance against 

Mussolini, when the Duce claimed that his government 

remained fascist despite the presence in the new cabinet of 

four Liberal ministers. The letters to Casati during July 

and August show that Croce was becoming more and more 

disillusioned with fascism, with Mussolini, and with 

Gentile. He remained confident and hopeful that the 

presence of the liberals and especially of Casati in the 

government would avoid further dangers. 

After Gentile became president of a constitutional 

commission to elaborate new laws for the reformation of the 

State, in a letter to Casati in July, Croce criticized 

Gentile for his recent profession of fascist faith. 

"Meanwhile, it seems to me that Gentile would do well to 

put a gag on himself and on his pupils. What are al1 these 

declarations of his, which are making the rounds of the 

newspapers, that he has resigned as minister because 

fascism was threatening to abandon its intransigence? That 

he is the philosopher of fascism? That he is going to 

elaborate and bring to perfection the principles of 

fascism?" (36) 

In August Croce warned Casati about the dangers of the 

new laws and possible constitutional changes, which the 

fascists were proposing. "1 would like to discuss with you 

the political situation; and 1 would like to recommend to 



you that you be wary of constitutional refonns based on 

syndicalism. They tend to weaken the ethico-political 

forces of the country, to concentrate the debate on the 

economic interests of various classes and groups, and make 

the State the prey of a coterie, a faction, or a despot. 

Principiis obstat. So it seems to me. And you Liberals 

cannot allow to be changed that which is the moral 

f oundation of liberalismI1. (37) 

In the same month Croce complained about the fact that 

teachers were being fired for political reasons, and were 

denied the right to appeal and the opportunity to defend 

themselves from government accusations. T o u  know that 1 

regard these acts as hateful: hateful and impolitic, as 

were those under the Austrians and of the Bourbonsm. In 

this i.etter Croce, using irony, again contrasted fascism 

with the ideals of the Risorgimento. "But perhaps the fault 

is mine, because 1 know a history of the 

Risorgimento different than the one written by fascist 

historiansn . (38)  

In Septernber Croce praised Casati for his "beneficial 

workw inside the government, and advised him to press for 

the withdrawal of the decree that gave goverment power to 

curtail freedom of the press. That decree had been issued 

by an order in corncil, had been shelved after a protest by 

Salandra, but was still on the books, ready to be used at 



the next opportunity. In July the ~ational Press Council 

had asked for its abolition. Croce agreed with that request 

and wrote to his friend: Think about my advice on the 

press decree: hateful and useless. To keep it is only a 

caprice. Take advantage of a moment of calm and let's 

abolish itl*. (39) 

In the same letter there was a sad confession of 

uneasiness about the political situation of Italy. The same 

feeling of "depression and discomfortn was expressed in the 

diaries during the sunnner of 1924, especially after reading 

the news in the papers or after meetings with Ruffini and 

Giolitti, who probably expressed similar fears, increasing 

Crocet$ worries and furthex depressing his spirit. (40 )  It 

was evident that Croce, like his other liberal friends 

relied on the presence of Casati for the protection of 

freedom and for a course of moderation in government 

policy. When Croce heard that Casati might resign from the 

government, he imediately sent a letter of discouragement. 

"1 have read in the papers the possibility of your and 

Sarocchils resignation ... Quod Deus averruncedn. (41) 
Croce's political evolution was in harmony with the 

position of other liberals and was parallel with the 

changed attitude of the Italian Liberal Party. At the 

national congress in October 1924, the majority of the 

party rejected a motion of unconditional support of the 



government, reaffimed instead the classical principles of 

liberalism and invited the government to return to normal 

and constitutional ways. Unhappy with this motion, the 

filo-government minority left the Party, fomed i t s  own 

movement and later joined the Fascist Party. (42)  In this 

period Croce's relations with his liberal friends, critical 

of fascism and unhappy with Mussolini became closer and he 

had more frequent meetings with them, while his friendship 

with Gentile became strained and less intimate. 

The Defense of Gobetti. 

A sign of this new orientation was the support that in 

September Croce offered Piero Gobetti, the young and 

energetic editor of the anti-fascist periodical, 

Pivoluziane L i b e r a l e .  Commenting on the many schemes, 

devised or dreamed in those days, Gobetti, with an 

unfortunate sequence of words, open to a double 

interpretation, qualified as "moral abortionsw the 

proposals of national pacifications, associated with the 

name of Carlo Del Croix, a moderate nationalist member of 

parliament, a wat hero, who had lost both his eyes and his 

ams in action. In the overwrought emotions of the time, 

transferring Gobettiqs criticism from the proposals to the 

man, the fascist press arganized a campaign of denigration 

against Gobetti, accusing him of having offended a national 

hero. In vain Gobetti protested his innocence, and his 



respect for Del Croix, regretting the misunderstanding. Not 

al1 the friends of Gobetti, when invited, agreed to appear 

before the special jury that had been convened, or to 

defend publicly his good name. Some, like Amendola agreed 

with the fascist interpretation, and invited him to mite 

with more precision and to avoid persona1 insults when 

dealing with national politics. Others, Nello Rosselli 

among them, refused to intervene, not for persona1 fear, 

but for not wanting to increase the damage already done to 

the opposition, or to avoid new pretexts for more fascist 

violence, always a possibility in those days and at the 

least provocation. 

Croce's reaction was completely different; asked by 

Gobetti, he immediately wrote a letter of reference to be 

used as Gobetti pleased. Not only did Croce offer a 

favourable interpretation of the text in question, 

excluding any persona1 criticisms, but then he put his own 

persona1 reputation on the line, claiming that in a recent 

meeting in Turin Gobetti ha8 expressed great respect For 

Del Croix and his political proposais. Croce's solidarity 

towards Gobetti was more significant when one remembera 

that at that tirne Gobetti, with his usual energy, was 

organizing in the major urban centres anti-fascist groups, 

using his periodical as a link of coordination, to better 

fight his political battle against fascism. For his 



political activities and constant criticism, Gobetti had 

gained Mussolini~s hostility, and already had been a victim 

of fascist violence. The jury accepted Croce's literary 

interpretation, but when the verdict came, Gobetti again 

had suffered another aggression, that greatly undennined 

his health. (43 )  

The Break with Gentile. 

But in 1924 the most important manifestation of Croce's 

changed political orientation was the breakup of his 

friendship with Giovanni Gentile. After Gentile heard from 

Casati that Croce wanted to break their friendship, because 

he had becarne dissatisfied with him, "and unhappy for moral 

reasonsN, he asked Croce for a note of clarification, and 

for "two clear words, whatever they are going to bel but 

which corne from the bottom of your heartn. (44) The day 

after, on October 24th, 1924, Croce wrote back to Gentile 

what was going to be their last letter after almost thirty 

years of friendship. The calm tone of the words hid the 

gulf now separating the two old friends and their different 

political orientation. "To be sure, Croce wrote, for many 

years we have been in a philosophical disagreement, which 

was not such as to have a bearing on our persona1 

relations. But now to that, has been added another one of a 

practical and political nature, nay, the first has been 

converted into the second, and this is more serious. There 



is nothing we can do. The logic of the situation has to 

develop through the individuals and despite the 

individualsu . (45)  

So ended, on a Sad note, destroyed by fascism, a 

fraternal friendship and an intellectual collaboration, 

which had lasted for more than twenty years and had been 

beneficial to Italian culture. Together Croce and Gentile 

had brought a new vigour to Italian philosophy and given 

new directions to literary and historical studies. United 

in common battles, however, since the beginning they had 

shown different intellectual personalities and had taken 

different approaches to philosophy and politics. But until 

then philosophical disagreement and political difference 

had never affected their persona1 relations and their 

reciprocal affection. But in 1923 under the strain of 

political events, the friendship began to deteriorate. In 

June of that year Gentile became a member of the Fascist 

Party; Croce was surprised by the sudden decision and by 

the lack of prior consultation "with a trusted friend about 

çuch a grave decision". Little of these political 

differences appear in their correspondence, and probably 

remained confined to private conversations. But by 1924 the 

disagreements must have become known and even discussed 

among their conmian friends, as is revealed in a letter of 

Giustino Fortunato in February: "Croce has not been well 



disposed toward Gentile lately, and it has not been for 

some time and for various reasons; ... V (46) 

In the crisis generated by the murder of Matteotti, the 

political differences between Croce and Gentile became more 

evident and more public. For Croce the government had to 

follow a policy of moderation, had to make possible a 

return to constitutional rule, and had to undertake a 

restoration of liberal practices. For Gentile the only 

moral question was nto Save Italyn, and the only duty of a 

true liberal was to give his support to Mussolini, to 

strengthen Fascism, to avoid any compromise with subversive 

forces, and to prevent a return to the corruption and 

confusion of the past. Committed to this programme Gentile 

refused to change course and rejected al1 the appeals made 

by some of his closest friends, urging him to break his 

ties with Mussolini and with fascism and to resume his 

independence. (47 )  Croce too must have given the same 

advice and made the same appeals. In the letter written in 

1925, addressed to an unknown reader, Croce criticized 

Gentile for making in these months following the Matteotti 

murder, Ita profession of fascist radicalism and extremismw, 

for becoming "head of a commission to change the Italian 

liberal statute in a reactionary way", and for supporting 

the radicalism of Farinacci and his stand against 

moderat ion. (48) 



Croce broke his friendship and his relations with 

Gentile, when Gentile became the philosopher of the regime, 

and put his philosophy and his intellect at the service of 

fascism, becoming guilty of a double treason. In the 

diasies of 1944, at the news of Gentile's tragic death, 

Croce wxote: "1 broke my relation with him because of his 

adhesion to fascism, made worse by the contamination of 

philosophy with itw. That contamination was particularly 

offensive to Croce, as he had confessed in a letter to 

Casati in October 1924: "Above al1 it offends me that the 

white robe, with which in my eyes philosophy goes dressed, 

love of my youthful years, has become a mop for the kitchen 

of fascism and for any kind of policyn. In Croce's eyes, 

Gentile deserved reprobation for many things that he had 

done or written, but, as he said in his letter of 1925, 

nothing was comparable "to the betrayal of the cause of 

Italian freedom, and to the cause of the dignity of 

sciencew. (49) 

The personal and political break between Croce and 

Gentile was another sign, in many aspects the most 

significant, that after the Matteotti Affair, fascism and 

Mussolini were splitting Italian culture asunder; it was 

then that in Italy the moral divide was created between 

fascism and anti-fascism. More or less at the same time of 

his break with Gentile, and for the same reasons Croce 



refused to becorne a member of the Italian Academy, that was 

formally launched in 1929 but was set in motion in 1924. 

The new institution was modeled on the French Academy, and 

was inspired by the same national reasons of prestige. 

Croce was invited by Mussolini through na high officer of 

an heraldic instituteIf, and was promised the first place 

among the Imortals. But Croce rejected such an honour with 

an eloquent, if not too elegant, old Neapolitan folk 

saying. (50) Others took a different course, however. 

Bitter with the behaviour of the opposition and critical of 

the democratic ideology, blamed for al1  the troubles of 

Italy, Luigi Pirandello, the great playwright and future 

winner of a Nobel prize, in the fa11 of 1924 joined the 

Fascist Party and expressed admiration for the personality 

of Mussolini. 

Philosophical anà Politicaï Evolution. 

The break with Gentile was the result not only of a 

different political orientation, but also the manifestation 

of a deep philosophical conflict. In 1924 as in 1923 there 

was an evolution in Croce's philosophical system. Under the 

impact of political events, and under the challenge of 

Gentile, Croce felt compelled to offer a clarification of 

his political concepts, and to express a new formulation of 

his theory of historiography. Expressions of this evolution 

and new position were the political and historical essays, 



written in 1924, first published in his periodical La 
. . 
it-, reprinted in newspapers, the same year, and later 

collected in his books Pol- . . . . and Storia 

gelltRtat Rarocca in I t u ,  which appeared in 1925 and 

1929 respectively. (51) 

In political thought, Croce reasserted the theory that 

politics was force and utility, but at the same the he 

introduced a new relation, in his system of distinctions, 

between politics and morality. Before the war he had 

affirmed the autonomy of political action, now, confronted 

by new and violent ideologies, which gave ethical value to 

the sanctions of the State, he stressed the superiority of 

morality, even in the political realm. The first occasion 

for a clarification came when Federico Chabod published a 

new edition of The Pr- by Machiavelli. In a review of 

the book Croce noted that even in politics the force or the 

virtue of Machiavellits Prince nrepresents an aspect 

necessary and eternal, but only one aspect of the totality 

and integrity of mann. From then on, force was dethroned 

from its former position, and morality became the hegemonic 

element even in politics, necessary to achieve a consensus 

and a lasting success. For Croce, the ideal politician was 

no longer The Princeft, endowed with virtue, but the "vir 

bonus agendi peritus . (52 ) 

In these new writings Croce continued his old polemics 



against democratic and socialist political conceptions, 

still regarding their concepts of justice and equality as 

abstract and anti-historical. But now the centre of his 

interest moved against the authoritarian conceptions of the 

right, and his criticism was directed against this new and 

more dangerous enemy of the liberal state. For Gentile the 

State was the supreme incarnation of the morality, and for 

him the moral life of the citizen coincided with the 

morality of the State. Croce refused to elevate the State 

or any other political institution to a moral category, or 

to a philosophical idea. For him the State coincided with 

the governing group, and expressed only "a process of 

useful actions by a group of individu al^^^, as such 

indistinguishable from other actions by other groups. The 

State was only an elementary and narrow fonn of political 

life, which could not contain the full richness of human 

life. Beside and sometimes against the life of the State, 

for Croce, there was always the life of the "anti-staten, 

the nchurch~, wsocietyw, and above al1 "histoz-yn with al1 

its infinite creations. This embraces in itself the men of 

the government and the men of the opposition, the 

conservatives and the revolutionaries, and these more than 

the others, because more than the others they open the ways 

of the future, and cause the progress of human societiesn. 

(53) 



Already we have seen that Croce's concept of patriotism 

had acquired an ethical connotation in contrast with the 

naturalistic elements of the nationalist conception, now as 

a result of this new and larger vision of political life, 

the concept of the ruling clam also changed and became 

less exclusive. For Croce, the ruling class was now a moral 

formation, a confluence of individuals without economic 

ties, but animated by comon ideals and values; it included 

the government and the opposition; it constituted an ideal 

middle class, sitting at the centre, and fighting against 

both the extremism of the right and of the left. The 

democratic aspirations of the masses were no longer 

rejected as utopian but regarded as an essential stimulus 

to political life and as a continuous renovation of the 

ruling class itself. (54)  

Croce's political and philosophical evolution was also 

evident in his historical works. The of 

of N ~ D ~ P S  was the first expression of his new theory of 

historiography, in which moral and intellectual ideals 

acquired preeminence over economic and practical forces. 

The other major historical work of this period was 

History of f .  This book was 

published in 1929, but the essays that make up the volume 

were written in 1924, and in 1925, and appeared at regular 

intervals in the periodical LaCrltlca . . from 1924 to 1928. 



(55) Of particular importance, to better understand Croce's 

pol i t ical  feelings in 1924 ,  was the opening chapter of the 

book, where Croce dealt with the Counter-Reformation, as it 

appeared in the periodical before it was revised for final 

inclusion in the book. The last section of this chapter 

reflected ideas and feelings of the present and made a 

cornparison between the present and the past. The reference 

of the present to the past not only was evident but had a 

passionate note, strident with an historieal judgment, 

which explains why the section was omitted later. This 

l i t t l e  literary incident also showed that without the 

events of 1923 and 1924, and the new meditations on 

politics and history, T h g l i i ,  of thp R-a@ ia 

&& would have been a history of literature without 

reference to religious life. But the inspiration of an 

ethico-political history enabled Croce to se@ better the 

nature of the Counter-Reformation, and its relation with 

the Refarmation and the Renaissance. 

For Croce the Renaissance and the Refonnation wexe two 

ideal categories of the Spirit, the symbols of the eternal 

contrast between the city of God and the city of man, 

reflecting the religious and the profane aspirations of 

man. In history both were positive, incarnating two 

different moments of human life; the supremacy did not 

belong t o  one against the other. The Counter-Reformation, 



on the other hand, was not an ideal category, it was only 

the defence of an historical institution, and could only be 

regarded as the symbol of a consexvative action, of 

political ability, of discipline and obedience. As a simple 

defence of an historical institution the 

Counter-Reformation lacked moral energy, and creative 

force, which were present in the Renaissance and the 

Reformation. This negative judgrnent needed to be stressed 

again, Croce concluded, especially now "when frorn members 

of the dominant party are heard frequent invocations to the 

Counter-Reformation, and instigations and intentions to 

return Italy to the standards of life, which were proper in 

the agetl. For Croce the appeal to the Counter-Refonnation 

was another sign of bad literature, and decadent mentality, 

worthy to be condemned. Those who were proposing a return 

to the ideals of that aqe showed not only their 

conservative inclination, but also their ndecadentismfl and 

"muddy aspirationsn, typical of "crude mindan and "turbid 

soulsnl full of bad literature but empty of sane political 

concepts . ( 5 6 ) 

In an earlier book review, Croce had expressed the same 

disapproval against those Italians of his days, who "or 

the new greatness of Italyn, "for an imperial ItalyVt were 

invoking, like Machiavelli, a new Prince, and were asking 

for "a return to the discipline and the hierarchy of the 



Counter-Reformation and of absolute Kings". Croce reminded 

these Italians longing for the past and proposing a new 

course for Italy that "the good and solid policy creates 

the new, but a new which is richer and more comprehensive, 

not poorer and more narrow than the pre-existing realityn. 

( 5 7 )  Evidently the ideas preached by the nationalist 

writers left something to be desired when compared with the 

ideals that had inspired the Italians of the Risorgimento 

and liberal Italy. 

End of Benevolence. 

Al1 these critical expressions against ideas and 

"members of the dominant partyn showed that Croce's 

political benevolence towards Mussolini and fascism had 

corne to an end. The war and the events, which followed the 

war, forced Croce to clarify or to elaborate anew some of 

the fundamental concepts of hi8 philosophical syatem, 

involving especially the nature of politics and the meaning 

of history. From 1922 to 1924 expression of his ideal 

evolution were his political and historical essays. The 

essays and the books did not defend the policies of 

fascism, nor did they approve its ideology, but offered a 

deeper and, in sme cases, a new elaboration of the 

concepts of freedom and morality, and their relation with 

the other forms of the Spirit. These books, and the ideas 

they expressed, have to be regarded rather as a 



continuation of Croce's intellectual programme, which he 

had proposed to himself as his mission in 1912: "To 

continue the work for the formation of an Italian modern 

conscience, neither socialist nor irnperialist, nor 

decadent, which may recreate that of the Italian 

Risorgimenton. (58)  

Croce's intellectual evolution that the essays made 

manifest was followed by a new political position. As 

Gobetti recognized in 1925: "After the murder of Matteotti 

one of the most important facts of Italian politics is the 

passage of Croce to anti-fascismn. Gobettils opinion found 

confirmation in Croce's memoira of 1950. "In the second 

half of 1924, he wrote, after a series of fallacious 

promises and vain hopes in the restoration of freedom, 1 

moved openly to oppositionn. (59) 

The newspaper interview of July 1924, the letters to 

Casati after that date, the break with Gentile in October 

showed that the benevolent expectations of Croce toward 

fascism and Mussolini had lasted for less than two years, 

with al1 the limitations that have been noticed. The best 

judgment on that period of his life came from Croce 

himself, and can be found in a letter which he wrote to 

Gioacchino Volpe in 1927. Volpe, one of the best modern 

Italian historians, had been a friend of Croce, and, during 

the regime, became, with Gentile, one of the most important 



in te l l ec tua l s  of fascism, displaying a first class 

organizing ability in cultural affairs. "1 have seen, Croce 

wrote, an article in which you have written that I had 

f l i r ted  with fascim. You know that this is not true, that 

I never caressed, flattered or in any way ever offered 

myself ta fascism, and always refused the advances made to 

me. 1 have for a short tirne hoped and believed that fascism 

would not deviate substantially from the liberal way of 

ItalyN. (60) 

On other occasions, as has been noted, Croce had 

qualified what "he hoped and believed" during that 

timen, as dominated by "an easy optimisrnn and "lack of 

political wisdomn. Against the traditional criticism, it is 

not difficult ta accept those conclusions and the blame 

that they imply, but also with the candour that they 

reveal . 



Chapter 5:  The Anti-fascist Manifesta, 1925 

On January 3rd, 1925 the crisis, that had begun with the 

murder of Matteotti ended. With the speech of Mussolini to 

Parliament that day, the illusions of the liberal leaders 

were shattered and their hopes crashed dom in ruina. With 

a bold move, Mussolini overcame his previous vacillations, 

put aside his promises of reconciliation, imposed a radical 

solution, and achieved complete victory without facing 

challenge or meeting resistance, to the dismay and surprise 

of his adversaries. He took advantage of the divisions 

among the opposition parties; he exploited the fears of the 

traditional forces; and with the spectre of a civil war was 

able to neutralize the King and the Aniry. The coalition 

government came to an end and assumed the character of a 

t n i l y  fascist one. Alfredo Rocco took over as Minister of 

Justice, and used his formidable legal talents for the 

destruction of the liberal State and the constitution of a 

fascist regime. 

From January 1925, the creation of the new authoritarian 

State, and the establishment of the persona1 dictatorship 

of Mussolini began. In the new situation many gave up the 

fight, and retired from public life in fright or in 

disillusionment; others abandoned their pasts, joined the 

growing crowd and applauded the victorious faction. 

Benedetto Croce was not one of them. He was perturbed by 



the new events, but not cowed by the new masters. 

Immediately, he showed a fighting attitude, and assumed a 

public opposition against fascism, both in the political 

field and in cultural matters. When nthe true and criminal 

naturet1 of fascism became clear, Croce abandoned "any 

restraintv and entered "into a continuous and resolute 

opposition." (1) In 1925 he wrote the Manifesto of the 

anti-fascist intellectuals. He joined the Liberal Party and 

participated in its executive meetings and national 

councils. He used the newspapers to express his views and 

to criticize the policies of the government. In the Senate 

he voted against al1 the bills that destroyed the liberal 

State and created the fascist regime. He also refused any 

collaboration with the new cultural organizations created 

by the government, and broke persona1 relations with old 

friends who became supporters of the regirne. His resistance 

was not passive but active and not without risk and danger 

to h i m  and to his family. 

A sign of this fighting mood and changed attitude are 

the letters which Croce wrote to Casati in 1925. In their 

correspondence during the second half of 1924 Croce's 

disillusionment with Gentile and his concerns with 

government policies were evident. Now the illusions 

disappeared, and his condemations were imediate and 

without equivocation. In a letter of January 4th, after 



Mussolini's speech, Croce wrote: "1 do not know whether or 

not you are still a minister, 1 cannot wish that you stay 

on, in this moment so shameful for Italian life." After 

Casati resigned from the government, as a protest against 

the new political course, Croce wrote to him again 

expressing his approval: "1 am glad that you are out of 

that Company. (2) Luigi Russo, who was with Croce in 

Naples in those days, noted Croce's "dreadful despair" at 

the news of Mussolinits new policy, and the changed 

attitude from Ilthe previous illusionw to "bold 

anti-fascismf~, and Croce's refusa1 to accept the new 

situation with passivity or with resignation: "It is 

impossible to think that from today Italy is without 

freedom. II ( 3 )  

Member of the Liberal P a r t y .  

In the first months of 1925 Croce increased his 

participation in political activities. For the first time 

he became a member of a political Party, and joined the 

ftalian Liberal Party, which then, a little too late, was 

making efforts to overcome the divisions arnong the old 

leaders and to achieve a more modern organization in the 

country. Croce's deciaion came as a result of trips to 

Milan and Turin and discussions there with other political 

leaders, who also joined the Party at the same tirne. 

Croce's participation in the activities of the Party ha8 to 



be regarded as an exceptional contribution to the political 

life of the nation, motivated by the same reasons that 

compelled him to accept Giolitti's invitation to join the 

cabinet. Aware of the gravity of the situation, with his 

increased political involvement, Croce tried to make a 

contribution to the defence of liberal institutions and to 

avoid the min of the liberal State. In April 1925 Croce 

received an official invitation to join the Liberal Party. 

To the president of the Party he promised to devote tirne 

and effort to the liberal cause: "My forces are modest .., 
But whatever they are, f put them at the disposa1 of the 

Party." ( 4 )  

Four days later, Croce made public his decision, and to 

give it more publicity, he sent a letter to D e  D t  

announcing the event. The political reasons for his 

decision were made evident; the reference to the gravity of 

the situation was explicit. "In the present moment, 1 have 

decided that my duty is to belong to the Liberal Party, 

even as a modest member." The invitation to kindred spirits 

to follow his example was al80 apparent, since he reminded 

the readers of that paper that in the past he had defended 

the liberal idea with books, but now was tirne to defend it 

also with action. ( 5 )  

During 1925 Croce made brief speeches and agpearances in 

favour of the Liberal Party in various Italian cities, 



trying to boost its organization and the spirits of the 

membership. The diaries reflect his increased political 

participation. Besides the usual titles of books read and 

essays written, we find notes "of political discussionsn, 

or "visits of political friendsn, taking place either in 

Naples or during his trips to other cities. In the 

politically charged atmosphere of the times, even cultural 

lectures acquired political meaning, and were turned into 

occasions for expressing support for the leaders of the 

opposition and for condemning the programme of the 

government. In March, during a lecture in Milan, Croce 

received I1great applausen, and then after the lecture, "a 

train of admirersn followed him "in Gallerian, where he 

received more applause from the public. The same thing was 

repeated in Turin and in Bari; after a lecture in these 

cities, a crowd of friends followed Croce to the houses of 

his hosts for further discussions. On the other hand, 

political leaders visited Croce in Naples, and other 

friends went to his house for political reasons. In June 

Croce's residence was used for a public meeting, when 

I1politicians and young people" gathered in Palazzo 

Filornarino "for the constitution of the Neapolitan section 

of the Italian Liberal Partyn. This new initiative had 

become necessary, since the old liberal association was "in 

the hands of sa-called fiancheggiatoriH or fascist 



supporters. Meetings continued to be held in Croce's house, 

no doubt to Save him time but also to avoid the nuisances 

devised by the police for those occasions. ( 6 )  

During this period Croce participated quite actively in 

the meetings of the national council and the executive of 

the Liberal Party. The speeches for these occasions reveal 

that Croce had become aware of the changed nature and new 

requirements of Italian politics, after the introduction of 

universal male suffrage and the advent of mass parties. A 

brief note in his diaries shows that now Croce realized 

that even the Liberal Party needed a mass organization, if 

it wanted to remain as an effective political force; in 

order to survive, the party could no longer rely only on 

the presence of strong personalities, or limit its activity 

solely to well sounding slogans of protest. In a meeting of 

the executive in May, he urged the party to embark on a new 

course, increasing the organizational effort, and stepping 

up opposition in parliament. "1 have proposed that, instead 

of repeating general affirmations, we should think of 

organizing riding associations, and criticizing the acts of 

government from the parliamentary tribunef1. After the 

Aventine Secession, the opposition in Parliament was 

greatly weakened, though the small group around Giolitti 

was still carryi* 99 a spirited fight. (7 )  

The need for thb liberals to possess a stronger 



organization, a united leadership and finally a new 

programme was repeated in a letter to Giolitti, that Croce 

wrote on behalf of the partyls executive, inviting the 

former premier to the next national council. "We know that 

the liberal idea is the only one which gives hope for a 

civil and progressive life to Our fatherland. We also know 

that it must be strengthened, made more efficient and 

adapted to the times .It ( 8 )  

But the effort of Croce and others to give the Liberal 

Party a new structure failed; the party remained divided as 

before, and without an efficient organization. At least a 

clarification was achieved. In February 1925, the executive 

of the party passed a motion against the government. 

Immediately the consenrative liberals, but without 

Salandra, founded a National Liberal Party and supported 

the new course of Mussolini, while the Italian Liberal 

Party, under the leadership of Giolitti in the House and of 

Ruffini in the Senate, played the role of the opposition in 

Parliament, while it remained possible. (9) 

At the national council of the Liberal Party, in June 

1925, Croce delivered one of the best speeches of hi8 

political life. The speech revealed the resolution of the 

politician, and showed the insight of the historia at the 

same tirne, but the words acquired the tone of the prophet, 

who knew that a battle had been lost, and the tirne had come 



to stand firm in order to prepare for the future. To 

strengthen the faith of the doubtful and to avoid the 

wavering of the timid, appeals were made to the great 

spirits of the past. "We, like al1 those who fight for an 

ideal, need to repeat the words of Luther before the Diet 

of Worms: HHere 1 am. 1 can not do otherwise. God be with 

me. Amen!" (10) 

Croce reminded his political friends that in the present 

circumstances the Liberals had to continue in opposition 

while laying the groundwork for a future alternative. I1We 

do not need to muse on the results of the struggle, and on 

the probability of the next victory, but we have to 

maintain our position and fight" . (11) 
At the same time Croce began to look at fascism with the 

eyes of the historian, and tried to understand the meaning 

and the deep xeason of Itwhat has happened and is happening 

in Italyw. Croce offered ideas and explanationa on the 

nature of fascism, which he later would elaborate in his 

historical works . The concept of fascism as a moral 
illness made one of the first appearances in this speech. 

On this occasion, as on others, we can see that the concept 

of fascism as a moral illness is not a vague and empty 

formulation, as his critics have maintained, but it is 

rather concrete and specific: it makes references to 

political forces and cultural ideas, it does not ignore 



economic interests, and it includes the greedy demande that 

characterize modern capitalism and the new imperialism. 

(12 

For Croce "the wickedness and the extravaganceH which 

could be blamed on this or that political party "were not 

sufficient to explain an historical processn. He attributed 

the immediate victory of fascism in Italy to the 

composition and the divisions of the Italian Parliament, 

unable to express a coherent majority, but also to the 

wrong judgment of the Liberals, when they had to deal with 

fascism. A criticism of the liberal leaders but also of his 

own position was quite evident here. " A l 1  of us know the 

conditions, not so much social as parliamentary, which 

produced in Italy the fascist movement, and which convinced 

all, or at least many of us, to accept it as a crisis, 

which we hoped beneficial, but as al1 beneficial crises, 

temporary". (13) 

But for Croce fascism was not a peculiar phenomenon of 

Italy only; it was an historical problem conanon to al1 

European nations: the expression of a moral illness and the 

manifestation of a crisis of modern times. "But we have to 

keep in mind that the illness and the crisis, and the new 

illness produced by the crisis, is not something particular 

to Italy, but it belongs to al1 European lifen. (14) 

The crisis of values and the illness began before the 



war, when the ideals of liberal societies were challenged 

by new movements. "The Liberal regime was, before the war, 

in great difficulties, because of the enonnous growth of 

anti-liberal forces, which opposed it: above al1 because 

the effect of socialism and of anti-socialism; because of 

anti-liberal dispositions, which were in the ideals and in 

the practice of socialism, and because of the new forces of 

capitalismw . (15) 
The difficulties of liberal societies were increased by 

the war, and made sharper by the passions unleased by the 

war. After the war new facts and new theories further 

undermined the institutions of the liberal State, and 

weakened the moral energy of society, inducing many people 

"to seek other ways outside the liberal regimenl in order 

to overcome the crisis and find a solution to the chaos. 

The atternpt was successful in Italy, "but had been tried 

and proved more or less and in a fragmentary manner in al1 

countries ... of Europen. (16) 
At the end despite the present difficulties of liberal 

societies, and despite the claiais of the new experiments, 

Croce wished "a restoration of a true liberal regimen. For 

Croce Liberalism still offered the best political 

alternative, and the liberal State was still "the system 

most open, the structure most solid and at the same time 

most elastic, which the historical experience had created 



to moderate social struggles, and to allow a normal 

developmentn. These expressions make evident that Croce was 

not advocating a simple return to the past, and that 

liberalism was becoming for him a meta-political ideal. 

i 17 1 

Presence in the Senate. 

Croce repeated in private what he said in public. A 

G e r m a n  scholar was assured that in Italy and in other parts 

of Europe, a new form of nationalism, different from the 

old patriotism llwith a human and Christian backgroundw, 

"was now celebrating its successn. Against this extreme 

nationalism, full of Nietschean and decadent literature, 

that instigated hate among nations, thoae who had "a 

European consciencen had to take their position in the rank 

of the opposition, fighting "with p ~ d e n c e  and patiencen, 

without the hope of immediate success but sure that nthe 

future did not belong to nationalism". (18) 

In May 1925, Croce was named with Gaetano Mosca and 

Franceso Ruffini the official representative and the 

spokesman of the Liberal Party in the Senate. Already in 

April, on his own accord, Croce had asked Casati to enlist 

him in the Liberal group of the Senate. The correspondence 

with Casati and the letters to Ruffini reveal that Croce 

agreed with these friends on his activity and his presence 

in the Senate. Often Croce went to Rome on a quick cal1 



from his friend to cast his vote against a government bill. 

In the new political atmosphere, Croce had come to dislike 

the Senate. When he went there he tried to avoid the old 

acquaintances; the empty rhetoric of many made him 

"nervousn; he felt nenervatedn by the prevailing servile 

behaviour. Still he continued to appear in the Senate out 

of a sense of duty to show political solidarity with hie 

friends: "1 have come to make an act of presence, in 

accordance with the example offered by Giolittin. In the 

last years of his long life the former premier, as a 

faithful servant of the State, was often in the Chamber 

among his few remaining friends, to show that Parliament 

had to remain the central institution of the Kingdom for 

the salvation of Italy. (19) 

From 1925 to 1929 Croce spoke only twice against 

government proposals, and rose once on a matter of persona1 

privilege. But he was present at al1 the crucial moments, 

sat beside Albertini and Ruffini, sharing with them the 

sarcasms of the fascists, while they defended the old 

Statuto and condemned the laws of the new regime. With them 

and a few others, Croce voted against al1 "the laws which 

suppressed freedm of association and of the press, against 

the special tribunal and the death penalty, and others 

similar, and against the so called electoral reform, that 

destroyed the electoraten. In 1929 when the Senate debated 



the Lateran Pacts, Croce I1delivered the only critical 

speech heard in the Italian Parliament against the 

Reconciliation and the Concordat with the Church of Romew. 

(20) 

In February 1925, Croce rose in the Senate on a matter 

of personal privilege to rebut a statement made by Gentile, 

and to explain the reasons he had supported the reform of 

education in 1923. During this brief speech, Croce accused 

the government of having abandoned the principles that had 

inspired Gentile's reform. He also accused Gentile of 

defending government practice against which he had fought 

in the past, and which were in contradiction to his 

philosophy. The new Ministry of Education had initiated 

some substantial changes, which contradicted the spirit of 

the original reform and which Croce judged deleterious to 

the good administration of that department. Now university 

presidents and deans were no longer elected by members of 

the faculties, but were appointed by the government. Also, 

faculties, on their own authority, could include or exclude 

candidates in the cornpetition for filling academic 

vacancies. It was al1 part of the authoritarian character 

given by Rocco to the administration of the State. But, in 

Croce's opinion, the new methods would open the academic 

positions "... to arbitrariness, caprices, and injusticesw. 
By implication Croce was accusing Gentile of hypocrisy, 



preaching union of thought and action, but condoning 

favouritism and corruption for the love of fascism. (21) 

In May 1925 Parliament discussed and approved a new law 

on the discipline of associations, following the 

anti-libexal and nationalistic principles of Alfredo RoccO, 

the new Minister of Justice, and a strong believer in the 

supreme authority of the State. The law forbade civil 

servants and military personnel from belonging to secret 

societies. It required al1 associations to notify the 

prefects, or to present on request their statute and their 

membership lists. The law mortally woundeâ freedom of 

association; it offered a powerful tool to police 

authorities to harass, to curtail or to destroy the 

activities of any political organization, deemed inimical 

to the interests of the government in power. Official 

propaganda, to make the bitter pi11 more palatable, 

presented this illiberal law as aimed only against secret 

associations, and especially against the Masonic Order, 

always an easy scapegoat in times of difficulties. (22) 

During the discussion of the law, fascist writers used 

Croce's name, quoting from essays that he had written in 

the past against what he called "Masonic mentalityn. The 

aim of the fascists was quite evident; they wanted to 

associate Crocefs ideas with the intentions of the law, 

invoking his authority to justify their policy. With a note 



to the Neapolitan newspaper, fi M-, Croce elarified 

bis position, and stressed the difierence between his 

former intentions and the present aim of the government. He 

reminded the readers of the paper that he had criticized 

the Masonic mentolity "n the name of the liberal spirit, 

which loves the light of the sun, and is repugnant tu 

secret and clandestine sects". With his writings hé had 

fought for Ifa more profound culture", while the fascists 

with "the methods of the present struggleN, now wanted only 

"to inflict damage on the political opposition of the 

regimen. At the end, the occasion offered Croce the 

opportunity to criticize the wiiole construction of the new 

regime and the new ideas behind that construction, and to 

defend liberal ideals. =The polemic, that 1 and other men 

of good will waged, was not airned at substituting a masonic 

order with another masonic order, the triangle with the 

fascio,  the scratching of the hand with the theatrical 

Roman salute, but at removing superficial and simplistic 

conceptions, and at contrasting the powers of the sects and 

factions, of al1 the sects and factions, in the social and 

political life of Italy." (23) 

In November Tito Zaniboni, despite his military 

training, utterly botched an attempt against the life of 

Mussolini. Betrayed by a police spy, he was arrested before 

he could even load his gun. With the excuse that Zaniboni 



was a member of the Masonic Order and a mmber of 

Parliament for the Unitary Socialist Party, both the 

Masonic Order and the PSU were summarily dissolved, while 

acts of vandalism and violence were perpetrated against 

known anti-fascists and members of the Masonic Order. In 

this charged atmosphere, the law on the associations came 

before the Senate for discussion, and the final vote. Not 

cowed by threats and violence, the liberal senators spoke 

against the law. Croce repeated the arguments he had used 

in the newspaper. He stressed the difference between his 

past cultural intentions and the aim of the government in 

the present, "when public liberties were greatly 

disturbedn, and the fascists were nproclaiming with 

ferocious joy the destruction of the liberal systemn. While 

fascists rejoiced, the law, Croce wrote in the diaries, 

gave him "great sadnessn (24) 

The Anti-Fa~cist Manifesto. 

In the cultural and political field Croce's major and 

the most famous activity in 1925 was the Ilprotest against 

the Manifesta of Fascist Intellectuals\ In a 

meeting in Bologna of al1 the fascist cultural 

organizations, at the beginning of April, Gentile had 

wxitten a "Manifest0 of Fascist Intellectuals to the 

Intellectuals of al1 Nationsn, which had then been signed 

by the major intellectuals of fascism. Later the two essays 



have become known as "The Anti-Fascist Manifestot1 and T h e  

Fascist Manifeston, or are even referred to as nCrocets 

ManifestoM and "Gentile's Manifeston. (25 )  

The request to write a protest against the manifesto of 

Gentile came to Croce from Amendola, but the irrmediate 

dislike felt by Croce against the ideas expressed by 

Gentile found expression in two letters, which he wrote to 

Gioacchino Volpe and to Casati, refusing his collaboration 

in the Italian Encyclopedia, then in the organizational 

stage, under the direction of Gentile. In a third letter, 

written to Giuseppe Lombardo Radice on April lst, 1925, 

Croce's resentment towards Gentile was even more evident. 

Lombardo Radice was a common friend, familiar with their 

philosophies and political ditferences. Croce reminded him 

that Gentile's pronouncement in Bologna had created a new 

astonishment. "Have you seen where we have arrived? No more 

truth, morality, art, culture; but it is fascism that has 

to create a fascist truth, a fascist moral, a fascist 

culturew. These reservations and condemnations against 

Gentile's political and cultural positions explain Crocels 

prompt acceptance of Amendola's proposal, and reveal the 

animus with which he wrote the protest. (26)  

Croce's protest was a rejection of Gentile's philosophy, 

a criticism of fascism, and a defence of the Risorgimento. 

Gentile had claimed that fascism had realized the unity of 



the intellectual and of the citizen. Croce, in agreement 

with his philosophy, made instead a clear distinction 

between the duties of citizens, and the responsibilities of 

intellectuals as men of culture. ttTruly, if intellectuals, 

that is lovers of science and art, as citizens, exercise 

their right and fulfill their duty with niembership in a 

political party and faithfully serve it; as intellectuals 

they have only one duty, with the work of investigation and 

criticism and with the creation of art, to devote 

themselves to elevate equally al1 men and al1 parties to a 

higher spiritual sphere, so that these can fight their 

necessary battles with ever more beneficial effectsn. (27)  

For Croce the contamination of these separate spheres 

already had produced great damage in the life of the 

nation. For that reason, intellectuals should not confuse 

their political activities and their intellectual efforts; 

they had to keep separate their civil passions and their 

artistic inspirations. "To cross these limits of the office 

assigned to them, to contaminate politics and literature, 

politics and science is an errorn. Bspecially, in the 

present circumstances, when such a mistake and such a 

confusion meant " to  support deplorable violence and 

insolence and the suppression of freedom of the press ...If 

( 2 8 )  

Gentile claimed that fascism had given to the Italians a 



new religion, and united them in a comon faith. For Croce, 

instead, fascism had created only hatred among Italians, 

and divisions that created hatred. "To give the name of 

religion to hatred and rancour, kindled by a Party, which 

denies to the members of other parties the name of Italian, 

and regards them as foreigners, ..., to confer the nobility 

of religion to the suspicion and to the animosity spread 

everywhere ... is an assertion that sounds, to Say the 
truth, as a lugubrious jestM. ( 2 9 )  

For Gentile fascism had created a new unity of thought 

and action, and given coherence to the political life of 

the nation. Croce showed that the very action of government 

negated that claim, appealing, and embracing, as it did, 

different ideas, and thus able only to create confusion and 

contradiction. Iton the other hand, the reality, in its mute 

eloquence, shows to the impartial observer an incoherent 

and bizarre mixture of appeals to authority and to 

demagoguery, of professed reverence for the laws and of 

violation of the laws, of ultra-modem concepts and musty 

old trash, old regime attitude and bolshevik dispositions, 

irreverence and courting of the Catholic Church, abhorrence 

of culture and sterile attempts at ptoducing a new one, 

languid sentiments and cynicismw. (30) 

Against the new religion proposed by Gentile and the 

demagoguery and the medley practiced by fascism, Croce 



reaffirmed his faith in the ideals of liberalism and in the 

tradition of the Italian Risorgimento. nFor this chaotic 

and unseizable "religionn we do not feel that we can 

abandon our old faith: the faith that for two centuries and 

one half has been the spirit of Italy in her resurrection, 

the faith of modern Italy: that faith which was composed of 

love and truth, aspiration to justice, generous and human 

civic sense, intellectual and moral mal for education, 

solicitude for freedom: strength and support for every 

progressu. (31) 

Gentile affirtned that fascism was the heir of the 

Risorgimento; Croce denied that fascism had any ties with 

the tradition of the Italian Risorgimento. "We turn Our 

eyes towards the images of the men of the Risorgimento, of 

those who worked, suffered and died, and we seem to see 

them offended and disturbed by words pronounced and by 

deeds done by our present adversaries, and gravely warning 

us, so that we continue to keep their flag strong i n  our 

handsn. ( 3 2 )  

Gentile accused the liberal State of agnosticism and 

called the modern Italian state, as it had emerged after 

1875, a degeneration of the ideals of the Destra Storica, 

dominated by a minority foreign to the majority of 

citizens. As he would do later in H i s t o p  of I u ,  Croce 

defended the policies and achievements of liberal Italy, 



especially the attempt to bridge the gap between the 

minority and the majority. "The liberals were not pleased 

with that situation, and always tried with al1 their power 

to involve more Italians in political life1'. But unlike 

fascism today, the liberals never tried to deny freedom to 

Italians, and to return political life to the times of 

absolutisrn, and of the ancien regime. "But it never was in 

their thoughts to maintain the majority of the nation in 

passivity and indifference, satisfying only a few material 

needs, because they knew that in this way they would have 

betrayed the reasons of the Italian Risorgimento, and would 

have returned to the bad arts of the old and absolutist 

regimesw. ( 3 3 )  

At the end of the Protest, the passion of the politician 

seems to have anticipated the judgment of the future 

historian, expressing what has to be regarded the main 

heritage of anti-fascism: a new and deeper love of freedom. 

IlThe present political struggle in Italy will be able to 

revive the value of liberal ideals and institutions, and 

to make them better understood in a more profound and 

concrete way and will be able to make them loved with a 

more conscious devotion." Croce's belief in the positivity 

of history becomes evident at the end. "Perhaps one day, 

looking back to the past with serenity, the test which we 

are now sustaining, hard and painful to ourselves, will be 



regarded as a stage that Italy had to go through in order 

to give new vigour to hex national life, to complete her 

political education, to teel in a more severe manner her 

duties as a civilized peoplen. (34)  

The publication of Croce's Manifesto had great success 

and created quite a stir in Italian cultural and political 

circles. It was first published by Amendola's paper, Ll 

w, and was then inmiediately reproduced by al1 the major 
Italian newspapers, and debated in al1 papers, liberal or 

fascist. Croce himself helped the publicity with a note to 

a Neapolitan newspaper, timely placed a few days before the 

actual public release of the document. To help readers 

reach a better understanding of the nature of the protest, 

to place that document in the proper cultural context and 

to assure it a political meaning, Croce in that note 

rerninded al1 of his earlier polemics with Gentile and 

called attention to his recent membership in the Liberal 

Party. 

Croce's Manifesto became the occasion to organize a 

public protest against the incipient regime. In each major 

city literary personalities, alone or in groups, organized 

the collection of signatures in support of the document. 

Luigi Albertini in Milan, Salvemini in Florence worked to 

assure the success of the occasion. At the end Croce's 

Manifesto was signed by the best writess of Italian 



culture, belonging to m s t  parties, liberal, democratic or 

socialist, friends or adversaries of Croce. It was no 

longer a protest, it had became a census of anti-fascist 

intellectuals . (35) 
Reactions of Gentile and Mussolini. 

The success of Croce's Manifesto greatly annoyed 

Mussolini, and was deeply resented by Gentile. Those who 

signed were blacklisted, and later were harassed or 

discriminated against in their careers or promotions. Their 

signatures were never forgotten, even when, in some cases 

they repudiated their adhesion. The Manifesto of Gentile 

was completely overshadowed by the Protest of Croce. The 

product of a committee, Gentile's Manifesto lacked the 

coherence, the literary finesse, and the pathos of Croce's. 

Written to prcve that fascism cared about culture, and to 

rebut the accusation that fascism was a barbarian movernent, 

it failed in its intent, and was not able to dispel the 

accusation, leaving historians still debating whether 

fascism produced a culture or remained only a political 

movement based on violence. 

With the writing of the protest, Croce "si mise al10 

sbaraglion, put himself in jeopardy, in Salveminits happy 

expression. After the publication of the Protest, attacks 

on Croce by fascist newspapers increased in frequency and 

in virulence. They criticized Croce's political position, 



or ridiculed his statements, some even blamed him for the 

misfortunes of Italy, past or present. The futurists and 

the radicals of Farinacci were the most violent, while 

others, Gentile arnong them, more charitably, claimed that 

Croce's philosophy, in its deepest sense, made him "a 

fascist without a black shirtf1, and his opposition to 

fascism was the result of a persona1 pique or the outcome 

of a difficult character. It was evident that Gentile 

deeply resented Croce's Protest against his own Manifesto. 

He referred to it always with a certain disdain and open 

scorn. Even in the late twenties and thirties he mentioned 

it with a tone of deep anger, in the process revealing a 

personal wound, deep and still bleeding. (36) 

Annoyed by the success of Croce's Manifesta, and by the 

resonance of his public positions, Mussolini, too, joined 

the crowd of Croce's detractors. At the national congress 

of the fascist Party, in June 1925, for his own political 

purpose, to distance himself from the moderate wing of 

fascism, he declared, to thunderous applause, that he had 

'never read a single page of Croce's publicationsn. It was 

a boutade typical of the man, but Mussolini unwittingly 

offered Croce the opportunity to send to the U Giornale 

D'Italia an amusing letter, which gave him an easy and 

small victory, soon making the rounds throughout Italy, and 

providing momentary relief to the hard pressed adversaries 



of fascism. Croce reminded Mussolini that it was always 

better to know the opinions of adversaries, otherwise one 

could incur curious accidents. With tongue in cheek, Croce 

went on to show that "the professed and complete abstinence 

from the effects of my works . . .  could not keep even 
Mussolini immune from my judgments on literary things". He 

then clinched his argument and closed his trap. "Here 1 

have in front of me a beautiful edition of The, 

published by the fascist Father Pistellj., and 1 read on the 

front page of the volume three epigraphs on Manzoni: one by 

Goethe, another by Verdi, and the third by the Honourable 

Mussolini. But that of Mussolini has been taken literally 

from one of my own writings on Manzonin. Imediately the 

case became a popular news item, and other writers joined 

the fray, in defence of Mussolini. (37) 

One should not read too mch into this incident, and 

certainly one should not come to the conclusion that 

Mussolini was a man of Little culture, as claimed then or 

later. Mussolini was not reluctant to use exaggeration when 

it fitted his purpose. Later ta a professor of the 

University of Naples he claimed the reverse, emphasizing 

that Croce had been one of his favourite authors, and one 

of the most important in his intellectual ionnation. On 

this occasion Mussolini was only an innocent victim; he put 

his signature, probably without reading it, to a piece of 



paper prepared by a secretary in bis office, who was unable 

to conceal a blatant plagiarism, as Croce, in a letter to 

Fr. Pistelli, had previously indicated. But the incident 

revealed that Croce had the courage to poke fun at 

Mussolini, and was not afraid to incur the resentment of 

his followers, in a time when people were beaten or 

punished for m c h  less, and after Mussolini himself, during 

the congress, had promised a new policy towards the 

opposition, %ore ferociousn than in the past. One has also 

to remember that Croce was calling attention to Mussolini's 

persona1 frailty, when many intellectuals, Gentile among 

thern, were eager to sing paeans to the genius of the Duce, 

and had begun to cal1 the leader of fascism, "the Man of 

Providencemt, long before Pius IX would lend his pontifical 

imprimatur to the expression. 

Soon after that episode, and for more serious reasons, 

Croce entered into polemics with another fascist leader in 

a position of power, Franco Ciarlantini, who was a member 

of Parliament, and responsible for the promotion of Italian 

culture abroad. In this capacity he was in a position to 

dispense favours, and for this reason was greatly courted 

by many writers. Ciarlantini had been one of the organizers 

of the fascist cultural gathering in Bologna, now in his 

new capacity as promoter of Italian culture among foreign 

nations he wrote a piece in a Bologna newspaper, outlining 



his ideas and proposals for the creation of a new nItaliari 

spiritual empiren, as he put it. Unfortunately for him, hi8 

enthusiasm for the job was not equal to his knowledge of 

Italian history. While he was immediately applauded by the 

many sycophante in the cultural business, his literary 

blunders and historical confusion offered Croce another 

occasion to ridicule a nationalist zealot, and to condemn 

the oppressive atmosphere created by the new policies of 

the government . 
In an article, published by t , Croce 

showed that many of the new NexportersV1 of Italian culture 

"were ignorant of Italian traditionsn, and often confused, 

%aking foreigners laughn, "the Renaissance with the 

Risorgimenton, and the period of Italian decadence with the 

time of France's hegemony. Passing from the persona1 to the 

general, Croce also criticized the atmosphere being created 

by the fascist regime. If the fascists cared about works of 

art and poetry, Croce wrote, they should stop celebrating, 

nviolencew and organizing l'paradesn every day; they should 

also realize that "bad wordsn and "noisy eventsn and ltsport 

activitiestV were not propitious nor favourable to cultural 

achievements. (38) 

Solidarity with Amendola. 

During 1925 the correspondence between Croce and 

Amendola, the leader of the Aventine, increased, and their 



relationship became closer than before, reaching the stage 

of a warm friendship, mutual respect and political 

collaboration. In February, Amendola proposed to Croce the 

creation of great committee of opposition made of 

Senators", inviting him to be Ilthe leader of such an 

initiative together with other senator friends of oursn. 

The aim of such a senatorial c d t t e e  would be to help the 

leaders of the Aventine to fight fascism with more 

efficiency in Parliament and in the country. As was to be 

expected, Croce promised his CO-operation in the activities 

of such a committee, but refused to take the initiative or 

to become its leader. "It is superfluous to say that 1 

would be happy to take part in a cormittee such as you are 

proposing, and give to it my contribution. But 1 do not 

live in Rome, and moreover 1 do not have enough familiarity 

with the present politicians, BO I could not take the 

initiative or the leadership of itn. There is no reason to 

doubt the sincerity of Croce's intention. His reluctance to 

assume positions of political leadership was then well 

known, and it would reappear again in later years. (39) 

In July Amendola asked Croce to be a character witness 

in favour of fhilio Scaglione, a reporter, who in his 

periodical, fl ml had accused Giovanni Preziosi of 
having been involved in political and economic fraud, in 

order to gain control of a Neapolitan newspaper, until then 



fighting the good cause in the anti-fascist camp. In the 

early months of 1925 the cotton industry of Naples was the 

subject of a bitter dispute, as the biggest owner tried to 

reorganize and to downsize his business at the expense of 

the workers. The fascist leaders of the local trade union 

movement appealed for help to the Fascist Party in Rome. 

With the instruction to bring an end to labour tumoil, and 

to find or to impose a settlement, Roberto Farinacci, the 

general secretart of the Party, sent to Naples Giovanni 

Preziosi, then a member of the national executive. A 

settlement was, indeed, achieved, as a result of Preziosi's 

efforts and presence: wages were reduced, workers were laid 

off, and the industrialist was able to repart a good profit 

at the end of the year. Soon after, however, Preziosi 

became editor of the second most important paper in Naples, 

JI Mezz-, owned by the same cotton industrialist, and 

immediately fired al1 the anti-fascist reporters. By this 

strange coincidence of events, the anti-fascist cause lost 

an important support, and Parinacci and his friends gained 

another ally for their radical policies. 

Scaglione, with the help of a rival fascist faction, 

turned the labour settlement into a political scanda1 of 

the first magnitude, with accusations and 

counter-accusations, with innuendoes on every side, until 

the matter ended before the courts. Unafraid to walk into 



this nest of wasps, or to step on the toes of a vitriolic 

former priest, Croce accepted Amendola's invitation and 

appeared before the tribunal to give his support to a 

courageous reporter harassed by powerful interests. Unable 

to Say anything specific about the case, or to point out 

concrete evidence against Preziosits mischief, Croce, in 

his brief statement, praised instead Scaglionefs good 

reputation, pointing out to the jury that Scaglione was "an 

idealist It and 'la young man of burning f aith", who enjoyed 

"the esteem" of al1 and those who knew and worked with him. 

In an indirect way, and not too subtly, Croce was telling 

the jury that Preziosi could not claim the same reputation, 

and deserved a different conaideration from them than the 

idealistic young man. (40)  

When Amendola, in July, during his vacation in Tuscany, 

was the victim of a treacherous ambush and was severely 

beaten by a fascist squad, Croce immediately sent a letter 

of solidarity, and lamented the event with other friends. 

In September, from France, where he was recovering, 

Amendola expressed his resentment against the insults and 

abuses that the fascist press, instructed from above, was 

daily hurling against Croce, especially after his criticism 

of Mr. Ciarlantinils initiatives: "As an Italian, Amendola 

wrote, 1 am humiliated, when 1 read so many vulgarities and 

such gross banalities against you and your workn. (41) 



In Septernber 1925, Croce wrote the last letter to 

Amendola. The letter showed the political strategy that 

Croce preferred and the political forces he now counted on 

for the preservation or the re-conquest of ftalian freedom. 

Croce advised Amendola, as he and Giolitti had done before, 

to return to Parliament, and to fight the battles from 

inside the House. III understand the sacrifice of pride 

which this decision requires; but not al1 battles are won, 

and this has been lost; in order to regain strength, we 

have to accept the accomplished fact. We should not abandon 

ourselves to feelings of disdain, annoyance, or 

renunciation. This the strong people do, when they lose a 

battle or even a war; you should do the samen. Croce 

indicated the political forces that he regarded as 

necessary for a possible future victory. "In my opinion, 

there is now the elementary question of freedom, and this 

should unite in a block al1 the constitutional parties, 

from the moderates to the democrats and the reformist 

socialistsw. The last sentence demonstrated the evolution 

of Croce's political position. Liberals were no longer the 

only vestals of freedom, democrats and social democrats had 

become their natural allies, essential to the promotion and 

restoration of freedom. These were going to be the groups 

with whom Croce maintained close relations during the 

fascist regime, sharing hopes of a better and different 



future. (42 )  

Amendola refused Crocefs suggestion, as he had refused 

Giolitti's urging before. At the time of this letter, 

Amendola no longer had the physical strength to undertake 

any new political initiative. A few months later he died in 

France, as a direct result of the beatings suffered in 

July. Croce and Amendola had two different personalities, 

and were inspired by different philosophies. It wa8 natural 

that they proposed and followed different ways to oppose 

Mussolini and to fight against fascism. At this time Croce 

seems more realistic, and Amendola shows more 

intransigence. But in reality from their letters and from 

other writings one feels a sense of pessimism, and at the 

same time the realization, now that the fight for freedom 

was lost, that a different duty was incumbent upon them: 

the duty to testify to their faith, as the only way to 

prepare the ground for a future resurrection. In the same 

letter Croce confessed to Amendola: "1 can do little, and 

perhaps nobody can do very much at the present, but that 

little 1 shall not stop doingn. In conversation with 

Giolitti, or in letters to Turati, Amendola kept repeating 

more or less the same thing with insistence: "We have 

chosen this road now and we shall travel it to the endn. A 

year before, during the Matteotti crisis, the oame sense of 

duty was well expressed in a conversation with Levi Della 



Vida: "The only thing that we can do, that we have t a  do, 

that we will do is to give witness to our faithn. (43)  

The Itslian Encyclopedia. 

In the changed political conditions Croce became closer 

to leaders of the opposition and often supported their 

activities. In 1925 he made a large monetary contribution 

to the Giacomo Matteotti Institute, which had been 

organized in December 1924 to honour the martyr, and to 

publish biographies of socialist leaders and trade union 

activists. At the same tirne, from the begi~ing of 1925 

Croce refused to have anything to do with the new 

organizations created by the regime or with the 

institutions directly under the authority of the 

government. In Octaber 1925 Croce resigned from the Board 

of Govezaors of the University of Naples and from the 

administrative council of the Fine Arts. The government 

authorities, on their part, with a pretext, dissolved the 

administrative council of the libraries and the archives of 

Naples, of which Croce was president. But the most 

important fact was Croce's refusal to collaborate in the 

Italian Encyclopedia, then under organization. (441 

The liberal govements had been rather indifferent to 

cultural activities, and preferred to leave them to private 

initiative, or to the enthusiasm of strong personalities. 

Mussolini and his government showed from the beginning a 



new sensibility towards culture and cultural organizations. 

In 1925, Italy saw the foundation of several academic 

institutes. But the Italian Encyclopedia was and remained 

the most significant example of these new creations. (45) 

In the intention of Mussolini, the Encyclopedia was part 

of the creation of the new totalitarian State, and an 

instrument of fascism to achieve consensus among the 

cultural elite or to keep the intellectuals within its 

orbit and its influence. But the Encyclopedia responded 

also to an old aspiration of the Italian cultural elite. 

After the war many wanted the creation of a collective work 

capable of standing beside or even surpassing the 

Britamica, to show the new maturity of Italian culture, 

and to shed the old inferiority complex. In this connection 

collaboration on the Encyclopedia created a moral problem 

for some anti-fascist intellectuals. 

The Encyclopedia was prepared between 1925 and 1929, and 

was realized between 1929 and 1937 with admirable 

regularity. The driving force beyond this monumental task 

was Giovani Gentile. From the beginning Gentile proclaimed 

the apolitical character of the Italian Encyclopedia, and 

he stressed his willingness to cal1 the best scholars in 

each field without regard to their political affiliations. 

In his intention the Encyclopedia had to be "the faithful 

and complete mirror of the scientific culture of Italyn. 



(46)  

Despite a few refusals, Gentile was able to attract and 

to retain, the collaboration of the major representativea 

of Italian culture. Many known anti-fascists worked there; 

liberal, democratic and even socialist scholars enjoyed 

freedom of expression in their field of expertise. During 

the realization of that work, Gentile had ta defend the 

integrity of his creation from clerical and political 

interference. He was often subjected to criticism and 

personal attack from the radical wing of fascism, which did 

not want the collaboration of anti-fascists in a fascist 

enterprise, especially those who had signed Croce's 

manifesto. But in the end, despite his best intentions, 

Gentile had to accept a scientific compromise and to pay a 

political price. Gentile protected the anti-fascist 

scholars that he had enlisted, but he was compelled to 

proclaim the fascist nature of the institution, and to 

stress the fascist spirit animating the work and its 

realization. (47) 

Croce was invited to participate, to be a member of the 

Board of Directors, and to give his contributions to the 

Italian Encyclopedia. Unable to invite him directly, after 

the rupture of their friendship in 1924, Gentile used the 

offices of their comon friend, Alessandro Casati, for the 

purpose. After the failure of Casati, Gioacchino Volpe, one 



of Gentile's right hand men in the Encyclopedia, was asked 

to issue a more formal invitation. Once again, on ~ p r i l  7th 

Croce refused without hesitation, stating the political 

reason this time. He could not b o r k  under a director, who 

had dared to proclaim in Bologna, during the meeting of the 

fascist cultural organizations, that culture had ta be 

fascistw. Under the circumstances Croce's collaboration was 

impossible: "There is no need even to talk about it". ( 4 8 )  

Croce's refusa1 to collaborate on the Encyclopedia under 

the direction of Gentile reappeared in his correspondence 

with Casati, and showed a certain satisfaction when events 

justified  hi^ previsiona. But the persona1 and political 

reasons for his refusa1 were even better explained and 

elaborated in a long letter, that Croce wrote in late April 

1925, to Giuseppe Lombardo Radice, Gentile's right hand man 

during the reform of education. The long and corrimon 

friendship gives the letter added importance and a special 

meaning. Croce stated f lat ly:  "1 refused, for the single 

reason that Gentile was head of the enterprisen. He did not 

trust Gentile's "assurance of impartialityn, "based on the 

experience of the recent pastn. Croce was sure that "at a 

certain point, the Encyclopedia would becme the cultural 

monument of fascism and we would appear as the caryatide of 

this monument. That is what he did for the reform of 

educationtg . {49 )  



Croce's words may reveal a personal animoeity and may 

even sound a little too harsh. Colapietra, who discovered 

the letter, hastened to add that Gentile directed the 

Encyclopedia with a "liberal epiritn. Many democratic 

collaborators of the Encyclopedia have expresaed a eimilar 

judgment, and have attested to the generosity of Gentile 

towards anti-fascist scholars. But others had different 

opinions. After the Lateran Pacts, at the end of 1929, 

Adolfo Omodeo was compelled to end his collaboration in the 

Encyclopedia in the name of scientific freedorn. He found 

the clerical interference in the section on religion 

unacceptable. In hia last letter to Gentile he confessed 

that the Itpainful experiencen of the Encyclopedia persuaded 

him that he did not have "the gift of adaptationn. Bven 

Giorgio Levi Della Vida, engaged bj Gentile despite his 

anti-faacism and retained by him after hi6 refusal to take 

the loyalty oath to the regime in 1931, had to confess that 

"1 would feel better with my conscience if I had persisted 

in my original refusaln . (50)  

But even without his preaence ineide the organization of 

the Encyclopedia, Croce had a great influence on its 

outcome and final product. Hi6 refusal encouraged other 

scholars to reject Gentile's invitation and not to succumb 

to his charms. Crocels example forced thoae who became 

contributors, to maintain academic standards and not to 



compromise their scholarship if they wanted to retain his 

admiration, and in many cases, his friendship. They knew 

that their literary weakness would be noted and exposed in 

- . . &a C r l w .  It was because the best scholars defended their 

integrity and refused academic compromise in their fields 

that the Italian became a great collective 

work under Gentile's leadership. 

Literary Activity as Political Opposition. 

Despite increased political involvement, Croce's 

literary activities continued with accustomed regularity. 

In his writings Croce often made Gentile the object of hi6 

criticisrn, accusing him of misusing philosophy in defence 

of fascism. As in the paet the aim of these new eseaya waa 

also the same: to clarify the nature of liberalism, to 

defend the heritage of the Risorgimento, or to deny that 

the fascist regime under construction was superior to the 

liberal State. The importance of these essaye was increased 

by the role they played. Croce first published them in hi6 

periodical . . 
; later they were adapted and revised 

as editorials for -, reaching a wider 

audience and becoming part of the general political debate, 

and finally were included in the new edition of hi6 book, 

. At the same time, Croce's political 
writings influenced the new generation of socialist 

leaders, and encouraged them to meditate on the 



ahortcomings of the old Socialism, to reject the mechanical 

tenets of positivism, and to give a new emphasis to the 

concept of freedom. (51) 

One of the most interesting essaya was on liberaliam. It 

contains philosophical principlee, historical evaluations 

and political ideas. It is important for the evolution of 

Croce's political position, but also because Croce rejected 

the claim of fascism that in the present time, after the 

Rusaian Revolution, the fight was only between fascism and 

communism, and that those who rejected conmninism and cared 

about Western civilization had no choice but to join the 

fascist movement and to support the government of 

Mussolini. Croce rejected conanuiism for its totalitarian 

nature; he always recognized the tragic magnitude of 

Lenin's experiment, but was among the first, in his Historv 

of Rurw, to predict its interna1 implosion, when the 

Communist Party would not be able to satiefy the natural 

demands of freedom from the Russian people. But in the 

conditions of Italy during the fascist regime, for Croce, 

as for Salvemini and for Matteotti, the rejection of 

communiam was a necessary aspect of their opposition to 

fascism in the name of freedom, and also an essential 

element to deny to fascism its own claim to political 

legitimacy . (52)  

Croce rejected the clah of fasciam, stressing instead 



that the choice was always between freedm and authority 

imposed from above. Faithful to a dialectic conception of 

life, Croce recognized that both socialism and conservatism 

were expressions "of eternal needs of human societiesn, and 

represented, on one hand, the natural aspirations to social 

justice, and, on the other, the equally powerful necessity 

of law and order. But only liberalism provided a 

philosophical doctrine and a political conception that: 

"looks to the life of society aa a wholen, as such the only 

one able nto make conflicts beneficialw not only to 

particular groups but to the entire comnity. Among 

political movefnents only liberalism was not afraid of 

freedom but welcomed the open interplay of individual 

aspirations as the necessary condition to assure both 

progress and atability . ( 53 )  

As he had stated before in other essays, Croce 

identifies liberalism with the "Party of culturew, 

requiring Iqhistorical sense" and "oral and mental 

finesseu. For Croce, then, liberalism is the natural party 

of the centre, able to promote progress and to preserve 

tradition, open to requeata for social justice and at the 

same tirne, among political differences, able to maintain 

social discipline. From now on it becomes clear that when 

Croce talks of liberalism he does not refer to a particular 

historical party with a definite programme. He is offering 



a philosophical conception of life, and espousing a 

meta-political view of  practical action, in wiiich morality 

and utility are united, but in which one is subject to the 

other, the moral aspirations giving shape to the actions of 

the political man. The good politician becomes the Ivir 

bonus faciendi perituat and freedom assumes the character 

of an immanent religion. (54 } 

From this essay on one begins to note a different tone 

when Croce expresses his view on socialism or on 

nationalism. Criticism of socialism is sharp but 

respectful, historically motivated and based on 

philosophical premises; the movementts positive 

contributions to western societies are always recognized. 

Criticism of nationalism has a spiteful dimension, denoting 

a persona1 and harsh antipathy. Croce noted, with reproach, 

that many fascist intellectuals had been Marxist, and had 

emigrated directly from syndicalism to fascism making an 

easy and uncritical jump. He accused the nationalists of 

being foreign to Italian tradition, borrowers of foreign 

ideas from Barres and Maurras. He pointed out that the 

Italian nationalists were al1 decadent literati, had a 

superficial culture, were ignorant of histoty, and unaware 

even that social oppressions imposed by authoritarian 

regimes always generate %ore terrible explosionsn. (55)  

The essay also had an historical dimension. As he had 



done in the Manifesto, Croce defended the achievements of 

liberal Italy, and denied that fascism was creating a 

better form of the State than the liberal one that it was 

destroying. I1It is fashionable now to vituperate Italian 

life in the years that preceded the war, talking of it as a 

period of laxity and cowardice. But those like me, who have 

shaped themselves in those years in free cornpetition, and 

have shaped others with the energy of thought and with 

the practice of discussion and persuasion, will not share 

that slight judgment, that easy condemnation, that unworthy 

insuitu. Against accusations of fascist writers Croce 

stressed that "everything good that we have today has been 

produced or prepared in that tirne of freedomw. (56)  

At the end of the essay, there was an evident political 

note; Croce tried t o  give encouragement to the faithful, t o  

dispel their doubts, and to bring new hope to the hard 

pressed opposition. Quoting a refrain that De Sanctis used 

to sing to himself while in jail under the Bourbons, Croce 

concluded the essay reminding the skeptics that freedom 

always achieves victory even when it suffers momentary 

defeats. This faith in the immanent success of freedom will 

return as the dominant theme in his Historv of -, 

while defence of liberal ftaly will inspire the Xbtor/ of 

Italy. (57)  

In other essays Croce poured acorn on the cultural 



efforts of Gentile and other fascist intellectuals, noting 

their lack of success and the indiffexence of the general 

public. He practically accused fascism of being indifferent 

to culture, hostile to its requirements, even fearful of 

its results. Croce offered an almost Mamist interpretation 

of fascism on this occasion: "... because fascism has been 

a movement in defence of the social order, supported first 

of al1 by industrialists and by agrarians, and, as such is 

not only indifferent to culture, but intimately hostile to 

it, feeling that from culture and thought have come the 

dangers ... to the social order, but unable to realize that 

from culture have also come the strength, progress and 

honour". The article was an indictment of fascist 

intellectuals; Croce accused them of having become servants 

of the party, of having promised "docility and submission 

... to the iron discipline of the Partyn, and of having 
abandoned "the independence and the dignity of men of study 

and thought". (58) 

Croce's negative feelings against nationalist 

intellectuals remained constant during the regime, and were 

also present in the literary and historical essays, whieh 

were mostly written in 1925 and published in Crxtrw, . 

and were later included in the book, 0 
e. ( 59 )  In those essays Croce maintained the negative 

judgment of that period, in open polemics with sme modern 



hiatorians, who were proposing a revision of that 

traditional opinion. For Croce "the concept of the Baroquen 

did not designate "a new and original moment of thought, 

art or social lifeH, but retained a negative connotation. 

The book certainly does not fail to indicate the positive 

aspects of the age, especially in social and natural 

sciences, but as a whole the age is characterized as an 

historical period lacking creative energies. With reference 

to the present time, the book, Croce said, has to be 

regarded, as "a protest against flirting with the 

Counter-Reformation, the Absolutism, the mle from above, 

sensual art and decadent literaturen, that was 

ltflourishingw in the twenties, especially among 

intellectuals and writers favourably disposed towards 

fascism and nationalism. (60)  

New Friends. 

The increased political activities of Croce, his 

continuous criticism of Gentile, his open opposition to 

fascism gained him many insulta from the fascist press, but 

also many favourable appraisals from other writers. In 

March 1925 we have the first letter of Adolfo ûnodeo 

expressing solidarity with Croce, and condemning the 

insults hurled by the nationalists against him. "No 

greatness of Italy can be expected from those who forget 

the duties towards men, which have honoured Italy before 



the world. This too is a sad fruit of that very 

nationalism, that ignores the history of Italy, and that 

you are scourging with good reasontl. (61) 

In July Gaetano Salvemini, writing a letter to the wife 

of Luigi Aibertini, the editor of U Co&e_della, 

had high praise for Croce and for his political stand. 

Already then, Salvemini was in trouble with the regime for 

his anti-fascist activities in Florence, had been in jail 

for a few weeks, and was followed in his movements by two 

policemen. During the summer he went to Naples to see his 

old mentor, Giustino Fortunato. While in Naples, Salvemini 

alço saw Croce and the three men discussed the political 

situation, created by the new policies of Mussolini. In his 

letter to Piera Albertini, Salvemini offers very perceptive 

insights about the present and the future developments of 

Italy. But in the difficulties and uncertainties of the 

tirne, Salvemini had clear in his mind one idea: "Never corne 

to terms with the conmnuiists or with the fascists, and be 

ready to pay personally in order to acquire the confidence 

of honest people ...". This was necessary 80 that when the 

collapse of fascism came, the democrats could rightfully 

claim the political succession. For Salvemini the only hope 

for the safety of Italy, in the present and in the future, 

was "the emergence of a group of men of strong character, 

ready to stand fast against fascism, willing to pay any 



price for their ideals, even to go to jail or to face a 

worse fate". These ideas Salvemini discussed with Croce, 

and the two men remained in agreement on how to oppose 

fascism. In fact Salvemini concluded the letter: "Croce was 

in agreement; and 1 believe that, should he be called on t0 

stand the test, he would sustain it with strength and 

dignityfl. In the letter it is clear that by "the testn, 

Salvemini meant jail and the danger of death. (62)  

In September 1925, Piero Oobetti wrote one of the mOSt 

insightful articlea on Croce, that characterizcd well his 

personality and hi8 position a8 a public man. aobetti 

recognized that: "after the Matteotti murder one of the 

most important facts of Italian politics is the passage of 

Croce to anti-fascismn. With great perception he also added 

that, in the present political crisis, "the constant 

preoccupation of Croce is to offer a concrete example of 

personal behaviorn as a man and as a citizen rather than as 

a philosopher and as a politician. When Gobetti considered 

the ami-fàscism of Croce he made usefül diseiaceiaiis 

between his political and cultural opposition. In his 

political opposition, Croce showed preference for 

moderation. "In his adhesion to the Liberal Party, in his 

discipline as a member of this party, Croce is practicing a 

sort of ideal Giolittismn, faithful to parliamentary 

institutions, to traditional forms and devotion to the 



Sta te .  But for Oobetti there was another aspect of Croce's 

anti-fascism. Be~ide the reasons of the Italian of gmd 

taste  thare was "the rebellion of the European and of the 

man of culturet1. This demanded a different posture, "in a 

tirne in which we are witnessing one of the most radical 

attempts to break the Italian conneetion with the European 

intelligentsia, the  cultural position of Croce had to 

become one of political intransigencen. In this context a 

f i r m  stand had to be taken, "his impartial and even handed 

mind had to put itself on one side only, totally and 

rigourouslyn. In this new position, for Oobetti, Croce was 

fighting not only for the present but al80 for the future. 

"His preoccupations are geared towards the future: with 

trepidation and commotion he realizes that in today's 

battle are involved great destinies; hc feels painfully 

these dangers to civilizationn. Oobetti had frequent talks 

with Croce, he wa8 familiar with hi8 ideas and feelings, 

not surprisingly, he concluded that "in the security of his 

own intransigeme and in the belief of his own faithH, 

Croce has fuund "the j u s t  tone of the rebellion t o  the 

presentn, and the Dability to stand fastn. ( 6 3 )  

Gobettits intuitions and judgmenta found a resonanee in 

Croce's own Autobiographical Notes of 1934. There he 

confessed that hi8 political and cultural activities in 

opposition were undertaken Hwithout any hope of practical 



and imediate effectm, but with the desire to defend the 

ideals and the heritage of liberal Italy. (64)  Croce's t i e s  

to the ideals of the Risorgimento and his desire to defend 

them were well expreased in a long letter that Croce wrote 

in October 1925 to Vittorio Enzo Alfieri, then only a 

student, already in political trouble for his anti-fascism. 

Croce's coments have more importance since they were made 

to a youq man of nineteen, not yet a friend of his and in 

response to a private letter. Wistory will put me among 

the victors or will throw me amang the vanquished. That is 

not my concern. 1 feel that 1 have a place to defend, that 

for the good of Italy that place has to be defended by 

somebody, and arnong these I am called to that office. That 

is allIt .  He assured the young man that his opposition had 

its origin not only in philosophical thought but also in 

hia persona1 feelings. "My liberalism is something which I 

have in my blood, as a moral son of the men who made the 

Italian Risorgimenton. As an heir of that tradition he felt 

he had a duty to fulfill and ideals to defend. (65) 

The m g e d  N a t u r e  of the Diariea. 

With the advent of the dictatorship, among other things 

in Croce's life, the nature of the diaries also changed. 

Unfil rmw the diaries offered an ineelleceual accoum of 

h i s  readings and writings; exceptions to this rule were 

rare. From 1925 on, comment8 on political events and 



revelations of persona1 feelings appear more frequently, 

and sometimes will replace the other annotations 

completely. In October and in Dscember 1925, Croce confided 

to the diariea the senae of oppression, created by the 

political situation, but he al80 expresaed the resolution 

to continue his opposition against fascism. (66)  

In October 1925, during a trip to Turin and a meeting 

with Senator Frassati, Croce learned the pressures employed 

by FIAT to acquire control of La, and he was a:so 

apprised of the maneuvers devised by Mussolini to change 

the political orientation of that faithful Giolittian 

paper. Soon after in fact, Frassati was compelled to sel1 

his paper, and Luigi Salvatorelli, among the first to 

realize the true nature of fasciam, lost his job as editor. 

The discussions of that meeting kept Croce awake for a full 

night and generated one of the most sorrowful meditationa 

in the entire diary. "The trip to Turin and the meeting 

with Frassati kept me awake until the morning in sad 

meditation. Painful acnae of ~uffocation at the 8uppre88ion 

of freedom of the press: rebellion of the mind at this 

injustice, violent and hypocritical at the same tim. 1 

have examined again the present situation in al1 its 

aspects; this examination would have left me in the sadness 

of depression, if 1 had not remembered something about 

which 1 have reasoned as a philosopher: of the mistake, 



that is, to pose the political question in the extrinsic 

term, looking to Italy, and fearing or hoping for Her: 

while the only way to pose those probleme i a  the persona1 

and the moral one, which seeks and finds the solution in 

the determination of the individual quid agendum, of one's 

personal duty. And it has not beon difficult to be 

strengthened in the resolution, that it is rny duty to 

continue to do that which 1 can do, whatever may 

happen . . . " .  Croce was concerned that in the future he would 
no longer be allowed to publish his books in Italy, and 

thus be deprived of his accustomed intellectual dialogue, 

and "conversation with the contempotaries and fellow 

countrymenn. He was upset and nauseated "to see around so 

many transactions and so many tressons*, for momentary and 

persona1 advantages. But despite the fear of a painful 

future, he also felt comforted by the thought that, among 

so much corruption, he was not alone: nI I o w  other 

Italians, who feef anü think and do like niyaelfn. Among 

these feelings, came the strength to continue the good 

fight: "Let us, then, go on with courage and with faithn. 

(67) 

With the progression of the authoritarian regime, 

Croce's meditations in the diaries become more gloomy and 

even more dramatic especially in December 1925. That month 

in three daye the Senate debated and voted the law that 



destroyed freedom of the press. Croce went to Rome to vote 

against the law; he was disgusted by the show of servility 

offered by the Senate, was tempted ta return imediately to 

Naples, instead he remained "... in order not to have 
alone the few friends that are speaking against the law". 

In the middle of that debate, he entered another sad note 

in his diaries after spending "the evening and part of the 

night in painful thoughts, usual by now. The struggle of 

the opposition is no longer possible now, because of the 

suppression of the newspapers. In the Senate 1 will vote 

against the laws before us; and that will be alln. At this 

point, he posed a tremendous dilemma to himself and to 

others in similar situations. "But it is also impossible to 

accept the situation; and one cannot choose to die, for the 

duties that bound us to family, to studies, to societyn. 

Croce found a solution out of this dilemma in a stratagem, 

devising an flhonest dissimulationn, as the moralists of the 

eighteenth century called it, "the deception that one has 

the duty and the right to impose on himself in order to 

bear the difficulties of life." Out of this stratagem, 

Croce found his resolution: W e  have to live, then: to live 

as if the world went or were starting ta go according to 

our ideals ... This way we give an order to Our inner life, 

there remain the difficulties and the dangers of external 

life. But these are things that we do not control and for 



which it is convenient not to worry but rather to trust in 

ProvidenceN. By ignoring external dangers and trusting 

instead in Providence, Croce remained faithful to his 

ideals and maintained the integrity of a free man. (68)  

This appeal to persona1 responsibility, this faith in 

the individual conscience, as the spring of life and 

self-reliance, gives a special charm and pathos to the 

writings of Croce during fascism, and explains his appeal 

and moral influence during those years, when people often 

had to face dramatic choices alone. 



Chapter 6 :  Invasion of Croce's House, 1926 

Once put into motion, the rnarch of oppression continued 

with inexorable progression. 1925 was the last year for 

independent papers, and in 1926 freedom of the press came 

officially to an inglorious end. In a few months one by one 

the most important papers came under fascist control. The 

owners were compelled to sel1 under economic or political 

pressure. Al1 the liberal editors had to resign and then 

were replaced by more accommodating men. The party papers 

ceased publication one after the other. In December 1925 

new decreês tightened the screw even further on freedom of 

the press. Editors had to be recognized by the courts, in 

order to be able to assume their positions; newspapermen 

were required to belong to a professional organization, 

controlled by the State and run by fascists. From then on 

Italian papers neither published nor sought Croce's 

opinions; they tried to avoid mentioning even his name. 

When that was impossible, literary euphemisms were used. 

From a subject, Croce became an adjective, as he jokingly 

put it. 

At the beginning of 1926, the suppression of freedom of 

the press involved Croce personally on two occasions, and 

both times he took a position against the policies of 

government and in favour of its political opponents. In 

accord with the government, the Crespi brothers, making 



use, with fraudulent intentions, of a technical clause in 

the contract, in 1925, acquired control of weredella 

=a, and then compelled Luigi Albertini to sel1 his shares 

of the society, and to resign as editor of the paper. In 

1926 Ugo Ojetti, a well known writer, but a more pliant man 

and a friend of Mussolini became the new editor of the 

paper. During a luncheon in Casatits house, in March 1926, 

Ojetti invited Croce to collaborate in the new -, 

writing literary essays. Croce's answer came inmiediately 

and was unequivocal. "1 refused for reasons of political 

coherence, for respect towards the Albertinis, the former 

editors, and also, to avoid future difficulties for Ojetti 

himself, sure that after a while he would have been 

compelled to stop publishing my essaysn. (1) 

The other case involved La S t m  of Turin, whose editor 

Alfredo Frassati was an old and faithful friend of 

Giolitti. In this case the government was directly 

involved, the prefect had closed the paper with the excuse 

that one of its leading writers had violated military 

secrets, reporting on anny maneuvers in Piedmont. For the 

reopening of the paper, the government demanded a change in 

its policy and the expulsion of al1 the culprits, which 

meant in particular Senator Frassati himself and the 

editor-in-chief Luigi Salvatorelli. In his battle to retain 

control of the paper, and to refute the phony accusations, 



Frassati asked and received the help of Croce and Ruffini. 

He asked the two senators to appear beiore the court as 

experts and to offer to the judges deciding the case their 

historical and legal opinions on the matter. But the 

assistance of Croce, as an historia and of Ruffini as a 

professor of law was not enough against the pressures of 

the government and the financial resources of the PIAT 

empire. Frassati lost the case and his paper, and 

Salvatorelli his job. ( 2 )  

. . a ' s  New Punction. 

No longer able to collaborate with newspapers, from then 
m .  

on Croce used his own periodical, La, to express 

his political ideas and to continue his opposition to 

fascism. Between the end of 1925 and the beginning of 1926, 

he wrote two essays on Spaventa and De Sanctis, and turned 

those occasions into political battles, making those 

authors his allies against the policies of the government. 

In the Spring of 1926 a monument to Francesco De Sanctis 

was erected in Rome. Croce suggested in an essay that a 

better way to honour De Sanctis was to read and to rneditate 

on his political writings, published in newspapers between 

1876 and 1878. Like the present times, Croce wrote, the 

years that followed the fa11 of the Destra Storica, were 

times of general delusion and persona1 confusion, lack of 

faith in Parliament and disdain of political parties, moral 



skepticism and fatalism at the same the. The words of De 

Sanctis were used by Croce as a warning against the dangers 

of these feelings, and the dangerous solutions that they 

encourage, making possible "the rule of illiterate and 

violent persons, with al1 the consequences that history 

teaches . . . " .  On the origins of these feelings and the 
policies that they encourage, and hence on the origin of 

fascism in Italy, Croce, at least on this occasion, seems 

to accept the theory of fascism as !la revelationm: the 

victory of fascism had revealed the traditional weakness of 

the Italian nation: "It has to do with the old Italy, ... 
with Italy of the decadence that we are still carrying with 

us, ... with unrestrained appetites ... and indolence and 
disillusionment of the people, ... it has to do with a 
superficial and vitiated culture.. ." .  ( 3 )  

During De Sanctisls times there had been a failed 

attempt against the King. Prightened by that event the 

conservatives of the day had clamoured for drastic measures 

against freedom of expression, demanding its curtailment in 

the press and even in Parliamentary debate. In the Spring 

of 1926, the same masures, even stronger, were proposed 

and enacted, with the approval of the nationalists and the 

conservatives, after a failed attempt against Mussolini, 

The quotations of De Sanctis were used by Croce to 

criticize in a direct way the nationalist writers, who had 



proclaimed that the original sin, from whence al1 the 

troubles began, was freedorn of thought, "which was attained 

many centuries ago and was favoured by our greatest 

writersn, as a conquest for modern ftaly. ( 4 )  

During De Sanctisls time and in Croce's period, the 

reactionary intellectuals were busy criticizing Parliament 

and demanding its abolition, as responsible for al1 the 

scandals and corruption. Croce and De Sanctis offered a 

different opinion, praising instead the value of debate and 

political difierences: "On the contrary, I have the firm 

conviction that these institutions, if they cannot produce 

al1 the miracles that we expect of them, are creators of 

morality, when they are served with sincerity and in the 

proper spirit. Parliarnentary struggles create character, 

they induee courage and initiative...". Against the present 

situation Croce, like De Sanctis, urged not violent 

reaction, but constant opposition. "1 want resistance day 

by day, which is difficult, but also necessaryn. At the end 

of his essay one also finds a sense of self-criticism, 

Croce confessed that reading the old essays of De Sanctis 

" . . .  was bound to give us a sense of mortification and of 

regret, showing us that we have not been pnident, and have 

not heeded the warnings of those men who were conscious of 

the dangers fermenting in Italian societyN. (5) 

On another occasion soon after, Croce used the letters 



of Silvio Spaventa to criticize Gentile's assertions and 

his defence of fascism. In 1926 Giovanni Castellano 

published a collection of Spaventals letters, and Croce 

wrote an introduction to the book, that first appeared in 

the last number of La Critica of 1925. In Crocets intention 

the essay was "a protest, because recently we have seen 

Silvio Spaventa presented as the man and the thinker to 

whose doctrine the theory and the practice of the party 

that now is dominant in Italy go backW. Against that 

assertion Croce stressed that Spaventa "in words and deeds 

was not, and never wanted to be, and never thought to bel 

anything but a rnember of the modexate party, founded by 

Cavour, and a loyal believer in parliamentary government, 

with the duality of conatitutional parties, with the 

criticism and the control exercised by the opposition, and 

the alternation of the parties in govemment 

responsibilityn. Croce also reminded the supporters of a 

one party State that Spaventa, faithful to liberal ideas, 

regarded both parties of the Risorgimento as national, and 

never called his adversaries anti-national; when he 

criticized parties or opposed the government, he never 

asked for the end of freedom, or the abolition of the 

parties. (6) 

To better appreciate Croce's criticism, one has to 

remernber the legislative activities of the govermnent. In 



1925 under the legal leadership of Alfredo Rocco, the 

Minister of Justice, and with the enthusiastic approval of 

Gentile, the powers of the State were immensely increased, 

changing the nature of the civil senrice, curtailing the 

independence of the courts, and greatly reducing the 

equality of citizéns before the law. Amid the return of 

absolutism, Croce reminded Gentile and Rocco that the 

constant aim of Spaventa, as a politician and a magistrate 

had been "... to assure equal justice to a l1  citizens, and 

to avoid, or to restrain, the arbitrary acte of the party 

in powerN. Had Spaventa been alive today, as Croce wrote, 

"he would have been an opponent, as he had been i n  his 

tirne, of the kind of thing that has been happening in Italy 

in the last few years, and of the dangers and threats that 

are being prepared against the independence of the courts 

and the dignity of civil servantsn. Finally, Croce reminded 

his readers that Spaventa had a different conception of the 

State than Gentile and Rocco, pointing out that Spaventa 

eertainly praised "the Statew, but for him the State was 

the public good, and not an id01 and "he never subscribed 

t o  the conception that those governing are the expression 

of morality, and he was always sensible of the rights of 

the individual " . ( 7) 

New Means of Opposition. 

In the unfortunate political situation of Italy in 1926, 



without freedom of the press and with political debate 

greatly curtailed, it was still possible to play an 

opposition role, ta Say yes or no, and to make persona1 

views known, at least to those who had the courage to 

remain in opposition and who were not afraid of 

persecution. Croce ernployed several novel methods of 

expressing his political opinion and of making known his 

opposition to government policy. In February 1926 the 

liberal association of Turin organized a public ceremony in 

honour of Francescc Ruffini, "to express the gratitude of 

al1 members for the defence of liberal ideas made in the 

Senate of the Kingdomgt. Croce was invited and, unable to 

travel to Turin, sent the organizers a message, which was 

then read during the cerernony. I1Please, consider me 

spiritually present at the ceremony on the 20th in honour 

of my friend and colleague, Ruffini, to whom we al1 owe a 

deep gratitude for the nobility and firmness with which he 

has defended in the Senate and outside the Senate our 

common ideals . ( 8 )  

Croce had a special affinity with the liberal leaders of 

Turin, and in 1926 he often participated in the meetings of 

the local Liberal Association; some of his best friends 

taught at the University and were notoriously anti-fascist; 

quite a score of furure underground leaders were pupils of 

those teachers and regarded Croce as their moral guide. 



During the sumer months, while on vacation in the Piedmont 

countryside, Croce often visited Turin for family and 

study reasons. On these occasions he saw al1 his 

anti-fascist friends, old and Young, had political 

conversations with them, and they walked together about 

tom, visiting bookstores and other public or private 

places, always followed by police agents. However, despite 

the lack of official invitations, through common friends, 

Croce maintained some contacts with Maria Jose', the 

liberal minded Belgian wife of ümberto. At her initiative, 

and with the complicity of the director of excavations, 

early one morning in 1931, Croce and the Royal Princess had 

a clandestine meeting at Pompeii, where they discussed 

general poiitical questions. (9 )  

During fascism not only in Turin but also in Milan Croce 

enjoyed a good following and always found a receptive 

audience. In the Spring of 1926, Croce read an historical 

essay at the congres8 of the Italian Philosophical Society, 

held at the University of Milan. Many people gathered in 

the university's auditorium to hear him speak, more for 

evident political reasons than for a particular interest in 

the culture of the sixteenth century. That evening the 

Liberal Association of Milan organized a reception in 

Croce's honour, and several speeches were made by Croce and 

others, despite "the great display of policemen and 



carabinieriu. Unhappy with the free discussion taking place 

at the congress, the fascist participants created 

disturbances, and the prefect and the Minister of Education 

abruptly suspended and dissolved the congress. That same 

night, another dinner at which Croce was feted, turned into 

a protest against the arbitrary measures of the 

authorities. (10) 

In 1926 the Academy of Italy was formally established, 

though it began its full operations in 1929. Once again 

Croce was invited to be a member and again he refused, and 

advised his friends not to succumb to the P~allurements of 

that academyn, and to resist the appeal to "their vanityn. 

Others, instead, etruggled to have a place among these 

Immortals, attracted by the perks and privileges of that 

position. (11) In Naples, Croce helped to maintain the 

independence of the Pontanian Academy. At the annual 

election for the reelection of the executive, in February 

1926, despite the efforts of the fascist faction, the 

sudden presence "of members never seenP1, and IPa great 

deployment of political forcesR, the fascist candidate was 

soundly defeated, and "Our candidatev1, an old liberal 

became president. (12) 

The creation of the fascist regime, the violence, the 

persecutions, the violations of private domiciles caused a 

political exodus from Italy. Hany Xtalians were compelled 



to seek political freedom and safe refuge in other European 

nations, especially in France. Once there, they recreated 

political parties, founded newspapers and went on to 

criticize the Italian government, to Mussolinils annoyance. 

After the attempt against Mussolini by Gino Lucetti, who 

had just returned from France, Mussolini raised the 

question of the political activities of Italian idgrants 

with the French ambassador, demanding repressive meaaures 

against them. In Italy, fascist newspapers organized a 

campaign of insults against al1 those, who were in exile, 

'1 fuoruscitil, as they were called with contempt. One 

newspaper in Rome, even sent a letter to al1 known members 

of the opposition, asking them, in no uncertain terms, to 

express their opinion on the activities of the 

lfuorusciti', and their anti-national behaviour. The 

instructions were also precise; the letter had to be 

returned duly signed. Croce refused to answer the letter 

"out of a question of decencyn, and immediately advised his 

friends to follow his example. He regarded the request of 

the newspaper, as he aaid in bis letters to Gaetano Mosca 

and Alberto Bergamini, ngratuitous and offensiven, and 

"unworthy to be answered, precisely because it contained 

... an imposition and a menacen. Some followed his advice, 
others became frightened, cowed by past violence, and sent 

the letter back with derogatory remarks about the exiles. 



The paper published the politically correct answers 

received with some relish, but in a separate column printed 

the names of al1 those who had refused to answer the 

unusual survey. The list of the reprobates was followed at 

the end by the old cry: W e  will see YOU again at 

Philippiv. As we will see the promise was kept shortly. 

(13) 

Sometimes even the refusal to express persona1 views 

could be a rather eloquent expression of one's opposition 

to the regime. In June 1926, Croce was asked by the 

American periodical Çurvev, to collaborate on a 

special issue on fascism. Croce replied with a short note. 

"1 would like to satisfy your request, but in Italy now the 

manifestation of free discussion on the arguments you 

mention is forbidden; and f cannot decide to take this 

discussion before a foreign audience. It is necessaxy that 

everyone of us resists and fights as he can, for what 

little he can, but here in Italyn. In that simple way and 

with that short reply the American readers were told what 

was the political situation in Italy, and the American 

tourists learned what was the price for making the trains 

run on the. (14) 

Private Correspondence. 

In 1926 militant politics were no longer possible, nor 

were newspapers available for political debate or cultural 



. . 
polemics. Besides his paper La, Croce used private 

letters to make his views known, despite the fact that 

censorship was already established, mail was intercepted 

and letters opened. Both Croce and Fortunato, and some of 

their friends, were aware that their private correspondence 

was tampered with by police authorities. Both men continued 

to write freely and to express their opinions without 

hesitation. Often Croce used persona1 letters as an 

instrument to support, to encourage, to reassure friends in 

need or to condem a weakness and sudden changes of 

position. 

In the new and difficult political situation, many who 

had at first joined the opposition became discouraged, and 

went to the other side, and then tried to find excuses and 

justifications for accepting the new reality. Mario 

Missiroli was among the first to cross that bridge, 

a~ouncing his conversion in a famous essay, that 

imediately became infamous. (15) Missiroli was a brilliant 

newspaperman; he had been a friend of Croce and Sorel. In 

his better days, he had turned u t o  _del CA+-, the 

leading daily of Bologna, into one of the most lively 

papers in Italy, giving it a liberal flavour. It was there 

that he had characterized fascism as nagraria slaveryn. 

That was in 1921, but now in 1926, discouraged by the turn 

of events, unable to endure isolation, he announced, with 



his usual pyrotechnical elegance, that it was t h e  to 

accept the victory of Mussolini and the legitimacy of 

fascism, to recognize that fascism was na popular movementn 

and that Mussolini had remained a socialist. When the 

article, W m  -, was published, Croce made 

known his negative views on the sudden conversion, writing 

to Missiroli: ''1 would not be sincere, if 1 were to tell 

you that your famous article gave me pleasure. There are 

moments, dear Missiroli, in which there is no need to 

rationalize, but to accept and to sustain the positions 

that one has taken; to change them is not useful under any 

regard." The trouble with Missiroli, Croce had said on 

another occasion, was his inability, unlike monuments, to 

stand still. (16) 

Sometimes Croce had to write to trusted friends to 

reassure them, trying, with hi8 authority, to overcome 

their sense of solitude and depression. Roberto Bracco, a 

well known playwright of this period and an anti-fascist 

member of parliament, complained to Croce that, among the 

literate elite of Naples, only Croce and Bracco had been 

excluded from the Committee established to organize the 

centennial celebration of the Neoplitan painter, Domenico 

Morelli. Croce replied half jokingly, citing an historical 

anecdote and advising Bracco not to worry; during the 

meeting of the committee and even during the public 



celebrations both of them "would shine for their absencen, 

and then everybody would enquire about their whereabouts 

and the reasons for their exclusion. (17) 

On another occasion the tone had to be more solemn and 

the advice more austere. In a gloomy moment of his life, 

made gloomier by a conversation with Giustino Fortunato, 

Bracco received from his friend the right words to restore 

and to fortify his faith. With his usual and prophetic 

pessimism, Fortunato had assured Bracco that fascism would 

last for another twenty years. The tone of the prediction 

had plunged him into a state of sadness and created a 

feeling of llprofound solitudett. With his usual common sense 

touch, Croce reassured Bracco that the future lies always 

on the capable knees of Jupiter, and that nobody, and not 

even Fortunato with his pessimism, knew how long fascism 

would last. But long or short, during that period they had 

to keep faith in their ideals and had to continue in their 

opposition, as the only condition to create a different 

society. The letter acquires a religious tone, and sounds 

almost like a confession. "The opposition is now apparently 

weakened or even nullified. But only apparently. The 

fascists are doing their share to keep it alive and to 

increase it by offending the most jealous feelings of man's 

dignityn. Croce invited Bracco to believe and to rely on 

the virtue of moral forces. For that reason "the men of our 



generation and of our faith have to continue in what we are 

doing: give the example and stand firml1. llWe shall or we 

shall not see better times, this is of secondary 

importance: for the moment, we have them in our heart, and 

this is enough to comfort us and to reassure usw. (18) 

During the Spring of 1926 Salvemini was practically 

expelled from the University of Florence for his political 

activities against fascism, and decided to emigrate to 

London, before it was too late. Croce and Salvemini had 

different characters and personalities, agreement was not 

always possible. Their relation has known periods of 

cordiality, often followed by bursts of acerbity, sometimes 

urijustified on both sides. Even in this period, Croce was, 

perhaps, a little too supercilious when he refused to sign 

a petition in favour of Salvemini with the excuse that it 

was an exaggeration to cal1 Salvemini, as his colleagues in 

Florence did, Ilone of the greatest historians in Europe. 

Despite this not too propitious incident, when Fortunato, 

on behalf of Salvemini, asked Croce for a letter of 

reference to British academic authority, Croce agreed to 

the request without hesitation. In June Fortunato infonned 

Salvemini that Croce "... read to me the not short but 
efficacious . . .  piece, which is a critical appraisal of 
your abilities as an historian and teacher of history. The 

piece is very sincere and hs is going to give it to 



Raffaelo Piccoli, to be translated into English." (19) 

Not only was the testimonial sincere, it was also a 

mode1 of its kind; the praises were concrete and not vague, 

and reflected the persona1 qualities of the subject. 

"Gaetano Salvemini holds one of the foremost places in the 

most recent phase of Italian historiogxaphyn. Croce 

reminded the ~ritish authorities that he had written an 

essay on Salvemini in 1915, praising his achievements. 

"Salvemini brings to his work a happy union of philological 

discipline with political, economic and social experience, 

and a constant effort to discover the reality concealed 

under the usual formulas and generalizations, in a spirit 

of great impartiality and open mindednes~~. Croce did not 

hide his different philosophical ideas. For hini history 

required a union of philosophy with politics and economics. 

But the contrast was used, Croce said, only to enhance his 

praise and esteem for Salvemini. "1 shall only ad8 that he 

brings to his historical studies a deep feeling of humanity 

and enthusiasm for morality and justice, which can be truly 

called Mazziniann. Croce did not Pail to mention the 

qualities of Salvemini as a teacher, and the reason for his 

political troubles. "Al1 his students consider him as the 

best of teachers; and as to the causes of his leaving 

Italy, these are to be found in the conditions of the 

present political struggle, in which he has kept faith with 



his old liberal and democratic idealsn. Not surprisingly, 

in thanking Croce, Salvemini expressed his satisfaction: 

"Yeu have said in it everything that 1 could have wishedw. 

(20) 

Sometimes it was Croce, who expresaed sadness and 

depression in his letters, and needed the comfort of his 

friends. In March 1926 Gobetti died in Paris, and the 

following month Amendola died in Cannes, both victims of 

political persecution and fascist violence. In April Croce 

confeseed to Casati, now hi8 fraternal friend: nI am very 

sad at the news about the health of Amendolaft; and then 

continued: "Tt is a great sadness: it seems there is little 

hopeM. But despite the preparation, when he received the 

news of Amendola's death, he was stunned by grief, and as 

usual in such cases, he remained unable to write or even to 

concentrate for a few days. In this depressed condition, 

more than help from a friend, it seems, Croce needed to 

express his sorrow to a kindred soul. "And now 1 have gone 

back to my routine: that routine which is my salvation, 

now. But in the depth of my sou1 f have the image, as a 

reproach, of poor Amendola. Why to live, when others die 

like this? When our friends are thus sacrificed? 1 will 

overcome even this pang; but it is a pangn. (21) 

Help to Anti-Fascists. 

After the death of Amendola a group of liberal friends, 



under the leadership of Nitti and Albertini, organized a 

trust fund to provide financial assistance to his family 

and a good education to his three sons. Croce and Portunato 

gave a generous contribution to the fund, and when the sons 

moved to Naples into the house of an uncle, offered them 

their friendship and intellectual support, and welcomed 

them in their homes. The affection and support of family 

and friends became a necessity in the struggle against the 

fascist regime and the governmentts repressive measures. 

This kind of solidarity was vital especially among 

liberals, democrats and socialists, who could not rely, for 

their basic necessities, on the resources of a well 

organized party, or the support of a foreign country, or 

the assistance of the Catholic church's organizations. But 

anti-fascism was more than organized political opposition. 

The resistance to the fascist regime demanded a daily fight 

within each person, and required the acceptance of years of 

solitude, social ostracism, and persona1 persecution. To 

continue the struggle, to remain faithful to the ideals, to 

have hope in a different future required persona1 

commitment and moral energy. The letters of anti-fascists 

to their families or to their friends reveal that strength 

of character and a religious devotion to the cause was 

essential to philosophers, to woxkers, and to simple 

people. To keep his sanity and to regain tranquility, Croce 



relied also on work and an iron daily routine, which 

allowed him to overcome bouts of depression, sadness and 

persona1 sufferings. 

Invasion of Croce's Hause. 

In 1926, at the end of October, in Bologna, the fourth 

attempt against Mussolini in that year occurred. During a 

parade to celebrate the anniversary of the march on Rome, 

Anteo Zamboni, a young man of sixteen, fired on Mussolini, 

missing the target. The attempt was regarded with suspicion 

then and has remained mysterious, and been enriched by 

sordid elements later. Some thought that the incident was 

organized by the radical faction of fascism, others 

regarded it the work of a disgruntled local leader, 

recently dismissed froni the Party; the police preferred to 

blame Zamboni and, it seems, with good reason. The poor 

young man was killed on the spot, fifteen stabs were 

counted on his body; the szme night the killer was seen 

proudly showing his bloody dagger in a faehionable 

restaurant. More important for the future of Italy was the 

reaction of the government and of Mussolini himself. The 

government used the case, and the emotions created ty the 

case, to further destroy the liberal State, and to abolish 

the few remaining fundamental liberties. (22) 

That same night, writing on a piece of paper and in 

pencil, Mussolini issued draconian orders to police for the 



protection of the fascist regime, thus contributing to an 

overwrought atmosphere, and almost inviting and sanctioning 

violence against the leaders of the opposition. Within 

days, the government approved, and Parliament ratified 

almost without discussion, a series of resolutions for the 

defence of the State. As a result of these new laws, al1 

political parties of the opposition, their papers and 

organizations were dissolved and banned; members of the 

Aventine Secession were formally expelled from the House 

and lost their parliamentary immunity; old passports and 

those recently issued were revoked; the opponents of the 

regime in exile were subjected to blackmail at the whim of 

government, they could lose their property in Italy and 

their citizenship, if deemed engaged in "anti-national 

activitiesn; the police was given the power to deny new 

passports, to fire on those crossing borders, and to banish 

opponents of the regime to small t o m s  or, in the jargon of 

the tirne, to confino; the death penalty was reintroduced 

for crimes against the State and for attempts against the 

person of the King and the Prime Minister; a Special 

Tribunal for the Defence of the State was created outside 

of the normal courts, empowered to deal with political 

crimes and to apply military law; it was run by fascists of 

sure faith, and its sentences could not be appealed. (23) 

When the news of the Bologna incident became known in 



the rest of Italy, the fascist party organized 

"retaliationsn against the leaders and the parties of the 

opposition. Catholic organizations and even a few bishops 

suffered the same treatment, prompting even the Pope to 

condemn "the tempest of violence and devastation against 

people, property and institutions...". That night and the 

following days, with egalitarian zeal, fascist squads 

invaded and destroyed the offices and newapapers of the 

opposition parties. People were assaulted and beaten in the 

streets or inside their own houses, and often compelled to 

leave their residences. The city of Naples was not spared 

and had its own share of violence. Between the night of 

October the 31st and the moming of November lst, among 

others, the houses or the apartments of Amadeo Bordiga, 

Roberto Bracco, Benedetto Croce, and Arturo Labriola were 

invaded and ransacked, papers were burned and books 

damaged. The initiative came from the fascist party. The 

public authorities allowed it to happen, though they, it 

seems, did not encourage it. When the news of the incidents 

was known policemen were sent to protect the house, where 

the sons of Amendola were living, showing that no accident 

was wanted there. But no other measures of protection were 

taken. Once again the events proved that during the fascist 

regime a citizen had no legal protection against violence 

organized or sponsored by the fascist party or even by one 



of its factions. On many occasions the aim of the violence 

was not to kill an opponent, but to generate fear among the 

population, to humiliate the victims, to destroy their will 

for resistance and finally to cow them into submission. 

Like their comrades in other Italian cities, the Neapolitan 

fascists wanted to give Croce a lesson, as then it was 

fashionable to cal1 these actions against the opposition of 

the regirne . ( 24 )  

Croce's house was invaded at four in the morning by more 

than a dozen individuals, arriving in a truck, while Croce 

and his family of eight women were deep in sleep. The 

invaders deceived the doorkeeper, then terrorized with g u s  

the domestics, and compelled them to open the doors. Once 

inside the house, they broke doors and windows, smashed 

glasses and vases, and damaged paintings and a piano. No 

person was hurt, nor was the main collection of books 

touched. When Croce and his wife appeared, those in command 

shouted fascist slogans, and hurled insults and menaces 

against them. By al1 accounts Croce remained calm, the 

women did not show fear, but Adelina Croce behaved rather 

bravely. She found the right tone and posture, and spoke 

words of rebuke and reproach against the intruders, who, 

believing they had accomplished their task, or feeling 

ashamed and afraid to be recognized, turned off the main 

light switch and fled in the confusion, leaving the family 



to contemplate the ruins. (25)  

The police were inunediately called by neighbours, and 

arrived five hours later. Soon after, the danger passed, 

army soldiers appeared and were put on duty to protect the 

house against a repetition of the violence. During the day 

the prefect, who was in cordial relations with Croce, 

visited the residence, and expressed the excuses of the 

government, at the same time promising a full investigation 

and severe punishment of the culprits, once arrested. The 

majority of those thugs, some of them belonging to middle 

class families, were already known to the police, but were 

left undisturbed during the regime, and only after the war 

were charges laid against them, but then Croce refused ta 

bring legal action. The damage to the house was estimated 

at twenty thousand lire at the time by Fausto Nicolini. 

More important than material damage was the offense given 

in cold blood to the man and hie family, and ta Italian 

culture. (26) 

The goverment ordered a press ban, but the news 

traveled fast, and the impression was great throughout 

Italy. The shock was bitter especially among the cultural 

elite, and among friends, old and new. But no one was more 

shocked and more saddened than Giustino Fortunato, and not 

only for his paternal benevolence toward Croce. He was then 

almost blind and enfeebled by illness, but he was among the 



first to arrive at Crocets house, once the incident became 

known. He visited Croce during the following days, to show 

support, and to offer his affection. He wrote to several 

correspondents; to al1 he praised Croce's "great serenityn, 

condemned the "despicable casen, and lamented nthe offense 

receivedw. In his letters Fortunato contrasted the nobility 

of Croce with "the foolishnessn spoken in those days by 

fascist leaders against Croce and other intellectuals, who 

had signed his Manifesto the year before. The opportunity 

of a visit to the King was discussed and soon discarded. On 

his own, Fortunato sent a letter of protest to Tittoni, the 

president of the Senate, pointing out the injury done to 

the institution itself besides the persona1 offense to 

Croce. Prodded by Fortunato, Tittoni was compelled to speak 

to Mussolini, and then write to Fortunato a hypocritical 

letter: Mussolini deplored the incident, had assured the 

President of the Senate that the case was the work of 

unknown elements, which the police had been unable to 

identify yet. No wonder the old politician lamented to al1 

Ilthe terrible nature of these interminable hoursn. (27) 

The incident offers another instance of Croce's iron 

discipline. In his diaries, at the end of the description 

of the nightls events, we find this revealing note: '*in the 

morning, 1 resumed historical readings, and took notes from 

books previously read; but there was such a throng of 



friends, who came to ask news about the facts of last 

night, that 1 could barely continue the work, from which 1 

had resolved not to be distractedl1. The historical readings 

were those out of which came Historv_of. The 

notations in the diaries for the following days also show 

that Croce, despite the tunnoil caused by the invasion, 

tried to carry on with his normal routine, but without much 

success, until, unable to endure any longer the benevolent 

interruptions, he closed himself in his library, and left 

to his wife the task of dealing with the visitors and their 

questions. (28 )  

Despite continuous distractions and interruptions that 

day and during the week Croce wrote letters to his closest 

friends, informing them of the incident, and also 

reassuring them of his safety and that of his family. 

Giolitti was among the first ta be informed. The letter is 

important because it showed how close the friendship 

between the two men had become, but also it provided a 

better understanding of Croce's feelings and ideals, which 

motivated hi8 opposition to fascism and gave inspiration to 

his next book, of I u .  While 1 inform you of 

this incident, it is sweet to turn my thoughts to you, 

representative of the old, honest and liberal Piedmont, and 

to renew in my mind the sentiment of Italian brotherhood, 

which united the patriots and the liberals of Piedmont 



with those of Naples, to whom 1 feel united not only by 

historical memories but also by family ties. It seems that 

now in our turn we are called to sustain the same trials, 

that they suffered at the time of the nHoly Faithn! (29) As 

was to be expected the letter to Casati had a different 

tone, and even contained some levities. Croce gave him al1 

the details with great sobriety, and without exaggerations 

of any sort. He even noted, so to speak, the moderation of 

the intruders. Vhey could have beaten me; 1 was in pajamas 

and barefoot; they did not do it; therefore this was not 

among their ordersn. He could not resist, however, a 

polemical joke about the philosophy of Gentile, as the 

theoretician of the ethical State. V console myself with 

the happy idea that finally 1 had the honour of receiving a 

visit from the ethical Staten. ( 3 0 )  

Besides the joke, in this letter, and in others one 

cannot fail to notice a more intimate tone, unusual in 

Croce's correspondence. For the first tirne we corne across 

expressions of affection for his wife and his family, 

though expressed with modesty: "Adelina and the girls rose 

to the occasionn. The same feelings of admiration were 

expressed to Alfieri, a much younger friend than Casati: 

"The house has suffered significant damage: but luckily my 

wife and my first little daughter, who saw the havoc, 

behaved bravely and did nat allow themselves to be cowed by 



the scenen. Months later, Croce was recounting the events 

to Luigi Russo, and mentioned the quick wit of his wife 

that night, when Russo was surprised to hear Croce saying 

''1 really love Adelinaw. (31) 

During the Eascist regime the political struggle 

destroyed close friendships, and broke relationships of 

long standing. It hardened feelings. It introduced 

something harsh into persona1 relations. At the same time 

it also brought some people closer. The relations with 

trusted friends acquired new meaning, and became deeper. 

For those in jail or on the run the love of a woman was the 

greatest gift and provided a shield to lean against the 

blow of fortune. In the sadness of the times Croce, like 

others, found in the affection of his family a refuge, the 

constant support of his wite giving him new strength to 

continue his fight. 

The invasion of Croce's house was felt by al1 not only 

as a violation of private domicile, but for what it really 

was: an offense to culture, in its most outstanding 

representative. It was a sign of the returned barbarian 

times, a warning to al1 that in the new Italy under 

Mussolini there were no sanctuaries, and no individual was 

safe or protected by special immunity. After the incident 

many wrote to Croce, expressing solidarity, inquiring about 

the safety of his family, deploring the event, condemning 



the violence and openly blaming the government. Others went 

to see him personally, as a sort of political pilgrimage. 

For Croce, the incident became a moral and political 

victory . 
Casati went to Naples as soon as he received the news of 

the invasion. He went not only as an old friend, but also 

as the officia1 representative of the Liberal Party, to 

offer Croce the political solidarity of his party. With 

Casati, Croce expressed the wish and discussed the 

possibility of leaving Naples and going to live in Turin, 

his wifels home city. But his wife opposed the move with 

the argument that Naples, despite everything else, offered 

Croce a more congenial atmosphere than Turin. The presence 

of his friend must have heartened Croce. A few days later 

he wrote a new letter assuring him that he had regained his 

normal attitude. T h e  usual disposition of the spirit has 

come back, as it is expressed in the old saying: do what 

you ought to, come what rnayw. In the same Setter Casati was 

told that Croce had resumed his work, and was imersed in 

research for of Ir&. (32) 

The incursion into Croce's house had international 

repercussions, as we can gather from the letters between 

Croce and his German friend, Vossler. Vossler expressed his 

astonishment at what had happened to Croce an4 to other 

Neapolitan intellectuals, same of wham were also his 



friends. He informed Croce about the reaction in Germany 

and other nations among scholars, and told him that liberal 

intellectuals in Europe and in America wanted to organize a 

public protest and an international show of support. "1 

have had with Springarn an exchange of telegrams. From 

America they would like to send a protest against this 

violence". In a more persona1 note, Vossler informed Croce 

that his old friend, Joel Elias Springarn, the American 

educator and social crusader, for many years professor of 

comparative literature at Columbia and later President of 

the NAACP, had phoned his wife,  who was vacationing in 

Paris, and had asked her to go to Naples, and to offer the 

Croce family whatever assistance was needed. (33) 

To understand Croce's reactions during those days and 

also to gauge the reactions of other people Vito Galati's 

memoirs are an important source. Galati was an old friend 

of Croce and a literary critic of some repute; he was also 

a member of Parliament for the Italian Popular Party. As 

soon as he heard the news of the incursions, he went to 

Naples. When he arrived at the railway station a comon 

friend advised him to avoid Croce's house, for the simple 

reason that at the door: There are policemen, who monitor 

those who enter and those who leaven. Galati remained 

undeterred, he went and noticed the policemen, he found 

Croce saddened by the experience, showing in his face the 



signs of the offense received: "the insult done to the 

inviolability of his domicilen. During the discussion, 

Croce expressed the desire to resign from the Senate. 

Galati was quick to dissuade him, and to point out the 

inopportuneness of the gesture. M I  believe you should nOt 

do it. The position of Senator offers a little persona1 

guarantee against future violence, still possible; also, we 

need somebody who can speak in the Senaten. Croce agreed 

that future violence was a real possibility, and he never 

resigned €rom the Senate. Galati for his part suggested the 

possibility of expatriation; something he had been 

contemplating for himself. Against that poesibility Croce's 

response was irmnediate. "No, it is not possible. We need to 

remain here, in our country. We need to fight where the 

struggle is most difficultl~. But there was also another 

reason, militating against that eventuality for Croce. "1 

cannot tear my family from its normal environment. My 

daughters need to be educated in an Italian climate, with 

its tradition, with its customs, and its sensibilities. It 

is necessary to remain here." Galati too never emigrated, 

after that discussion the thought disappeared from his 

mind. (34) 

The ravaging of Croce's house created a shock not only 

among Croce's friends and admirers, but also among those 

fascists, who had retaineà a measure of humanity, or 



remembered the friendly relations of the old days. The news 

must have created a stir in Gentile's mind, if after 

learning of the event, he asked more precise information 

£rom Fausto Nicolini, with whom he remained in fraternal 

relations even after the break with Croce. Gentile must 

have been deeply shocked, if writing imediately to 

Giovanni Laterza, he mentioned again "the very disturbing 

factsw. It must have been a sad moment for Gentile, even if 

a momentary one. In the old days, he would have been the 

first to be infomed, and the first to show support in 

person or by letter. Now political disagreement compelled 

him to ask a third party about his old friend, once 

regaxded alrnost as a brother . ( 35 ) 

Political events had separated Croce from Gentile, and 

the gulf increased between them, no personal feeling would 

be able to reduce the political distance between them. It 

was different with other people. Resistance to fascism was 

able to cement new solidarity, to overcome old rivalries, 

even among those who in the past had fought bitter battles. 

On this occasion Croce received many expressions of 

support; none was as significant as the letter he received 

from the historian and socialist, Guglielmo Ferrero. It 

revealed the feelings now, uniting al1 those who opposed 

the policies of Mussolini, and it showed the consmunality of 

ideals which was created by the anti-faecist struggle. (36) 



If the aim of the Neapolitan fascists was to destroy the 

courage of those four gentlemen, and to put a stop to their 

activities, they failed; al1 of them continued in their 

opposition to fascism with undiminished courage. Croce went 

back to his now proverbial routine and iron discipline, and 

resumed his research for -. The afternoon of 

the invasion of the house, while demonstrations were stilî 

taking place in the streets of Naples, Croce went for a 

long walk, and visited an old friend, asking to go alone to 

show his "undisturbed tranquilityn. S o m  of his younger 

friends did not share such tranquility, and, worried about 

possible incidents, followed him at a distance, armed with 

walking sticks! When later in the day Giovanni Amenaclats 

son, Giorgio, went to see the house and to visit the 

family, the time was not spent in lamentation, but in 

discussing the future of Amendola and the plan for his 

studies at university. Amendola was encouraged to visit 

Croce's house every day and make use of the library to 

acquaint himself with the writings of his father, and the 

works of Marx, as he wished. (37) 

When, three weeks later, the Senate debated the Law for 

the protection of the State, Croce went to Rome, sat beside 

Ruffini, applauded his speech in defence of the old 

Statuto, and then together they voted against the 

government bill. The vote of the Senate provided the 



occasion for another protest. When the official record of 

that sitting was published, by mistake Croce's name did not 

appear under the list of those who had voted, and voted 

against the bill. Imediately Croce sent a letter to the 

president of the Senate, pointing out the mistake, asking 

for rectification, and demanding a written reply. (38)  

In his memoirs of 1944, Croce even recognfzed that the 

invasion of hia house, in keeping with the cunning of 

history, produced an unintended result: I1That deed was 

beneficial to me, because foreign newspapers discussed it, 

and even exaggerated it; from abroad 1 received telegrams, 

letters and even visitorsn. Croce had known that Mussolini 

was advised by his political informers in foreign countries 

that similar acts were not helpful to the propaganda of the 

regime and to his persona1 reputation, and urged him not 

"to repeat the scanda1 of the Rheims Cathedraln. As a 

result, during the fascist regime, Croce was expelled frm 

cultural institutions or deprived of membership in other 

Academies, but he "was no longer threatened physicallyn. 

Though that same month, in 1926, he was threatened with 

another incursion into his house, which compelled him to 

move some papers to a safer place, for the time being. (39) 

Under Police Surveillance. 

But Croce's social life changed a great deal after that 

event. From then on, two policemen were put near his house, 



to protect his safety, in the official jargon, in reality, 

"to monitor visitors to his house and to follow hirn when he 

went out1'. It did not take long for Croce to recognize the 

presence of the two policemen. After a while he approached 

them, told them his usual itinerary and even advised them 

about following him, or how to find him again should they 

happen to lose sight of him, as happened every time he took 

a taxi. But, as a result of the police presence, from then 

on the cheerful group that accompanied Croce in his walks 

in the old city streets, began to dwindle, until only a few 

very close friends remained, to keep him company. (40)  

Another sign of the changed times was the end of the 

social gatherings that took place every Sunday, like a 

cultural institution, in Croce's house. In the old days 

these informa1 meetings were open to all; it was an 

opportunity for young writers to meet famus scholars and 

to exchange views with them. Foreign visitors had a chance 

to establish connections with Italian colleagues. For Croce 

these gatherings were a part of his extended intellectual 

farnily, an occasion perhaps to spread his influence and to 

keep in touch with literary novelties. After the invasion 

of his house and the presence of the policemen, visitors 

began to avoid Croce's building and to desert the Sunday 

gatherings. The Sunday meetings lost vivacity and after a 

while were abolished. At the same time Croce acquired new 



friends, and his house saw different visitors during the 

week days. The old erudite scholars slowly disappeared and 

were replaced by the intellectuals of the new genexation, 

critical of fascism, and not afraid of persecution. Croce's 

young daughter noted the changes and observed the arriva18 

of these different and younger people. "Often there arrived 

mysterious visitors, who gathered in fatherls study for 

talks that we imagined dramatic and passionaten. (41) 

Since then not only in Naples but also in other cities 

in Italy, many who had been in cordial relations with 

Croce, and before would have regarded as a signal honour to 

be seen and to speak with him, began to avoid him, showing 

I1fear to be seen in my companyn, at the same time were 

ready to offer him 'friendly and wann greetings in deserted 

streets and in solitary corridorstt. These changes in the 

persona1 behaviour of people would be described by Croce in 

his Kistory of -, when narrating the triurnph of 

Napoleon III and the establishment of the Second Empire. In 

the description of that ruere in servitium of people and 

institutions, the persona1 experience and the direct 

observations are evident. (42 )  

Changes in Croce's Life. 

The invasion of his house and the consolidation of 

Mussolini's power also affected Croce's personal feelings. 

Croce's reputation among the general public, created by his 



philosophy, is that of an Olympian serenity. The diaries 

and the personal correspondence have revealed a man of deep 

passion, subject to periods of anguish, able certainly to 

reach serenity and to achieve tranquility, but these were 

not gifts of nature but the result of struggle, and even 

tonnent. The political memoirs of 1944, and also the 

Autobiographical Notes of 1934, reveal this aspect of 

Croce's personality, and show the persona1 tonnent felt 

after the triumph of fascism. nDuring fascism my life ras 

full of anguish, a feeling of insecurity, an incubus of 

destruction and ruin, and 1 lost since then that trust in 

awakening in the morning, that turning of the eyes towards 

the world and seeking the things beloved, that re-entering 

among thern with joyw. Expression of similar feelings can be 

found in his private correspondence and in his diaries. 

(43) 

Fascism also affected Croce's intellectual development 

and political evolution. On the same page of the Notes we 

found also this other statement: "But, despite al1 this, my 

mental vivacity was rathar increased than diminishedn. 

Fascism gave Croce almost a second youth. The necessity of 

opposition spurred him with new vigour; the sense of duty 

increased his determination. As he confessed to Luigi Russo 

in those years: "You see: 1 hab reached an age in which a 

man can grow childish from too mch applause. Providence 



now has brought us this fascism, that opposes me, that 

torments me, and persecutes me; but at the same time it 

rejuvenates me, and gives me a renewed vigour to fightl'. 

Eugenio Garin made the same observation and noted the 

outstanding results: IlIn the fire of the struggle against 

fascism Croce fmnd himself againIV ; I1to fascism Croce owed 

a second youth, but also a splendid maturity of thoughtn. 

(44 )  

Close to the end of his life, speaking to the students 

of his Historical Institute, Croce recognized the changes 

brought by fascism to his life and to his activity. "Even 1 

owe some gratitude to fascism because it infused me with a 

new youth, filling me with increased activity and with 

fighting spirit; it compelled me to reconsider political 

problems, which otherwise 1 would not have studied with a 

similar anxiety and so in depth; it made me feel that the 

work of the thinker and of the writer ought to be one with 

that of the citizen and of the manw. (45)  

Indeed, for a minority of Italians this heightened sense 

of persona1 responsibility was one of the unintended 

results of fascism. It was this new found moral energy that 

compelled the best of that unfortunate generation to refute 

dictatorship and sustained their resistance, inspiring 

their philosophical meditations and guiding their practical 

actions, in Italy or in exile, in jail or in their homes. 



Chapter 7 :  The Defence of Liberal Italy, 1927 

By the end of 1926 liberal Italy had died. Mussolini had 

consolidated his power, and created the legal instruments 

for the continuation of his dictatorship. Political parties 

had been outlawed, and freedom of the press had been 

destroyed. The opposition had been disarmed and Paxliament 

reduced to impotence. In 1927 it beeame almost impossible 

to undertake any open political action; it was also 

dangerous to express critical opinions in persona1 letters, 

and it was considered anti-social to be associated with 

known opponents of the regime. Public employees could lose 

their jobs if they expressed views contrary to government 

policy. Besides a powerful political police division in the 

Ministry of the Interior, under the direct responsibility 

of the chief of police a new uid efficient secret police 

organization, ominously and mysteriously called OVRA, was 

created with the aim of repressing any anti-fascist 

manifestation and controlling any expression of dissent. In 

a short while it collected files on more than one hundred 

thousand people and built an impressive web of special 

agents, spies and informers, extending its reach throughout 

the country and even abroad. 

But despite the difficulties and dangers, opposition to 

the fascist regime never stopped completely in Italy, 

assuming instead new fonns and using different means. When 



the normal avenues and activities became impossible,the 

comrrmnists tried to build an underground organization and 

some socialist and democratic groups did the same. For the 

other movements of the opposition, one can Say what Croce 

claimed after the war about the Liberal Party. The Party, 

that did not have legal existence any longer, and for that 

reason had neither an office nor the possibility of holding 

meetings, nevertheless continued to live from one end of 

Italy to the other in the persona1 relations, in the 

reciprocal visits, in the hospitality of friendly houses, 

in the agreements that we reached and in the comfort that 

we gained from those young men, that remained irramuie from 

fascist seductions and did not care about intimidationn. 

(1) 

Increased Police Surveillance. 

In the new political situation, even a peaceful man like 

Croce was under police surveillance. n o  agents were 

stationed in front of his house, followed his movements, 

and took note of his visitors. Police began to control 

Croce's private correspondence after 1926, creating files 

on him and his correspondents. To better monitor his 

activity, spies were recruited among his acquaintances and 

those who frequented his library. In similar conditions 

other people felt intimidated and became frightened. Croce 

instead chose a different route to protest; he went to the 



Prefect, to show that he was aware of the governmentts 

special attention, was not afraid of it, and had no 

intention of changing his traditional way of life. "1 went 

to the High Conmiissioner, Castelli, to discuss various 

things, and in particular to tell him that it is ridiculous 

that the authorities trouble to monitor my house and niy 

person for fear that 1 may escape abr~ad.~ ( 2 )  

Mr. Castelli was also a senator, and had been and still 

was in cordial relations with Croce. By a simple visit 

Croce shifted the burden, and put Mr. Castelli in an 

awkward personal and social position; it turned the prefect 

from a representative of the State into a symùol of 

persecution. Mr. Castellils position was more awkward than 

Croce suspected at the time of his visit. The authorities' 

fear was real and originated in higher places. The chief of 

police had been misinformed by spies that Croce was 

planning clandestine expatriationn and "participation in 

an anti-fascist meeting to be held in Paris in January 

1927'. To avoid that occurrence, Bocchini himself, the 

Chief of Police, on behalf of the Minister of the Interior, 

in this case, Mussolini, recorrimended nutmo~t sagacious 

vigilancen of Croce's movements to al1 prefects, including 

al1 border police stations, on land and sea. He also sent a 

special telegram to the prefect of Naples, ordering him "to 

arrange immediate masures of vigilance to avoid absolutely 



that [Crocels] planned trip could take placen. ( 3 )  

Despite the new difficulties, Croce refused to be 

silenced. He did not take refuge in an ivory tower, nor was 

he unwilling to take personal risks. The publication of his 

books and the regular edition of his periodical are the 

proof that he was determined to continue hie cultural 

programme despite government harasment. He kept in touch 

with kindred people through the hospitality of his house, 

his persona1 correspondence and his frequent trips. Writing 

about his anti-fascist experience in Naples, from 1926 to 

1930, Eugenio Reale, a prominent communist after the war 

but then still a democrat, has revealed that during those 

years he and his university friends, Marxist or liberal, 

regarded Croce as a teacher, looked at him "with respect 

and admiration, and visited his house often with one excuse 

or anothertt, finding Croce "always liberal with 

encouragement and helpn. Giorgio Amendola too has confinned 

that Croce in that period "was always willing and pleased 

to receive his anti-fascist friendsw, whether from Naples 

or out of tom, like Nello Rosselli, Bugenio Colorni and 

Aldo Garosci, then still students but who later played 

prominent roles in the Resistance. ( 4 )  

New Means of Opposition. 

In the changed political conditions, Crocets increased 

number of trips in Italy and his forays abroad acquired a 



new meaning. The frequency of his trips has to be regarded 

as a new form of political activity, a new way to show the 

presence of the opposition. In the past these tripe always 

had t h e i r  iminediate justification in  historical research, 

but the monthly occurrence now showed a new restleasness in 

the spirit of Croce, and a new concern driving his 

activities. In the absence of a free press, the visits to 

h i s  Eriends i n  other cities were above al1 a means to keep 

in touch, to share news, and to offer support, hoping to 

destroy the sense of solitude, created around the 

cpposition by the triumphant and arrogant regime. Month by 

month Croce's diaries register his trips to Rome, Florence, 

Milan and Turin to meet kindred people. Unfortunately but 

understandably, few names are mentioned, and often details 

are not given, but the presence of words like "long walksw. 

"lively conversationsn, "large gathering of friendsn, are 

enough to reveal the nature of the discussions and the 

purpose of the meetings. Police records show now that 

Croce's movements were closely monitored and noted from one 

prefect to the next one, from one city to another. ( 5 )  

The potential value of Croce's presence in these cities 

was enhanced by his social activities during hi8 visit. He 

did not go incognito, and he certainly did not remain 

closed in his room once there. People knew he was in t o m  

and came to  see him even from the surrounding areas. His 



guests organized social gatherings for him, turning lunch 

and dimer into political discussion. A great walker by 

nature, he took long passeggiate, went to libraries, 

visited bookstores, always in the Company of old friends or 

university students. His presence was noticed by the 

authorities, and probably become a topic of conversation in 

news rooms, and in academic halls, and in private houses. 

The opponents of the regime who saw him or heard him, may 

have taken heart from hi8 presence and his confidence; 

others may have been encouraged to read his books and to 

discuss his ideas. 

Support to Fortunato and to Ada Gobetti. 

In the absence of political parties and in the presence 

of an oppressive police apparatus, even persona1 relations 

could become an expression of anti-fascism. In helping 

friends in need for political xeasons, Croce was at hi8 

best when solidarity could be direct and imedia te ,  

requiring only peraonal intervention. This presence at a 

critical moment, was best illustrated, i n  1927, in his 

relations with Giustino Fortunato and with Ada Gobetti. 

Not cowed by the returned "Bourbonic timesn, Giustino 

Fortunato continued to mite letters to Nello Rosselli and 

to Giovani Ansaldo even after these two young scholars and 

publicists were arrested and sent to jail. Despite having 

"the honour of some police surveillancen' he kept in touch 



with his political friends, freely expressing his opinions, 

to old and young alike, always lamenting "the new follies 

of those in powern. When Nello Rosselli was arrested, 

Fortunato thought that he had been the cause of this 

misfortune, having sent him a parce1 with the new 

introduction to his old book, e Ricordi, whose 

publication had been censored by police authorities. Full 

of apprehension and remorse for the anguish caused to the 

Rosselli family, Fortunato asked Croce for advice. Croce 

was prompt to help the old man, he visited his house 

frequently, reassured and calmed him, and finally advised 

him to write to the prefect explaining the innocence of 

Rosselli and assuming full responsibility in the case. 

When it became evident that Rosselli had been arrested 

for other reasons, which had nothing to do with Fortunato, 

but were rather a reprisa1 for the activities of his 

brother, Carlo, who had organized the escape of Turati to 

France, the year before. Fortunato, in several letters, 

expressed gratitude to Croce for the "fraternal advice 

received and for the supportn, "Yeu have saved me literally 

from folly, and worse from ridiculen. Fortunato also 

mentioned the case, and the help from Croce, in his 

correspondence with other people, which must have increased 

Croce's reptation. In a letter to Giovanni Ansaldo, a 

newspaperman with a wide circle of friends, the praise for 



Croce was explicit: "He was my special benefactor in the 

first two weeks of June, among the most terrible of my 

lifen. (6) 

If Fortunat0 called Croce a benefactor, for Ada Gobetti, 

the young widow of Piero, Croce became "the only steady and 

reliable pointn, in those uncertain and tormented times. 

Croce had met the Gobettis before, but only in 1927, and 

after the death of her husband in France, did they begin 

chat delightful friendship, which also involved al1 the 

members of their families. Beside the championhg of a 

political cause, their correspondence reveals a domestic 

Croce, always solicitous and deeply concerned, in small and 

large matters, with the health and welfare of those he 

loved and respected. After the death of her husband in 1926 

and the birth of their son, Ada Gobetti lived like "a 

wounded beastn; she closed herself "in a painful 

seclusionn; and felt "without support and without a guiden. 

At that moment Croce offered Ada his support and the 

f riendship of his family. (7 )  

That friendship played no small part, from her own 

admission, in giving her new strength and making it 

possible to overcome her pain. The constant affection of 

Croce and his family helped Ada Gobetti to return to 

cultural and political activities, to a new marriage and to 

a happy family life. During that time Croce gave Gobetti 



practical advice; he eneouraged her to write and to 

translate; he read her manuscripts, and found publishers 

for hér books; he nfollowed her work with paternal 

~atisfaction~~, not only during the faseist regirne but even 

after the wax. It was Croce who persuaded Gobetti to 

publish her diary, one of the best of such works written 

during the partisan war. 

In translating books from English into Italian, Gobetti 

tended to follow her literary inclinations, but those 

suggested by Croce were directed to a pofitical purpose, 

and were published by Laterza. Under Croce's supervision, 

Gobetti translated in the middle thirties, the K&Kgy of 

by H. Fisher, published in three volumes with some 

difficulty with the censorship authorities, who found "the 

work conceived with a spirit and an intonation which are 

contra- to the principles of the regime ... V ( 8 )  

The censors of Bari were not the only ones who kept a 

close eye on the cultural activities of Croce and Gobetti. 

The publication of their correspondence has revealed that 

al1 the letters of Ada, and probably those of Croce, were 

opened and copied by the police in Turin, thus, 

unintentionally, aseuring their survival, and giving us the 

possibility of enjoying and admiring one of the most 

beautiful episodes of anti-fascism. Despite police 

surveillanze, the residences of Croce and Gobetti in Turin 



and especially in the Piedmont countryside became a 

favourite meeting place of anti-fascist intellectuals, who 

went there as a sort of political pilgrimage, attracted not 

only by the restoring beauty of the mountains. 

Break with the King. 

Fascism had the power to cement new friendships, but 

also to interrupt old social relations. In 1927 Croce broke 

off his relations with the King. As a senator and 

especially as a minister Croce had met Victor Emanuel in 

Rome and in Naples during official visits and public 

ceremonies. On these occasions the King liked to talk about 

historical events, revealing that his knowledge of the past 

was impressive, i f  rather anecdotal. But during these 

conversations Croce also noted some unpleasant aspects of 

the King's personality, the presence of a satirical spirit, 

a prosaic bent and lack of enthusiasm for anything. Croce 

stopped his presence at royal ceremonies in 1927, after the 

King went to Naples, was received with great enthusiasm by 

the people, but showed a great deal of deference toward the 

fascist authorities, as if he were seeking their 

approbation. In his last meeting Croce found the Monarch 

I1older and il1 at easen. He avoided serious conversation, 

preferring to indulge in innocuous pleasantries, at the 

same time giving the impression that he was almost in fear 

of the Minister of Education, Pietro Fedele, a man for whom 



Croce had no respect. The year 1927 was also the last time 

that Croce joined the other Neapolitan senators at the 

Royal Palace, "for their usual visit to the Crown Prince, 

UmbertoN. During the many years of the Prince's residence 

in Naples, Crocels absence from official ceremonies was 

noted, and the prince made known his regrets. He even 

expressed his desire to see Croce, wanting to ask him for 

"sorne historical informationn. But an invitation never 

came, nor was ever sought. (9) 

Croce's writings reveal that the attitude of the King 

towards Mussolini and his acquiescence to the fascist 

regime created dismay and resentment among the old liberal 

leaders. The same impression is found in the memoirs of 

Marcello Soleri, Giolitti's lieutenant. At critical moments 

in fact attempts were made, in private meetings, to impress 

upon the old Monarch the need to take a royal initiative 

and to defend the Statuto, not only to protect Italy but 

also the destiny of his House. Al1 attempts were in vain. 

Croce too, at various times, was urged ta  use his authority 

and to meet the King, but he always refused, regarding 

these meetings as useless and even dangerous. The King made 

it known that it was his duty, as a constitutional King, to 

refer to the Prime Minister any political conversation, 

even a private one. Perhaps there was no need for Croce to 

have a special meeting in the Quirinale Palace to make his 



political views known to the monarch. From the report of a 

political informer to his masters in Rome in 1930, we learn 

that Croce with his friends and even with his 

acquaintances, openly and without restraints criticized the 

conduct of the King, accusing him of having betrayed his 

oath and of having allowed the destruction of the Statuto. 

(10) 

Relations with the Underground. 

If political reality put an end to old relations, it 

also created the occasion for new ones. Armand0 Gavagnin, 

one of the most active young men in the democratic 

underground organizations, has given, in his memoirs, an 

account of such a meeting in Croce's house, without 

providing, unfortunately, many details. In 1927 a new 

secret movement was organized in Northern Italy, repeating 

the name and the ideals of Mazzini's Young Italy. The new 

organization gathered elements from the various democratic 

parties. Its aims were to publish a weekly bulletin, to 

maintain ties among opposition groups in Italy and France. 

The organization was active mostly in Turin, Milan, and 

Bologna. When it was decided to expand it in othex parts of 

Italy an ambassador was sent to Croce. Mario Neri, a 

magistrate frm Turin went to Naples, carrying a letter of 

introduction frm Senator Ruffini, met with Croce, and hi8 

mission was successful, more than was originally expected. 



As Gavagnin put it: There were some doubts, and perhaps 

they reniained, about Croce's disposition to action; but the 

fact is that he gave his adheremce without reservationn. 

(11) 

Gavagninls assertions are now confirmed by police 

reports, which in several places, directly or indirectly, 

associate Croce's name with Young Italy. In 1927, with a 

short telegram, Mussolini ordered the prefect of Naples to 

stop police surveillance around Croce's house. Soon after, 

as a justification for past and present actions, making 

clever distinctions between nsurveillancen, nvigilancen and 

"informationH, a note from the political police branch 

infonned the Minister of the Interior that information on 

Croce was collected and his movements followed: "since 

Senator Benedetto Croce has not appeared completely 

unrelated to the anti-fascist movement called Young Italyn. 

The files in the National Archives are now there to prove 

that surveillance, vigilance and information never stopped 

but continued till the end, in one form or another. (12) 

Cultural Activity as Political Opposition. 

Even in this period Croce's writings are the best guide 

to understanding his political position, and to gauging the 

cultural plans he followed in the changed conditions 

created by the consolidation of the fascist regime. In his 

Autobiographical Notes of 1934 and 1941 Croce confessed 



that he did not have the persona1 ability nor the moral 

inclination to undertake conspiratorial actions, and he 

also said that he d i d  not have m c h  faith in the efficacy 

of those actions. On the other hand, not wanting to 

increase the general depression and timidity, he did not 

discourage those, in Italy and among the exiles, who 

planned and dreamed "more promptly resolute actions and 

conspiredlt. For his part, Croce decided to devote his best 

energy t a  cultural activities, and to promote the 

philosophical ideas that underlay a liberal Society, 

because, this was "my best opposition, the one more 

suitable to my nature and in which I could produce the best 

r e ~ u l t s ~ ~ .  Croce thought that this theoretical activity had 

become more necessary, and acquired a new urgency, becauae 

during the liSeral age freedom had not received an adequate 

philosophical justification, and the nconcept of freedom, 

so to say, had been disarmedn. With his cultural activity 

then Croce wanted to offer to political action the support 

of philosophical theory, inviting, at the same tinte, the 

politicians involved in the struggles against dictatorship 

and especially the new generations "to re-think the 

problems of freedomm. He ale0 hoped to "light anew in their 

minds and in their souls the central fire of the 

Risorgimenton . (13 ) 

In 1945, speaking as president of the Liberal Party to 



its first national congress after the war, Croce expressed 

with more precision the purpose of his resistance to the 

fascist regime and the aims he had hoped to achieve with 

his cultural activities. First of all, with his historical 

essays he tried to defend the liberal ideals of the 

Risorgimento and "to keep immaculate for the future the 

most precious heritage of our fathers . . .". With his 
philosophical and political writings, Croce endeavoured to 

give a new and better expression to the concept of 

political freedom, because this concept "had not received 

an adequate elaboration in the thought of the nineteenth 

centuryu, "had been treated empirically by the English 

the~rists'~, "had been sacrificed to the State by the 

Germanstl, and had not received the spiritual relations, 

necessary to its life by positivism and naturalism. As a 

result of this new elaboration the concept of political 

freedom was : "... fully identified with conscience and with 

moral life in al1 its comprehension and extensiontt. One of 

the consequences of this conclusion led Co the separation 

of political freedom from economic organization, and made 

it possible to break the ties that had been established in 

the nineteenth century between political liberalism and 

econornic liberalism or laissez-faire. (14) 

Cultural Organization. 

This was not a programme for a political Party, 



concerned with problems of organizations, practical actions 

and membership needs. In choosing such a programme one has 

to recognize that Croce put ta efficient use his natural 

talents, and achieved his intended aims. But even in 

Croce's cultural programme there was more than he was 

willing to admit or his critics have been ready to concede. 

To achieve his purposes, Croce too needed an organization, 

and people willing to be in that organization. To be 

effective Croce's programme required first of al1 the 

writing of books, expressing ideas relevant to the times 

and appealing to old and new generations. But before they 

reached the hands of readers, those books had to be 

printed, distributed and sold. Croce was lucky to have in 

Giovanni Laterza a faithful and courageous publisher, not 

afraid of political and economic harassment. In Guido De 

Ruggiero and Adolfo Omodeo, Croce acquired congenial 

collaborators, who gave to his periodical a wider appeal 

and an extra zest. In the universities and high schools, in 

the libraries and book stores, there were teachers and 

librarians willing to use, to discuss, to select, to 

display and to recomend Crocels books. In every Italian 

city there was a network of friends, young and old, men and 

women, ready to help, to protect, to support and also 

willing t a  take a risk, that constituted what Croce liked 

to cal1 "the Italian familyn. At the risk of sounding 



crass, one ha8 to admit that in this period Croce's 

intellectual output waa impressive bath for quantity and 

quality; but one has also to recognize that in cultural 

activity, in the practical production and distribution of 

goods, Croce created an efficient organization and showed 

outstanding managerial qualities. He was a great 

impresario. 

New Editions of Old Books. 

Not only the publication of new writings but also the 

republication of Croce's old books has to be regarded as 

part of his new cultural programme and his opposition to 

the fascist regime. The new editions fulfilled another 

important function; they offered a link between 

generations, made possible a continuation of old debates 

and kept the present aware of the past; ideas, now 

ostracized by the regime, but which had inspired other 

parties, were put back into circulation; new readers were 

exposed to them, and placed in a position to accept or to 

reject them. The lin& with the political situation was 

assured by a new introduction, which often was an occasion 

to rectify a misconception or an invitation to read the 

book from a different perspective. 

In 1927 Croce published a new edition of his essays on 

Marxism. In the previous edition, he had used rather heavy 

and inappropriate sarcasm against the ideals preached by 



the humanitarian socialists and by the democrats. The new 

introduction rectified the bad impression created by that 

sarcasm, and offered Croce the occasion to clarify his 

political ideas. In 1917, in the middle of the war, Croce 

had expressed his admiration of Marx for the realism of his 

doctrine and for the emphasis given to force, which had 

helped the young Croce, as he claimed, to resist and to 

reject the charms and the llseductions of the Goddess 

Humanity and the Goddess Justicef1. Those words, after the 

war, had been interpreted by aome connientators as an 

indication of Croce's nadhesion to the party or to one of 

the parties that are called authoritarian...", "which i a  

contrary to my feeling and to my thought? Now, 1927, Croce 

clarified that force is a neutral element in politics, to 

be used when the situation requires it by al1 politicians, 

with the difference that the liberals employ force to 

promote a liberal society, while the reactionaries use 

force to impose their authoritarian solutions or to defend 

their own interests. (15) 

The same ideas are expressed in the new edition of his 

book, from 1914 to 19U. Once again the new 

introduction was used by Croce to criticize the ideas of 

the fascist regime and to condernn the writers serving the 

regime. Croce reminded his  contemporaries that his 

intention in 1927, and during the war, was to defend the 



common European heritage against al1 the various 

nationalisms. But the introduction contains also a self 

criticism. The essays of the book continually stressed the 

concept of politics as power and force. Now Croce 

recognizes that force cannot be materialistically 

'mderstood, and that politics cannot be separated £rom 

ethics. In the name of this new conception, he rejected 

ltthe idolatry of the StateI1, and, with direct reference to 

Gentile, refused with scorn the idea ltthat the State is 

Duty and it is Godm. At the same time he invited Italians 

to return to Christian precepts, giving to Caesar what only 

belongs to Caesar, and to follow "the moral and religious 

consciencen in the determination of practical action, 

without waiting for the orders of the State or the approval 

of government. (16) 

Philosophical Bvolution. 

The new introductions and the other historical essays 

written in 1927 were signs of Croce's political and 

philosophical evolution. Already he had abandoned the 

strident polemic against the democrats, now his liberalism 

lost its consemative edge and became more progressive. 

From now on Croce's liberalism acquired a democratic nature 

and accepted democratic ideas in politics and Croce can be 

regarded as a liberal democrat. Under the impact of 

fascism, Croce was now offering a new view of politics, 



more respondent to his inner feelings, better attuned to 

the needs of the time, and in fuller harmony with his 

philosophical system. Facing a new adversary, Croce moved 

away from his old stance; force lost the previous emphasis, 

and the accent was put on freedom and morality. In politics 

the dialectic between force and consensus remained, but 

freedom had to be the result of the struggle, giving value 

to political action. 

Croce's evolution was evident in three essays, that were 

first published in La C r u  
. . , in 1927 and were included 

later in the book, W c a  e P w  
. , . In the first essay, 

Tlibwal C c  of uof Croce made 

an effort to redefine the nature of his liberalism, giving 

it new attributes and a different connotation than in the 

past. The fact that Croce was and remained a member of the 

Italian Liberal Party, and always retained an emotional 

attachment for that party has created some confusion about 

his liberalisrn and generated some equivocation about his 

use of the word, with unfortunate consequences, much of his 

own making. But the essay made clear that for Croce 

liberalism was not so much a political party among other 

political parties with its own programes and leaders. Sub 

specie aeternitatis, liberalisrn for Croce has religious 

comotation, is a meta-political vision "and coincides with 

a total conception of life and realityn. It reflects an 



immanent philosophy, and nit is centred on the idea of 

dialectic and becoming, that, through diversity and 

opposition of spiritual forces, increases and continually 

ennobles life, and gives to it its full and true meaningn. 

(17) 

This conception is against dogmatism and definitive 

solutions; it favours diversity and requires opposition, 

and regards them as beneficial to society and necessary to 

life; it also asks participation and demanda active and 

responsible citizens. This conception is refused by 

philosophies based on transcendence and authority, that 

condemn struggle, refuse diversity and eear contrasts; it 

is contrasted by institutions and regimes that prefer to 

impose solutions from above, and accept only passivity from 

its citizens, and demand continual obedience. The struggle 

between these two conceptions has a religious character, 

because it is a fight not so much about practical solutions 

as about ultimate ends and supreme ideals. In its perfect 

form, liberalism finds its antithesis in the Catholic 

Church. But the liberal ideal has an adversary also in 

commnism because this doctrine too has eschatological 

elements, presents a total conception of life, based on 

authority, and believes in a final and perfect society, 

where conflict disappears and history comes to an end. (18) 

For most of hi8 life, Croce, in the name of liberty, 



opposed both fascism and comimuiism as expressions of the 

authoritarian tendencies in modern society. During the 

fascist regime Croce in reality fwght a continuous battle 

on two fronts, against fascism and against conununism. This 

was done to counteract the appeal of ~ a m i s m  and the allure 

of the Russian revolution, but also to refute fascist 

propaganda, which always presented fascism to the fearful 

middle class as the only alternative to communism and the 

only bulwark against the triumph of bolshevism: R o m  or 

Moscow was a popular fascist slogan in those days. With 

their theory of social-fascism, the communists played into 

the hands of fascism, and increased the fears of the 

moderate elements. (19) 

While Croce criticized the theoretical aspects of 

Socialism, in its Leninist interpretation, he recognized 

the positive historical role played by the socialist 

parties, and the beneficial results produced by their 

organizations, for the working classes but also for society 

as a whole. He recognized that socialism was a component of 

the modem age and a product of immanent philosophy. Croce 

made a clear invitation to modern socialists to develop 

their ideals further along a dialectical conception of 

reality, accepting freedom as essential to life, and 

avoiding dictatorial solutions as contrary to their own 

origins. No such sympathy was shown toward the opposite 



movements. Croce's criticism against the reactionaq 

elements was always harsh, and he rejected with sarcasm 

their continua1 harping back to a feudal past and their 

longing for a theocratic and authoritarian future. ( 2 0 )  

Distinction betweea Liberaliwmi and Capitalism. 

Croce not only gave a dialectical foundation to his 

liberalism, but he also introduced new elements in the 

traditional doctrine of liberalism, and these increased his 

influence among the new generations active in democratic 

and socialist movements. For Croce liberslism does not 

coincide with capitalism or with the market economy or 

"1iberismon as he cal18 it. Capitalism is only an economic 

organization born to satisfy certain economic needs of 

society, and can be changed, modified or replaced a8 the 

needs change, or when different solutions are found to 

produce more wealth and which are better able to solve 

economic problems. Finally, now Croce admitted that 

Liberalism and Democracy are based on the same ideals and 

can be xegarded as similar, under certain conditions. 

Liberalism and Democracy are similar when they oppose 

authority, when they favour moral equality, when they try 

to ameliorate the conditions of the working classes, 

assuring them economic and moral progress. (21) 

Cxocefs separation of liberalism from capitalism and his 

distinction between philosophical liberaïism and economic 



laissez-faire gave rise to a long polemic with Luigi 

Einaudi, who defended a more traditional view of 

liberalism, inspired by the ideas of classical political 

economy. But in the political situation of the the, 

Croce's distinction made it possible to bridge the distance 

between old opponents, and to influence the yomg leaders 

of the democratic and socialist movements. As the historian 

Nicola Tranfaglia has recognized: l11n this essay Rosselli 

found the theoretical arguments ... for his formulation of 
liberal socialismn . (22) 

In the second essay, Croce elaborated further on the 

distinction between liberalism and laissez-faire. For Croce 

liberalism is an ethical and political principle and has 

"the value of a supreme rule and law of social lifett, and 

it coincides with a total vision of life, and has its 

foundation in an inmanent philosophy. Liberalism dislikes 

the regulations that limit the freedm of individuals, but 

it also recognizes the need to impose limitations on 

economic activities in order to achieve a greater good for 

the community. Laissez-faire, on the other hand, is only an 

economic rule, concerned with the production of material 

goods, produced in an efficient manner as a result of 

private initiative. Liberalism cannot be concerned only 

with the economic results of production, but has to be 

preoccupied with its total effect on society. And it does 



not accept as "goodsn only those produced to satisfy the 

economic necessities of man, but regards as goods al1 the 

creations of the human spirit. If one is concerned with the 

production of economic wealth, the other is guided "by the 

promotion of spiritual life in its totalityw. (23) 

In the practical field, according to reasons of 

opportunity, liberalism approves many measures proposed by 

laissez-faire, but can also reject them, when they do not 

promote but instead impede freedom. At the same tirne, and 

for the same reasons, liberalism can even welcome 

socialistic proposals, when these improve the protection 

and promotion of the freedom. The difference and the 

opposition between liberalism and socialism rests not so 

mch on a different economic organization as on an ethical 

and political ideal, one based on individual freedom the 

other on authority. (24) 

The political consequences of Croce's distinction 

between Liberalism and Laissez-faire were far reaching. The 

distinction made possible, in the present and in the 

future, an alliance or a cooperation between liberals and 

democrats and social democrats; it allowed the new 

generation of socialists, like Car10 Rosselli and Giuseppe 

Saragat, to introduce elements of liberalism into their 

revisions of socialism. Croce's essay was also directed at 

thoçe liberals of his time, who identified liberalism with 



the capitalistic economy, and applauded the free market 

policies of fascism. Croce reminded them that the litmus 

test for true liberals was always political freedom not 

economic policy, and one cannot be bartered for the other. 
. . 

In the last essay of the year, T)1-waeou.ae, Croce 

rejected the concept of bourgeoisie to indicate the modern 

age, as generating political equivocations and historical 

confusion. For Croce bourgeois and bourgeoisie were only 

empirical social distinctions, useful sometimes to indicate 

economic subjects or juridical institutions, but unsuited 

to describe a spiritual or historical personality. To 

indicate the ideals of the modern age, Croce preferred the 

concept of liberalism, as a better and more precise 

definition to qualify the struggles to achieve political 

freedom and the advance of a rational and immanent 

philosophy . ( 25 )  

The essay analyzed and debated the theories and books of 

Sornbart and Groethuisen, but the political necessities of 

the times were quite evident, if not exclusive. The 

authoritarian movements of the right and of the left often 

proclaimed that they were not fighting against true 

freedom, but were only opposed to bourgeois ideals and to 

capitalist society, and wanted ta replace them with a new 

order, inspired by true liberal ideals or a more 

progressive program. Against the sophistry of these 



arguments Croce argued that at stake in the struggles of 

Our times were not bourgeois ideals but the dignity of man 

as a free agent. Many progressive intellectuals criticized 

and even rejected the liberal ideala of the modern age 

because they did not like elements of capitalist society or 

found questionable the morals of the bourgeois class. Also, 

often fascist politieians contrasted the materialism and 

the egoism of the bourgeoisie with the spiritualism and the 

heroism of fascism. Croce made the argument that there are 

no bourgeois or proletarian ideals but only human ideals, 

produced by the human spirit in its struggle against 

adverse forces. In the age of dictators, Croce tried to 

bring the concept of freedom to its pristine purity, devoid 

of contaminations. It was a reminder to al1 that the fight 

in modern times was between freedom and authority, between 

political systems that promote liberty, and those that 

dictate solutions by force, imposed on al1 by a single 

Party, or, more often, by a single man. (26)  

of I W .  

These essays are also essential to fully appreciate 

Croce's ideas when he wrote the history of liberal Italy, 

which was a capital moment in his struggle against fascism 

and Mussolinits dictatorship. Besides al1 the other 

activities and writings, frm the middle of 1926 to the end 

of 1927, Croce was occupied in writing #istorv of 1- 



om 1871 to 19s. The research began in June 1926, by July 

1927 the readings were done and the writing began; in the 

last days of December Croce went to Bari and gave the 

manuscript personally to Laterza; in January 1928 the first 

edition was published, and the book immediately became a 

best seller. The book was an extraordinary event then and 

has remained at the centre of historical debate ever since, 

praised and blamed with equal force, always with political 

motivation clearly evident. Croce had reason to be pleased 

with the result of his work. -of fully 

achieved its aim, which was the defence of liberal Italy 

from the denigrations of fascism. (27)  

But despite the linearity of the argument and the 

clarity of the prose, this work remaina a difficult and 

complex book. W r v  of 1- is not only a book of 

history, it is also a work of philosophy; its pages are 

full of philosophical statements, reflecting Croce's vision 

of life. The historical judgments presuppose a dialectical 

conception of reality, and Croce's particular insistence on 

the unity and distinctions of the categories. One also has 

to keep in mind the changing nature of that troubled and 

troubling category of vitality, and its evolving relation 

with the categories of utility and morality, and the 

different functions assigned to them now. (28) 

As a work of history, U o r v  of offered a 



positive evaluation of the liberal period from 1870 to 

1915. But the book never became a hagiography. Croce was 

aware of the shortcomings of the political and cultural 

elites; he did not hide the mistakes made in foreign 

policy. He recognized that agriculture was sacrificed to 

industrial development, and that the few southern 

industries disappeared under the sudden competition of 

northern companies, and the disparity between north and 

south remained and was not even reduced. He did not ignore 

the social and public backwardriess of Italian society, when 

compared with the more progressive nations of Europe. But 

despite these reservationa, Croce praised the ruling 

classes for the great pxogress achieved, and for the effort 

made to overcome geographical and historical difficulties, 

constantly increasing the standard of living. 

The positive judgment given to this historical period 

reflected Croce's political evolution after the war, and 

revealed the influence exercised on his ideas by his 

friendship with Giolitti. Now his liberalism had acquired a 

democratic nature, and he had come to accept democratic 

ideas in politics. The new ideas made possible a better 

understanding of Giolitti's policies, and a new 

appreciation of his personality. A t  the same tirne the new 

position allowed Croce to give a more equitable evaluation 

of Depetris and the victory of the Historical Left in 1876, 



different from the corrosive judgments he had heard and 

shared in the house of Silvia Spaventa. 

The events that followed the Great War in Italy and in 

Europe compelled Croce to revise his philosophical concepts 

and political ideas. As he has written in his 

Autobiographical Notes of 1934: "Since then my 

philosophical and historical works, without ceasing to be 

severely scientific, and without acquiring political 

contamination, expressed with greater and quicker 

correspondence than before the new demands that the moral 

conscience posed, and provided the light that it demandedn. 

This new attitude can be seen in al1 his writings, "ut 

especially in the political essays and in the historical 

books which 1 have been writing, that, devised before the 

war, by the new events acquired an accent that they would 

not have had before, and al80 an awareness of certain 

processes, that before would not have been as clearn. (29 )  

This intellectual evolution also reveals a changed 

persona1 attitude to politics. Until the First World War 

Croce had devoted his life mainly to cultural activities, 

and had left political affairs to professional politicians. 

After the advent of fascism Croce became pereonally 

involved in politics, and was deeply concerned with 

political events. From then on with hia cultural activities 

Croce responded to political urging and tri& to influence 



political events in a more direct way. (30) 

For al1 these reasons -, bbesidea ita 

philosophical and historical value, has also to be regarded 

as a political statement. Given the times in which it was 

written, and the ideaa animating the narration, the book 

acquired the meaning of a political protest against the 

ruling party.   us soli ni and Rocco, with the support of 

Gentile and the acquiescenco af Victor Emanuel, had 

destroyed the liberal State and were building the 

authoritarian regime, and were compelled to make recourse 

to persecutions and exiles. Against the oppression of this 

dictatorship, Croce showed the fruits of liberty, and the 

creative spirit of a liberal society. He defended the 

xeaaons for freedom and the need of political parties to 

assure soc ia l  progress and to avoid political disaaters. He 

praised the functions of Parliament, the contribution of a 

free press, and the role of the opposition as a vital 

necessity to maintain the authority of the State and t o  

create the moral unity of the nation. (311 

The fascist intellectuals wexe creating the myth of the 

Duce, the chief who is always right, the leader who dares 

where others vacillate, and looked to Crispi as an earlier 

example of bold initiatives and great energy against a 

seluctant Parliament and the indifference of the 

population. Croce gave a critical judgment of Crispi, and 



condemned his methods and policies, showing his 

shortcomings, his constant vacillations and tendency to 

blame Parliament for his own persona1 failuxes. He stressed 

the dangers of that leadership's style, reminding that many 

of Crispi's mistakes had their origin in his disregard of 

Parliament, and that the foreign policy of Crispi, 

unrestrained by Parliament, ended in national disaster. The 

reference to Mussolini's policies and persona1 style were 

clear, and were noted by contemporaries. (32) 

Against the failures of Crispi, Croce contrasted the 

success of Giolitti, who throughout his career remained 

faithful to the Statuto, respectful of Parliament and 

always willing to accept the cooperation of the opposition. 

The result of that method and that policy was a period of 

peace, economic development and social progress. Without 

ignoring the difficulties of thia period, Croce praised in 

Giolitti the working and the achievement of the liberal 

method: a method able to maintain law and order and to 

assure freedom of individual initiatives; to achieve a 

synthesis of progress and conservation, avoiding the 

pitfalls of reaction and revolution. (33) 

The age of Giolitti is also the time of King Victor 

Emanuel, and one is surprised to find very few praises for 

that King, amid much indirect criticism. Throughout the 

book there is an evident contrast between the cordiality 



and humanity of King Umberto and the known aridity and 

skepticisrn of King Victor Emanuel: between the ability of 

the first to share the joys and sorrows of the Italian 

people and the cold indifference of the second. In the 

narration of the evente of 1898 Croce makes evident the 

similarities with the happenings of 1922. There we find a 

reminder to the present King, using the words of his own 

message for the accession to the throne, that oaths have to 

be kept, and that Ifthe protection of freedomll and "the 

defence of the Monarchyn go together, and "bath are tied to 

the supreme destinies of the Fatherland in bonds 

indissolublev . ( 34 )  

Besides Giolitti and his liberalism, there is another 

man and another movement that receives high praise in 

Croce's book. When Croce was writing Historv the 

organizations created by Socialism had already been 

destroyed, and the leaders were persecuted. Turati, despite 

old age and illness, had been compelled to escape to 

France, to avoid the continuous harassment of the 

government. In his book Croce recognized the historical 

role played by the Socialist Party and its necessary 

presence in the political life of a nation; he praised the 

achievements of its organizations and the positive 

contribution given to the social progress of Italian 

society. At the same tirne, Croce paid a tribute to the 



persona1 honesty, the natural moderation, the democratic 

faith, the patriotic spirit and the common sense of 

Turati. In 1926 the courage of Parri and Rosselli had 

brought Turati back to freedom and given a new life to bis 

broken heart, the book of Croce restored the old socialist 

leader to his  desenred place in the history of modern Italy 

and aasured hi8 reputation amng younger generations. 

Giolitti first of al1 but al60 Turati are the real heroes 

of Croce's History, and he seems to indicate their 

leadership and policy as examples worthy to be followed, by 

liberals and socialists . (35) 
The Origins of Fasci8m. 

But Croce not only wanted to compare and contrast the 

fruits of the liberal State with the oppression of the 

fascist regime, he also wanted to understand the reasons 

for the collapse of the liberal forces and the victory of 

Mussolini and fascism. This is in  accordance with his 

t h e o q  of the contemporaneity of history: historical 

questions arise from practical needs, and demand 

clarification to understand the present and to prepare for 

future action. In the historical debate about liberal Italy 

and the nature of fasciem, many critics have complained 

that - tom of L w  does not explain the origins of 

fascism, and leaves a chasm between what preceded and what 

followed 1915. But a candid reader of Croce's book, 



reflecting especially on the narrative of chapter ten, can 

agree with the stringent arguments of Sasso, and can 

recognize without difficulty that the nature of fascism was 

always present in the mind of Croce, and the origins of 

fascism are clearly indicated and forcefully expressed. 

(36) 

Unlike other historians, then or later, Croce saw the 

origins of fascism in intellectual ideas and moral 

attitudes, that began ta change the political and cultural 

atmosphere of Europe after the defeat of France and the 

triumph of Bismarck in 1870, and that came to maturity in 

the years before the war. (37) During the Giolittian era 

amid the bloom of cultural and economic progress, there was 

also "something unsafe and a little unhealthyH. In those 

unhealthy elements have to be found the g e m  that after 

the war, increased by the war, produced fascism. Before the 

war the moral and political enthusiasm of the younger 

generation was attracted by new theories, al1 expressing "a 

rapacious spirit of conquest and adventure, attitudes of 

cynicism and violencen. The new forms of belief weakened 

the sense of distinction "between morality and utilityH, 

'duty and pleasureH, lutruth and falsehoodn. The traditional 

ideal of patriotism was replaced by the passions of 

nationalism and imperialism, often accompanied by "a 

religion of the racert and by "a cupidity of conquestn, that 



placed the State above morality. mile the new theories 

made progress and increased their appeal, the old ideals 

went into decadence and the liberal ideals became no longer 

fashionable: "Liberalism was then a practice and not a 

living faitbl'  . ( 3 8 )  

These elements of irrationalism and the general 

anti-liberal reaction generated by them, found new 

nourishment in the Libyan War, but were increased and 

became fully developed by the Great War, Croce 

characterized that conflict as nthe war of historical 

materialism", and "the wax of philosophical irrationalismn, 

"devoid of ideal motivations" but "full of cmercial and 

industrial considerationsn, "ourished by imrnoderate 

desires and morbid fantasiesW. If those elements 

characterized the war in 3ts European dimension, the 

Italians contributed samething of their own. Many Italians 

participated in war moved by irrational feelings and for 

dubious reasons. The nationalists wanted to destroy the 

Giolittian system and to replace it with an authoritarian 

government; DIAnnunzio preached the war for sensual 

desixes, seeking exotic adventures and violent experiences 

to satisfy his libidinous cravings. In favour of the war 

even the democratic interventionists accepted the violence, 

made appeals to the piazza, inflicted a vulnus to 

Parliament, thus violathg the rights of the majority, and 



establishing a dangerous precedent. (39) 

Once we remember that for Croce fascism had its origins 

in the irrationalism and activism of the Giolittian era, 

then we are able to appreciate his characterization of 

Mussolini, made in chapter eleven. There Croce stressed 

Mussolinils intellectual modernity. Unlike the old leaders 

of Socialisrn, still following the ideas of positivism, 

Mussolini tried to rejuvenate the socialist ideology by 

Mushg Sorel's theory of violence, Bergson's intuitionism, 

the pragmatism, the mysticism of action, al1 the 

voluntarism that was in the air, and that seemed idealism 

to many ...". Mixing al1 those elements together, Mussolini 
was able to give a new vigour to the Socialist Party and a 

new importance to its newspaper. Preaching "utopias and 

miracolismw, he became popular not only among socialists 

but also among the Italian cultural elite. (40) For Croce, 

Mussolini, before the war, had been the best political 

expression of al1 the irrationaï forces that were 

undermining liberal and democratic ideals, and, by 

implication, after the war, he became the leader, who was 

able to organize and to lead those same forces to the 

destruction of the liberal State and to the suppression of 

democracy. 

In Historv of &a& there was a good dose of 

self-criticism; Croce recognized the importance of his own 



work and his contribution to Italian culture. But he 

admitted that the new idealism also had elements of 

irrationalism in its own luggage, especially in the 

position of Gentile. For this reason the new philosophy had 

not been able to contrast the victory of irrationalism and 

decadentism, had not been able to influence the praxis, and 

to acquire hegemony. There was also the admission that he 

was not involved in politics and was not unduly worried 

about political problems. Above al1 one learns that during 

the Giolittian years, Croce did not possess yet a full 

theory of liberalism, which could give support and 

justification to the methods of Giolitti. (41) 

The Def ense of Liberal Italy . 
The practical origin of the book and its political 

function were recognized by Croce himself. Since 1902 he 

had decided to write "the moral and political history of 

Italy in the last two centuriesn alone or as part of a 

history of modern Europe. (42) But in writing his book in 

1927, Croce was moved by several novel considerations, and 

al1 of them had origins in the political conditions of the 

time and in the triumph of fascism. As he said in his 

Autobiographical Notes of 1934. These reasons are to be 

found in the cataclysm created by the war; in the 

historical ignorance of new generations; and finally, in 

the derision of fascimn towards liberal Italy. The break 



with tradition, caused by the World War and by the moral 

and political perturbations that followed; the ignorance of 

the new generations about what had been the life of Italy 

after the achievement of unification; the shame, the 

contempt, the derision, that for a calculated partisan 

action were thrown against the honest, mode& and solid 

work of Our fathers, thzough which Italy had taken her 

place in modem culture and in international politics; 

inflamed my spirit to narrate Wistorv of It- frm 1871 tq 

1915". (43) 

In 1946, Croce explained with more precision the 

passionate origin of his work. The aim had been to write a 

political and moral protest against those fascist 

intellectuals who "... for partisan reasons considered it 

useful to promote calumny and scorn towards the previous 

generations of Italyn, and began "to ridicule and to make a 

mockery of what they called the Little Italy or the 

Umbertine 1talyt8. In writing his book Croce had in mind 

particularly the younger generations, and his intent was to 

offer them a book, "that told them briefly and honestly 

what had been, with its lights and its shadows, the modest 

and laborious country of their fathers and grandfathersm. 

( 4 4 )  

Because that was the time in which he "had been educated 

and could give witnessn, Croce approached the history of 



that period with a feeling of pietas, love and reverence. 

Not the great accomplishments moved hi8 mind and his heart, 

but the moral qualities animating, "the feelings and the 

thoughts of those three industrious generationsn. "1 have 

loved and love the  air of the Risorgimento, that respect 

for recognized truths, that coherence and honesty, that 

feeling of humanity, that gentility of customs, that 

rebellion ... against liesn. (45) This feeling of nostalgia 
gives a particular pathos to many pages of the book. In the 

narration there is a constant contrast between "the memory 

of the  happy timew, and the view of "the sad presentn; 

between "the comfort and the priden in the contemplation of 

"the free fatherland among free natiansn and "the shame and 

the reproa~h~ for the old "ideals and customs now lost ,  

despised and deridedw . (46) 
These feelings of sadness are also expressed in the 

Tac c m  . . . At the beginning of July 1927 Croce entered a 
revealing note in his diariee: "1 have finished reading the 

notes ... and thought a great deal about the order of the 
work. But the ties of this history with the present 

situation have led me to meditate with anguish on the 

present and on the future. It cost me a painful effort ta 

devote myself to this histozy, that I have undertaken to 

write it as a duty towards my fellow citizens. Old wounds 

are opened again, which would not happen if I could occupy 



my mind in other studies, not so close to the present 

political lifel'. (47) 

Croce's feelings of sadness were expressed in his 

private correspondence of this tirne, especially in his 

letters ta Karl Vossler. (48) The political aspect of the 

book and the intellectual evolution it representa in the 

life of Croce faund significant expression in the 

correspondence between Croce and Fortunato. Fortunato read 

several chapters in manuscript "with a mountain of emotionn 

and "with joy, wonder and gratitude" "in this hour so dark 

for Italy, of such obscurity, and such offense to truthn. 

He confessed that he I9was gratefuln and hi8 mind "was fired 

, .. for the justification of Italian tesurrection ... 
achieved under the aegis of freedomn, and 1 9 . . .  for the 

exaltation of the fifty years of our Italian national life, 

so much ridiculed and acorned in the present hourn. (49)  

The Political Rinctian of the Book. 

By following closely Crocels correspondence with his 

friends during the prepaxation of Historr and 

after its publication we can understand the political 

nature of this book and the particular role it play& in 

the fight against the fascist regime. (50) From the 

T a c r u  we also learn that Croce discussed the critical 

problems of that history with Adolfo ûmoâeo. (51) Croce 

wrote to other friends about hi6 seadings for of 



u. He even mentioned the preparation of such a book in 

an interview, given to the -. (52)  He also 

asked some of his closest friends ta read chapters, still 

in manuscript, to share with him their coments and their 

views before the actual publication. These friends must 

have mentioned the upconiing book in their correspondence, 

and also in their meetings with other friends. In 1927 

0 .  

Gioacchino Volpe published his book, L I ! ! - ,  

which covers roughly the same period, but seen with the 

eyes of a moderate nationalist. Since then many have 

assumed that Croce's book in 1928 was the liberal answer to 

Volpets history. In reality the two books are the fruit of 

different inspirations and have no close relation. (53)  But 

the event increased expectation for Croce's book, as we 

learn from a letter of Guido De Ruggiero, who had been 

asked ta read the first chapters of the book still in 

manuscript. His letter shows that the cultural elite had 

become aware of the work in preparation and was waiting for 

it, eager to compare and to contrast the two books, From 

Bologna, in October 1927, De Ruggiero wrote to Croce: nHere 

the presentirnent of y w r  book is in the air; 1 did not 

mention it to anybody, but fame flies. 1 have learned that 

G. Volpe has received the news with disappointment, because 

he is afraid to be pushed from his nestn. (54)  

In the political situation of the time, the research, 



the preparation and the writing of Historv of It- by 

Croce, the readings of chapters still in manuscript by his 

friends in various Italian cities, the correspondence and 

the discussions it generated acquired a special 

significance: a choral expression of anti-fascism. 



Cbapter 8: Publication of -of I-, 1928 

The publication of the Histarv of XLd& waa unusual and 

different from Croce's other books. In the past Croce 

published chapters of hi8 books f irs t  in his periodical. 

This time a different procedure was followed, made 

advisable by the changed political conditions of Italy; the 

book was published at once, without any single chapter 

appearing elsewhere. (1) Croce had decided on this 

strategy, following the advice of his closest friends, al1 

of them afraid that the book could have been seized by the 

police before publication. To avoid that unpleasant 

possibility, precautions were taken. A copy of the 

manuscript was sent to London, and the possibility of an 

English edition was put discreetly afloat, so the message 

could reach the right ears. Instead of using the normal 

service of the Post Office, Croce took the manuscript 

personally to Laterza, and went to Bari, naccompanying 

Laterzats young daughtern, which was intended to disguise 

the true nature of the trip. (2) 

tory of 1- was finally published in January 1928, 

and immediately became a best seller, despite the high 

price of twenty five lire. The first edition of five 

thousand copies was sold out within days, a second edition 

of five thousand copies was printed in March, followed 

within the same month by a third. The book was reprinted in 



1929, and it appeared four more times during the fascist 

regime, the last reprint in 1943 juet before the fail of 

Mussolini. A compariaon with the book of Gioacehino V01pe 

highlights Croce's conmiercial success. For the first 

edition of Volpe1s book in 1927, two thousand copies were 

printed, followed by a second edition of one thousand in 

1928, and a third of two thousand again in 1928. A fourth 

edition of two thousand copies appeared in 1932, and this 

was followed by a fifth of similar numbers, some t h e  

later. (3) 

Croce's book was then printed more times and sold more 

copies than Volpets book despite the boycott of the 

cultural establishment and the hostility of the govemment. 

Given the size of the literary market and the conditions of 

the publishing industry in those times, even Volpets book 

has to be considered a commercial success, but Croce's 

achievement is more significant when we consider that 

Volpels work had the support of official propaganda, and 

the financial resources of the Treves publishing house, 

then the leading publisher in Italy, with a cornercial and 

marketing organization far superior to Laterza. If Croce's 

book had success despite the official boycott, then the 

explanation has to be found in its political importance, in 

the nature of the work, and in the authority of Croce among 

the Italian people. This success also shows that during the 



regime, when it was necessary, news and information 

traveled outside of the normal channels of cornication, 

using old avenues or new trails. 

Reactions to the History. 

Once the book was published, the success of the sale 

caught the attention of police authorities. Zn March 1928 

Arturo Bocchini, the able and efficient chief of police, 

asked the prefect of Bari Wiscreetly to ascertain how many 

copies have been sold of the last book by Benedetto Croceft. 

With promptness the prefect replied that: "The publishing 

house Laterza has until now printed and sold five thousand 

copies of B. Croce's last book, Historv of wtt. Then the 

prefect added, nanother five thousand are in the process of 

being printedN. The success was recognized by the fascist 

press itself. In April Rome's newspaper, U T e v a ,  

lamented that nthe book, it needs to be said, ... has 
enjoyed a colossal success. In a few days two editions of 

£ive thousand copies each have been sold out. And it cost 

the good sum of twenty five liren. (4) 

After the publication Mussolini was asked to ban and to 

seize the book. But he refused, and instead, expert as he 

was, ordered the press to ignore it. When the book became a 

bestseller, despite the boycott, and could no longer be 

ignored, the orders were changed and the press was asked to 

scorn the book and to ridicule the author. The most bitter 



criticism of Croce's book came from the radical fascists, 

joined on this occasion by the Catholics, the nationalists, 

and by Gentile, who bitterly resented Croce's criticism of 

his philosophy and politics. (5 )  Farinacci's friend, 

Giovanni Preziosi called Croce Ilthe stubborn senatorN and 

denounced the book "as an evident libel against fascismut. A 

few titles of articles, dedicated to the book, reflect the 

atmosphere of the time: "The history without historyN; "An 

obscene thingn; "A mystification of historyn; bad and 

bitter bookt1; "A poor thing and a poor mann; "A case of 

spiritual exilen. The last title suggests that for many 

fascists Croce had become, like the political exiles, a 

foreigner in his own country. ( 6 )  

Naturally these persona1 insults and the bad teviews 

increased interest for the book, but also generated 

reactions, not really intended by their authors, who hoped 

only to destroy Croce's influence and reputation, or to 

discourage and to intimidate the readers of his book. Many 

Italians not only bought the book but many debated the 

issues ralsed by the book. If it was not possible to 

discuss the book publicly in scholarly reviews it was still 

possible, despite censorship, to discuss it in private 

letters. In the political situation of fascism, private 

correspondence, in this case at least, replaced discussion 

in periodicals. And beyond letters one has to imagine, to 



fully appreciate the book's influence, the news exchanged 

among friends, the debates carried on in the privacy of 

homes, and even the discussions in clubs and restaurants. 

Old friends and political leaders of liberal Italy 

received the book from Croce or from Laterza, and al1 of 

them wrote back to Croce, expressing their admiration, 

offering comments and sometimes reservations. Arnong the 

most interesting are the letters of Giolitti, Salandra, 

Fortunato, Albertini, Guido Alessio, and Nello Toscanelli, 

al1 of whom recognized the political value of the book, 

regarding it as "a true hymn to freedomn, as Giolitti put 

it. (7) 

Croce also received letters from younger people, 

university students and teachers. Some of these letters are 

quite valuable as historical or theoretical documents. 

Particularly important are the letters written by Giovanni 

Ansaldo, Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli, Guido De Ruggiero, 

and Car10 Rosselli, who wrote from jail. Al1 of them read 

the book "with great interestn, and "with feelings of 

gratitudem. Al1 appreciated "the defence of liberty", and 

recognized the intrinsic polemics against "the novus ordo". 

For his part Salvemini read the book in London, and wrote, 

with his usual polemical verve, a favourable review for 

Time and Tide. ( 8 )  



Volpels Reactions. 

Croce's polemic against the fascist regime was noted by 

fascist intellectuals; they had no trouble in establishing 

a relation between the defence of liberal Italy and the 

implicit condemnation of the fascist regime. When Croce's 

book was published, Gioacchino Volpe wrote a review in 

Corriere d a a  Sem, in which he rejected the general 

thesis of the book, but was in general respectful of Croce 

and not without some praise for the work itself. (9 )  

Besides the resenrations expected from a nationalist 

historian Volpets review of 1928 contains a great truth. 

Volpe recognized that in writing his book, Croce's 

intention had been twofold: to write a positive history of 

liberal Italy but also to achieve a political purpose. 

"Croce not only wanted to vindicate to the Italians of 

yesterday their just part, but he also intended to fight a 

battle: for liberalism and for the liberal method, and for 

the so called liberal goverment, and even more for 

Giolitti, and his so called liberalismn. (10) 

Despite the general reservation and the sarcasm of the 

last sentence the review did not meet with the approval of 

the fascist authorities. Augusto Turati, the national 

secretary of the Fascist Party, penned a letter to Volpe, 

complaining against the "weak tonesn used in his review. In 

that letter Turati even threatened Volpe with the denial of 



party membership that Volpe had asked for during those 

months. "1 have read and read again your article on the 

by Benedetto Crocen, Turati wrote, nshould 

1 decide your admission to the Party on the basis of that 

article, 1 can not hide that 1 would have to give a 

contrary opinion". For Turati, rather than using the 

respectful tone as Volpe had done, it was necessary, even 

more vit was dutiful to fight resolutely Crocels premises 

and  conclusion^^^, for the simple reason, that "the book is 

the exaltation of al1 that we have fought against and 

transfomed: it is the affirmation of a spirit and a 

conception antithetical to oursn. (11) 

Turati1s letter to Volpe reveals that Croce's book was 

discussed at the highest level, and had become a matter of 

delicate politics, demanding an official response. Under 

political pressure Volpe in 1931 wrote a lengthy 
. . 

introduction to a new edition of hie book, L ' I t w  

Cananino. This tirne the animus was different; the 

introduction was very critical of Croce and of his book; 

the substance was not much different from the previous 

review, but the tone was acerbic, the animosity evident, 

and the reverence had disappeared. The difference did not 

escape Fortunatols attention. He called the new 

introduction "an aggression against Crocen. (12) Above al1 

Volpe disliked Crocels open polenric against the policies of 



the fascist regime. ''This book, by agreement of all, those 

who like it, and those who do not like it, is wholly 

polemical, implicitly or explicitly, by rapid allusions or 

by demonstrations, in the text and even more in the notesn. 

In agreement with Augusto Turati, Volpe expressed a truth 

that often has been forgotten. "The truth is that Croce is 

fighting desperately against the Italy of today; and every 

judgment of his on the past, from 1871 to 1915, assumes the 

colours of this fightn. For this reason, Volpe recognized 

that the book was a moment in the anti-fascist stnggle ! 

"This mtorv of ... will remain more as an 

historical document of the years in which it appeared than 

as an historical reconstruction, with objective value, of 

the times to which it referan. (13) 

Political Actions Inapired by the History. 

Not only the of 1- was read and discussed 

among the cultural elite of Italy, in Pisa and in Milan, 

among young students and other intellectuals, Croce's book 

provided the stimulus to undertake also something more 

concrete, and lead to a politico-cultural initiative. After 

the publication of Croce's book, V.E. Alfieri bought and 

donated to his friends twelve extra copies, and then this 

group decided to initiate the publication of a new cultural 

periodical: "The idea was to publish a small historical 

revue of the Risorgimento: this idea was the fruit of the 



enthusiasm generated then in young people by Crocels 

Bistom of I t u * .  According to Alfieri, the aim of the 

periodical was not only to study the history of the 

Risorgimento but al80 I1to raise political issuesn, and to 

defend liberal ideas. Unable, for financial reasons, to 

found a new revue the group tried to utilize the small 

periodical, pietr,?, published in Genoa. But the attempt had 

a short life, and soon afterwards the periodical was 

suppressed and the young promoters were arrested. 

In April of 1928, while the King was going to open the 

Milan Fair, a bomb exploded along the Royal route. The King 

was not hurt, but twenty men died and forty were seriously 

wounded. Soon after under various pretexts, the police 

arrested many anti-fascists, especially students and 

teachers. Among the arrested were Alfieri, the writers of 

the periodical and other friends. In Milan 200 

intellectuals, among students and professors were arrested 

and sent to jail; in Naples thirty friends of Croce were 

questioned by the police and two of them were detained. In 

both cities the young intellectuals were apprehended by the 

police "under the accusation of conspiracy and 

participation in the founding of a new Young Italyn. On 

that occasion many of those arrested did not stay long in 

jail. Their residence in jail was shortened by the support 

man7 students received from their professors, and by the 



intervention of Croce himself. Through the good offices of 

a comon relative Croce was able to employ the assistance 

of Filippo Marinetti in favour of those students. The 

futurist leader, and others, persuaded Mussolini that those 

young people were not dangerous, and could be set free 

without repercussions. (14) 

The attempt against the King had been just an excuse to 

crack d o m  on the opposition. In the case of w, 
however, the accusation of conspiracy was correct, at least 

for some. pietre was a small monthly literary magazine, 

founded in 1926 by students of the University of Genoa, 

influenced by the example of Gobetti and by the ideas of 

Rosselli, who had been a teacher there in those years. 

Later the periodical moved to Milan under the editorship of 

Lelio Basso, the future socialist leader who turned it into 

a bi-rnonthly publication, gave to its content a more 

political orientation, and tried to make the paper an 

instrument of connection among the various groups of the 

opposition. In 1928 Basso was arrested after a trip to Rome 

and to Naples, where he had gone to establish contacts and 

to solicit material for m, and where he had met, among 
others, Croce and Mario Vinciguerra. (15) 

Vinciguerra was an old friend of Croce; he was already 

involved in anti-fascist activities, was a member of Young 

Italy, had had troubles with the police before, and in 1928 



wrote for the periodical one of the few reviews favourable 

to Crocels book. It seems certain that this book review was 

one of the reasons for the suppression of Pietre and the 

arrest of its writers, especially after the police found in 

the house of one of them an article criticizing the 

reactions of the fascist intellectuals to Croce1s book, and 

a private letter addressed to Alfieri which detailed 

Gentile's anger against Croce and his book. In his report, 

the prefect of Milan wrote that Basso and Vinciguerra 

wanted to increase the circulation of the periodical and 

had agreed to turn Pietre into "the organ of spiritual 

connection among those affiliated with Young Italyn. On the 

same occasion the police of Naples informed that no 

evidence was found against Vinciguerra "except his frequent 

visits to the notorious Senatore Benedetto Crocen, and the 

only accusation against Alfieri was: "He is a friend of 

Crocen. (16) These accusations would be repeated several 

times against others during the fascist regime. 

The Political Value of the History. 

Published in 1928, of ftalv immediately enjoyed 

a great success; altogether forty thousand copies were 

published during the regime; from 1928 to 1940 there were 

more than thirty thousand copies available for reading and 

studying in private hands and in public institutions. The 

book was read by al1 those who counted in the republic of 



letters; it was passed from hand to hand among friends and 

relatives, as was the custom. It could be found in public 

and school libraries; it was discussed at the universities 

or in high schools; it became a part of the culture of the 

time. For its comercial success, for the discussions it 

generated, for the reactions it created among the Italian 

cultural elite, in the government and in the opposition, 

Croce's u t o r /  of 1- has to be regarded as the most 

important act of resistance to fascism and the most 

successful and efficient. 

This fact was recognized at the t h e  by friends and foes 

alike. One of Crocefs correspondents compared 

with Silvio Pellico's book, l4v P-. Two police 

informers reported to their master the unusual success of 

the book, adding also that in Rome ndiplomatic and cultural 

circles Say that this success has a much greater value than 

a political demonstration, nay that it is the biggest and 

most recent silent demonstration in Italyn. (17) At the 

same tirne, the commercial success of Croce's book and the 

correspondence it generated among bis friends revealed also 

that Croce was at the centre of a vast but loose network, 

without rules but kept together by moral ties. 

Croce's Political Activities. 

nf It- did not exhaust the entire political 

activity of Croce. In 1928 he continued to participate in 



the sittings of the Senate; he did not take part in the 

debates, but sat beside Albertini and Ruffini during their 

opposition speeches, and voted against the bills that 

further destroyed the old Statuto. In May, Croce cast his 

vote against the law that abolished free elections in 

Italy, and contpelled the electors to vote for a single 

l i s t ,  whose candidates had been suggested by the fascist 

organizations, approved by the Grand Council of Fascism, 

and in many cases chosen by Mussolini alone. " took part 
in the sitting and the vote, casting my ballot against the 

so-called electoral reform, that is the abolition of the 

representative regime in Italyn. (18) In November, Croce 

voted against the law that gave legality to the existence 

of the Grand Council of Fascism, and turned that party 

organization into an organ of the constitution, infringing 

on royal prerogatives. Not even the generals came to the 

defence of the King's old rights, seemingly unaware of the 

danger. No wonder on that occasion the have a sad 

note: llWe were only nineteen to Say non. (19) 

This note of sadness is always present in reference to 

the Senate. It pained Croce to  witness so many sudden 

conversions, and to see "old liberals and once fierce 

democrats turned fascistn, showing now "a false. .. 
cordialityn, or displaying "the badges of the new faithn,  

but avoiding political questions, "fearful ... and 



suspicious of any free discussion". (20) During his viaits 

to Rome, Croce never tailed to visit Giolitti, adniring his 

tenacious liberal faith and his constant presence in 

Parliament, despite his venerable age. In July 1928, 

Giolitti died, and even the funeral held in Piedmont, 

acquired a political significance. Mussolini did not go, 

and neither did the King nor the Crown Prince, as protocol 

required. Croce participated at the funeral with a few 

friends, "those faithfuln, he noted, with evident reproach 

to those absent. (21) 

Help to Anti-fascists. 

Besides pious acts, even in 1928 there were many 

occasions t a  support morally or to help financially old 

friends and new followers. For lack of published evidence, 

and because of Croce's natural discretion in these matters, 

it is hard to establish where one ends and the other 

begins. During 1928 and in the following year, Croce helped 

Bonomi and Meuccio Ruini with the publication of their 

books, using his close relations with the publishing house 

of Ricciardi in Naples and Laterza in Bari, Deprived of 

political activity, some of the former leaders became 

historians, or returned to legal practices and private 

activities. The new professions provided them with 

financial help, but also allowed them to continue their 

political battles with different means. Bonomi published 



biographies of Mazzini and Bissolati; Ruini wrote a history 

of Switzerland and an essay on Madame de Stael, and these 

books were valuable in keeping alive liberal and democratic 

ideals. (22)  

Croce was also quite solicitous about the needs of young 

people, especially when he met promising scholars, whose 

future was clouded by political difficulties. During the 

year, at various intervals, he received in his houses in 

Naples and in Turin, some of the students who had been 

arrested and then released in April, no doubt to offer them 

reassurance or assistance. In one of these cases he offered 

more than the usual moral support. With gratitude and 

evident pride, almost as badges of honour, V . B .  Alfieri has 

revealed several loans that Croce advanced to him every 

time he found himself in dire straite for political 

reasons, which was quite often in those years, and every 

time he was made to understand, with discrete excuses, that 

he need not worry about the repayments. (23) 

It was already known that during the fascist regime, for 

political reasons and as a part of the opposition strategy, 

Croce advised Laterza to publish works by anti-fascist 

writers or to translate books useful to the struggle 

against fascism. From Alfieri we al60 have learnt that 

during those times Croce asked Laterza to pay more than the 

standard rate to needy anti-fascist writers and 



translators, and to charge the difference to his own 

account. This practice remained a secret; it was known only 

to a select few, and was kept hidden from those directly 

affected. But it was well known to the police authorities, 

including Mussolini and Bocchini, as the records in the 

persona1 file of Laterza at the National Archives show. The 

police read and copied the letters sent by Laterza to 

Croce, in which were indicated the agreement reached and 

the payments made. (24 )  

Not only did Croce help individual writers in economic 

difficulty, he also directly or indirectly supported the 

editorial activities of the few who tried to remain 

independent from fascist influence. Domenico Petrini was 

one of these: a young man of liberal ideas, and a promising 

scholar, he lived in Rieti, a provincial city of Latium, 

where he had a small publishing house. Croce allowed him to 

publish some of his political essaya, and when it was time 

to be paid, he simply refused, and advised the publisher 

'to employ the money for the continuation of the 

collectionn. After the young man died Croce continued to 

advise his young widow, and offered support so she could 

continue her husbandts activities. (25)  

Trips at Home and Abroad. 

During the year, as usual now, Croce undertook his 

various trips to northern Italian cities. But in 1928 hi6 



historical research took him also t o  Southern Italy, in the 

province of basilicata, the land of Nitti and Fortunato. 

-he imrnediate scope was to  do research i n  loco for the 

biography of Isabella Morra, a poet of the Renaissance, 

involved in a tragic love story. The pol i t i ca l  importance 

of the t r ip  rests with the wann reception that the local 

people offered Croce wherever he went. H e  visited various 

toms ,  connected with his  research, and everywhére he was 

received with respect and cordiality. When he stopped at  

the town where the Morra castle was located, he was 

"greeted by many gentle people of the placen, and theae 

were joined by others who had "arrived from the surrounding 

areau .  After the v i s i t  to the castle ,  Croce and his  friends 

spent the  evening in the house of the local doctor, among 

"many guests and i n  l ive ly  and varied conversationw. Many 

of these guests had been friends and pol i t ical  supporters 

of Nitti and Fortunato, we can speculate that the l i v e ly  

conversations included more than paetry of the Renaissance 

and tragedies of love. ( 2 6 )  

But the most important foray i n  1928 ,  was the tr ip  that 

Croce, in Septerriber, made to Paris i n  the company of his 

daughter and with Laterza. That trip took place despite 

some unpleasant incidents that  were connected with hi s  

passport. In April, two young men, with an excuse, entered 

the house of Croce's brother-in-law in Turin and tried to 



ascertain the date of Croce's arrival, and the names of 

those wbo usually visited him in that city. In July, while 

the family was enjoying their vacation in Piedmont, a 

police officer arrived and asked for Croce's passport, 

which he had obtained in Naples apparently without 

difficulty. The event prompted Croce to send a l e t t e r  to 

the prefect of Turin, denanding "to know the reason for 

this trickn. ma days later a captain of the Royal 

Carabin ic r i  appeared, assuring Croce "that the withdrawal 

of the passport ras the result of a misunderstaoding ( ? )  on 

the part of Turin's police off i c i a l ~ ~ ~ ,  and promising quick 

restitution. Despite the evident provocation and 

intimidation ta him and to h i s  family, the trip took place 

as planned. In reality, as we now know frm police reports. 

the renewal of Croce's passport had been granted not as a 

matter of course, but only after the prefect of Naples 

asked and received authorization from the chief of police. 

As a result, Croce's departure from Naples and his arriva18 

in Milan, Turin and Paris were noted by police, 

following Bocchiniqs instructions that Croce "be followed 

with discretionn . (27) 
Once in Paris. Croce did historieal research at the 

National Library, saw French scholars, went to the 

bookstores, and then he and his daughter visited al1 the 

places, usually included in a well planned tourist trip. 



But they also did something unusual for tourists; the first 

day of their arrival, they went nto Pere Lachaise, to visit 

the tamb of poor Gobettin, as a sign of respect for a 

fallen comrade but also as an expression of friendship for 

his wife, Ada, now one of their most intimate friends. The 

day after, they made another visit of political 

significance: I1With Elena 1 went to see the Nitti familyn. 

After a first stay in Switzerland, Nitti had moved 

definitely to Paris, where he spent most of the exile 

years. Croce had visited Nitti the year before in 

Switzerland on his way to Gennany, and continued to see him 

every time he went to Paris. During the conversations, with 

h i s  usual certainty, Nitti showed Croce financial 

statistics and economic calculations that proved "that 

fascism could not last, and would be soon buried under a 

financial crushn. (28) 

That evening, in his hotel, Croce received a visit from 

another political friend: "Sforza came from Brussels, and 1 

spent the evening with himn. Croce and Sforza had been 

colleagues in the last cabinet of Giolitti, and would be 

together again in the government of Badoglio. Besides old 

friends and colleagues, Croce received a visit from Luigi 

Sturzo. The notation in the TaccYini is brief and terse, 

but one of the most eloquent, revealing great feeling: "1 

received Don Sturzo, who spoke with great nobilityn. 



Croce's admiration for that little Sicilian priest, for 

whom Giolitti had no sympathy, is now quite evident, and 

shows the new solidarity created by fascism and the changes 

in his political outlook. (29) 

Those are the only names mentioned on that occasion in 

the rather concise prose of the -. But we can be 

sure that Croce met other people, as we can judge f r m  a 

tantalizing entry: "In the morning 1 received many visitsn. 

From other sources we know that he also met the socialist 

leaders Turati and Treves, and Lionello Venturi and his 

family. (30) In those Parisian meetings, besides the usual 

cultural discussions, various accounts show that the main 

topic of interest was the political situation in Italy, and 

the persona1 condition of the exiles. 



Chapter 9 :  Against tbe Lateran Pacta, 1929 

With the publication of -of and after the 

death of G i o l i t t i ,  Croce became the symbol of liberal 

Italy. It was natural then that when the Senate was called 

to approve the Lateran Pacts and the reconciliation between 

the Vatican and Italy, the r d e  of the leader of the 

opposition should fa11 upon Croce, rather than to a more 

experienced parliamentarian. Parliament had become a -ber 

stamp of the governmentvs decisions. Speeches of the 

opposition were ignored, or more often sbouted dom by 

jeers and noises fxom the floor and frorn the public 

ga l l er i e s .  The only task left to the opposition inside 

parliament was to stand for a tradition and to give witness 

to its ideals .  Giolitti had done that in the House until 

the approval of the new electoral law, just a few months 

before his death. In 1929 Croce perfonneà the same function 

when he spoke for the last time in the Senate against the 

new Concordat and the repeal of the Law of Guarantees, 

which had unilaterally regulated the relations between 

Church and State in liberal Italy. Long before the Lateran 

Pacts were presented to Parliament for ratification, Croce 

had made his opposition to the reconciliation between 

Church and State known. While sonie of his closest friends 

were willing to vote in favour, or suggested abstention in 

the Senate, Croce decided immediately to oppose the Lateran 



Pacts, and this decision was reached "out of great moral 

rebellionn, as Adalfo ûmodeo put it. (1) 

This feeling of outrage was directed as much against 

Mussolini as against the Pope, and was created by their 

alliance against liberal ideals. The heir of the Destra 

Storica could not stomach the abrogation of the Law of the 

Guarantees, which he had praised in Histarv of LL& as a 

Ifmonument of wisdûm and moderation"; nor could he approve 

the abandonment of one of liberalismls fundamental tenets, 

the separation of Church and State. H o t  surprising notes of 

sadness appéar frequently in the Taceuini during the f i r s t  

months of 1 9 2 9 .  The day the reconciliation between the 

Catholic Church and the Kingdom of Italy was announced to 

the Italian people, and received with general jubilation, 

the nephew of Silvio Spaventa expressed different feelings 

in his diaries: "Great sadness for the annowiced 

Conciliation and the Concordat with the Pope, and similar 

delightsn . ( 2 )  

On February 11, 1929, the Lateran Pacts were signed 

between Mussolini and Cardinal Gasbarri, after long and 

tortuous negotiations. The Pacts brought to an end the 

Roman Question, and achieved a reconciliation between Italy 

and the Vatican, closing the e d t y  between the Pope and 

the King, which had lasted since 1870, The solution of a 

problem tha t  had eluded liberal leaders waa a personal 



triumph for Mussolini: his prestige increased at home and 

abroad. The reconciliation gave fascism a truly national 

character; the regime acquired the support of the rural 

masses, and the benevolence of the Catholic hierarchy. The 

government of Mussolini now enjoyed the support of al1 the 

traditional sectors of the Italian nation. For al1 the 

members of the Italian establishment, Mussolini had become, 

indeed, "the Man of Providencen. In the country public 

opinion was largely favourable to the reconciliation. Among 

fascists only Gentile and a few radicals, for a short 

while, dared to express publicly their reservations about 

the Concordat. After the reconciliation al1 realized that 

the fascist regime would last for many years; hopes for the 

fa11 of Mussolini or for the disintegration of his 

government disappeared. The testimony of Giorgio Amendola 

is rather eloquent on this aspect: "Fascism became stronger 

than ever. The reconciliation, and then the Plebiscite, 

showed that year that there was a great deal of consent 

around the fascist regime, more or less consciousn. ( 3 )  

The Lateran Pacts. 

The officia1 negotiations between Italy and the Vatican 

began in secret in 1926, after both sides had made 

suggestions and presented proposais for a possible 

agreement the year before. The final accord, signed on 

February 11, 1929, was divided in three parts: a Treaty, a 



Financial Convention, and a Concordat. The Treaty ended the 

Roman Question; it abrogated the Law of Guarantees, and it 

created the State of the Vatican City; the Catholic Church 

recognized the Kingdom of Italy under the House of Savoy, 

and Italy recognized Vatican City, as a sovereign state, 

under the Pope. The Treaty was approved by all: liberals, 

fascists, and Catholics were in agreement on this point. A 

painful vulnus in the Italian nation was finally healed. 

For the first time since the unification Catholic citizens 

felt completely at home in Italy. It is true that this 

positive achievement had been made possible by the 

moderation of the liberal governments, but only Mussolini 

had shown any urgency to achieve a solution, and to bring 

the old quarrel to an end. 

With the Financial Convention Italy agreed to pay to the 

Vatican 750 million lire, and one billion in Italian 

savings bonds at 5 percent annually. Liberal Italy had 

promised to give to the Vatican three million two hundred 

and fifty-five thousand lire annually from 1871, which was 

the amount spent by the Church for the administration of 

her former territory. The sum of money paid by Italy was 

great and improved the finances of the Vatican, but it was 

much inferior to the three billion and 160 million lire 

calculated on the basis of interests and capital promised 

by Italy and never accepted by the Vatican. ln this case 



also Mussolini had to be admired for hi8 effective 

bargaining. 

It was different with the Concordat, the t m e  bone of 

contention. The Concordat changed in some important aspects 

the lay character of the State, introducing elements of 

clericalism in its administration, and limiting its 

jurisdiction in some fields. The Catholic religion was 

recognized, as in the Statuto, as the official religion of 

the State. Religious weddings acquired legal validity, and 

canon law invaded marriage legislation, making a civil 

divorce impossible. Catholic doctrine was recognized "as 

the foundation and the completion of public educationm, in 

elementary and secondary schools. Defrocked priests could 

not teach or be employed in positions that placed them in 

contact with the public. Rome acquired na sacred 

charactern, and the Italian government was obliged to adopt 

policies in the administration of the city accordingly. 

Bishops had to swear allegiance to the King, but the State 

renounced some old controls, "placetn and flexequaturfl on 

ecclesiastical benefits. Religious orders were legaïly 

recognized, and priests and other religious personnel 

acquired some special privileges and benefits, similar to 

those of civil servants. The organizations of Catholic 

Action were recognized hy the State, were put under the 

direct jurisdiction of ecclesiastic supervision, and 



obliged to avoid any political activities, and to devote 

their time "only for the realization and diffusion of 

Catholic principlesn. In conclusion the Concordat has to be 

judged more favourable to the Church than to the State. The 

Church increased its influence on civil society. The State 

renounced some powers and controls, and allowed the Church 

to influence public education and marriage legislation. (4 )  

But besides the legal and traditional aspects of the 

Lateran Pacts, what was important was the political nature 

of the agreement. Instead of a unilateral solution, there 

was a bilateral accord; the separation between State and 

Church ended, and it was replaced by a regime of mutual 

concessions. Among Italian politicians Mussolini was the 

only one willing to seek a solution to the Roman Question 

outside of the Law of the Guarantees. He did not have the 

*preconceptians of the liberal schoolI1, nor was he hampered 

by what Pope Pius XI liked to cal1 "liberal fetishes1'. He 

viewed religion as an instmentum regni. Since hi8 first 

speech in Parliament he had sought an alliance with the 

Catholic Church for political reasons, his own interests 

and the prestige of Italy. The reconciliation was the 

culmination of this policy and these preoccupations. For 

Croce and his liberal friends, instead the reconciliation 

was an alliance between fascism and the Catholic Church 

against the principles of a free society and a betrayal of 



the Risorgimento. The Church hoped to establish a Catholic 

State, in the short or the long run, with the help of 

fascism. For Mussolini it was the last achievement of his 

long march to garner the support of the strong and 

traditional forces of Italian society. Besides the support 

of the Monarchy and the anrty, the industrial classes and 

the bureaucracy, now he gained the adherence of the Church 

to his cause and with that the consensus of the rural 

masses to his policy. 

The Plebiscite of 1929. 

With the reconciliation Mussolini obtained great 

persona1 success: the approval was genuine and general. To 

exploit the enthusiasm among the Italian people he called a 

general election for March 29th. From the elections he 

wanted popular approval of his persona1 rule and a 

consecration of the fascist revolution; more important, 

from a plebiscite he hoped to put an end, once and for all, 

to the "moral questionn and the Aventine Secession. He was 

successful and obtained al1 his aims. The elections took 

place under the new electoral law, against which Giolitti 

made his last speech in Parliament, and which really marks 

the end of the Albertine Statute. Four hundred candidates 

ran for Parliament; al1 had been previously approved and 

selected by the Grand Council of Fascism from lists 

proposed by various national associations controlled by the 



Fascist Party. No opposition candidates were allowed. The 

electors had to vote for the entire list, by marking yes or 

no on the ballot. The enumerated electors were nine million 

nine hundred and eighty-two thousand; in 1924 they had been 

twelve million and sixty-nine thousand; political 

emigration and partisan enumeration accounted for the 

difference. Eight million six hundred and sixty-one 

thousand, or 89 percent of the enumerated electors voted; 

the government list obtained eight million €ive hundred and 

twenty-six thousand votes or 98.4 percent, More than one 

million abstained from voting, a little more than 10 

percent. One hundred and thiry-five thousand or 1.6 percent 

had the courage to vote againat by marking no on the 

ballots. 

The elections not only were not free, they also were not 

secret. Electora were handed two ballots, one for yes and 

another for no; the ballots were folded in different ways. 

With these subterfuges, those who abstained and those who 

voted against the list could be easily identified, and in 

fact the police reports not only indicated the number of 

those not voting yes but also their names. With these 

reservations, despite the moral pressures and the open 

persecutions, the elections of 1929 were a plebiscite for 

Mussolini, if not complete approval of fascism. The reasons 

for the success are not hard to find. For the first time in 



Italian history the Catholic organizations were instructed 

to vote for the party in power. The clergy encouraged the 

faithfuf to do their religious duty and show their 

appreciation for the man and the party that had brought 

them the reconciliation between State and Church, or as the 

officia1 propaganda put it, with a clever slogan, had given 

Italy back to the Church and the Church back to Italy. (5 )  

Before the elections took place the democrats and the 

socialists advised their followers to abstain, while the 

communists ordered their adherents to vote against the 

national list. Despite increased police controls before and 

during the electoral campaign, in Naples and in Turin, and 

probably in other Italian cities, flyers were posted and 

distributed in the streets, inviting people to abstain from 

voting. There is good reason to believe that Croce and his 

wife abstained from voting in the elections of 1929. In the 

Taccuini the act of voting in national or municipal 

elections is always mentioned and acknowledged until 1924. 

There is no mention of ever going to vote during the 

fascist regime. During the electoral period of 1929, the 

Taccuini register the arriva1 of senator Casati in Naples 

on March 21st, and then a trip to Bari by Croce and his 

wife from the 25th to the 26th of March, the voting period. 

In Italy national elections used to last three days, from 

Saturday to Monday, when the final count was completed. The 



evidence suggests that the trip to Bari and the visit to 

Laterza was just an excuse devised by Croce to avoid 

voting. The votes of Croce and his wife have to be counted 

among those who abstained. (61 

The elections of 1929 and their plebisciterian character 

encouraged strange initiatives and pious expectations. Many 

believed, or dreamed, that fascism would evolve towards a 

moderate xegime. Mussolini had several meetings with Emilio 

Caldara, the former socialist mayor of Milan, and with 

other old socialist friends. The occurrence of these 

meetings created the impression of something new in the 

air, and rumours of a national reconciliation. S o m  even 

hoped for a political amnesty, and the abolition of the 

exceptional laws. For his part, Mussolini never entertained 

the idea of any substantial political changes. Among the 

few initiatives undertaken, Bruno Buozzi, the former trade 

union leader, was asked to return to Italy from France and 

to assume some responsibility in the labour movement; Croce 

and Bracco were invited, again, to become menbers of the 

Royal Academy of Ztaly. Al1 refused the advances made by 

the naive emissaries. (7) 

Ratification of the Lateran Pacta. 

The new parliament was called to ratify the Lateran 

Pacts soon after the elections in May 1929. The Chamber 

approved the Pacts without any voice of opposition, 357 



members voted in favour and only two against. Nobody spoke 

in defence of the Law of the Guarantees. But during the 

discussion Mussolinits old anti-clericalism came to the 

surface. In his speech to the Chamber he reserved some 

suprises; he was less accomodating than anticipated. Some 

fascists, Gentile included, were not too happy about the 

reconciliation and the concessions made to the Church. 

Mussolini tried to reassure them and also to dampen the 

enthusiasm of the Catholic hierarchies. Some of his 

assertions were rather strong, indeed, and could be shared 

by old anti-clericals: "In the State the Church is not 

sovereign, and it is not even freen. No liberal leader had 

ever dared to Say that. Mussolini bluntly stated also that 

the fascist State had "a moral charactern of its own, 

independent of any religion: "The fascist State proclaims 

in full its ethical character; it is Catholic, but it is 

fascist, it is above all, exclusively, essentially 

fascistu. Mussolini also limited the importance of religion 

in the education of Italian youth. In the fascist regime, 

he said, the teachers and the schools had to give to the 

pupils "the sense of virility, of power, of conquestN. 

Catholicism could be only an integration of these aims. The 

Pope was not pleased by Mussoliniis speech, he was amused 

neither by the tone nor by some historical judgments of 

Mussolini, and made known his displeasure. Before the 



parliamentary discussions were over, Mussolini was 

compelled to offer reassurances, and in his speech before 

the Senate, he toned d o m  or corrected some of the most 

contentious affirmations, and vented his resentments 

against Croce, instead. (8 )  

When the Lateran Pacts reached the Senate, on May 24th, 

1929, among the fascist senators only vittorio Scialoja, 

whose father had been a colleague of Cavour and a member of 

the Destra Storica, defended with eloquence the Liberal 

tradition, reminding the assembly that "the political 

spirit of those who proposed and voted the Law of  

Guarantees was admirableM. But only Croce spoke for the 

opposition and only six voted against the Lateran Pacts, 

while 316 voted in favour. The strategy for the occasion, 

the decision to oppose the Lateran Pacts and to speak 

against the Concordat had been agreed before among Croce 

and his friends. On this occasion Casati maintained a 

different position than Croce. He was for the acceptance of 

the Concoxdat, but he was also unwilling to make a 

political break with Croce and the few others. For this 

reason he did not take part in the sittings of the Senate. 

But Albertini, Bergamini, Ruffini and Croce had meetings in 

Naples and in Rome during the months of April and May. 

During those discussions it was agreed to designate Croce 

as the speaker of the opposition. When the debate began in 



the Senate, Croce went to Rome, met his friends, read to 

them his speech, and al1 gave "their full adherenceff. But 

also al1 expressed fear and concern, and worried that 

during the speech Croce would be interrupted and shouted 

down, making it impossible for him to deliver the full text 

of the speech. ( 9 )  

During Croce's speech a few senators, in fact, helped by 

members of the Press Gallery, tried to shout him d o m ,  but 

did not succeed, Croce proved more tenacious than expected, 

and he was able to deliver the full speech, even through 

continuous noises and among heckles from some bonourable 

members. In the w, Croce wrote a small account of 
that session in the Senate, and the reactions hi8 speech 

generated among tascist senators. In that account a little 

sense of satisfaction for that persona1 victory, on May 

24th, 1929 is revealed. "1 took part in the meeting of the 

Senate and spoke against the bill. Noises were made and an 

attempt was undertaken to interrupt the speech from a group 

of senators . . .  and from the press gallery. But 1 repeated 
the words, which had been covered by the heckles, raised my 

voice, till 1 could read my speech fully, and in an audible 

way to the endn. (10) Unwittingly, the hecklers created 

more sympathy around Croce, and gave to his speech greater 

impact. That evening in Rome and two days later when he 

returned to Naples, many friends went to see Croce and 



remained for long conversations. Evidently the speech had a 

big effect, had become known, despite the press black out, 

and many people agreed with Croce's position, and came to 

congratulate him, or to express their support. 

Croce's Speech. 

Croce began his speech telling the Senate that he spoke 

for himself but also for a small group of friends, sitting 

around him. Since 1925, this small group of faithful 

liberals had agreed to designate one of them to express 

their views, while the others sat beside the orator to show 

solidarity, or simply to avoid the sense of solitude. On 

this occasion the natural speaker should have been Senator 

Ruffini. As a professor of canon law, he had the legal 

training and historical background to analyze with 

coqetence the nature and the implications of the new 

Concordat. But the occasion required the political defence 

of an historical tradition more than a legal analysis. For 

that task Croce was better qualified; of 1- had 

given him special authority. He rose to defend the heritage 

of liberal Italy, and the ideals of the Risorgimento 

against the policies of the fascist regime. Croce declared 

that he and his friends had nothing against the Treaty and 

the Financial Convention, nor were they against "the idea 

of a reconciliation between the Italian State and the Holy 

Seen. He reminded the Assembly that the Law of the 



Guarantees would have achieved such an aim, if only it had 

been accepted by the Church. "The repeated attempts, made 

in the course of many decades, from either side, prove the 

desire to put an end to a disagreement that created damage 

and inconvenience to both sidesn. (111 

Croce defended the ideals of the Risorgimento and the 

inspiration of the men who had proposed the Law of the 

Guarantees, as the heritage of modern thought and as the 

struggle against the anachronistic pretenses of the 

Catholic Church, that had become a burden for the Church 

itself. In fact the result of that ideal movement had been 

"the mitigation and the almost disappearance of 

jusnaturalism, and the freedom recognized to the Church 

inside the Italian Staten. The separation between Church 

and State, and the spirit of those ideas had been 

beneficial not only to the Italian State but also to the 

Catholic Church. is certain that the Church, thanks to 

the new order, not only was able to carry out its work and 

its propaganda, but gained a consideration of respect, and 

even of reverence, which she had lost for centuries in 

Italy among the bestn. The reason for which Croce and his 

friends opposed the Lateran Pacts was not the idea of a 

reconciliation between Church and State, nbut solely for 

the way it has been gained, and for the particular 

conventions that accompany itn. The Concordat wae a painful 



break with a great tradition; the abandonment of the 

separation between State and Church was a negation of the 

fruitful policy followed by united Italy for 60 years. For 

those reasons wconscious of the past, solicitous of the 

future, we contemplate with pain the break in the 

equilibrium that had been realizedn. (12) 

Croce was not afraid l'of the resurrection of a 

confessional State in ItalyN, but he predicted, and was 

soon proved right, that the new Concordat would create 

disagreements and different interpretations. "For certain, 

again will start painful and sterile struggles on 

irrevocable facts, and pressures and menaces and fears, and 

the poisons poured on the souls by the pressures, the 

menaces and the fearsn. For Croce the discussion between 

the two parties, and the disagreement in interpretation 

while the treaties were still being debated in Parliament 

was the indication and the proof that the "equilibrium had 

been brokenw, and that soon those conflicts that nthe so 

called Concordats always produce, and against which the old 

Neapolitan jurists of the eighteenth century deprecated the 

negotiations and the conclusions would start againn. (13) 

In his speech Croce gave an answer to the many, inside 

and outside the Senate, that regarded the reconciliation 

between Italy and the Vatican as a political masterpiece 

and a brilliant achievement, and as such worthy to be 



accepted despite the shortcomings and the resenrations of 

the Concordat, forgetting "naive ethical idealsw, but 

repeating the old dictum that, after all, "Paris is worthy 

a massn. Croce reminded the senators, and also the Pope, 

who had made disparaging remarks about liberals and 

liberalism recently, that nbeside and against the men, who 

regard Paris worthy of a mass, there are others for w h m  to 

listen or not to listen to a mass is a fact infinitely more 

important than Paris, because it is an affair of 

conscience. Woe to society ! to human history ! if men that 

feel so differently had not been there or were not here 

nowI1! (14) Those sentences became very popular, and were 

then and later repeated throughout Italy; and came to 

symbolize the creed of the opposition to fascism, and to 

the opportunism of the Catholic Church. 

But those words were yet another sign of Croce's 

political and philosophical evolution from his position 

taken during the war, revealing his passage from the "hard 

realismu of Machiavelli to the "naive idealismn of the 

democrats. The abandonment of a Machiavellian conception of 

politics is also evident in the speech's conclusion. Croce 

had also a word for those who had reservations about the 

Concordat, but nevertheless were going to vote in favour of 

the pacts nbecause they regard them as fruitful of 

unexpected good effects in the future, according to the 



other trite saying that from bad is born good, and from 

mistake truthlt. Croce invited these people to leave aside 

hypothetical speculation on the future, and "to seek and 

simply do one's duty, in the presentn. It was quite evident 

that the allusion was to Gentile, who disliked the 

Concordat but had decided to vote in favour of the 

treaties, putting al1 his faith in Mussolini. Croce ended 

his speech, touching again a raw n e m e  in his old friend 

and others in the same predicament, when he reminded them 

that his vote and that of his friends was "... dictated by 
our conscience, to whieh we cannot refuse the obedience 

that is connnanded from usn. (15) In the struggle against 

fascism and the dictatorship of Mussolini, the voice of 

conscience, for Croce and some others, had definitely 

replaced the realism of Machiavelli and Mam. 

Reaction to Croce's Speech. 

Mussolini did not like Croce's speech, and during the 

debate showed signs of resentment. At the end of the 

discussion, in his final remarks to the Senate, he hurled 

an insult against Croce, and called him "a shirker of 

historyu. The newspapers were instructed to downplay 

Croce's intervention, and to give a short summary of h i s  

speech followed by derogatory remarks. From their account 

it was not possible to leam Croce's arguments against the 

Concordat and the reasons for his opposition to the Lateran 



Pacts. But despite the boycott of the mass media and the 

incomplete account provided by a few newspapers, Croce's 

speech enjoyed great success, it quickly became known 

throughout Italy, generating discussion and approval among 

liberals and democrats. Croce was also instrumental in 

creating this success. He sent copies of his speech to al1 

his friends and to those who made a request for a copy. 

Many of these copies reached their destinations despite the 

fact that Croce's correspondence with his friends was often 

opened by the police, causing difficulties and 

inconveniences. (16) 

A week after the speech, evidently to satisfy the 

increasing request for copies, craftily taking advantages 

still open to members of the opposition, Croce asked, as 

was his right, the printing office of the Senate for 300 

extra copies of his speech, which was then produced in a 

booklet format. In Naples, either under his direction or 

certainly with his knowledge, 400 more copies were printed 

in the same format and Borne more copies were typed in loose 

sheets, to the concern and annoyance of the police, unable 

to discover the printing press and to locate the 

typewriter, that had done the clandestine job. Croce mailed 

the speech to his acquaintances, in many cases personally 

writing the address on the envelopes, and using not only 

the senate booklet but also the clandestine materials of 



Naples. Often he sent more than one copy with the evident 

intention of encouraging further diffusion or to satisfy a 

previous request. For that purpose, the speech was later 

also published in his periodical. (17) 

As a result of Croce's speech in the Senate and the 

interest it generated in the country, police surveillance 

of his movements and control of his mail were increased, 

officially reversing an order of Mussolini in 1927, which 

had never been fully obsenred. The chief of police, 

Bocchini, was soon informed of Croce's request to the 

Senate's printing office, and imdiately ordered the 

prefect of Naples ta adopt against Croce "careful and 

direct measures of s~rveillance;~~ to make nre8erved and 

accurate inquiriesw about Croce's correspondents, to find 

out their names and their addresses, and finally to seize 

al1 the speeches sent out by mail. The prefect of Naples 

took the order seriously and began to stop and control al1 

Croce's mail, informing Rome every time a politically 

sensitive letter was found, and forwarding the compromising 

piece to Croce only after the approval of Bocchini had been 

received, but not before it had been copied and filed. 

Moreover, at regulsr intervals, the prefect sent reports to 

the Minister of the Interior, that is to Mussolini, making 

a faithful sunanary of letters seized: "in which are written 

phrases of support for the speech recently spoken in the 



Senate by Senator Croce, and also expressions les8 than 

respec t fu l  to the head of governmentn. (18) 

The archives now contain, thanks to the zeal of the 

prefect, many of those letters, which record the 

anti-fascist f a i th  of Croce's correspondents and sometimes 

even the honesty of police reports. The letters came frm 

al1 over Italy, but also from Europe and even from the 

United States. Sforza, from Paris, sent international press 

clippings, mostly in English. The writers included men and 

women, not only former members of  Parliament and university 

teachers but also common people, liberal or socialist. Even 

a Roman poet sent six sonnets praising Croce but connnenting 

on the Lateran Pacts, as the police noted, "with ironical 

and anti-national feelingn. Al1 the letters seized by the 

police expressed support for Croce's opposition, and showed 

admiration for his courage. A ï 1  shared his criticism of the 

Lateran Pacts, some blamed Mussolini for the accord, others 

condemned the Pope, while B o n d  questioned the King's 

conduct. Many of those who wrote to Croce claimed ta 

express not only their persona1 views but also the feelings 

of o the r s ,  "and there are many, more than we sometimes 

thinkW, as one of them said. When people asked for a copy 

of his speech, Croce was assured that the reading of the 

full text would please not only them but also other 

friends. The number of letters in the police file alone and 



the expressions they contain prove that Croce's speech had 

touched a popular chord and was widely discussed among 

people, showing at the same time that despite the press 

boycott and police harassment, groups of opposition were 

still alive in the country. (19) 

News of Croce's stand and copies of his speech al80 

reached the various places, where anti-fascist militants 

wexe jailed or confined. As L e 0  Valiani later wrote: When, 

on the 24th of May, 1929,  Croce spoke against the Lateran 

Pacts, neqotiated by an enslaved Italy . . .  we felt that he 
was alsu speaking for us, who were crowding the fascist 

jails and the islands of deportationn. (20) 

Political Initiatives. 

Apart from individual reactions, the debates in the 

Senate also qenerated two collective actions of political 

significance. Not only did Croce's speech have 

repercussions in his own city among his traditional 

friends, but also among the students of the University of 

Naples. Despite police controls, as Giorgio Amendola has 

recalled in his memoirs and as Eugenio Reale confirmed in 

his: "By now the Sunday afternoons in Croce's house had 

become the only existing meeting place among 

anti-fascistsn . (21) In the -, Croce noted that two 

days after his speech in the Senate: "many people came in 

the house for the usual Sunday conversationsn. It is easy 



to imagine that the conversation that Sunday was mainly 

about the Lateran Pacts and the stand taken by Croce. But 

the university students did not limit their interest only 

to discussions and philosophical coments, they did 

something more concrete and more alarming for the police. 

In their regular quarterly relations to the Minister of 

the Interior and to the chief of police on the political 

situation and public order, several prefects in 1929 

commented on the Lateran Pacts and the interest the events 

had generated in the country during and after the 

parliamentary debates. The majority of the prefects assured 

Rome that the reconciliation had been well received 

throughout Italy by the general public and especially by 

the Catholic clergy. But the prefect of Naples also had to 

report Ifan attempt at anti-fascist propaganda", telling 

Bocchini and Mussolini that students of the university 

tried to distribute on the streets of Naples: "copies of 

the speech made by Croce in the Senate on the Concordat 

between the State and the Churchn. The police had also 

found that the students had mailed Croce's speech to other 

universities and to friends in other cities. The prefect 

hastened to add that he had no worries about the activities 

of these young elements. On the other hand he also wrote 

that their actions were closely followed by the police and 

the police informers. The prefectts report confirms in a 



direct way what Amendola and Reale have said in their 

memoixs that beside Croce and inspired by Croce, in Naples 

there was a group of liberal and democratic young men, 

willing to take risks and able to make their presence felt. 

In fact, at that time they also published at regular 

intervals a clandestine periodical, called L'Anti - f-, 
which often printed or reprinted articles by Croce, 

Salvemini and others. (22 )  

The most interesting and certainly the best known 

reaction to Croce's speech and to debates on the 

reconciliation happened in Turin. During the discussion in 

the Senate, Mussolini replied directly to Croce's 

criticism, showing anger and vexation, and called him 

Nimboscato della storian, a shirker of history, the real 

meaning of which left Croce and others bewildered. Later, 

to make amends or to correct the bad impression, Mussolini 

explained that, more than to the speech he was referring to 

Croce's decision to end Historv of 1- to 1915, without 

including and discussing the war and the advent of fascism. 

If the literal meaning of the expression, when it was 

uttered, was not clear, the moral slur was rather plain, 

considering the political importance of the bitter polemic 

about the lfimboscatin, during and after the war. 

The moral and political implication of that expression 

aroused the indignation of a group of university students 



in Turin. On their own initiative they wrote, and 

circulated on the campus a letter of solidarity with Croce. 

The letter was signed by some students, who later during 

the resistance and after the war, became famous in Italian 

cultural and political life, in the Action Party but aïs0 

in the conaminist rnovement. "Unable to protest in public and 

through the press, we want to express, in private and among 

ourselves, our affection and our devotionR. Offended by 

Mussolini's accusation, they now wished to protest "gainet 

the i n ju ry  hurled at you by the Prime Ministern, and also 

they rejected the accusation of shirker "because al1 your 

work as an historian is inspired by an intense love of 

ItalyN. The students expressed their faith in Croce's moral 

leadership, and their gratitude for hi8 political stand, 

"as the only one who has raised his voice in the name of 

moral conscience, which now continues to demand its own 

freedomn. Having written the letter, the students asked 

their professor to sign it. ümberto Cosmo, the man Croce 

had defended during the war, not only signed willingly, he 

also added a note of his own: "to express to the 

illustrious friend his admiration and his devotionn, 

concluding that "... a higher honour could not have come to 

the work of the free philosopher and proud character than 

from the insult of the powerful against himn. (23) 

Tipped by spies, the police intercepted the letter and 



Croce naturally never received the students' message. 

However, he was immediately informed about those events by 

Augusto Monti, another anti-fascist teacher, politically 

closer to Salvemini, but always respectful of Croce. Monti 

had in mind two reasons for writing to Croce. One was to 

inform Croce that his speech had become known in Italy 

despite the official boycott: n...Anyway 1 wanted to inform 

you soon, so you could see what kind of an echo has had in 

Italy a speech not reported by the papersw. The other 

reason was even more political. "1 believe that it would be 

useful and also of comfort to know that some university 

students on their own initiative were writing to you a 

letter of thanks and approbation before they were arrested 

by the policen. (24)  

Those students and their teacher were imediately 

arrested and put in jail, receiving on the whole mild 

sentences and were able to regain freedom in a few weeks. 

But even after their release Bocchini ordered further 

inquiries into the case and the studentsl background in 

order to ascertain their political connections. In fact the 

police authorities always regarded them with suspicion, and 

kept a watchful eye on their activities. But despite the 

police surveillance, Croce met those students soon after 

their release f r m  jail, and later every time he went to 

Turin, or during his sumer vacation in the Piedmont 



countryside. In some cases he read their university 

dissertations, and found publishers for their books. In 

Turin he had long walks with ümberto Segre, who had taken 

the initiative for writing the letter and then for 

collecting the signatures £rom the other students. From the 

letter of Monti and from the entries in the diaries, there 

is good reason to believe that Croce, as he had done the 

previous year, intervened in favour of those students, 

using his personal connections. Others in positions of 

influence did the same with good results. (25) 

During the fascist regime old friendships, family 

relations and business connections often were used to 

lighten the burden of oppression or the asperity of the 

law. These interventions were possible and sometimes 

successful when members of the middle classes were 

involved, not onïy because they had the necessary 

connections with the party in power and the old 

establishment still influential in the civil senrice, but 

more important because of the coincidence with government 

policy. For ideological and political reasons the regime 

preferred to be tough with the coiiantnists and to be lenient 

with the sons of the middle classes. This allowed the 

government to point to the commuiists as the only enemies 

of fascist Italy, and to present fascism as the true 

defender of Italian civilization. The requests and the 



granting of clemency were afterwards used by official 

propaganda to foster the image of Mussolini as a generous 

and benevolent dictator. 

Paolo Treves. 

Al1 the students from Turin were released from jail 

after a while and were able then to resume their studiee at 

the university and to return to normal life with their 

families. But one of them was not so fortunate: Paolo 

Treves, contrary to regulations, was sepaxated from his 

friends, kept in isolation, and detained for a few months 

longer. Paolo was the second son of Claudio Treves, the 

former socialist leader, now living in exile, who had 

always been despised by Mussolini, since his socialist 

days. Aïways under close police surveillance, for these 

political and family reasons, Paolo Treves had met Croce 

for the first time in 1928, while he was attending 

university in Turin. In the typical fashion of the tirne, 

the liberal senator and the son of a socialist leader met 

"in the back room of a Turin bookstoreR, since "it was not 

advisable to be seen together in the streetsn. (26)  

After that first meeting, Croce took an interest in 

Trevesl studies, wrote letters to him, encouraged him to 

turn his thesis into a book, and then persuaded Laterza to 

publish the volume. After Treves was released from j a i l  and 

graduated from university in 1929, his family moved to 



Rome, where they had great difficulty in finding jobs and 

apartments. But at the firat opportunity, Treves took a 

trip to Naples, where he was received by Croce and hie 

family with great cordiality and was engaged in a 

conversation that "lasted the whole afternoonw. After that 

year Croce and Paolo Treves, and his brother Pietro, met 

again on various occasions and in other cities; they 

discussed political questions but also private matters, and 

finally the opportunity of an escape to France because of 

the racial laws of 1938. But no other occasion matched the 

refreshing sensation of that first meeting in Naples at the 

end of 1929, when he was only twenty-one years old. (27) 

The memoirs of Treves, published in England in 1939 by 

Victor Gollancz, are still able to communicate the sense of 

gratitude and the feeling of elation, that he experienced 

on that special day of his life. "1 deem Croce's 

benevolence and affection an honour, and that day at Naples 

I spoke to him of history and politics and it was a 

consolation to find him sharing many of the ideas that I 

had so much loved during those years of loneliness. f had 

been alone so long that it seemed a miracle to be able to 

walk the streets of Naples by Benedetto Croce's side, 

although there were two guards following us. The 

philosopher's vital words were bringing me back into 

contact with life, with that life which 1 had almost 



forgotten, lost sight of for three years, ever since father 

had had to leave the countryn. (28) After the war Paolo and 

Pietro Treves played an important role in Italian socialist 

parties, and were elected to Parliament. 

Mario Vinciguerra and the National Alliance. 

During those years, Treves was not the only man who went 

to see Croce, and found words of encouragement or received 

more concrete help. In 1929, Mario Vinciguerra, Lauro De 

Bosis and others tried to organize a new underground 

movement, which they called the National Alliance, making 

direct reference to the moderate tradition of the 

Risorgimento. The new group directed their propaganda 

appeals to the traditional forces of Italian society. The 

ultimate aim of the National Alliance was to convince the 

King to employ the Anny and to oust Mussolini from power. 

Croce encouraged Vinciguerra and gave his support to the 

new organization, looking "with sympathy at the attempt of 

the National Alliancen, as Salvemini wrote in 1954. In 

Croce's diaries, during 1929 and 1930, there are reported 

visits to Naples, and meetings in Rome with Vinciguerra and 

Irene di Robiland, who was one of the most active members 

of that small group. (29) 

Now the memoirs of Eugenio Reale in the National Achives 

provide more details to show Croce's concrete support. when 

in 1930 Vinciguerra was arrested under the accusation "of 



having organized an anti-fascist movement and wanting to 

procure the fa11 of the Regimen, Croce tried to help his 

unfortunate friend, devising a little subterfuge, In a 

hurry, he wrote and had printed another flyer in the name 

of the National Alliance. He then asked Reale and his young 

anti-fascist friends to mail and distribute the piece of 

paper in a clandestine manner, to lead the police into 

believing that Vinciguerra had no connection with the 

operation of the organization. Needless to Say the 

stratagem did not work and the police were not fooled. 

Vinciguerra was sentenced to fifteen years in jail. (30) 

After the failure of the National Alliance and his 

imprisonment, Croce's support and friendship for 

Vinciguerra and his little daughter increased. Croce's 

personal involvement in the political troubles and family 

difficulties of Vinciguerra was reported to the police, but 

it also became known in Paris among the anti-fascist 

exiles. In 1931 the organ of the democratic anti-fascist 

groups in France, La, carried a news item on the 

front page under the title The most beautiful work of 

Benedetto Crocen. The piece was probably written by Claudio 

Treves or by Carlo Rosselli. "Mario Vinciguerra, sentenced 

to fifteen years in jail by the Special Tribunal, has left 
. . 

behind two things: a great book on Raai;uitlclsm and a little 

girl of seven. ... But we have just received the beautiful 



news that a man has taken care of the two things left 

behind by Vinciguerra. This is Benedetto Croce. ... In fact 
under Croce's sponsorship, Vinciguerrals book on the 

romantics has just been published. Moreover Benedetto Croce 

has taken under his charge Vinciguerrats daughter, and has 

placed her in a private school, providing for her future 

needs even in case of his death. The mind of Croce is great 

but his heart is even greatern. (31) Remembering these 

troubling events in 1973, Livia Tilgher, Vinciguerrals 

sister-in-law, reported that after his arrest many friends 

abandoned Vinciguerra, but she found Croce tlmoving in his 

support and generosity toward hi8 unfortunate friend and 

toward hi8 daughterIt . (32 ) 
Help for Luigi Russo. 

In 1929 Croce used his economic wealth for another 

polirical purpose: he and Luigi Russo made an agreement 

that bore f ru i t  a year later. That year, Gentile ousted 

Russo from the editorship of the periodical, -, 

displeased with the political contents of the paper and 

also with its irreverent polemical style. Immediately 

Croce, in agreement with Aibertini, Casati and Fortunato, 

decided to help Russo, and provided the funds necessary to 

start a new periodical, which appeared in 1930 with the 

name m u o v a  I t u ,  and lasted for a few years. With his 

intervention Croce kept alive in Florence a centre of 



cultural independence. Russo was not only an old friend, he 

was also a good polemicist and an independent spirit, 

faithful to the ideals of the Risorgimento. In Croce's and 

Russols intention -va I t u  could supplement the work 

of Lê Çritica, devoting less space to high culture, but 

paying more attention to curent literary events. In its 

short existence the new periodical fulfilled these 

expectations, defending the liberal tradition against 

radical fascists, and, with no less pugnacity, against the 

new spirit of clericalism created by the reconciliation. 

( 3 3 )  

Croce was closely involved with the publication of this 

periodical; he gave advice; made suggestions; sent 

newspaper clippings; and finally, invited by Russo, wrote 

short and biting notes, that appeared under the name of 

Russo, who changed or deleted and then added a few words, 

here and there, to reflect his persona1 style, and to make 

the camouflage more believable. Or so Russo and Croce liked 

to believe: the stratagem did not fool Gramsci in jail and 

neither, with al1 probability, the police. Croce's 

collaboration in U u o v a  I U ,  like the collaboration of 
. . ûmodeo and Ruggiero in Lo Cr- shows that there was 

unity among Croce and his friends, and makes evident that 

they did not fight their battles alone but acted with "a 

spirit of religious communionn. (34)  



Police Surveillance. 

After the reconciliation, the police increased the 

surveillance of Croce's movements and tampered with his 

correspondence. Croce noticed the increased attention and 

did not take the occurrence too kindly or too seriously. He 

complained to the Prefect, more to embarrass the gentleman, 

than to seek an end to the harassment. In June 1929, Croce 

wrote, "1 went to speak with the High Commissioner, 

Castelli, for the renewal of my passport, and I showed him 

that 1 have become aware of the special attention that the 

police are giving to my person, and to my correspondence, 

that is al1 opened and then glued again, and often 

delivered incomplet@. But 1 only made the statement, and 

told him that 1 will not write a complaint, as something 

uselessu. (35) 

Croce noticed and recognized the agents following him or 

watching his house. He spoke to them, gave them greetings 

of the day, and even told them when he was leaving tm. 

This kind of unexpected friendliness created some 

embarrassment, and prompted the usual excuses. But despite 

the smiles and the salutations, every time that Croce left 

Naples, the agents did their duty, and the police in Rome 

or in Turin were notified, as recorded in the archives. 

(36) 

Police sumeillance continued even when political 



reasons were absent. In June 1929, the authorities saw fit 

to send special agents and spies to a small t o m  near 

Naples, when Croce and his wife were invited to attend a 

baptismal ceremony by the family of an old friend. The 

prefect was even required to file a report to Rome for that 

occasion. From the police report it is possible to 

understand the social isolation that the regime was able to 

create around a known anti-fascist personality. In the best 

Southern Italian tradition the Fusco family, Croce's host, 

had made preparation for a great feast, and as the prefect 

wrote, "had invited the best people of the place, but all 

these, knowing the political views of Croce, refused the 

invitation. Only relatives and the closest friends took 

part in the Eestivitiesn. (37) 

Incidents like this one, and the political atmosphere 

that they reveal, explain the moments of sadness 

experienced by Croce during the fascist regime, especially 

in 1929, when often, in the diaries, we find revealing 

notes: tfsuddenly the usual criais of sadness came over meM. 

(38) But despite police control and harassment Croce 

continued his usual way of life. He continued to receive 

the usual Stream of visits in Naples or Turin. Aïmoat every 

month in 1929 he made trips to other cities. He used his 

letters and his trips to keep in touch with his friends, or 

to encourage and to console when necessaxy. Subject to 



bouts of anguish himself, but able to overcome their power, 

he often was able to find the right words for hi6 friends 

in difficulty. More often than not, he told them, or 

repeated to himself, that whether sailing with favourable 

winds or rowing against the currents, man has always to do 

his duty, because the fulfilling of duty is the only hope 

of a better future. In a letter, written after the 

reconciliation, to his old friend Lombardo Radice, 

suffering the pain of disillusion and pessimism, Croce 

wrote: Vhe world unfolds as it should; we can not make it 

go according to our desire. What is important is that ... 

we behave well, trying to serve God with joyM. (39) The 

same phrases, more or less, appear in the diaries, at 

various times, or are repeated in other letters to other 

f riends . 



Chapter 10: Croce's Resistance, 1930-1940 

The elections of 1929 and the Lateran Pacts marked the 

end of one era and the beginning of another in the history 

of fascism and in the fortunes of Mussolini. The elections 

were a vote of confidence for the government, and turned 

into a plebiscite for Mussolini, showing that the regime 

was secure now and rested on solid foundations. For fascism 

those were years of consensus, but for the opposition, or 

what remained of the opposition movements, the years 

following the reconciliation between Church and State were 

times of despair and isolation. It was then that in Italy 

many lost hope for a different future, became 

disillusioned, and abandoned the struggle as a useless and 

quixotic undertaking. Yet, amid the general consensus 

enjoyed by the regime, political opposition to fascism 

never disappeared completely in Italy, but continued in 

different and precarious ways, and was carried out, more or 

less, by al1 parties, according to their own traditions and 

expectations. More importantly, in al1 walks of life, there 

were men and women who refused to join the conformity of 

the times and remained faithful to liberal ideas. With 

their example they were able to presente the memory of the 

past and present a set of values for the younger 

generation, different from the one preached by the regime. 

(1) 



After the war the Liberal Party had tried to organize 

itself into a modern mass party, but failed in the attempt, 

and remained a party of elites, dominated by strong 

personalities. When the party was no longer legal, meetings 

of a political nature among the old and new leaders 

continued to take place, despite moral intimidation, 

economic pressures, and harassrnent by the police apparatus. 

As Croce himself recognized after the Second World War, 

during the fascist regime the Liberal Party did not 

disappear Ilbut lived fram one end to the other of Italy 

through personal relations and reciprocal visitationsw; in 

the impossibility of public meetings l'agreements were 

undertaken in the hospitality of friendly residences". In 

these conditions a political continuity was assured and a 

new generation of leaders was created. ( 2 )  

The liberal opposition was centred around old political 

leaders, university teachera, lawyers and intellectuals. 

Most of them were well connected with the old establishment 

and the civil service, and they could count often on their 

national and international relations. Some did more than 

others, and assumed functions of leadership. Luigi 

Albertini, who had organized a special fund for the 

education of the sons of Giovanni Amendola, during the 

fascist regime continued to send money to anti-fascist 

leaders in exile, and to help promising young people in 



Italy. Luigi Einaudi, as responsible for the Rockefeller 

Foundation, offered scholarships to needy anti-fascist 

students, so they could continue their education abroad. 

Mario Ferrara, a criminal lawyer, gave free legal 

assistance to young men in political trouble, and even 

defended communists before the Special Tribunal. Raffaele 

Mattioli, as general manager of Milan's Banca Commerciale 

sheltered in the research department of that bank many who 

later played leading roles in the Party of Action. 

Alessandro Casati was an indefatigable traveling salesman 

for the liberal cause, in the process making a police 

informer "greatly suspicious of his frequent visits to 

NaplesRt. Another great traveler who also visited Naples 

quite often was ümberto Zanotti Bianco. Living in Rome, he 

had access to the capital's influential circles, and 

according to police, he had llrelations with a great nurnber 

of persons, contrary to the regimen and carried out "a 

great deal of activity against the regime, but in a quiet 

wayn. But Croce was the most influential leader of the new 

liberal forces and was at the centre of the new opposition, 

and already had become the symbol of liberal and democratic 

anti-fascism. (3) 

Croce's Life under Pascim. 

This position of moral leadership was recognized by the 

fascist authorities. The police reports and the coments of 



the prefects make it possible to understand the peculiar 

conditions under which Croce exercized that position and 

carried out his new political functions. During the fascist 

regime Croce was never openly persecuted, but he was 

constantly harassed. The government regarded him as an 

adversary of the regime, and in al1 police reports he is 

always defined as ltnoto oppositorem, in full agreement, 

this time, with the international press, which during the 

same period, referred to Croce as "the well known 

anti-fascistn. As a senator Croce could neither be arrested 

nor jailed without the consent and advice of the Senate, 

but the political authority tried to isolate Croce from his 

friends and to create a desert around him by keeping his 

life and his activity under close police scrutiny. During 

the period, Croce's house in Naples and his summer 

residence in Piedmont were under police surveillance. 

Visits to his homes became a political liability, and a 

matter for police suspicion. The policemen on duty made 

lists of Croce's visitors, and then the prefects ordered 

inquiries into their affaira, and often "frequent visits to 

Benedetto Crocen is the only imputation found in the police 

reports. (4 )  

Croce was allowed to travel in Italy and in Europe, and 

no restrictions were ever put on his movements. But his 

departures from Naples and his arrivals in other cities 



were communicated by the police authorities or by the 

prefects from one place to the next. The passport was not 

renewed as a matter of course and certainly not as a 

citizen's basic right, but always after some delay and 

never before the prefect of Naples had asked and received 

the approval from the chief of police in Rome. Croce's 

trips abroad were always followed by special agents, acting 

llwith judicious discretionn, and in accordance with 

Bocchini's favourite advice, "con sagacia e riservatezzan. 

( 5 )  

Not only were Croce's movements followed and his 

residences monitored by regular police agents, but the 

political branch of the police, as was customary at the 

tirne, also employed intellectual informers to better 

understand Croce's inner motivations and aspirations. Thcse 

were highly cultured people, recruited in the entourage of 

Croce, able to gain his confidence and that of his 

collaborators, but above al1 capable of discussing cultural 

arguments and even of initiating political conversation. 

Their reports now show astute observations, and prove that 

the confidence of the police in their work was well placed. 

The reports were read by the chief of police and then 

passed to Mussolini himself, who signed his famous "MW, in 

red or blue pencil, and sometimes made appropriate or 

annoyed comments, as when one informer tried to report 



something out of nothing on second and third hand hearsay. 

(6) 

During the fascist regime Croce continued to write and 
. . 

to publish his books and his periodical, La_Crltlca. But at 

regular intervals hi8 editor, Laterza, was confronted with 

unexpected difficulties and unforeseen delays, causing 

moral distress and financial loss. Under the censorship law 

of the the, the censors in Bari had to read Croce's books 

before they could be printed and published. From their 

delicate and powerful position, the censors made known 

their dislike and contempt for the contents of Crocels 

works, and often delayed or denied their approval and the 

printing permit with one excuse or another, depending on 

their mood or their superiorls orders. Sometimes the sale 

of a book was banned after permission for its printing had 

been granted. Once the books were finally published and 

sent to the book stores, often the police took note of 

those who were seen buying the books or reading the 

periodical in the libraries . (7) 
Moreover, the newspapers were not allowed to review 

Croce's books, but were ordered to ignore the works or to 

ridicule the man. In 1933, Mussolini himself complained 

that Croce's name had been mentioned too many times in a 

periodical and his importance greatly exaggerated. In 1935, 

with a short note to the Minister of Bducation, he 



expressed surprise, "as something incrediblen, that many 

public and school libraries still had a subscription to 
. . Croce's periodical, Ja Cr-. The minister acted with 

speed, and ordered the libraries to cancel the 

subscription, and then al80 ordered the high schools to 

remove one of Croce's books from the list of adopted 

textbooks. In 1937, the catalogue of the Laterza publishing 

house, which had been reprinted for more than twenty years 

without changea in its format, was seized by police and 

ordered out of circulation, because it had been published 

without prior authorization, and above al1 "because it 

contains an apology of Crocers thoughtw. Finally in 1940, 

with a rather chilling expression, revealing the mentality 

and atmosphere of the times, the Minister of Propaganda 

informed Laterza that , . could continue its 

publication "because Mussolini does not want to give any 

hemlock cup to the philosophern . (8 )  

The longa manus of censorship reached also into Croce's 

private correspondence, especially from 1929 on. In Naples 

al1 incoming letters to Croce were stopped, read, copied, 

and filed, including letters from his wife or from his 

daughters. In other cities letters sent by Croce to his 

friends were also opened and forwarded with delays. Many of 

his letters were sent to the chief of police and even to 

Mussolini, and Eorwarded after approval had been received. 



In some cases letters considered politically sensitive 

never reached their destination. Thanks to the work and the 

zeal of the police and the censors, a great amount of 

material has been collected in the National Archives of 

Rome. 

Materials in the National Archives. 

In the Archivio Centrale del10 Stato, in the collection 

of persona1 files, the file of Croce contains twenty boxes, 

or buste; in these boxes there are 1368 folders, one for 

each of Croce's correspondents. In the collection of the 

Prime Minister's office, or Segreteria Particolare del 

Duce, there are two heavy folders, containing documents 

collected from 1926 to 1943 for the special attention of 

Mussolini. There are also other files on Croce in other 

sections and collections of the archives. Letters of Croce 

to his friends or reference to his name can also be found 

in the Central Political Files, or Casellario Politico 

Centrale, where the police authorities kept the files of 

al1 those jailed during the fascist regime. A close but far 

from complete study of these documents has revealed that 

the police authorities were in possession of the full 

subscription list of the periodical, Jla r r a  . . . The 
informers had supplied the names of Croce's most trusted 

friends in major Italian cities. Censorship had controlled 

and kept under scrutiny most of the correspondence 



addressed to Croce. Between the work of the regular agents 

and the reports of the informers the prefect of Naples, the 

Chief of Police, and Mussolini knew the most important 

aspects of Croce's life and activity, public and private, 

at al1 times. (9) 

The information in their possession left them without 

any doubt about Croce's political position and the personal 

opinions of "the notorious ad~ersary'~, noto oppositore, 

senatore Benedetto CroceM. Because they knew Croce's 

tenacious liberal faith, his unchanging opposition to 

fascism and his critical opinion of Mussolini, the regime 

never entertained the hope of one day winning Croce to its 

causes and never seriously tried to lure him into the fold 

of fascism as the authorities had tried and succeeded with 

many others. When an informer suggested a sort of peace 

treaty between Croce and fascism, with concessions coming 

only from the regime, the chief of police with bis sharp 

senses rejected the proposa1 "as too complicatedw, knowing 

from other sources that it was a waste of time for both 

parties. (10) 

Croce's New Youth. 

Despite police surveillance, the reading of his mail, 

and subtle harassments, Croce continued his usual way of 

life, receiving and visiting friends, writing and 

publishing books. While fascism celebrated its triumphs and 



the new leaders strutted about in special uniforms, 

flaunting their power, Croce increased his efforts against 

the authoritarian regime, defending with new energy and 

almost youthful vigour the ideals of liberalism, and "the 

traditions of studies, customs and moral concepts, that 

belonged to the men to whom we owe the resurrection of 

Italy." (il) 

In a time when the new regime was destroying venerable 

institutions and creating new myths, he remained faithful 

to the ideals of the Risorgimento, inspiring others to 

share his faith and to join the anti-fascist resistance. In 

1932, writing from jail to his sister-in-law, Gramsci 

expressed well, and better than anybody else, Croce's 

magisterial function during those years: "ile many people 

lose their heads, and grope among apocalyptic feelings of 

intellectual panic, Croce becomes a point of reference and 

is able to give inner strength by his unshakeable faith 

that evil cannot metaphysically prevail and that hifitory is 

rationality . (12) 

La Famiglia Italiana. 

Because of hie intellectual prestige and his political 

coherence, Croce became, in Italy and abroad, the moral 

leader of the anti-fascist opposition and the symbol of 

Italian resistance to Mussolinifs dictatorship. He found 

himself at the centre of a loose political movement, kept 



together without strict rules, but united by moral 

commitment, and animated by common aspirations, pre-eminent 

among them love of freedom and desire for the return of 

political liberty. This ItFamiglia Italianan, as Croce 

called it, was made up of members of the cultural elite, 

who in the past had been liberals, democrats or moderate 

socialists. In the past these men had been engaged in 

bitter debates, had even disagreed on fundamental issues, 

but now they had been brought together by the los8 of 

freedom and reunited by the need to regain it. Bven more 

important for the future, the needs of the struggle and the 

nature of the adversary compelled al1 of them to reassess 

their differences, urging them to rethink old conclusions, 

to seek new solutions, and to reflect on the reasons for 

their comon defeat. Groups of this ideal family were 

present in major urban centres, and were able to maintain 

regular contacts among themselves, not without some degree 

of danger. (13) 

In this unstructurecl movement an important role was 

played by women, exceptional for their courage and nobility 

of character, as wives, sisters, friends or militants. 

Under the guise of innocent gatherings, the residences of 

Barbara Allason, Giuliana Benzoni, Bianca Ceva, Maria 

Cittadella, Irene Di Robiland, Ada Gobetti, Nina Ruffini, 

and Elena Croce became discreet centres of the opposition. 



Especially in Capri, Rome, Turin, Milan and Veneto, these 

women provided the occasion and the opportunity for 

cultural and political meetings, away from police 

interference. In their elegant living rooms, kindred people 

met with some security, exchanged news and discussed 

political events, keeping alive the flame of freedom and 

the hope for a better future. In this long chain of 

concentric circles, Croce was the strong link, providing 

ideal aspirations with hi8 writings and assuring practical 

continuity with his frequent trips and with hi8 constant 

correspondence. ( 14  1 

Even the police informera and the political authority 

recognized, at various times, the existence of this 

unorthodox political movement and the role played by Croce. 

In 1934, a promising young historian, turned police 

informer, provided the prefect of Naples with a list of 

Croce's friends, who went to his house with a certain 

frequency, making coments on their persona1 value and 

political ideas. The same year, prodded by his masters, he 

sent to the prefect "a partial list, which could be useful 

for further investigationw. In this second list were 

written "the names of persons in various Italian cities who 

have relations of a political nature with Benedetto Crocen. 

The cities mention& were Genoa, Turin, Milan, Florence, 

Rome, and Messina in Sicily. Among the names listed were 



old politicians, university teachers, and young people just 

out of university. nAïmost al1 of themn, to use the 

informer's own words, l'are university teachers and 

personalities of great influence in the fields of politics 

and culture, and they have a great many connectionsn. 

Because of the moral significance of their names and also 

the political role that they were already playing then in 

the underground, it is worth mentioning that in the list 

were also included the names of Leone Ginzburg and Nello 

Rosselli, besides the older and more famous Adolfo Omodeo, 

Guido De Ruggiero, Gaetano De Sanctis, Luigi Russo, Piero 

Calamandrei, and Luigi Einaudi. (15) 

In 1935, even the chief of police, Bocchini, in a 

departmental note, recognized the political implications of 

Croce's cultural activities and persona1 relations. Be had 

to admit that a group of university teachers, living in 

different cities, "under literary and philosophical 

appearances are increasing their mail correspondence and 

personal relations, which have the centre in Benedetto 

Croce, whose unchanged feelings of hostility against the 

regime are well knownn. Finally, in a report to the prefect 

of Naples, the learned Neapolitan informer, using some 

vivid expressions, concluded that Croce did not belong to 

"a proper structured organizationn, but he the head of 

a business centren, adding that this ncentro dtaffarin was 



l'a small coterie of university teachers and dreamers, made 

up of friends with great social connections, scattered in 

various Italian citiesn. (16) Because Bocchini was aware of 

the many relations of that 8-11 group of friends, and as a 

learned man himself knew the power of culture, and 

appreciated the influence that those dreamers enjoyed 

inside and outside of the univeraities, he never eased 

police sunreillence of their activity and their movements. 

Croce's Houses as Centres of Opposition. 

Aware of these special police attentions, Croce ignored 

the harassment and continuéd his activities with increased 

determination, In the struggle against fascism Croce's 

functions and contributions were manifold. His opposition 

was carried out first of al1 by his intellectual 

activities, writing books and publishing his periodical. 

Also his regular trips in Italy and his forays in Europe 

have to be considered part of Crocels political activity, 

and have to be regarded as an important contribution to the 

anti-fascist resistance. The same function was fulfilled by 

his correspondence with old and new friends. In actual 

fact, political activity and opposition to fascism for 

Croce really began at home. During the entire fascist 

regime Crocels house remained open to al1 those who wanted 

to see him for personal or cultural reasons. In particular 

the opponents of fascism knew that they would always be 



welcomed inside the house and received by Croce and his 

wife "with a friendly smilen, according to Vinciguerra. 

(17) 

In his house Croce received not only the liberals and 

the democrats but also the young members of the Connninist 

Party until they were arrested or went into exile. At one 

time or another al1 the most important leaders of the 

anti-fascist movement made trips to Naples, seeking Croce's 

support or his advice. Inside his library Croce and Omodeo 

wrote some of their major essaya and prepared the 
. . publication of C r u .  Senator Casati made frequent 

visits ta Naples, not only to keep Company with an old 

friend but also to bring news from Northern Italy and 

sometimes £rom Europe, and then to caxxy back information 

to common friends in other parts of Italy. When Crocels 

eldest daughter married, she and her husband, Raimondo 

Craveri, became sort of roving ambassadors, and kept even 

closer relations between Croce and his friends in Rome, 

Milan and Turin. (18) 

During the regime, visits to Croce's house always 

attracted the watchful attention of the police. Despite his 

air of innocence, Casatils presence in Naples aroused the 

suspicion of a police informer. From the reports he wrote 

to the prefect and the list of names he provided, it is 

clear that an influential group of anti-fascist 



intellectuals and personalities of Naples remained faithful 

to Croce and often met in his house for political and 

cultural discussions. Besides this group of old friends, 

there were also frequent visits to Croce's house by members 

of the younger generation, not only from Naples but also 

from other Italian cities. In the early thirties, the U S U ~ ~  

informer in his reports noted that "every evening there are 

meetings of young students in Croce's housew. In 1937 other 

young scholars from Bologna in central Italy went to Naples 

to seek Croce's inspiration and support. After they 

returned home, one of them, Car10 Ragghianti, wrote his 

appreciation to Croce: "My friends and 1 wish to thank you 

for your cordial hospitality given to us on Our visit to 

Naples" (19) 

With al1 these friends coming and going, Croce's 

residence in Naples became one of the best places to gather 

free information about Italy and Europe. Croce was in 

correspondence with literary personalities of Italy and 

Europe. Some of his acquaintances were newspapermen of the 

leading French, British, and German papers. Presidents of 

European and American universities made a point of visiting 

Naples when they went on holiday to Italy, or were going to 

Greece or Egypt. Walter Lippman always made a stop in 

Naples on his Buropean tours to gather fresh information 

about the continent's political situation. Often 



ambassadors of European nations paid a visit to Croce with 

one excuse or another. Finally the British Council rented 

two rooms on the second floor of Croce's building, 

providing no doubt the occasion for discreet visits. When 

national or international conferences of a cultural nature 

took place in Naples some delegates made a point of 

visiting Croce, or he invited to his place those congenial 

to his ideas. 

The same frequency of visits occurred in Croce's Sumer 

residence in Piedmont, which was conveniently located near 

the vacation residences of Albertini, Antonicelli, Gobetti 

and Ruffini. During the sunmner months friends from the city 

of Turin and other parts of Northern Italy went there as 

pilgrims to a sanctuary. During his vacations Croce not 

only saw university professors, but also other senators and 

former ministers of the Giolitti cabinets; a few times he 

had meetings with Enrico Caviglia, among the few generals 

critical of fascism. Because of its location, sometimes 

friends going to France or returning from there stopped at 

Croce's house for a day or two. These too were 

opportunities to keep in touch with Buropean events, to 

discuss French political evolution; and in general to send 

and to receive information, exchanging views with other 

friends, at home and abroad. Besides these old friends 

Croce also received visits from young men still attending 



university or recently graduated, but already active in the 

underground, and in contact with the exiles in Paris and 

other groups in various Italian cities. The political 

importance of Croce's summer residence, and his comection 

with members of the underground movement of "Giustizia e 

Liberta'", was recognized by a police informer in 1934. It 

really seemed to him that Croce carried out most of the 

political activity during the sumer months and in 

Piedmont. With the same astute perception he was among the 

first to note the importance of Leone Ginzburg in Croce's 

entourage. "Until last sumer the Russian was one of the 

most frequent visitors in Croce's summer residence, 

together with Signora Ada Gobetti, widow o f  the notorious 

Pieron. The informer also reported that among Croce's 

frequent guests there were also Barbara Allason and Umberto 

Cosmo "and al1 the others that the recent police arrests 

and investigation have shown were involved in criminal 

activities against the regimen. The informer here was 

referring to the arrest of a group of young people 

belonging to the underground movement of nGiustizia e 

Liberta'", the brain child of Carlo Rosselli in Paris. 

Their arrest and their sentences did not stop other people 

from joining the movement or from continuing their visits 

to Crocels house. In 1937, Crocels daughter, writing from 

Turin, told her mother in Naples that there were 



friends who wanted to see fatherl@. (20)  

Mussolini and fascism tried in subtle ways to keep Croce 

in isolation, but the world kept in touch with him, and he 

himself kept closer to the outside world. Just after a 

recent return from Russia, and a meeting with Maxim Gorky 

in Capri, in one of his last visita to Italy, Stefan Zweig 

went to Naples and paid tribute to Crocels anti-fascism. '1 

could not but admire the freshness and the mental 

elasticity which the old man preserved in the daily 

struggleu. He also noted the strange isolation of Croce and 

its true meaning: "This hermetic isolation of a single man 

in a city of millions, in a nation of millions was at once 

weird and mgnificent" . (21) 
Trips to Italian Cities. 

In the changed political situation, the increased number 

of Crocels trips in Italy and his frequent forays abroad 

acquired a new meaning. The frequency of trips to various 

Italian cities has to be regarded as a form of political 

activity and as a new manifestation of anti-fascist 

opposition. They were dictated by their recognition of the 

insecurity of the mail and the need to regain freedom of 

expression among trusted friends, carrying information or 

bringing comfort away from police interferences, or so it 

was hoped. These trips have a striking similarity to the 

underground activities of the cori~muiists and of "Giustizia 



e Liberta'"; the only difference was that they were carried 

out in the open and accomplished their aim without breaking 

existing laws. Prom 1930 to 1940, month by month the 

diaries of Croce register the trips to Bari, Rome, 

Florence, Milan, and Turin to meet kindred people. For 

security reasons few names are mentioned and few details 

are given, but the presence of expressions like "large 

gatherings of friendsVt, or "long discussions lasting into 

the nightn are enough to reveal the nature and the purpose 

of those meetings. In these and other cities Croce met not 

only old friends but also members of the new generations, 

who were involved in opposition activities or were in 

relations with others already active in the underground 

organizations. (22)  

Police records and the reports of the prefects now 

provide a great deal of information, making clear that at 

one time or another, directly or indirectly, Croce became 

acquainted with people who played a leading role in the 

Resistance or assumed positions of cori~nand in the 

Liberation struggle after 1943. In Rome Croce maintained 

close relations with Guido De Ruggiero and Gaetano De 

Sanctis, leading university teachers and well known then 

for their opposition to fascism. In the capital Croce also 

had meetings and conversations with old politicians and 

former newspaper editors, like Bonomi and Ruini, Albertini 



and  erga ami ni. He al80 met future political or cultural 

leaders like Carlo Antoni, Leone Cattani, and Niccolo' 

Carandini. But also in Rome Croce had relations with 

Umberto Zanotti Bianco, "a dangerous personn, according to 

police reports, who maintained relations with many people 

in high places, Mnotoriously contra- to the regimen. When 

in Florence Croce was usually the guest of Luigi Russo, who 

gathered in his house students and teachers from the 

universities of Florence and Pisa and even Perugia, like 

Guido Calogero, Aldo Capitini, Piero Calamandrei and Pietro 

Pancrazi, assuring lively conversations lasting late into 

the night. In Florence Croce was often invited to the house 

of Nello Rosselli, the younger brother of Carlo, and to 

that of Alessandro Levi, the brother-in-law of Claudio 

Treves, the old socialist reformist leader, friend of 

Turati. Aïso in Florence, Croce often met Bernard Berenson, 

the famous art historian, who maintained close ties with 

Harvard University. (23) 

In the hospitable house of Casati in Lombardy Croce was 

warmly greeted not only by his traditional friends, 

Alfieri, Flora, and the Treves brothers, but also by other 

young and old socialists, and by a group of influential 

liberal Catholics, and similar "elements of the Masonic 

Ordern, as the police informer qualified thern. The informer 

was astute enough to add that Tommaso Gallarati Scotti and 



Stefano Jacini, like Casati, had strong ties with the 

industrial world and connections with the great publishing 

houses of the city, Rizzoli and Mondadori, I'still full of 

the wreckage of anti-fascismM. In reality these f irms often 

provided jobs to anti-fascist scholars in trouble. More 

important for the future, when in Milan Croce also met 

those people like Adolfo Tino and Ugo La Malfa, who later 

were instrumental in the creation of the Party of Action 

and were then working in the Banca Commerciale, under the 

tutelage of Raffaele Mattioti, a steadfast friend of Croce 

at al1 times, but whose Nfeeling of loyalty toward fascismlt 

left something to be desited, according to police reports. 

Sometimes Croce was the guest speaker at a meeting of a 

nphilosophical societyn, that Casati had organized in his 

house, to avoid police suspicion. But the political nature 

and the moral function of those meetings did not fool 

police authorities. In 1934 an informer reported to the 

chief of police that Croce had had a large meeting with 

anti-fascists personalities and in the course o f  the 

conversations he had urged hi8 friends "net ta lose faith 

in their idealsn, and ta remain optimietic l'about the fa11 

of fascism in the near future*. Perhaps those were not 

Crocels precise words, but the faith in the future or in 

the "intreccio storicon is consistent with Croce's thought, 

and can be found in many of his historical and political 



essayç. ( 24 )  

When Croce went to Bari to discuss editorial matters, 

Laterza gathered in his villa or in his bookstore a group 

of bright intellectuals, including Tommaso Fiore and the 

much younger Michele Cifarelli, later active in the 

Socialist and Action Parties, where they brought a new 

awareness of the problems connected with the Southern 

Question. During his frequent visits to Turin, in the house 

of his brother-in-law or in other friendly places, Croce 

met not only university teachers, like Giole Solari and 

Luigi Einaudi, and old and younger leaders of the Liberal 

Party, like Marcello Soleri, Franco Antonicelli and Manlio 

Brosio, but also members of the younger genexation, 

critical of faseism, and not afraid of persecution, 

associated with "Giustizia e Liberta'" and grouped around 

Leone Ginsburg and Car10 Levi and their many friends, 

working in Giulio Einaudi's fledgling publishing house, and 

writing in the periodical, ta-. (25)  

Among the Italian cities, Turin had a special place in 

the mind and heart of Croce, attracting him for elective 

affinities, historical memories, and family ties. Since his 

marriage, Croce's presence in the streets and porticoes of 

the city became a rather familiar sight; his intellectual 

influence at the university had been constant for years, 

and deeply touched generations of students, who later 



became liberals or socialists, corrnninists and members of 

the Actionist diaspora. Rather than "the city of Gramsci 

and Gobettin, as the city is often described, without 

detracting anything from the historical merit of those two 

exemplary figures, more properly Turin deserves to be 

called the city of Croce. Certainly his intellectual 

influence among teachers and students was far greater there 

than in his own city of Naples; in Turin between the wars 

Croce's political influence was more evident and more 

fruitful. In 1934, the usual well infonned historian-spy 

came to the same conclusion. He recognized that nirin was 

the city where Croce "does most of his political activityn 

and "where are living many who belong to Crocean 

anti-fascismn . (26) 
The political value of Croce's trips to Italian cities 

was enhanced by the public nature of his visit. He did not 

remain closed inside an hotel or a house, but went about 

t o m  in the Company of his friends, becoming a topic of 

conversation. The presence of Croce in any t o m  was an 

event, and often created a stir, putting in motion 

unexpected reactions. Luigi Russo has recounted one such 

occasion, when he and Croce went to the University of 

Florence to pay a courtesy visit on Ernesto Codignola, a 

professor of pedagogy there. While waiting outside in the 

hall, the students recognized Croce, pressed around him, 



and spontaneoualy burst into great applause, which moved 

Croce and Russo to tears, and then the philosopher had to 

improvise a l i t t l e  speech. ( 2 7 )  

Croce himself has given a charming account of a trip to 

the city of Campobasso, in the province of Molise, that 

showed Croce's moral influence remained unchanged among the 

cultural elites of Italian provincial towna. For a few 

days Croce's visit generated interest and kept civic life 

buzzing. He was received with cordiality by the mayor and 

then with local notables invited for lunch at the hotel. In 

his research Croce was helped with enthusiasm by local 

experts, and accompanied by them from place to place. When 

hé went ta the bishop's palace to consult old parchments, 

the bishop came out of bis living quarters and cordially 

greeted Croce, proudly showing his last book, Historv oE 

m, recently published and quickly placed by the Church 
. . in the fndex. Prohlbltorum.28) 

Croce ' s Correspondence. 

Croce's cultural influence and political presence in the 

provincial life of Italy is attested not only by his 

research trips, but also by hi8 correspondence. A few years 

ago, Professor Toni Iexmano of the University of Naples 

brought t o  light "a small but intense correspondencen 

between Croce and Gaetano Perugini, a doctor who lived in 

Avellino, a city not far from Naples. Those letters show 



the a b i l i t y  of Croce and Dr. Perugini to establish a deep 

relation, reaching moments of great humanity, based only on 

common ideals and historical memories. True to theix 

education, the two friends did not talk much about private 

matters, but, in a relaxed fashion, discussed literary 

currents, debated historical facts and lamented the general 

condition of Italian Society. Not only did Croce write 

letters to Perugini, but, on his own initiative or at the 

discreet request of the doctor, he sent to Avellino some of 

his books and political essays. 

This correspondence opens a window on the cultural and 

political life of an Italian provincial town during the 

fascist regime. As a doctor, Petugini was in touch with the 

bourgeois elite of the city, as a man critical of the 

regime, he was in close relations with Guido Dorso and 

other anti-fascist intellectuals. These congenial friends 

often met in their favourite cafet, facing the public 

square, and there they discussed political events and 

shared cultural news. The letters they wrote to Croce, the 

replies they received from him, given their general nature, 

must have been part of the discussions, and made Croce's 

ideas almost a familiar presence among them. When one of 

them bought a book by Croce, or received by mail his 

periodical, the book and . . surely were shared and 

then discussed and comented on with excitement in their 



meetings at the cafel or in the more secure privacy of 

their homes. When Perugini suddenly died, it was Dorso who 

informed Croce of the sad news, and the notes of condolence 

of Dorso and Croce, besides the grief for the sudden 108s 

of a friend, attest to a strong intellectual intimacy among 

them all. (29) 

When the full correspondence of Croce is published the 

presence of similar cultural circles will be shown in other 

provincial cities, attesting to his deep influence among 

small but influential groups. The letters already published 

have revealed that throughout hi8 life private 

correspondence was one of the most powerful means used by 

Croce for his political and cultural activities. Also in 

the National Archives it is possible to find, in unexpected 

places, revealing letters, showing the magisterial use of 

Croce's correspondence. In 1933 from Florence Nello 

Rosselli informed Croce of his desire to publish a new 

historical review, and Croce rmast have replied, offering 

encouragements and also advice, which then were discussed 

with the other scholars involved in the plan. Writing from 

Rome in 1937, Antonio Amendola, the younger brother of the 

communist leader, Giorgio, expressed to Croce his gratitude 

"for past benevolence", but he also reported "the deep 

admirationn of his university friends "for everything you 

do and Sayn, and this, Croce was assured, despite hi8 



anti-comunism and their Mamist inclinations. On the eve 

of the war, Carlo Ragghianti, from Bologna, assured Croce 

that his work and his thought supported "me and many others 

in daily lifeI1, encouraging them "to seek and do better 

thingsv. (30) 

Trips Abroad. 

When political parties were banned in Italy, Croce 

rejected the idea of emigration, but many political leaders 

went into exile in European countries. From there they 

continued political activities, trying to maintain contact 

with Italian comrades and to influence European public 

opinion about the nature of fascism. From the beginning to 

the end, the exiles remained a thon in Mussolinils side, 

and the regime subjected them to a relentless canrpaign of 

moral denigration, or even worse in the case of Carlo 

Rosselli. wFuorusciton, in the propaganda of the regime 

became a term of political opprobrium and a symbol of 

anti-patriotism. Undeterred by the official propaganda and 

by persona1 dangers, in private conversations, as reported 

by police informers, Croce praised the exiles for their 

personal courage, stressed their international reptation, 

at the same time blamed Mussolini for turning political 

adversaries into persona1 enemies. He also remained in 

correspondence with his exiled friends and maintained 

personal relations with liberal and democratic leaders in 



exile, visiting them in London and Paris, Geneva and 

Grenoble, Berlin and Brussels, and probably also in 

Budapest and Vienna. In the Archives there is some evidence 

to suggest that Croce and Sforza at least used members of 

their families to send and receive persona1 letters and 

political news in the form of newspaper clippings and 

articles. (31) 

The experience of the exile and the hard choices that 

they had to make, in order to remain faithful to their 

ideas, deeply affected Croce. Those feelings found 

expression in one of his best historical writings: the 

short biography of Galeazzo Caracciolo, whom the emperor 

Charles V had made Marquis of Vico, as a reward for his 

services. After his conversion to Calvinism, Vico decided 

to emigrate to Geneva and to abandon his family, preferring 

to renounce al1 bis Italian possessions in order to live in 

conformity with his new faith. When Croce describes Vico's 

bitter refusals, "le amarissime rinuncien, one feels that 

he is talking about the exiles of his times, and the pains 

suffered in that experience by his friends. (32) 

For their part the exiles understood Croce's feelings 

and were aware of hi8 synrpathy toward them. In 1936 the 

periodical of "Giustizia e Liberta'" in Paris lamented the 

official silence maintained by the Italian authoxities on 

the occasion of Croce's 70th birthday. Rosselli's paper 



went on to stress Crocels contribution to European culture 

and hi8 influence on the education of several generations 

of young Italians. The paper also praised Croce's past 

deeds against fascism, concluding with a revealing 

obsenration: "Today he understands and shares Our 

passions1'. (33) 

This conmnuiity of feelings was the result also of 

private conversations held in foreign lands. From 1930 to 

1938, Croce made several trips to France and England, 

Belgium and Gennany, Austria, Hungary, and Switzerland. The 

main reason, or excuse, was to do historical research, or 

to offer his young daughters occasions to broaden their 

education. In these trips not only was he always 

accompanied by one of them, but was also followed by agents 

of the Italian police, acting under Bocchinils usual 

instructions. But despite the presence of police escort, 

Croce never failed to meet the exiles and to be a guest in 

their houses. In 1930 and again in 1933, first in Paris and 

then in London, Croce had meetings and long conversations 

with Don Luigi Sturzo, the former head of the Popolari. 

Beside politics, Croce and Don Sturzo also discussed, with 

the usual gusto, their literary and philosophical works, 

already published or still in progress. In those meetings 

an old friendship found new bonds, that lasted for many 

years and continued after the war, with increased 



reciprocal admiration. (341 

Whenever in Paris, Croce never failed to visit his old 

friend, Francesco Saverio Nitti, the former Italian 

premier. In their meetings the two friends not only 

discussed "the present political situationv; they also 

talked, with poignant nostalgia, about cornmon 

acquaintances, lamenting or praising, "the tenacity of some 

and the changes of othersn. In Nitti's house, which was a 

meeting place of Italian anti-fascists, Croce also met the 

old socialist leaders, Filippo Turati and Claudio Treves. 

The relations between Croce and Turati had always been 

rathex cordial, but in the past he had sharp polemics with 

Treves; but now those quarrels were almost forgotten and 

were superseded by a new respect and a new solidarity, in 

the name of which Croce was helping Trevesl two sons, still 

living in Italy with their rnother. Among the exiles, Croce 

had the longest conversations with Carlo Sforza, the 

minister of foreign affairs under Giolitti. As a former 

ambassador, Sforza had close ties with the diplomatie 

circles of European capitals, and probably was able to 

apprise Croce of the latest developments in those quarters. 

Croce and Sforza met in Paris or in Brussels, where he 

lived. Sforza traveled to Paris to meet Croce, and on those 

occasions they remained together for long hours. It was in 

those conversations and in their private correspondence 



that their friendship was strengthened and their political 

ideas sharpened. They came to agree on many points, and 

that agreement reappeared after the war, when both of them 

served under Badoglio. (35) 

Meetings with Carlo Rosselli. 

The most important political meetings of Croce in Paris 

were held with Carlo Rosselli and took place in the house 

of Lionello Venturi, a famous art historian and father of 

Franco Venturi, the historian of Italian Illuminism and 

Russian populism. There Croce met al1 the leaders of 

"Giustizia e Liberta'" including Alberto Cianca, Rnilio 

Lussu and Alberto Tarchiani, and other "dangerous 

subversives~, as the police reports defined them. Among 

these there was also the much younger Aldo Garosci. Over 

the years, Garosci has retained a special inclination 

toward Croce for moral and intellectual reasons, and always 

remained respectful, even when questioning Croce's 

political choices, able as he had been to observe at close 

range the humanity of the old philosopher. Croce played the 

role of emissary between Garosci and his mother in Turin, 

and carried their letters back and forth. Once he even 

stopped for half a day in Grenoble, so that a son could 

send by personal courier reassuring news to a worried 

mother. (36) 

The conversations between Croce and Rosselli verged on 



political questions, both practical and theoretical. Those 

discussions were always cordial, according to Gaetano 

Salvemini, who was present at most of the meetings. A 

report written in 1934 by the usual police informer 

confirmed that IfCroce has a great consideration for Carlo 

Rosselli". From Croce's memoirs written in 1944 and from 

his book review of Garoscils biography of Rosselli we can 

gather both Croce's admiration for Rosselli and their 

political disagreement. In his memoirs and the book review 

Croce paid tribute to the persona1 generosity, political 

courage and determination of Rosselli in the struggle 

against fascism and Mussolini. A t  the same time, he 

expressed reservations about Rossellils philosophieal ideas 

and political programme. For Croce Rossellils attempt to 

conciliate liberalism and socialism remained unsuccessful, 

marred by eclecticism, contradictions and lack of 

coherence; more important hi8 social programme was devoid 

of realism and showed dangerous signs of authoritarian 

tendencies, with traits cornmon to conarmnism. In al1 his 

references to the death of Carlo and Nello Rosselli, Croce 

remained certain that the order for their assassination 

originated with Mussolini himself, and with his desire to 

get rid of an indomitable adversary. After the two brothers 

were killed in France by hired ruffians of Italian fascism, 

Croce wrote a letter to Nello's wife in Florence, which can 



be found now in the Archives. On his last trip to France in 

1937, Croce paid a visit of respect to the mother and the 

wife of Carlo, then still living in Paris. (37) 

In his trips abroad, Croce also met, besides Italians, 

prominent European intellectuals, and was cordially 

welcomed in their circles. He established lasting 

relationships in Germany especially with Thomas Mann, 

Friedrich Meinecke, and Albert Einstein, in France with 

Daniel Halevy, and in England with Robert Collingwood. In 

1933 during his trip to Paris and London, he used his 

international reputation and tried to organize the writing 

of a letter, signed by prominent personalities, to be sent 

in the fonn of a message to Mussolini, asking the dictator 

to release from jail Mario Vinciguerra, who had been 

sentenced to a harsh penalty three years before for hie 

anti-fascist activity. The letter did not materialize then, 

because George Bernard Shaw, the author chosen for the job, 

wanted to include in the letter ideas that Croce and others 

judged as demeaning of Vinciguerra's dignity. Later, 

another letter was written by Aïdous Huxley, signed by 

Sidney Webb and Paul Valery and sent to Mussolini without 

producing any concrete result. ( 3 8 )  

During this period Croce participated in two 

international cultural and philosophical congresses. 

Reluctant to embark on a long sea journey, it is to be 



regretted that in 1933 Croce did not accept a cordial 

invitation by Charles Beard to the annual meetings of the 

American Historical Association. At Oxford's Congress in 

1930, he read one of his most important essays which was 

soon published by the German Histarische Z m .  On 

that occasion Croce compared the authoritarian forces of 

modern times to the barbaric invasions that had destroyed 

the Roman Empire; and he invited intellectuals and men of 

culture to perfom in the present conditions of Europe the 

same functions and to assume the same role that had allowed 

the Popes and the Catholic Church to preserve classical 

civilization. Those present and those who read the acts of 

the congress realized the meaning of the speech and Croce's 

position in the fight against the new barbarians. 

In 1931 the Italian government invested great effort to 

avoid Croce's election to the presidency of an innocent 

cultural congress in Budapest. The annoyance of the 

participants at the political interferences was shown at 

the end, and assumed a show of solidarity towards Croce. At 

the final session, the official head of the Italian 

delegation, the historian Gioacchino Volpe, received the 

polite applause that usually concludes these occasions. 

When Croce rose and made an unscheduled small speech, he 

received a standing ovation. The occasion became even more 

significant because Croce had mentioned the close ties 



between the Hungarian and Italian patriots during the 

Risorgimento and the references to the present conditions 

of the two countries were self-evident. (39) 

The last trip abroad was made by Croce in 1938. That 

year he and Casati went to Geneva and met with Joyce 

Salvadori, the sister of the historia Max, then both 

living in exile for their anti-fascist feelings. The 

official excuse was to receive a book of poetry and to 

agree on its publication. But the new poet was also the 

wife of Emilio Lussu, one of the leaders of MGiustizia e 

Liberta'", and in that movement because of her facility 

with European languages, she was a sort of roving 

ambassador. Besides the book, probably the young lady 

brought other news, and the trio must have shared other 

information and discussed other items besides literary 

matters. The book was finally published, but not without 

some bureaucratic snags. Evidently even the fascist 

authorities realized that the distance between literature 

and politics can be rather short sometimes. (40) 

Croce and the Underground. 

In the fight against fascism, Croce did not join any 

underground movement, recognizing that he did not possess 

the intellectual and persona1 qualities required for such 

an undertaking. At the same the, it is also true that he 

did not have much faith in the efficacy of the methods of 



conspiracy, nor did he have great hope in the lasting 

result of activities based on such method. Always reluctant 

to give personal advice, when young anti-fascists asked him 

what to do, Croce always replied that they had to find 

their own way, follow the dictates of conscience, do what 

they thought was right, and be prepared to face the 

consequences. For his part he reconnnended that young people 

devote time and energy to study and to acquiring a solid 

intellectual preparation for the future. In these cases, 

Croce also advised that young people have faith in 

Providence, and hope in the nintreccio storicow, trusting 

the historical development, that continually creates new 

realities, always presenting unforeseen conditions and 

unexpected opportunities that one has to be ready to 

exploit. In the end, Mussolinils fa11 by foreign anns and 

political intrigue and not by a popular insurrection or by 

the contradictions of the capitalist system proved that 

Croce had been more realistic than the democrats and the 

communists. (41) 

But if Croce did not encourage people to go underground, 

at the same time he never discouraged those who "drearned 

more resolute actionn and undertook conspiratorial activity 

to express their anti-fascism. Once they had made that 

dangerous choice, he always respected their decision, 

continued to befriend them, and even tried to help them, 



when they inevitably were caught by the police and ended in 

the fascist jails, or were sent to confinement. From 1926 

to 1943, by design or by accident, always by ties of 

friendship or political affinities, Croce had personal 

contacts with al1 the underground movements, and helped 

some of their most important leaders. He was in contact 

with the members of Young Italy and helped them when they 

were arrested. When Giorgio Amendola abandoned the 

liberalism of his father and joined the Communist Party, 

Croce remained in friendly relations with him. After his 

arrest, he sent books and periodicals to his jail and 

continued to receive his brothers in Naples. He maintained 

relations with them and their friends at the University of 

Rome before and even after they had joined the clandestine 

comnist organization and their activities were known Co 

the police. After the failure of the "National Alliancew, 

Croce followed with paternal care the peregrinations of 

Mario Vinciguerra in the Ztalian jails. With the help of 

Casati, he tried to improve the condition of his friend, 

and to have him transferred to a jail with a less 

authoritarian director, where he would be allowed at least 

to read and write. (42) 

In the early thirties a group of young socialists in 

Milan tried to give a new impulse to the clandestine 

organization of the old paxty and to establish closer 



contacts with the exiles in Paris. Croce had many socialist 

friends in Milan, especidlly among the old associates of 

Turati. He also had contacts with the leaders of the new 

group. He helped Eugenio Colorni and Rodolfo Morandi to 

publish their books, and for this reason had several 

meetings with them in Milan and in Naples. It is rather 

significant that Morandi's book was published by Laterza 

and in the collection that was under Croce's direct 

responsibility. Morandi's history of Italian industry 

offers a Mamist analysis of the Risorgimento in many ways 

in contrast with Croce's interpretation. (43) 

Above all, from 1930 to 1936, Croce was in close 

relations with Rosselli's movement, "Giustizia e Liberta'". 

In 1934 the well known informer was convinced that Croce 

was aware of Rosselli's activity in Italy, he also 

suspected that Croce was somehow deeply involved in the 

movement, and might have had "a part in the events that, 

directed by Rosselli in Paris, have taken place in Italyn. 

If there were doubts about the material participation, 

certainly the close persona1 ties between Croce and the 

leaders of the movement in Paris and in Italy were self 

evident to al1 concerned, including the informer, the 

prefect of Naples and the chief of police. Many members of 

this movement were Croce's close personal friends and were 

greatly influenced by his philosophy. Every time Croce was 



in Florence he had meetings and conversations with Carlo1s 

younger brother, Nello and with his friends, and often 

Croce was a guest in hi8 house. When, in May 1930, the 

Milan group was discuvered and its members sent to jail, 

Croce remained in correspondence with Riccardo Bauer, 

through the good offices of Bianca Ceva, a common friend. 

When, Umberto Ceva, brother of Bianca and a member of the 

same group committed suicide in jail to reaffirm his faith 

and to point out the spy who had betrayed him, Croce paid a 

special v i s i t  to the widow, and, with Arturo Toscanini, was 

among the very few to whom the family showed the last 

letter that poor Ceva had written to them as a last 

testament, Moved by this experience, in a letter to 

Salvemini, Croce called Ceva "the best hero of Italian 

anti-f ascismIu . (44) 
In Turin the most important members of the movement were 

al1 Crocels friends; they frequented his house and were 

regular guests of his family, or met him in the houses of 

Ada Gobetti and Barbara Allason. On two occasions, Leone 

Ginzburg, the head of the group, took verbatim notes of 

Crocels opinions and passed them to the periodical of 

"Giustizia e Liberta'" in Paris; to his chagrin, one of the 

pieces was thrown into the wastebasket by "the Parisiansn, 

judging the tone too moderate. When in 1934, Ginzburg was 

arrested and then confined to a village in Abruzzi, Croce 



took the initiative ta find his new address so he could 

send him books, periodicals, and translation work. It is 

also probable that later Croce and Laterza provided the 

unfortunate man and his young wife with more concrete help, 

in forms often unknown to them. (45)  

One of the primary aims of the underground organization 

was to collect money and to help the victims of persecution 

and their families. Unlike other movements, the democratic 

underground groups did not receive any help from foreign 

nations or from private Italian corporations. Instead they 

had to rely on the private wealth of Carlo Rosselli and the 

individual contributions of wealthy sympathizers: 

Albertini, Casati, Croce, Fortunato and Nitti were among 

these. Moreover, often, some of them on their own offered 

help to a particular friend in difficulty, with whom they 

happened to have close ties of affection. It ha8 been 

revealed recently by close friends that Croce sent his 

Senate salary of two thousand lire to the exiles in Paris, 

probably to Alberto Tarchiani, the right hand man of 

Rosselli. (46)  

After the Bthiopian war and the changed diplomatic 

situation, the contacts of the Italian democratic 

underground movement and its centres in Paris practically 

disappeared. The assassination of Rosselli was a great blow 

for Italian democratic anti-fascism and the organization 



suffered a mortal wound and never recovered. Fram 1937 to 

1939, however, especially in the universities of Pisa, 

Florence, and Rome, a new movement, called 

Liberal-socialism, had a discreet success among students 

and intellectuals. The new movement was the child of Aldo 

Capitini and Guido Calogero. Croce read their clandestine 

publications, was critical of their ideas, rejected their 

political conclusions, but remained in cordial relations 

with Calogero and published a book of Capitini in the 

collections of Laterza, that was influential in breaking 

the conformity of the tirne. (47 )  

Despite political difficulties and the scarcity of 

economic resources, beside the communists and in 

cornpetition with them, a loose democratic underground 

movement continued to exist throughout Italy from 1936 to 

1943. This movement was not formally affiliated with any 

Party, nor had a recognized leader, but included liberals, 

democrats and socialists. They were united by the desire to 

regain lost freedom and al1 of them had been, more or less, 

greatly influenced by Croce's ideas, Later, in the great 

majority of cases, the members of this organization went on 

to organize the Party of Action, and played important roles 

in the military organizations of the Resistance. One of the 

most active organizers of this movement, continually in and 

out of jail for his efforts, was Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti, 



an art historian by profession, Croce's close friend since 

1933, and after 1943 head of Tuscany's Cormittee of 

National Liberation. From this man, who was deeply inunersed 

in the underground organization, and who had frequent 

contact with Croce, the final conclusion about the relation 

between Croce and the anti-fascist underground ean be 

taken. "After 1933, when my relations with him became 

regular, and until the first months of 1943, Croce was 

always informed about the underground movement and the 

conspiracy, and often he participated with his advice and 

criticism in the clandestine political writings ...". q t  

needs to be made known that ... Croce did not confine 
himself to advice and observation, remaining 'au dessus de 

la melele . . . I l  but he also took an active part in the 

conspiracy, despite his friends' invitations to prudencen. 

(48 

Croce's Writings. 

But in the struggle against fascism Croce's most 

important contribution was his intellectual activity. In 

this respect he asaumed a position of leadership, and his 

influence was unmatched, affecting al1 the cultural and 

political movements of the time. The books were Croce's way 

of defending liberal and democratic ideals, and the success 

of his works gave him the moral leadership of the 

anti-fascist resistance, assuring him also persona1 



security against the dictatorship. It is now evident that, 

in the conditions of Italian society, and given the nature 

of fascism, Croce's refusal to go into exile or to join the 

underground was an inspired and fruitful choice. He chose 

the field and assumed the position in which he could be 

more effective and where his contribution could be more 

productive and influential. That choice allowed him to 

continue his mission in Italy and to remain part of the 

cultural discourse. It compelled the political powers to 

tolerate his activity and to accept the presence of his 

books and the influence of his ideas in the middle of the 

regime and in the middle of the educational system. (49)  

From 1925 ta 1943, under the pressure of political 

events, Croce shifted his cultural interests, and devoted 

much of his intellectual energy to worka of an historical 

and political nature. The critical aim was always the same, 

to defend the concept of freedom and to show the fruits of 

a democratic society, animated by liberal ideals. At the 

end Croce's works constitute a block of ideas opposed and 

contrary to fascism and have to be regarded as one of the 

most important contributions to the Italian anti-fascist 

resistance. Those books usually had a wide readership, 

often were discussed at university classes, and sometimes 

were even used as a course manual. The readers debated 

their contents, and were compelled to compare and to 



contrast different positions, assuring circulation of 

Croce's ideas. Croce's writings were popular also in the 

jails among democratic and communist militants, greatly 

influencing their future intellectual development. A few of 

the books generated political enthusiasm, and assumed the 

Eunction of political actions against the tyranny, 

creating, or reviving opposition against the regime. The 

historical essaya of Croce were an effective tools in 

preserving the heritage of the Risorgimento and in 

undermining the moral authority and the national claims of 

the fascist regime. His philosophical and political 

writings offered to young people the essential elements for 

a critical education and provided them with an alternative 

to fascist ideology, offering the tools with which to 

challenge the official conformism, thus breaking the 

corrupting influence of the rhetoric and the propaganda 

imposed by the party. (50) 

Even Salvemini, with his usual generosity, had ta 

recognize that from 1925 to 1943 "the teaching and the 

example of Crocen %ad a powerful effectn, created 

"invincible oppositionm, and "encouraged ... many young 
people to believe in freedomN and to join the resistance to 

fascism. More recently, in a stringent analysis, Renzo De 

Felice has come to the conclusion that, among the 

opposition movements, Croce's resistance was "the most 



important and the most fruitfuln. With his personal example 

and his cultural activities, according to De Felice, Croce 

achieved two fundamental ai-: he protected the cultural 

and moral life of Italy from the mortal danger of 

"paralysis and corruptionw, which by necessity would follow 

"the isolation, the conformity and the politicizing imposed 

by fascismI1. Second, it offered to Italian culture and 

especially to the young generation, critical alternative 

to the official positionw, providing "the essential 

elements for an autonomous education to moral and 

intellectual freedom and to the spiritual values of a true 

cultureu. (51) 

Great as that achievement was, it pales before another 

merit. If Italian fascism did not reach the abyss of Nazi 

Germany, if the Italian people retained a degree of sanity 

in the tragedy that engulfed Europe, and refrained from the 

atrocities demanded by the infernal gods, the merit belongs 

to the Italian millennial civilization, first of all, but 

also to Benedetto Croce and to men like him, who, during 

the fascist regime, in the schools or outside the schools, 

defended and maintained the values and the ideals of a 

liberal education and a humanistic tradition. 

Croce's writings, even those of a more literary nature, 

have a constant aim, direct or indirect, against the ideas 

and the practice of the fascist regime. But the arrows of 



Croce were not aimed only against fascism. The ideas of 

freedom and individual responsibility were also defended 

against the other totalitarian movements of the modern age. 

In this period Croce waged a constant battle not only 

against fascism but also against the clericalism of the 

Catholic Church, and especially against Mancism and 

conmninism, in their new Leninist and Stalinist incarnation. 

Unlike many European intellectuals, Croce never succumbed 

to the allure of Russian communism, and never suffered any 

illusions about the authoritarian and dictatorial nature of 

the new soviet society. While his early anti-democratic 

polemic softened and almost disappeared, Croce's hostility 

to soviet comrmuiism never relented; for him the political 

movement created by Lenin and led by Stalin remained an 

aspect of modern activism and showed strong affinities with 

f ascism. 

Sorne critics have regarded the anti-Marxism of Croce as 

a sign of his consenrative philosophy, or, more damnable, 

as a political expression of his agrarian interests. In the 

historical context of the times, Croce's anti-conaninist 

polemics, instead, has to be seen as a necessary moment of 

the struggle against fascism; it was a clarifying aspect to 

blunt the propaganda of the regime. During this perioâ the 

corrmninists and the faacists liked to prosent their own 

movement as the only trve alternative to the other. In the 



confusion of the time, often, well meaning people, or plain 

opportunists jumped from one movement to the other, hoping 

that the new chosen party would realize the real revolution 

that, according to them, the other had betrayed. The 

comrmuiists rejoiced, before the popular fronts, in calling 

every movement to their right, including the socialist 

parties, social-fascism. Exploiting the old fear of 

communism, the regime propaganda presented fascism as the 

only bulwark of Western civilization against the new 

Mongolian orders. "Rome or Moscoww was a popular and 

effective slogan of the t h e ,  and was the choice that 

Mussolini preferred to impose, and that, strangely enough, 

the communists seemed to share. Croce rejected that claim 

and offered arguments for a liberal alternative to both 

movements, showing that the m a l  struggle was between 

freedom and oppression. Croce's message was clear and so 

was understood in those times: those who loved freedom had 

to fight fascism in the present and had to remain wary of 

communism in the future. (52) 

The History of Europe. 

Among Croce s books, Historv of 

Centurv has a special place and fulfilled an important 

function in the struggle against fascism. It helped to give 

a new appeal to the ideal of freedom and it gave a new 

vigour to opposition against the totalitarian regimes. The 



book describes the rise and fa11 of European liberalism 

after the Napoleonic wars; it narrates the victories and 

the defeats of the national movements, contrasting the 

different aspirations of the Italian Risorgimento and 

German unification; and finally stresses the great changes 

brought in European aociety by the Prussian wars and 

especially by the First World War. More than in any other 

previous book, even more than in his u o r v  of I-, in 

the new book Croce tried to explain the conditions of 

present times, offering a cogent analysis of cultural 

trends, social forces and political movements that had 

weakened and undermined the democratic institutions and 

shaken the liberal foundations of European civilization, 

preparing the ground for the advent of totalitarian 

regimes . 
The political inspiration of the historical narration is 

quite apparent and became evident then to al1 readers. The 

contemplation of the past is animated by feelings of the 

present. The "ruere in semitiumn of the French nation 

during the Second Empire assumes resemblances with 

Mussolinils Italy. The generosity of the Italian 

Risorgimento evokes condenmation against the violence of 

fascism. The beneficial influence of liberal ideals is 

continually contrasted with the depressing and corrupting 

effects of authoritarian interventions. Croce showed that 



political freedom is the necessary condition to assure 

economic progress and to satisfy the social needs of man. 

The concept of freedom was presented as a tool to interpret 

the past, but also as an ideal aspiration for the present, 

worth the sacrifice of one's own life. Facing totalitarian 

ideologies, freedom acquired the connotations of a modern 

religion. 

In that book, the narration of historical events haa an 

eloquent pathos, almost a hieratic tone; some of the 

periods became famous and were repeated in conversation 

among kindred people. The conclusion of the book, pointing 

to the future success of freedom against preeent 

adversaries, had a poignant appeal to those who were 

engaged in the struggle or were suffering in fascist jails. 

Often in thoae places, under a candlels flickering light 

someone read aloud to a group of friends ehapters of the 

book. Away from their families, without hope of a different 

future, one can imagine the emotions and the feelings of 

these men, when they heard Crocels words, exhorting the 

f a i t h f u l  not to despair of the present because even in 

defeat freedom knows but victory, and not only the future 

but eternity belongs to liberty. In 1932, Mussolini and the 

fascist regime celebrated the decennial anniversary of the 

March on Rome with triumphal speeches, large exhibitions 

and with oceanic meetings, 'adunate oceanichel. The 



opposition, in jail or at home, had only Croce's book for 

comfort and for fortification. (53) 

The book was written in 1931, published in 1932, and 

imrnediately became a best-seller, enjoying a commercial 

success almost equal to that of the -. The 

European nature of the book was enhanced by an eloquent 

dedication to Thomas Mann, quoting an appropriate triplet 

of Dante. The first edition of three thousand copies, 

costing twenty-five lire, was sold out within a week. A 

second edition of the same size was printed the same month. 

Four more editions appeared during the fascist regirne. The 

success of the book was the subject of police reports, but 

the informers in Italy and in Switzerland, chose an easy 

and traditional explanation, they blamed the commercial 

success on the support of ttMasonic organizationsn. As was 

traditional for Croce, several chapters were first 
. . 

published in his periodical, LaCrltica, stirring extra 

interest, stimulating expectations and whetting appetites 

for the rest. By deliberate choice, parts of the book were 

known and discussed in large circles long before they were 

actually published. 

This time too several precautions were taken to thwart 

the longa manus of censorship, and to avoid the danger of 

confiscation. As soon as chapters were ready, copies were 

sent to friends and trusted scholars, soliciting their 



views and comments. The full manuscript was brought to 

N i t t i  in Paris and to Gaetano De Sanctis in Rome, where it 

was seen and read by visiting friends, as happened to Paolo 

Treves. At the right moment news was leaked to appropriate 

ears, and Laterza and others spread the word that the book 

was already in the hands of foreign publishing houses, and 

was ready to be translated in al1 major European languages. 

Probably there was some truth in the rumours, for the 

English and German translations appeared soon after the 

Italian publication. Above all, during 1931, in the 

presence of no more than five trusted friends, Croce 

himself read al1 the chapters of the book in weekly 

gatherings of the Royal Society of Naples, whose 

proceedings were protected by law, and had to be published 

in the acts of the Academy of Arts and Sciences of Naples, 

and could not be seized by the police under any 

circumstances. Perhaps Croce's resistance to fascism was a 

passive one, as his critics have claimed, but he certainly 

knew how to protect his rights, nor was he afraid to 

exploit to his advantage the existing laws. Not al1 the 

traditions of liberal Italy, and certainly not al1 the old 

academic freedoms, disappeared under the fascist regime; 

often what was lacking was the moral courage Co use the 

protection and the opportunity that they offered. (54) 



Other Books. 

Besides m, other books of Croce enjoyed 
a similar success and fulfilled the same political 

function, though in a different and smaller way. In 1938, 

Th- as Actipn despite the rather high 

price of thirty-five lire, had a second edition of fifteen 

hundred copies within a short time of the first. No Italian 

paper mentioned the book, but Crocels new work, for the 

ideas it discussed and the intellectual power it showed, 

generated a great deal of interest, as is attested by the 

persona1 letters and also by the reports of police 

informers. Bracco from Naples and Russo from Florence 

assured Croce that his book was selling quite well, and 

regarded the second edition as a minor miracle under the 

prevailing circumstances. At the University of Pisa, Guido 

Calogero used the book, or chapters of the book, in one of 

his philosophy seminars, to the great annoyance of Gentile. 

From Turin both his wife and daughter infomed Croce that 

people had been waiting with impatience for his new 

publication, and then had received or bought the book with 

joy. Writing from France to his parents in Turin, Garosci 

also expressed a similar feeling, mameling at Crocels 

vitality in his old age. The letter of Elena Croce provides 

us with another example, to appreciate the devices employed 

by Croce to assure the circulation of his ideas and the 



success of his books. She told her father that in her house 

their friends had snatched the chapters of the manuscript 

sent to her for typing, as s m n  as they were ready. As for 

the informer, known to police as Cesare, he had the honesty 

and the intelligence to report both the commercial success 

and the political value of the book, recognizing that 

Croce, "with great ability and erudition", had written a 

book of I'exceptional theoretical importancen, and, "as 

usual in his recent writinge, not free from clever and 

critical references to the present regimen. ( 5 5 )  

Published in 1940, the imediate success of the book, U 

attere del la ~ilosofia.Moderna, must have caught the 

attention of Mussolini himself, if the Minister of Popular 

Culture was required to send a written note to his office 

on that very subject. Alessandro Pavolini, the author of 

those m t i  Der il hicg, readily acknowledged "the 

commercial success of the book, as shown by two printings 

in short successionn, but he chose to dwell longer on the 

political aspect of the matter, stressing that Crocels new 

work had a clear political thesis, and in the book the 

author "defended the principle of freedom and condemned 

authoritarian politicsn. In particular the rninister called 

Mussolinits attention to chapter six of the book, titled: 

"On the philosophical theory of freedomn, which was a new 

edition of one essay, previously published by an Arnerican 



periodical in English. Pavolini found it rather worrisome 

that there on every page Croce made "the exaltation of 

freedomn, and tried to prove "its identification with 

modern thought and its superiority over authoritarian 

principlew . (56) 
There is another book that needs to be mentioned and 

that instead usually is forgotten, perhaps because it was 

not published by Laterza. In 1934 at the request of his 

anti-fascist young friends from Milan, Croce published a 

small collection of short political essays: prient- 

S a s  
a * .  di F l l o s a f i a t i r a  

. . . The essays are in the 
form of answers to particular questions, and deal with 

aspects of political philosophy, and especially with the 

changing idea of the State. The criticism of fascism and 

the refusa1 of authoritarian ideas is present in every 

essay and is made evident by reference to similar 

historical periods and to the Soviet Union and Nazi 

Germany. The essays make an eloquent defence of freedom, 

presented as an essential element to assure the vitality of 

the State itself. Throughout the book there is an 

invitation to writers and to intellectuals to avoid 

political servility and to reject materialistic ideals, 

instead to celebrate human values and to cultivate the love 

of freedom. One also notes a constant appeal to kindred 

people of the opposition to keep faith and to maintain hope 



in the liberal spirit and not to be discouraged by the 

present success of authoritarian ideals. ~his little jewel 

was published in Milan by a small publishing house. The 

size and the modest price allowed the small book to reach a 

different and larger audience than the massive tomes 

published by Laterza. The first edition, probably of five 

thousand copies, was sold out in a few days. Miffed and 

incensed by that success, the fascist authorities denied 

permission for a second printing. But Croce and the 

publishers protested and within the same year two more 

editions of the book were issued, which sold "very well, 

like the f irst one1*, according to Laterza. (57) 

La Cri-. . . 

Perhaps even more important than the historical books, 

in Croce's arsenal, the most efficient tool was the 

influence of his periodical, . . . During the fascist 
regime the circulation of the paper increased from 

seventeen hundred to three thousand copies. To Mussolini's 

annoyance, al1 universities and many high schools 

maintained their subscriptions to the periodical. The paper 

could be found in the majority of public and school 

libraries, and was available easily to the general public, 

students and teachers in the reference rooms. U Cr- . . 

appeared regularly every two months, could be bought at 

major book stores, and then loaned from friend to friend, 



as was then the fashion with periodicals of that nature. 
. . 

From the beginning, C r i w  had concentrated efforts on 

history, literature and philosophy, hoping to achieve a 

renovation of Italian culture. During the First World War 

and especially during the fascist regime the political 

presence in its pages increased, but never reached a 

predominant position, and the paper never lost its 

fundamental cultural nature, But in the condition of the 

. . times, La became almost the organ of democratic 

opposition, providing a secret tie among anti-fascist 

exponents, who often used it as an identification card. In 

the absence of freedom of the press, the periodical filled 

a vacuum and fulfilled a great political function. With its 

regular appearances, the paper kept its readers in regular 

touch, it of fered a constant point of reference, and 

provided critical information on intellectual production in 

Italy and in Europe. (58 )  

Opposition to the fascist regime and criticism of 

authoritarian ideals appeared indirectly in al1 the major 

historical and even literary essays, and in a more direct 

way in the book reviews, and especially in a popular 

section, called nPostille e Varieta'n, or roughly views and 

news. In the long critical essays, Croce and ûmodeo 

celebrated the beneficial power of freedom, or lamented the 

deleterious effects of nactivismm and nationalism, that had 



replaced the patriotism and the ideals of the Risorgimento. 

Omodeo offered a Mazzinian interpretation of the First 

World War to contrast the imperialistic views of the 

nationalistic historians. The book reviews were used 

adroitly to score political points. The notorious speech of 

Heidegger and his sympathy for Hitler wexe the occasion to 

criticize once again Gentile and to point out the practical 

effects of his philosophy. A book by Karl Barth was used to 

defend the separation of Church and State and to praise 

personal responsibility and religious freedom against 

dictatorial authority. On other occasions, the democratic 

dreams of Marx were compared with the authoritarian 

practice of Stalin; or the young Marx inflamed by the 

ideals of 1848, and willing to unite socialism and 

democracy, was contrasted with the absolutist tradition of 

Russia and the autocratic mentality of Lenin. In his 

special column, with short notes and biting words, Croce 

denounced the servility and the peccadilloes of Italian 

writers, who in many cases abandoned old ideals and praised 

the new masters, often to obtain personal favours. (59) 

The authorities realized the impact of the periodical 

and at regular intervals created difficulties for its 

circulation or continuance, but never dared to stop it. The 

periodical remained available in reading rooms to students 

and teachers, who wanted to read it or were not afraid to 



be seen reading it. In the National Archives there is ample 

evidence that the periodical was read and its fortunes 

followed closely by government leaders and by Mussolini 

himself. In 1933 the chief of police asked and obtained 

Erorn the prefect of Bari the full subscription list, which 

contained the names and addresses of twelve hundred and 

ninety-four people and institutions, located in Italy or in 

other countries. Mussolini imediately complained to the 

Minister of Education about the schools and public 

libraries found in that list as subscribers. During the 

following years, the reports of the infonners, in Bari or 

in Naples, kept Bocchini abreast of the affairs of La 
. . rificg; he was made aware of Croce's special device "to 

talk of Germanyn, when he really intended "to speak of 

Italy"; the informers never failed to underline Croce's 

frequent polemics against those intellectuals, "who belong 

to fascismn and his "rather transparent allusions to the 
. . regirneu. Mussolini too found the time to read 

with attention, finding of special interest its most 

polemical sections. When necessary he also brought to the 

attention of the appropriate minister the news and views 

found there, expecting a reply. In 1940, Bottai had to 

write a defence for an anthelogy of modern poetry, whose 

adoption by high school collegiates he had recommended and 

Croce instead had condemned in Lia Cri- . . . And this took 



place while Europe was already engulfed in war. (60) 

Laterza's hiblishing Hauee. 
. . 

In the publication of Crltica, Croce was helped by 

the contributions of his friends, Adolfo Omodeo and Guido 

De Ruggiero, but also by the steady solidarity of the 

publisher, Giovanni Laterza. Without the support of Laterza 

Croce's opposition would have been more difficult and 

probably of a different nature. Laterza not only published 

al1 his books, it also published books recommended by 

Croce. In the collection for which Croce was personally 

responsible, The of MOdern CuUue, appeared the 

classics of European liberalism, but also books written by 

Italian and European democratic writers. Whenever possible 

the translation of foreign books was entrusted to 

anti-fascist intellectuals. In that collection were also 

included works of young Italian scholars at the beginning 

of their academic careers, or just out of university but 

already in trouble with official authorities for their 

unorthodox views. Often these young writers had a different 

point of view than Croce's, but offered a valid 

contribution to the critical debates. Not only was Croce 

liberal in his cultural choices, he proved to be rather 

generous in his editorial remunerations. When the persona1 

circumstances so required, some writers or translators were 

paid a higher fee than normal, and the difference, without 



their knowledge, but not without that of the prefect and 

the chief of police, was put on Croceis account, and 

sometimes probably absorbed by Laterza himself. For his 

friendship with Croce, Laterza paid a price and lost 

economic opportunities. He remained faithful to Croce and 

true to his liberal ideals even when the authorities of the 

regime started to harass his firm and to create obstacles 

to his activities. When that happened, especially from 1938 

to 1943, with pluck and a sense of humour, with a certain 

zest and even exploiting the rivalzy among the local ras, 

both Croce and Laterza were able to neutralize the 

governmentis intervention and the hostility of the regime, 

and the firm continued its activity along traditional 

lines. (61) 

Reasons for Croce's Relative Freedam. 

The freedom of expression that Croce enjoyed during the 

fascist regime, has raised some questions and aroused 

speculations. Those questions have often been malicious. 

After the war, Togliatti first and some comnmist 

historians later, even claimed that Croce ha8 been guilty 

of a secret agreement and a hidden connivance with fascism. 

But a candid look at Croce's condition under fascism may 

provide a better understanding both of Mussolini's 

dictatorship and Croceis personality. The reason why 

Mussolini allowed Croce to publish his books and his 



periodical generated some "wondertl even during the regime, 

as we learn from Croce himself in his Autobiographical 

Notes. In 1934 Croce confessed that he was not in a 

position to explain Ilthe reasons for this sort of 

irnrnunityw, nor could he foresee the duration of this 

attitude. He listed four reasons that seemed plausible to 

explain the policy of the authorities: first of all, his 

literary fame abroad, and the scanda1 that had been caused 

by the invasion of his house in 1926, with damage to the 

prestige of Mussolini in Europe, always sensitive ta this 

issue; the desire of fascism to show that freedom of 

expression was alive and well in Italy, and to use Croce's 

situation to prove the point; the traditional respect and 

social prestige, usually transcending partisan politics, 

accorded in Italy to great men of letters; finally, Croce 

pointed to his own age, that probably counseled the 

authorities to rely with more faith on the work of nature 

rather than on a messy political decision. In June 1940, 

when the Minister of Education suppressed . ' , with 

a hypocritical excuse: "To limit in the present 

circumstances the number of periodicalsn. Croce used 

another argument, that mst have carried some weight, since 

he won the case and the decision was rescinded. In the 

protest that he wrote, Croce reminded the minister that his 

periodical belonged to "a man who had remained faithful to 



the ideals of his youth, and which are not those that are 

prominent in the new times of Italian historyn, but he also 

claimed that . . was not a political publication, 

and dealt only with theoretical ideas. On other occasions, 

from 1930 to 1940, when he had to protest against the 

suspension of his books, Croce also stated that his books 

had not violated existing laws and he was not guilty of any 

common crimew . (62 1 

Both claims were certainly true. Even the political and 

historical essays of Croce never did criticize the policies 

of the government directly, and hardly mention the name of 

fascism. When fascism had to be mentioned, it was indicated 

with synonyms like nauthoritarian movementsn, 

lfanti-historicismw, and more often nactivismn, or 

"irrationalisml'. In his writings Croce expressed ideas 

contrary to the ideology of fascism, which undermineci the 

position of the regime, but those ideas were not penally 

liable, and could not be regarded as an attempt against the 

security of the State. The government could harass Croce, 

could even remove him from officia1 positions, and it did 

with impunity, but cauld not mount a legal case against his 

activities. The normal courts retained a certain degree of 

independence, as the trial of Parri and Rosselli showed in 

1927. The special laws of Rocco protected the security of 

the State rather than the ideology of fascism; and did not 



contemplate a crime of opinion. As a senator Croce could 

neither be arrested nor jailed, but had to be tried first 

by the Senate, and inside the Senate, acting as the High 

Court of Justice. In such a trial only those senators, who 

had been present at a l1  the sittings from the first to the 

last, could vote on the final verdict. A peraecution of 

Croce had to be based on a political decision, and to 

employ measures outside of the existing legal system, and 

this the authorities never decided to do, unwilling to have 

on their hands a messy situation with untoreseen reactions 

even among fascist supporters. Mussolini himself seerned to 

realize this reality in his conversation with Ivon De 

Begnac during the thirties. 

In reality, the reason for the relative freedom of Croce 

has to be found in the nature of fascism and in the 

personality of Mussolini. Croce was not the only one to 

publish a perioàical outside the control of the segime, and 

challenging cultural orthodoxy. Apart from the Catholic 

press, there were other liberal personalities, and even 

socialists, who enjoyed that same precarious privilege, and 

who were relatively immune from censorship. Luigi Einaudi, 

Cesare De Lollis, ErneStO Codignola, Piero Martinetti, 

Luigi Russo published periodicals in their field of 

interest, for short or long periods, free from political 

control. Laterza was not the only publishing hase faithful 



to liberal ideals. Fascisrn created an authoritarian regime, 

but did nat have the time, perhaps did not even possess the 

strength, to build a totalitarian society. The movement was 

not based on a single philosophy, and did not have a well 

defined theoretical system, guiding al1 its actions in a 

coherent programme. Within the movement philosophical and 

artistic currents coexisted in changing alliances, and 

people were free to embrace different beliefs and even 

different religions. Until the racial laws, the government 

and the party never tried to impose an official line on 

literary and scientific matters. When those laws were 

introduced, and a new policy began, the harassment of Croce 

and others in fact increased. Before that time, the press 

could debate cultural events and could promote intellectual 

theories, old and new, without too much fear. The rivalries 

among fascist leaders increased this relative freedom, and 

sornetimes, under the protection of powerful ras, ambitious 

people could sponsor unorthodox ideas and even criticize 

single ministers and their policies, thmgh never question 

the leadership of Mussolini. In this situation the position 

of Mussolini acquired paramount importance, and his 

personality, and the contradictions of that personality, 

assumed a central role in explaining the policies of the 

regime . 

One of the reasons for Croce's relative freedom can be 



found in Mussolini's attitude toward culture and cultural 

leaders.  uss soli ni had an instrumental approach to culture; 

for him cultural activities and cultural organizations were 

instruments to Le used to increase the prestige of the 

regime at home and especially abroad, and also to assure 

the fascist education of new generations. A blatant 

persecution of top cultural leaders would be an impediment 

to achieving those aims. For this reason, at least until 

1938, he was rather indifferent to higher education and 

concentrated his effort to control the MSS media, creating 

the organizations able to influence the opinions of the 

masses. Cultural activities that involved small elites 

could be left undisturbed. 

Mussolini also had a contradictory attitude towards 

cultural leaders. He could be brutal as in the case of 

Gobetti; he could be tolerant with others, even 

accommodating when it fitted his political needs; but he 

was authoritarian when the education of young people was 

involved or his authority was challenged. The long 

conversations with De Begnac reveal that Mussolini regarded 

the collaboration of cultural leaders as necessary to 

achieve national consensus and essential to ensure success 

to the initiative of the regime among the people. He also 

seemed to realize that great writers enjoy a sort of 

natural imninity, that provides them with a shield against 



the pressure of political powers. There are revealing 

statements in those conversations, showing that Mussolini 

was aware of those limits and was willing to respect them. 

He wanted CO-operation without seeking recourse to terror, 

and was not ready to use extreme measures because 

wrevolutions that send poets to their deaths are destined 

to fallw. (63) 

During the course of those conversations, Mussolini 

talked a great deal about Croce: he expressed gratitude for 

Croce's early support; he regretted his subsequent 

opposition; larnented his refusal to join the Academy of 

Italy; but he never uttered threats against Croce, nor did 

he use angry words, but always maintained a rather 

respectful tone. In the past Mussolini had accepted Croce's 

advice in two critical moments and even offered him a place 

in his govemrnent. When for his own political reasons, 

Mussolini hurled against Croce insulting expressions, he 

made sure that later an emissary brought to Croce, if not 

excuses, at least reasonable explanations. There is reason 

to believe that Mussolini read Croce's most important 

books, and he liked to show, on some occasions, on his 

desk, to surprised Italian and foreign visitors Croce's 

last book or the last issue of . . , praising the 

author to add to their amazement. In his memoirs Bottai has 

revealed that even during the war, Mussolini liked to 



engage in a discussion about Croce and to debate some of 

his controversial essays. It is then not farfetched to say 

that Mussolini had a great deal of respect and admiration 

for Croce's intellectual achievements, and regarded bis 

prestige as a national asset, not to be tampered with 

lightly, especially after the negative experiénce of 1926. 

One can also speculate that Mussolini had his own 

peculiar reasons to like and to appreciate what Croce 

wrote. In private conversations and in hi6 books Croce 

always had harsh words for nationalism and the nationalist 

leaders, and Mussolini, with few exceptions, had not too 

much sympathy for taem either, regarding them always with 

suspicion. After the Reconciliation in 1929, Croce 

increased his criticism of the Catholic Church, giving an 

anti-clerical EOne to hi8 attacks, and that m s t  have been 

sweet rmsic to an old anti-clerical and notorious 

blasphemer from R a g n a ,  besides providing amunition 

against the ever increasing demands of the Pope in the 

field of education. Croce's constant criticism of Gentile 

could be used by Mussolini to curtail the dynamism of that 

strong personality, or to undermine the influence of other 

intellectuals, or even to push fozward his own solutions 

for cultural activities. While these are simply reasonable 

speculations, the conversations with De Begnac and other 

documents show that Mussolini strongly believed that the 



future belonged to Fascism, and the regime was creating a 

new culture, giving the new generations a fascist 

education, and relegating Croce and his elitist culture to 

the past, soon ta be forgotten. At the end, it is fair to 

conclude, Mussolini did not engage in direct persecution of 

Croce, making recourse to extreme measures, first of a l l ,  

for political considerations, and, perhaps, for a certain 

respect and persona1 benevolence toward a great man. 

Whatever the reasons for the attitude of Mussolini and 

fascism towards Croce, one has to accept the conclusion of 

Ernesto Ragionieri, a Marxiet historian, often not 

benevolent to Croce, that during the fascist regime: 

"Benedetto Croce was able to utilize with extraordinary 

ability the margins of freedom that fascism had to concede 

to himw, because of hi8 farne and his reputation at home and 

abroad. But as a final conclusion it is still better to 

leave the last words to Croce hirnself: Whatever one wants 

to think about al1 this, I have used this persona1 and 

relative freedom not as a concession and as a donation, for 

which 1 owed gratitude to somebody, but as one of my 

rights, using, though, moderation and observing the 

austerity that good taste advises in such conditions, so 

grave and at the same time so delicatew. (64) 

To the ever returning question of why Croce was allowed 

to publish his books and his periodical during the 



dictatarship of Mussolini, the answer now has become rather 

simple. Croce enjoyed relative freedom under the axe of 

Mussolini because he felt free, had the courage to act as a 

free man, and expressed his ideas with sobriety but without 

fear. The prestige thus gained further increased his 

safety, and fascism was compelled to tolerate hi8 activity, 

unable or unwilling to challenge public opinion and to risk 

moral and political discredit. 

Oath of Layalty. 

Besides his cultural activities, in order to have a 

complete view of Croce's position undet the fascist regime, 

it is necessary to pay attention to hi8 reaction to some 

important events of that period. In 1931, in order to 

increase political control in higher education, Mussolini 

forced university teachere ta take a loyalty oath to the 

fascist regime. Until that year the oath of office required 

the teachers to observe loyally the Statuto, now they had 

to swear flto be faithful ta the King and his successors and 

to the Fascist Regimew. Zt was no longer enough to turn 

students into good citizens, nuw the aim of university 

education was to produce graduates ndevoted to the Country 

and to the Fascist Regimem. This humiliating law had been 

first suggested and inspired by Gentile, who was moved by 

different concerns, but deep dow. by a desire of vendetta 

against those intel~ectuals, who had signed Croce's 



anti-fascist manifesto in 1925. Mussolini accepted 

Gentile's request for his own political reasons; the new 

law offered him an easy opportunity to give small 

satisfaction to the radical wing of the party and at the 

same time to reaffirm the authority of the State against 

the increasing demands of the Catholic Church in matters of 

education. Out of about twelve hundred university teachers, 

only nineteen did not take the loyalty oath. Some just 

refused, others resigned or took early retirement before 

the law came into effect. None of them turned the occasion 

into a public protest, and no attempt was made to mount a 

political response. As a police informer remarked with 

astute observation, the decisions remained individual, did 

not turn into a united movement and did not find a 

leadership, as had happened in 1925, at the the of Croce's 

anti-fascist manifesto. But such a response, to be 

successful, requires freedom of the press, which was still 

available in 1925 and had disappeared in 1931. Only 

Gentile, strangely enough, the very inspirer of the law, 

during a meeting of his faculty at the University of Rome, 

expressed publicly and with eloquence hie admiration, and 

his regrets !, for the three professors who had refused to 

take the oath, preferring to resign their positions, in 

order to remain coherent with their ideals. (65)  

The entire affair was a victory for fascism and in 



particular for Mussolini, who at first had been reluetant 

to introduce the new law, fearîng the reaction and the 

protests of the professors. In reality the overall reaction 

of the academic body was xather dismal and left much ta be 

desired: the number of resignations was too small, even if 

one has to admit that in the economic conditions of the 

thirties few teachers were in a position to take a 

different road or could afford the loss of employment. 

Still one should not be too harsh in his judgnient, but 

should avoid a blanket condemnation without making 

distinctions. Many professors toak the oath willingly for 

the conformity and servility traditional in ftalian 

academic life. But the anti-fascist teachers, who had to 

swallow their pride and take the bitter pill, were moved 

first of al1 by economic necessity, but also by political 

considerations; they wanted t o  remain i n  touch with the new 

generations and did not wish ta surrender the universities 

to the complete control of fascism. This solution, in good 

Italian fashion, was facilitated by the peculiar procedure 

which was followed for taking the oath. During the officia1 

ceremony, the chancellor of the university read the formula 

of loyalty, and afterwards the professors signed a piece of 

paper without having ta Say a word- After the oath and the 

ceremony, life in the universities returned to the normal 

routine. The professors were able to resume their lessons 



as before, Cree to teach what they wanted, how they liked. 

Outside the classroom there remained occasions to express 

persona1 ideas and to manifest some political opposition. 

At the universities' officia1 ceremonies academic 

authorities and fascist professors started to Wear party 

uniforms, while the anti-fascist teachers continued to 

appear in civilian clothes and business suits. 

Croce was not a university professor, so he was not 

personally affected by the new law. But the law affected 

some of his best friends, and he became deeply concerned 

with their difficult position, compelled to make a dramatic 

choice, that would either affect their econoniic welfare or 

their moral status. In the last months of 1931 Croce was 

writing the of -; the prose of that book has a 

pathos not present in other books; no doubt the hortatory 

tone reflects the feelings generated by the policies of the 

government, and the pains he was sharing with his friends. 

Entries in the diaries for 1931 reveal Croce's concerns for 

the predicaments of his friends and their families, and 

show the resentment and indignation against the law and 

those who had sponsored it, especially against Gentile. As 

an imediate consequence, Croce's antipathy to his old 

friend increased, and he refused to allow his name to stand 

beside that of Gentile in a Nscellaneous book, that was 

being prepared at the time in honour of Ernst Cassirer. 



( 6 6 )  

When the law was announced, the police soon noted an 

increase of mail and personal visits to Croce's house; the 

infolrmexs too noticed several meetings in Rome and in 

Naples between Croce and other leading intellectuals. Many 

wrote or went to Naples to seek Croce's advice, or to find 

comfort in hi8 understanding. For a few months he played 

the role of father confesser. Friends asked for guidance, 

to be strengthened in their resolve or to be absolved for 

their acceptance. At the end, three of Croce's best friends 

refused to take the oath, Francesco Ruffini, a liberal; 

Lionello Venturi, a democrat; and Gaetano De Sanctis, a 

Catholic; another friend, Luigi Einaudi, and three of 

Crocels closest collaborators, Adolfo Omodeo, Guido De 

Ruggiero, and Luigi Russo complied with the governrnent's 

request. As in other similar situations, Croce did not try 

to impose his persona1 views, but accepted and respected 

individual decisions. ( 6 7 )  

On this particular occasion, Croce, like many others, 

did not advise an absolute intransigence, and did not 

regard the oath as one of those insurmountable cases of 

conscience, demanding a flat refuaal. The university 

teachers faced an evident case of necessity, which for some 

could justify a political choice. A persona1 sacrifice 

could be made in the name of a higher responsibility, in 



this case to protect the welfare of the universities. With 

other anti-fascists, Croce shared the view that university 

education should not be abandoned to the corrrplete contl-01 

of fascist teachers. For the sake of a different future, 

the hateful measure could be accepted, in order to remain 

inside the classrooms to preserve a tradition and to offer 

to new generations ideas different from those preached by 

the regime. It was one of those Machiavellian decisions, 

demanded by the harsh and inescapable realities of the 

time. ( 6 8 )  

In the name of political realism, the Comunist Party 

advised its members or sympathizers to obey the law, and 

Concetto Marchesi at the University of Padua took the oath, 

and continued to teach classical literature, creating 

future scholars and partisans. Even Ernesto Rossi, a pupil 

of Salvemini, and an indomitable anti-fasciet, member of 

"Giustizia e Liberta'", who was in ja i l  at the t h e ,  shared 

the view. In a letter to his mother, he praised the 

economist Antonio De Viti De Marco for his resignation, and 

expressed solidarity with Luigi Einaudi, who had chosen a 

different road, and remained in deferential correspondence 

with him. More than the forma1 ceremonies of the oath, for 

Rossi the fate o f  university education remained of 

paramount importance. Inside the universities, the students 

themselves appreciated and respected the personal sacrifice 



made by their anti-fascist teachers. When Leone Ginzburgls 

father-in-law, Giuseppe Levi, an old socialist friend of 

Turati, entered the classroom for the first time after 

taking the oath, shaken and with a sad face, the class gave 

h i m  a standing ovation, anti-fascist and fascist students 

joined together. Years later, in their memoirs, three Nobel 

pr ize  winners have expressed gratitude for al1 his teaching 

abilities and for hi8 personal qualities. Had professor 

Levi made a different choice, than the one he reluctantly 

made, Italy would now number anotber hem, but perhaps 

fewer Nobel prizes in the field of chemistry and medicine. 

(69) 

Party Memûership. 

University teachers were not the only ones in those 

years subjected to polit ical  pressure and compelled to 

accept official rules, imposad by a dictatorial government. 

During Mussolini's regime rnembership in the Fascist Party 

always increased career oppoxtunities, and in the late 

thirties became a condition of employment in the civil 

service. But even before that date, at regular intervals, 

to increase moral pressure and to create persona1 

anxieties, rumours were spread that soon a new law would 

make it mandatory for al1 public emplgrees to join the 

Party. When that happened civil servants were put under 

pressure by friends, families and superiors, al1 urging 



conformity and acceptance of the inevitable. In 1933 a 

friend frightened by these converging solicitations or 

impositions, wrote to Croce asking for his advice. This 

t h e  Crocels advice was more explicit, but also consistent 

with his previous position: one should avoid acts of 

insincere spontaneity; but l'if something is imposed by law 

or by violence, and in the present they are synonymousw, 

then one had to decide whether to nsubmit to the absolute 

necessityn, or to face the consequences of the refusal. In 

either cases a persona1 decision was required, one had to 

draw his own conclusion, and accept the responsibility for 

the choice. (70) 

During the same period, and for the same reasons, Adolfo 

Omodeo too faced a similar experience, and was urged to ask 

for Fascist Party membership. Strangely enough the 

strongest pressure came from well-meaning friends, afraid 

that he was in danger of losing his University position for 

his political views and friendship with Croce. ûmodeo had a 

large family, and teaching was his only Bource of income. 

In this period of trial, Croce stood by his friend, giving 

good advice, suggesting calm and the avoidance of a rushed 

decision. He tried to calm the ovemrought man, pointing 

out that this time "the evident necessityn did not exist, 

and that rumours of pending legislation are not yet the law 

itself. When Omodeo took courage and refused to join the 



Fascist Party, Croce imediately wrote him a letter of 

praise, lauding his choice and his detennination. On 

reading this letter one can almost feel Croce's sense of 

relief for the decision made by his friend. (71) 

In these two episodes one notes a sense of sadneas for 

the solitude that began to surround the lives of those who 

refused to join official organizations. The closeness 

experienced in those years and the difficulties faced 

together probably explain the strong value that Croce 

always attached ta bis friendship with Ornodeo. It also 

explains the paternal benevolence that Croce felt for Leone 

Ginzburg, who, during those same years, unlike many older 

people, refused ta take the loyalty oath and lost his 

teaching positions in high school and university, not 

frightened by the economic consequences of his deeds. 

Expulsion fran Academiea. 

In 1933 the government compelled the members of the old 

learned societies and the national academies to take a 

loyalty oath, similar to the one imposed on university 

teachers. This tirne Croce was asked directly by official 

letters, and invited by the president of the institution to 

take the oath at a public ceremony. He did not need to 

consult with other friends, but refused the invitation 

without hesitation, and in a public way. To the presidents 

of the Royal Society of Naples and the Lyncean Academy of 



Rome Croce wrote that an oath of loyalty to a political 

party was "in contrast with the nature and dignity of the 

academic officen, whose only function was "the free search 

for truthv. (72) 

After Croce refused to take the oath, he vas no longer 

invited to the meetings and functions of the Royal Society 

of Naples. Again he protested against the illegality of 

that procedure. He sent a letter to the president, 

reminding the gentleman that he had been made a member of 

that society by a Royal decree, 'land until a new decree, 

£rom the same sourcen, revoked his nomination, he had to be 

regarded as a member in good standing, and entitled to 

receive al1 the conanuiications and invitations sent to the 

membership. The letter, needlessly to Say, never received a 

reply, nor did Croce expect one. (73)  

After the introduction of the oath of loyalty, and latex 

as a result of the racial laws, al1 the Italian academies 

lost members and reputation. During the regime they 

suffered a steady erosion of independence and were 

continually subject to political interference. While Croce 

was an effective member of those academies and in a 

position of influence, especially in those of Naples, he 

tried, not without some success, to protect the integrity 

of those venerable institutions. In 1930, Croce opposed the 

nomination of the Minister of Education as a member of the 



old Pontanian Academy. During the general meeting, he 

reminded the audience that in its long history under the 

Bourbon Kings, in order to preserve political independence, 

the Academy had never elected as one of its members a 

Minister of Education while he was still in office. Among 

the general silence and embarrassment, Croce invited the 

Assembly, to reject the nomination not only because it was 

politically incorrect, but also for the simpler fact that 

the present Minister of Education did not possess the 

required scientific qualifications. (74) 

In 1931, the Minister of Education nullified the 

election of the vice-president and secretary of the Royal 

Society of Naples because of their political ideas and 

friendship with Croce. It was another attempt to isolate 

Croce from his friends. Croce went to the next meeting of 

the Society to express public solidarity with his younger 

friends and to protest the ministerts illegal intervention. 

On other occasions, Croce did ail that was possible to 

safeguard the cultural independence of those academies, or 

to protest against ministerial interferences. When 

political control became coqlete, he no longer took part 

in the activity of those societies, of which for many years 

he had been the most active member. (75)  

The Ethicipian War. 

In October 1935 Italy invaded Ethiopia, and in May 1936 



Badoglio brought the war to a victorious conclusion. The 

same month, speaking in Rome to an oceanic crowd, Mussolini 

proclaimed the new Roman Empire amid thundering applause. 

The Ethiopian war was very popular among the Italian 

people, and the proclamation of the Empire marked the 

zenith of Mussolini's prestige and popularity. The regime 

was able to mobilize public opinion against the League of 

Nations, appealing to old aspirations and to ancient 

resentments against the western powers. The victory over 

Ethiopia and the fa11 of Addis Ababa seemed finally to have 

vindicated Adowa, and to have given to Italy the status of 

a great power, that France and England had denied to her 

for a long time. 

Unlike other liberal leaders and even anti-fascist 

exiles, Croce did not share the general enthusiasm for the 

new colonial adventuse, and this new incarnation of 

Crispi's old imperial aspiration. His private 

correspondence of the time did not contain any praise or 

approval for the event, and the diaries instead reveal the 

usual notes of sadness, when Croce was faced with troubling 

and unpleasant political news. During those months, when it 

was fashionable to blame lfperfidious Albionn, Croce had 

several meetings with British newspapermen, especially with 

h i s  old friend Cecil Sprigge of the m e ~ t p r  C m ,  

and expressed disappointment ovet the vacillations and the 



appeasement of British foreign policy. Finally, in private 

conversations with a reliable police informer, Croce 

expressed worries about the consequences of "a nefarious 

policyn . (76) 
A few months after the beginning of the war, the Italian 

government, to mobilize public opinion but also to boost 

the gold reserve bled dry by the African campaign, asked 

the Italian married women "to donate" their wedding rings 

to the cause of the fascist revolution. As part of this 

well orchestrated publicity campaign the president of the 

Senate invited the senators to do the same, and to give 

back to the State the gold medal, that they had received, 

when appointed to the Assembly. At first Croce had decided 

to ignore the request. But in a series of meetings in 

Naples and in Rome, the other few remaining anti-fascist 

senators, including Albertini, Bergamini and Casati, argued 

for a different course and pressed for the acceptance of 

the invitation. Al1 of them wanted to avoid the accusation 

of anti-patriotism; they were also concerned that a gesture 

of defiance could provoke a political backlash, involving 

more harassment, and perhaps even new forms of persecution 

of a more persona1 nature. With some reluctance, against 

the strong advice of his wife, Croce accepted their 

arguments. At the end he "returnedn to the aecretary of the 

Senate his medal, but accompanied by a brief letter, 



written with a cold and rather bureaucratic tone. In that 

letter Croce clearly reaffirmed his political opposition to 

fascism, and stated the reason for his gesture. 

uExcellency, though I do not approve the policy of the 

government, 1 have accepted, in the name of the fatherland, 

the invitation of Your Ekcellency, and 1 have returned to 

the offices of the Senate my medal, that has the date of 

1910". (77)  

The gesture of Croce and the other senators has to be 

seen both as an act of political expediency and as an act 

of traditional patriotism, still strong in men of that 

generation, al1 of them with persona1 and emotional ties to 

the Risorgimento. But that gesture left the door wide open 

to political speculation; that very speculation that it was 

meant to avoid, and that instead occurred right then and 

has continued ever since. The government, or at least the 

chief of police, was aware of Crocels negative feeling 

about the war and the government1s foreign policy, but the 

mass media, controlled by the regime, reported the event in 

a light favourable to the official propaganda, as a sign to 

show the wide support enjoyed by the government's policy; 

no mention was made of the letter, as was to be expected; 

and Ilthe return of my medalm was doctored and became "the 

donation of the gold medalN made by senator Benedetto 

Croce. 



Future historians and newspapemen, even recently, have 

preferred to ignore the documents and instead accepted and 

repeated the propaganda of the fascist regime. More 

important, in the conditions of 1935, Croce's gesture 

created confusion among his friends and provoked deep 

consternation among anti-fascists in jail or in exile, who, 

ignoring the letter and reading the papers, felt abandoned 

by Croce, and came to believe that he now was approving the 

policy of Mussolini. Croce was made aware of their reaction 

in a dramatic meeting with Bianca Ceva, who has left a 

touching account of their discussion, in which Croce 

explained his reasons and asked her to convey his unchanged 

feelings to their friends in jail, and in particular to 

Riccardo Bauer. (78) In retrospect, it would have been much 

better and politically more opportune, if Croce had 

followed his first instincts and had chosen the advice of 

his wife, instead of accepting Casatits arguments. 

More documents that improve understanding of Croce's 

position during the African adventure, besides the report 

of the police informer are now available as they were not 

to those who were suffering in jail at the tirne. During 

1935, in the Senate, a motion of approval for the Ethiopian 

war, praising the leadership of Mussolini was proposed, 

four hundred senators endorsed it, only Croce and his few 

remaining friends, less than a dozen, refused to sign that 



motion, thus denying it the unanimous consent of the 

assembly. In May 1936, when the Senate voted the 

proclamation of the new Italian empire, Croce made a point 

of being absent from the Senate. (79)  Since his last speech 

in 1929, and the heckling he had received then, Croce 

rarely participated in the sittings of the Senate, and then 

only briefly and for curiosity, but he no longer took part 

in the voting. From 1929 on, Croce's absences from special 

occasions, assumed the function of a vote of nonconfidence, 

and were duly reported to the proper authorities by those 

senators, who were in the employ of the secret police, and 

whose names were not unknown to Croce. Finally ln 1936, 

after Badoglio conquered Addis Adaba, Croce broke his 

relations and correspondence with hi8 old friend, Giovanni 

Castellano. Inebriated by imperial enthusiasm, Castellano 

had invited Croce to renounce his anti-fascism and "to make 

public arnendst' of his political mistake. (80)  Not only did 

Croce not follow the clumsy advice of Castellano, but in 

the very middle of the martial sounds and imperial euphoria 

that prevailed in the Italian press, at the end of 1936, he 

published the little book of Aldo Capitini, m t i  di yna . . 
, a -, that was inspired by the ideas of 

Gandhi and his conunitment to non-violence, and also 

preached brotherhood among nations, according to Mazzini's 

teachings . ( 81) 



In the international scene Croce's views were coherent 

with his unchanged anti-fascism and anti-imperialism. In 

December 1935, while the Italian mas8 media were foolishly 

increasing the praises of Nazi Germany, Croce joined Thomas 

Mann, and at the request of German political refugees, 

urged the Nobel Peace C o d t t e e  to assign the Nobel prize 

to Car1 von Ossietzhy, the German journalist who had 

campaigned for peace among nations, opposed Gennan 

rearmament, and had been jailed for the last three years 

for his political ideas. In private correspondence and in 

persona1 conversations, Croce expressed sympathy for the 

Spanish republic. Also in 1936, when the traditional 

Italian alliance with the western powers was in pieces, and 

the fascist propaganda stressed the differences between 

I ta ly  and the western wplutocratic powersn, Croce wrote a 

political essay for the American periodical, 

w, which was then republished in La C r u  
. a . In that 

essay, Croce reaifinned his faith in the future triumph of 

Ereedorn and condemned al1 forms of authoritarian regimes, 

then rather fashionable among many Buropean intellectuals. 

He also urged "al1 men of good will to work every day, in 

every condition, with al1 means available, using 

appropriate ways ... to protect and to promote the liberal 
spirit . . ." .  (82) 



The Racial Laws . 
The Ethiopian adventure had great consequences in 

Italian society; it changed the ideology of fascism and 

affected the personality of Mussolini, pushing the 

government towards more authoritarian policies. The 

traditional friendship with Great Britain came to an end, 

and was replaced by a more cordial collaboration with 

Germany. Foreign relations with the Western Powers acquired 

a strong ideological connotation, and the ties between 

fascism and Nazism assumed a novel intimacy. Slowly the 

regime acquired a more totalitarian character; the presence 

of the State in the economy increased; fascist doctrine 

became prevalent in the schools; the government increased 

control over social and personal morals, affecting the 

civil society as a whole. Mussolini and the party 

organizations embarked on ideological propaganda against 

"the bourgeois spiritn and began a relentless campaign 

against the traditional npietismn of the Italian people, 

preaching instead martial virtues. The aim of Mussolini was 

to create a new sense of nheroismn, and to transform the 

Italians into "a race of warriorsn, worthy of the new 

empire and able to imitate the Roman legionnaires. At the 

end, al1 these changes affected the nature of Italian 

society and, unfortunately, dramatically altered the legal 

status of the Jewish cofmmmity inside the Italian nation. 



Until 1938 there had not been a Jewish question in 

Italy, apart from the rather innocuous and annoying 

prejudices of old. The Jewish comunity was small and well 

integrated in Italian social life, participating fully in 

national affairs  and sharing the same aspirations as other 

Italiana. Over the years, the Jewish people had been 

liberals and conservatives, nationalists and socialists, 

neutralists and intenrentionists, fascists and 

anti-fascists. Even under the fascist regime, Jews held 

positions of great responsibility in the schools, in the 

civil service, in the army, and in the govemment itself. A 

few were even spies of OVRA. Until then, the Jewish people 

had enjoyed the same freedom, or the lack of freedom, as 

the rest of the Italian population. 

This natural harmony was abruptly shattered by the 

introduction of the racial laws. With those laws a 

definition of Jew came into existence in Italian 

legislation, and Italian citizens were divided into two 

categories and put into two different races, one of them 

subject to discrimination. As a result, Jews were forbidden 

to marry outside of their religion, were not allowed to 

attend public schools, and could not hold public office. 

They were immediately expelled f r m  the civil service, the 

amed forces, and professional organizations. They were 

subject to restrictions on their economic activities and in 



their personal possessions. Foreign Jews, even those with 

Italian citizenship, were ordered deported from Italy. 

Pinally, showing the hypocrisy and the tragedy of the 

event, the Jews were no longer allowed to be members of the 

Fascist Party, and those who already were rnembers were 

expelled or compelled to resign. (83)  

From the beginning, the vast majority of the Italian 

people regarded the racial laws as ill-considered and 

unjustified. Even within the Grand Council of Fascism there 

were strong disagreernents; Italo Balbo spoke and voted 

against the laws, and then carried on his opposition in 

public, in Italy and in Libya. For the first tirne officiai 

propaganda failed to create enthusiasm, but increased 

skepcicisrn instead. As never before the Catholic Church 

voiced grave concerns against a law of the government, and 

that voice echoed throughout al1 the Catholic 

organizations, and was repeated in the parishes of the 

country. To their shame, many Italian writers supported the 

racial laws and participated in the anti-semitic campaign 

with articles, essays and books. Among the well known 

fascist intellectuals only Giovanni Gentile and Filippo 

Marinetti on occasion expressed their disagreement, and 

then tried to help some of their friends, victims of the 

new persecution. But most of the ninety-five university 

positions that the Jewish professors had held until then 



with great prestige and were compelled to vacate, were 

eagexly grabbed with shameful haste by Italian scholars, 

often possessing academic credentials greatly inferior to 

those of the former occupants. 

Crocels position on racial theories and against the 

persecution of Jews was well known long before the German 

and Italian racial legislations came into effect. Aïready 

in 1928, in his book, Historv of It-, he had praised the 

liberal policies of Italian governments, stressing at the 

same time the contribution of the Jewish comunity to the 

Risorgimento and to Italian public life in general. Before 

that book, on many occasions, with sarcasm or irony, he had 

rejected or ridiculed the extravagant claims, that 

nationalist historians employ to extol the primacy of 

certain races or the mythological accomplishments of their 

people. When the new racial persecution began first in 

Germany and later in Italy Croce remained a courageous 

defender of the Jews and a tenacious opponent of racism, 

and expressed his solidarity to the Jewish people in the 

name of a corranon humanity, that through them and their 

persecution was offended and humiliated in al1 men. 

From 1933, in his periodical, Croce engaged a frequent 

battle against racial ideas. Almost in each issue of 

. . Clritica there were small notes written with a trenchant 

style against that argument, when news item or more often 



the publication of a book provided the occasion. In those 

notes and in other essays, Croce lamented the decline of 

German culture, the loss of universal inspiration and the 

steady march from the idealism of Kant to the materialism 

of Rosenberg. With sardonic irony, he pointed out that the 

Nazis were destroying German science, and at the same tirne, 

without their intent, had succeeded in showing to the world 

how great had been the contribution of the Jews to Ge- 

cultural and social life. When Mussolini saw fit to imitate 

Germany, and Italian writers borrowed freely from German 

racial theories, Croce pointed out how those arguments were 

offensive to Italy and to Italians. He reminded those naive 

writers that often German scholars blamed the corrupting 

influence of Latin heritage on the German spirit, 

downgraded Roman civilization, and praised the achievements 

of classical Greece instead, stressing at the same t h e  the 

inferiority of the Latin race and the affinity of the 

Germans to old Greeks. (84)  

Before the Italian laws came into existence, not only 

had Croce written against racism, he had also made public 

statements against the persecution of the Jews, and tried 

to help some of his friends, victims of German 

anti-Semitism. In 1933, a protest against the new German 

racial theories was contained in a letter that Croce sent 

to Charles Beard, as president of the American Historical 



Association. The letter made observations about the nature 

of historiography, but it also contained preoccupations on 

the political problems of the times. Croce urged the 

American historians to reject racial and ethnic principles, 

that reduce history almost to a fight of cats and dogs, of 

beasts hunting beasts. He warned that those principles, by 

reducing man to a prowling animal, with their emphasis on 

the satisfaction of biological needs, and materialistic 

aspirations, not only make impossible a proper 

interpretation of human history, but they al80 weaken the 

moral forces of society and increase prejudices among 

people and rivalries among nations. (85 )  

In 1934 Croce wrote an article for me 
Jew-, in which he reaffirmed his old refusal 

of "the stupid concept of raceM, and "the various forms of 

oppression against rninority groupsn. The article was later 

republished in his own periodical, and so the Italians, 

like the Americans, could read that nthe persecutions 

against the Jews have never brought benefits to any 

nationn, and could also see the prediction that the new 

persecution would give "no benefit to the life and culture 

of Gemanytl, but would hasten instead her moral and 

political decadence. With a clear reference to the Italian 

experience under the fascist regime, the American and 

Italian readers were told that in Germany "the men of 



science and culture, who were serving the oppressors and 

persecutors of freedom had renounced their mission and were 

betraying their officew. (86) 

In 1936, Croce sent a long essay to the Swiss paper, U e  

Nation, with the expressive title: nThe Germany that we 

have lovedn. In that essay he lamented that the Germany of 

the great historical culture that he and the men of his 

generation had loved was no longer, destroyed by the racial 

policy of the Nazi regime. With sadness he also observed 

that Gennan universities and scholars had abandoned the 

great philosophical principles of the past, and had 

replaced them with zoological concepts of race, and their 

cultural life had become arid and materialistic, and were 

no longer able even to understand the great G e n n a n  authors 

of the past. Croce pointed out that, quite appropriately, 

the University of Heidelberg had recently changed its motto 

from "To the Spirit of the Worldn, to "To the Gennan 

Spirit lt , pleasing Rosenberg if not Hegel. (87)  

In August 1938, while in Germany the persecutions 

against the Jews and in Italy anti-semitic propaganda was 

increasing, Croce wrote a letter to the president of 

Stockholmfs University, and joined an international appeal 

launched by the Swedish press in favour of German Jews. In 

his letter, "as a man and as a liberaln, he expressed his 

"horror at todayts dreadful persecutions against the Jews 



in Germany and AustriaIl. Sadly he also had to confess that 

what was happening in many parts of the world Ivbefore Our 

astonished eyesn, was outside of al1 the feelings, 

sentiments, and customs of the old generations and was 

contrary to their principles and their education. He also 

made a keen observation, when he noted that the increasing 

mass accumulation of crime, and the impossibility of 

opposing them in any adequate manner was generating among 

the people a sort of du11 indifference and moral torpor. 

Unfortunately, Croce proved right on another point: in the 

letter he lamented the increased agitations against Italian 

Jews, and expressed fears for their future safety. The 

letter was published by the Swedish papers and soon became 

known in Italy and brought the usual outburst of insults 

and threats against the author; Croce was accused of 

anti-patriotic activity, soiling abroad the good name of 

Italy. (88) 

For his part Croce not only continued to write polemical 

notes and historical essays against racial discrimination, 

but he also tried to help his Jewish friends, who were 

deprived of their academic positions, and were compelled 

first to emigrate from Germany and later from Italy. In 

1933, he wrote to Nicholas M. Butler, president of Columbia 

University, urging him to find a position for Leo Spitzer, 

professor of Romance Literatures, recently expelled from 



the University of Koln. Croce hardly needed to explain that 

the employment of Prof. Spitzer would be a scientific gain 

for American universities, and at the same tirne "an act of 

human brotherhood". At the same time, Croce approached 

Bernard Berenson, the famous art historian, living in 

Florence, but with strong ties to Harvard University, to 

interest him in the case. Croce urged Berenson to use his 

American connections to help the victims of "what was 

happening in Germany against humanity and sciencen. By 

giving employment to people like Spitzer and others like 

him the American institutions would gain scholars and at 

the same time would give "a lesson in humanity to Germany, 

now no longer the fatherland of Lessing". (89) 

When the racial laws were introduced in Italy not even 

the members of Parliament were in a position to voice their 

concern, let alone their opposition. Italy had become a one 

party State, dominated by a vast and efficient police 

apparatus; freedom of the press had disappeared and no 

political criticism could be published against government 

policy. Parliament had changed its nature, lost its 

traditional powers, and turned into a rubber stamp, 

approving al1 government bills without discussion. The 

majority of laws were passed by the government as orders in 

council; from an exception this practice had become a very 

convenient normal ale. Only the twenty five members of the 



Grand Council of Fascism were in a position to debate and 

to challenge with some freedom government initiatives. But 

even tbis new organism did not meet very often, and its 

convocation was at the discretion of Mussolini. 

The Senate too had changed in a fundamental way after 

1936, when Giacomo Suardo replaced Luigi Federzoni as 

president. The sittings of the Senate lost the old dignity, 

the atmosphere became more partisan than in the past, the 

great majority of senators wore the black shirt, or 

appeared in party uniform. More often than not, the 

president began and closed the sessions with party slogans 

and with the Roman salute. Not only were the anti-fascist 

senators made uncornfortable inside the assembly by the 

behaviour of the government bench, they were also plainly 

discriminated against, and frequently did not receive the 

reports of the cammissions or even the agenda. Above all, 

the Senate changed its method of work, and as a result, ta 

al1 practical purposes, the senators lost their legislative 

functions and were deprived of their power to influence 

national policy. With the exception of the budget, 

international treaties, and the judiciary system, 

legislative powers were transferred frm the assembly to 

standing c o d t t e e s ,  "comitati legislativiM, where no 

political opposition was allowed but oaly technical 

suggestions were accepted, when dealing with new bills. 



Once government proposals were approved by a codttee, the 

chairman reported the result to the Senate, and the 

Assenbly accepted it without further debate. 

To avoid any surprises, the selection of the codttee 

was also altered. Unlike the old commissions, chosen at 

random and renewed every year, the members of the new 

committees and their chairmen were appointed by the 

president of the Senate, and served at his pleasure. In the 

new organization of the Senate, Croce, Albertini, Casati, 

Einaudi and their few remaining liberal friends were left 

out with cold deliberation. From then on no anti-fascist 

senator became a mernber of a codssion or participated in 

its work even as a technical expert. In this way they were 

deprived of their legislative rights and remained senators 

in name only. (90) 

In 1938 the racial laws were debated and approved by the 

Grand Council of Fascism, and afterwards were dealt with in 

a cursory way in the standing committees, and f inally 

acclaimed by parliament without further debate. When the 

racial laws reached the floor of the Senate Croce and his 

liberal friends did not take part in the sitting, as the 

only way left to them to express their opposition and to 

make a protest. In 1938 Benedetto Croce did not have the 

material possibility of repeating what he had done in 1929 

against the Lateran Pacts, standing before the Senate and 



defending the traditions of liberal Italy. For the same 

reason, the tew Jewish senators, still present in the 

Senate, were corirpelled to remain silent in the face of 

persecution against their comnity. 

In these conditions, deprived of their rights, without 

the possibility of a public tribune, the only thing left 

for anti-fascist senators waa to act alone, ta show 

persona1 solidarity, offering help and moral support to 

their friends, according to their possibilities. When 

racial laws became a reality in Italy and Jewish scholars 

were deprived of their University positions and in many 

instances compelled to seek new opportunities abroad, Croce 

wrote letters of reference for several friends, and, as he 

had done for the German scholars before, used his 

international reputation in their favour. Today in the 

National Archives under the persona1 files collected by the 

zeal of fascist censorship, it is possible to read their 

letters, sent to Croce from various places, al1 of them 

expressing their gratitude for the help they had received 

and the hospitality they had also enjoyed in his house. 

(91) 

After the war Croce himself, as part of a larger essay, 

published the letter that he had sent in 1938 to the 

British philosopher, Robert Collingwood, asking him to help 

Arnaldo Momigliano, who wanted to return to Oxford, where 



he had studied before. The censors of Naples, however, were 

the first to read the rather sad reply that Momigliano 

wrote to Croce on that occasion: HI thank you for your 

certificate, that you kindly sent to me. 1 regard it as an 

inspiration and an encouragement. It should have some 

effect on others, but unfortunately the world is tiredN. 

Despite his pessimism and that of Collingwood, after some 

difficulties, Momigliano found a university position at 

Oxford, where he became a renowned scholar in classical 

historiography, writing his many books no longer in Italian 

but in English. (92) 

From England in 1939, Enzo Tagliacozzo expressed his 

appreciation for the letter of reference that Croce had 

sent to an American college, and "for your cordial and warm 

hospitality during these last yearsm. The same year from 

Florence, even a well established scholar and no longer in 

the prime of his life, Alessandro Levi had to ask Croce for 

a letter of reference "just in case 1 should decide to 

emigrate". Once the Jewish friends had emigrated abroad, 

Croce tried to maintain relations with them until the war 

made it impossible. The same year, from London, Paolo 

Treves sent a typed letter, nto facilitate the job of the 

censors in Naplesn, giving his news, but also asking 

Croce's help for the publication in Italy of a book, 

written by one of his new Bnglish colleagues. (93) 



Sqarated suddenly from their university friends, living 

and teaching in a new environment, often in a precarious 

condition, letters from Italy acquired a poignant 

significance for these Jewish scholars. Renato Treves 

probably spoke for many of them, expressing feelings comon 

to al1 emigrants, when he wrote to Croce from Montevideo, 

after receiving one of his notes: "Every sign that 

reassures me that my teachers have not forgotten me is of 

great comfort to men. From the letters of these people we 
. . also  learn that the arriva1 of C r u  created a m e n t  

of excitement, maintaining an intellectual link with Italy. 

Some of them shared the periodical with other friends, as 

was the case between Treves and Rodolfo Mondolfo in 

Argentina. It is quite evident that the presence of the 

Italian Jewish diaspora in England, The United States, and 

in South America increased the popularity of Croce's 

philosophy and his political reputation. In 1939, writing 

from Argentina, Rodolfo Mondolfo informed Croce that a 

group of students and university teachers wanted to 

translate some of his books, and had asked for his help. 

(94) 

Besides his international reputation, Croce employed hi8 

Italian connections to help those Jewish scholars who could 

not emigrate or had decided to remain in Italy. In this 

case he made appeals to friendly publishing houses, and as 



a result the historians Giorgio Falco and Paolo Alatri and 

some others could publish their books or do translations, 

after they had assumed an innocent Aryan name. As Palco 

wrote after the war in a new introduction to his book, 

Santa: ReDubblica:"ï'his book was published in 1942, 

under a false name in difficult times, through the kind 

interest of Benedetto Croce and the thaumaturgic virtues of 

Raffaeîe Mattiolin. (95 )  

Not only did Croce help living scholars in their hour of 

need, he also protested against the confiscation of old and 

new books written by Jewish authors, pointing out the 

illegality of the measure and also the damage done to 

Italian studies, once those books were no longer available. 

The letters that Croce wrote, and Laterza used, for the 

retrieval of the confiscated books are admirable for the 

arguments employed and not the least for the zestful 

ironies. Once Croce asked the censors why they were still 

allowing the sale and the republications of the Bible, 

certainly the most Jewish book ever written by authors with 

Jewish blood. (96) 

The most admirable quality of those letters was the 

plain courage they showed, in a time whsn this was becoming 

a rather scarce commodity, not only in scientific matters 

but also in social relations. In a period when relations 

wirh Jewish families were avoided, when old acquaintances 



were shunned and sometimes even taken advantage of, Croce 

maintained steadfast relations with al1 his Jewish friends, 

xeceiving them with his usual liberality in his house, 

where they continued to go, seeking support or conaolation. 

Of particular significance was Croce's constant patenial 

benevolence towards Leone Ginzburg and his young family, 

and towards the Treves brothers and their mother, who 

probably consulted him before they decided to escape from 

Italy, and to seek refuge first in France and then in 

England. In Turin, Croce paid several visits to Mrs Giua, 

whose husband was in jail for anti-fascist activity, and 

whose young son had been killed in the Spanish civil war, 

fighting with the volunteers of Rosselli. (971 

After the war, remembering these tragic events and the 

persecution suffered by the Jews, Arnaldo Momigliano paid a 

tribute to Croce: "Few eminent men have been like Croce so 

closely sympathetic to the Jews, Italians or Germans, 

victims of racial persecutionsR. (98)  

Momigliano spoke from persona1 experience; he had 

witnessed Croce's kindness in good and in bad times, when 

he was still a student and when he had been discrirninated 

against as a Jew. Now Crocers diaries of 1938 and 1939 

reveal his emotional participation in the tragedy of the 

Jewish people. In those pages we come across the names of 

the Italian Jews that Croce saw, or visited and tried to 



help, while Italian society was almost submerged by "lies, 

wickedness and stupidityw. In the diaries the peraecution 

is described for what it really was: na cruel crime . . .  and 
a cold spoliationH against "Our fellow-citizens ... and Our 
friends, ... that loved Italy no more and no lesa than we 

didN. There we also learn the emotions that the political 

events and the persecutions were stirring in Croce's mind, 

and then found expression, in three of hi8 best books: 2 k  

m-, m3XLPQeetrv and I 1 e r e  delra WdUQLia 

N o W .  We also come to know the books and the authors 

that Croce read to overcome the pains of the times and to 

restore his faith in the human spirit; the Bible, Goethe, 

Don Quixote helped him t a  maintain a balance and to keep in 

check the desire for death, and even suicide. In the diary 

of 1939 are some of the saddest pages and one of the 

greatest lamentations ever written by Croce, worthy really 

of a Jewish prophet in captivity, contemplating al1 around 

the ru in  of his people. But at the end of that touching and 

painful page we also find, once again, the resolution to 

continue the fight, "because there is always something good 

to be done", "ifor Our family, friends and countryn. (99) 

The news and the anguish, that we read in Croce's 

diaries, reveal that the racial laws not only created havoc 

in the Jewish community, they also inflicted a moral wound 

in the whole society, compelling many Italians to question 



anew the nature of fascism and the leadership of Mussolini. 

It was then that new elements joined the ranks of the 

opposition and the first cracks began to appear in the 

structures of the regime. The racial laws and the imitation 

of German policies weakened the popularity and the 

authority of Mussolini. Two years later the fortunes of the 

war completed the rout. 

The Second World War. 

Mussolini's declaration of war against France and 

England in June 1940 put Croce and other Italians who 

shared democratic ideals in an awkward position, compelling 

them a make a dramatic choice. Men of Croce's generation 

had been shaped by the heritage of the Risorgimento, and 

regarded the fatherland and the unity of the nation as one 

of the supreme political ideals. In time of war, that 

tradition demanded that partisan contrasts corne to an end, 

al1 the forces bent to achieve victory and to avoid defeat, 

as Giolitti had done in 1915. But the war of faacism 

against the Western democracies created a contrast between 

fatherland and freedom, and Croce and men like him were 

t o m  by contrasting ideals, patriotism and liberty stirring 

different claims. But slowly and painfully, Croce came to 

the conclusion that true patriots and those who loved 

freedom had to wish the defeat of Italy and Germany and the 

victory of the Western democracies to avoid the enslavement 



of Europe to Nazism, and to make possible the return of 

freedom in Italy. To reach that painful conclusion, Croce 

was helped by the contacts and the discussions that in 

those months he had with friends of the younger generation, 

men that had achieved maturity under a different 

environment, and had been shaped by the aitermath of the 

First World War. For these younger men the new conflict was 

not a traditional war, it was instead a clash of ideas, a 

contrast of different civilizations. At the end, and in 

accordance with the inner logic and moral dictates of his 

philosophy, Croce came to regard the war as a war of 

religion, and for the new religion of freedom a true 

patriot had to accept the defeat of his own country, and 

welcome the Allies as the liberators. (100) 

It is not without some irony that in 1940 Croce came to 

accept the conclusion reached by the "naive democratsn in 

1915: modem wars are conflicts of different ideals, and 

international alliances are a choice of civilization. 

Unlike his younger friends, who could not remember Adowa, 

Croce however foresaw the political and moral damage that a 

military defeat, even a welcome one, would inflict on the 

Italian nation, weakening pride and reputation, and making 

foreign relations and even her economic reconstruction more 

difficult in the future. For that reason, patriotism 

remained a strong ideal for Croce, necessary for the 



political cohesion of a people, and for the moral authority 

of national institutions; and after the war, even when he 

became an advocate of Buropean unity, he lamented the 

disappearance of the old Risorgimental patriotism among the 

new generations and espeeially among the new mass parties. 



Chapter 11: Fran W c h y  to ~epublic, 1940-1952. 

Surprised by the sudden collapse of the western front in 

1940, Mussolini had entered the war sure of a quick 

victory, hoping to enjoy the spoils of the defeat of France 

and England, and probably to inoderate the appetite of 

Hitler. But his hopes soon turned into ashes in the snow of 

the Aips, the steppes of Russia and the sands of  Africa. In 

1942 the Gennans were halted before Stalingrad, the 

Italians and the Afrika Korps were defeated at 31 Alamein, 

and the Americans landed in North Africa. Then, many 

Italians realized that the nature of the war had changed, 

and the fortune of fascism had corne to an end. By the end 

of that year political parties had been reorganized and 

were active again, publishing clandestine papers and 

pamphlets. At the beginning of 1943, the regime began to 

cmmble and entered its final agony, Mussolini no longer 

trusted. 

When the invasion of Italy turned into a possibility, 

the overthrow of fascism and the replacement of Mussolini 

became a necessity to avoid further destruction, and to 

assure the very eurvival of the Italian nation. It was then 

that the most informed and responsible elements of ïtalian 

society began a desperate search fo r  a way out of the 

tragedy. At the end, despite the strikes and the economic 

difficulties, Mussolini and the fascist regime were brought 



dom not by a popular insurrection but by an old-fashioned 

Royal intervention, precipitated by military defeats and 

moral collapse. (1) 

The Role of Liberai Leaders. 

In Mussolini's fa11 in July 1943, the role of Badoglio 

and Grandi is well known, but the participation in that 

event of the old liberal leaders has remained less known 

and is little mentioned in the historical accounts. This 

group, for the authority of its members, played a decisive 

role in persuading the King to act, allaying his fears and 

reassuring him that his action would have the support of 

democratic forces. The liberal leaders also had meetings 

with Badoglio, and these contacts and the agreements 

reached allowed the old Marshall in his dealings with the 

King, the generals and the British agents, to speak on 

behalf of a qualified body of public opinion, and not only 

to express his personal views. 

The leader of that group was Ivanoe Bonomi. During the 

regime the old premier had lived in genteel poverty, but 

had retained the benevolence and the trust of the King. In 

1942 and 1943, he helped to revive the opposition and to 

create a loose organization, made up of old politicians and 

young recruits, belonging to the liberal and democratic 

traditions. The centre of action was for obvious reasons 

Rome, but the diaries of Croce and the memoirs of Bonomi 



and Soleri make it evident that the liberal and democratic 

opposition was active also in other Italian cities. (2 )  

Croce played an important role in this movement; he 

participated in its major decisions or was kept infomed by 

Casati about new initiatives or new developments. In al1 

the future governments envisaged, or dreamed, after 

Mussolini's fall, Croce's name was always mentioned. No one 

had comparable prestige in Italy or was more respected 

abroad. Al1 agreed that he would have to play a relevant 

role in the imediate future. Even the fascists recognized 

Croce's moral authority and tried to use it for their own 

ends, withaut success. In the Spring of 1943, the new 

leaders of the Fascist Party organized a propaganda 

campaign to boost the morale of the nation. Hoping to 

regain the political initiative, they invited personalities 

of Italian culture to make public speeches in favour of the 

war effort. Gentile accepted; Croce refused. The new 

secretary of the Party, Carlo Scorza, through an 

intermediary, approached Croce and asked him "to make a 

patriotic speech, inviting the Italians to resistance 

against the Anglo-Americansn. Needless to say, Croce 

rejected the insolent invitation, and rebuked the messenger 

for his impertinence. (3) 

This episode is a significant demonstration that the 

times had changed =d the nature of wars had acquired a new 



dimension since the last one. Then, during the days of 

Caporetto, in Parliament Turati spoke like a patriot of the 

Risorgimento and Croce on his own initiative wrote a 

stirring appeal against the invading enemy. Now for the 

majority of the Italian people Mussolini was the enemy and 

the Anglo-Americans had become the liberators. Such were 

the fruits of fascism! 

Croce ' s Involveaient . 
During the war Croce continued to travel to central and 

northern Italy, visiting Rome, Florence, Milan and Turin. 

In each city he had meetings with friends, that lasted well 

into the night, no doubt discussing military developments 

and making plans for the future. Besides the familiar names 

of university teachers and academic scholars, one notes the 

more marked presence of old politicians and younger 

conspirators in those meetings. The contacts with Bonomi 

and other poliricians in Rome became more frequent than 

before. In Turin Croce had long discussions with Marcello 

Soleri, the old lieutenant of Giolitti, who was in touch 

with Piedmont's anti-fascists, but also had maintained 

cordial relations with the King and was able to approach 

him. 

In 1942 and 1943, Croce had several meetings in Milan, 

Turin and Naples with Raffaele Mattioli and Ugo La Malfa, 

who went together to see him probably to disguise the 



political nature of those encounters. Mattioîi, as 

president of the Banca Comnerciale, was at the centre of 

the Italian economic systern, and in a privileged position 

to know the precarious conditions of Italian industry and 

the fears of the businessmen. La Malfa too was an employee 

of the bank, but above al1 he was one of the most energetic 

and most intelligent young leaders of anti-fascism, in 

close touch with the underground organizations of Northern 

Italy and with Ferruccio Parri. In those meetings Croce 

received fresh news of national and international 

developments, but during the long conversations, that 

lasted hours, he was also urged to use his pxestige t o  put 

pressure on the King, even to take the leadership of the 

initiative, and t a  be prepared to assume himaelf the 

succession of Mussolini. (4)  

From the second half of 1942 to the first rnonths of 1943 

as is attested by his diaries, Croce was actively involved 

in political activities, and most of these meetings were of 

a conspiratorial nature. In Naples he helped to reorganize 

the Liberal Party and encouraged other friends to join the 

more progressive Party of Action, heir of Rosselli's 

movement. He wrote political tracts dealing with the 

present situation or with hopes of the future, that were 

published by the clandestine papers, and were circulated 

among friends in order to initiate a political debate and 



to clarify personal positions. In the Fa11 of 1942, Croce 

was advised, for reasons of persona1 safety, to move from 

Naples to Sorrento, on the Amalfi Coast. There, living in 

the villa of the Aïbertinis, he continued to receive a 

steady Stream of visitors from al1 over Italy, that kept 

him abreast of the situation and then carried his opinions 

to friends in other cities. 

The most important meetings of the liberal and 

democratic conspiracy took place in Rome. In the capital 

during those critical months Croce had several meetings 

with Bonomi, Casati, De Gasperi, Ruini and other 

politicians. The anti-fascist senators of this group also 

made an attempt to cal1 the Senate into a special session 

to debate the gravity of the situation, and to offer the 

constitutional excuse for the King's intemention. Without 

success, they also tried to organize a meeting with the 

King of al1 the members of Italyfa highest royal order 

(Collare delllAnnunziata), hoping that a collegial 

gathering of such disringuished personalities could 

encourage the King to take a political initiative. Both 

times the meetings did not materialize for old grudges and 

ancient animosities, especially, it seems, for the rivalry 

between Badoglio and Caviglia. 

During the trips to Rome, before and after the meetings 

with the politicians, Croce had discussions with members of 



the young generation, active in the underground. A group of 

these energetic young men, under the leadership of Leone 

Cattani and Niccolo' Carandini, in September 1942 

reorganized the Liberal Party, and began the publication of 

a clandestine paper. In this paper in the Spring of 1943 

appeared Bonomils editorial calling al1 the other 

anti-fascist parties to fonn a Freedom United Front, and 

urging the King to fire Mussolini, and to put an end to the 

war and the fascist regime. During March 1943, Croce 

traveled several times from Sorrento to Rome for political 

consultations with Bonomi and Casati. On one of those 

visits to the capital, more than a hundred people gathered 

in the bouse of his daughter, where he was staying, and the 

visitors included not only liberals but also membera of the 

Party of Action, to which his daughter and her husband al80 

belonged . 
At the end of March 1943 the liberal conspirators 

decided to request a meeting with the King without further 

delay. Bonomi was given the task of presenting the requests 

of the group, urging the King to replace Mussolini and to 

form a new government, supported by al1 the anti-fascist 

parties, and with the clear mandate to negotiate a separate 

peace with the Allies. Others, according to their persona1 

connections, tried to enlist the help of key members of the 

royal entourage, to increase pressure on the King. The same 



day of the last meeting Croce and his friend, üinberto 

Zanotti Bianco, went, in secret, to see Maria Jose', the 

wife of the Crown Prince, Umberto. In the presence of her 

mother, the Queen of Belgium, Croce urged the Princess that 

the time had come "to compel the King to fire Mussolini, to 

put an end to the fascist regime, and to liquidate the 

alliance with Germanyn . ( 5 )  

Underground activity and political meetings continued in 

the following months. In April, in the apartment of Crocets 

daughter, an eye witness counted thirty people in the room, 

talking politics and literature, but also discussing 

anti-fascist flyers and their clandestine distribution. But 

despite the many efforts and the hopes of the old liberals, 

Bonomi and Soleri unfortunately were able to obtain an 

appointment with the King only in June, when the economic 

and military situation had further deteriorated. Had Victor 

Emanuel followed the advice of B o n d  and Soleri even in 

June, and acted imediately with speed and determination, 

the destiny of Italy would have been different and much 

ruin and humiliation would have been avoided. Reluctant by 

nature to take the initiative, always afraid to make a 

fatal mistake for the dynasty, the King continued to 

vacillate, wasting precious time. (6 )  

The liberal leaders were not without faults of their 

own: even when they were aware of the gravity of the 



situation and recognized that time was of  the essence, 

hindered by age and education, they acted according to old 

rules and showed undue reverence to the monarch, in the 

slow negotiations wasting time or missing opportunities. In 

those fateful months, among uncertain proposals and 

persona1 hesitations, Italy lacked a tragic hero, a leader 

with energy and vision, able to appeal to the nation, 

calling the people to action, and sending forth the 

snow-bal1 that creates the avalanche. 

The Fall of Mussolini. 

When the King finally did act the political and military 

situation had further deteriorated; the Germans had 

strengthened their forces in Italy and the Allies had 

landed in Sicily. Instead of forming a government made of 

politicians and supported by the democratic parties, as 

even Badoglio suggested, the King imposed a cabinet made of 

uninspiring bureaucrats, unwilling to make a clear break 

with the past. The government then continued many policies 

of the old regime. m e n  worse, the government entered the 

peace negotiations without c h a r  ideas, and then delayed 

the conclusion with useless vacillations, dreaming of 

better tems, that were no longer in the carda. When the 

armistice with the Allies was signed and was announced to 

the nation, the King and the government, with haste and 

without dignity, abandoned the capital, seeking safety in 



Southern Italy. Left without leadership at the top, the 

authority of the State collapsed, and Italy returned to the 

condition of the past, invaded by foreign amies, 

devastated by civil wars, divided into factions, the 

achievement of the Risorgimento almost destroyed. ( 7 )  

In the Fa11 of 1943, Italy plunged into general chaos, 

and only the organization of the Catholic Church remained 

intact. With bold resolution the Gennans invaded Italy and 

returned a dejected Mussolini to nominal power in Northern 

Italy. But in the North, despite harsh military actions and 

police repression from the Germans and from the fascists, 

almost spontaneously arose an active resistance, later 

organized by the anti-fascist parties, but also, and in not 

mal1 masure, by anny officers, who had remained faithful 

to the King, and had refused to join Mussolinils new 

republic. Rome was declared an open city, dominated by the 

authority of the Pope, but ruled by the German police. 

Despite the danger and the repression, the anti-fascist 

parties expanded their organizations and formed a Conmittee 

of National Liberation under the chairmanship of Bonomi. 

This Cornmittee tried to maintain a sort of unity between 

the Resistance in the North and the Badoglio government in 

the South. 

In Southern Ztaly, the Allies continueà their slow 

advance, and allowed the King and Badoglio to set up a 



rather weak government, first in Brindisi and later in 

Salerno. Despite Italy's declaration of war against Germany 

and her status as nco-belligerentn, the Allies retained 

full control over Italian affairs by the terms of the 

armistice, and acted accordingly. In Southern Italy the 

British and to a less extent the Americans repeated the 

mistakes they had made with the French in North Africa. 

Instead of appealing to the democratic forces and the 

anti-fasciat leaders, the British preferred to protect the 

conservative elements who had been comprdsed with 

fascism, and to shun the democratic groups. ( 8 )  

Leader of the Opposition. 

In 1942 to avoid the dangers of the Allies' bomba, Croce 

had moved from Naples to Sorrento; in the Fa11 of 1943, to 

avoid the danger of being kidnaped by the Germans, he was 

taken by British and Italian soldiers to Capri, better 

protected by the Allied Navy. Croce's villa in Capri became 

i n  that period a centre of political activity, almost a 

seat of a virtual goveniment and there Croce assumed the 

role of leader of the anti-fascist opposition against the 

King. He was in constant touch with political developments 

in Rome and in Southern Italy, through the frequent travels 

of his son-in-law or other friends, active in the role of 

messengers between the various seats of power. Government 

ministers, political leaders from Rome and £rom Southern 



Italy went to Capri to seek his advice, to show their 

support, or to suggest a different political course. Allied 

generals and agents of British and American secret services 

came to hear his views, ta pay respect or simply out Of 

curiosity. But Croce had also political discussions with 

the Allied political ministers, and in particular with 

Harold MacMillan, Robert Murphy and ReneF Massigli. Often 

among the British and American visiting officers he had the 

pleasure of meeting sons of old friends, students of his 

philosophy, readers of his works or, in MacMillan's case, 

publisher of hi8 books. 

From the Fall of 1943 to the Sumer of 1944, Croce 

participated directly and in a position of leadership in 

political évents. For his international prestige, his 

authority was almost a counterpart to the King's. He worked 

very closely and was in constant agreement with Carlo 

Sforza, the former and future minister of foreign affairs, 

who had just returned from his exile, and with Bnrico D e  

Nicola, the former speaker of the House and future head of 

State. ûuring these months, at different times, a l 1  three 

of them were invited to join the Badoglio cabinet as 

individuals, and al1 three refusai. Instead together they 

worked with a certain determination to remove the King from 

power, and to create a new government, made of democratic 

politicians and supported by al1 the anti-fascist parties. 



They also agreed that the priority of the new government 

had to be a quick return to full freedom and an increased 

war effort, in order to hasten the liberation of Italy from 

the Germans and to improve relations with the Allies. (9) 

During those months Croce showed unusual diplomatic tact 

together with a great deal of political realism. Unlike 

other leaders and other parties, Croce realized very soon 

the strict limitations that the nature of the war, the 

rnilitary occupation and the clauses of the armistice 

imposed on Italy, greatly curtailing the govenimentts 

freedom of action. To remove those limitations and to 

regain some degree of national autonomy, he worked on 

several fronts. To achieve his political aims, but mainly 

to improve the diplomatic conditions of Italy, Croce used 

his international prestige and his personal relations. He 

wrote letters to Walter Lippmann, reminding him of their 

old friendship, and asking now for his support for a more 

benevolent attitude towards Italy from the Allied Powers. 

To create a better understanding of Italian problems and 

stronger sympathy among international public opinion 

towards Italy, he gave press interviews and private talks 

to his old or new friends working as war correspondents. In 

this context he met often with Cecil Sprigge of the 

er G- and Reuters, with Herbert Matthews of 

New Y-, and also with the Canadian James 



Minifie, writing for American and Canadian papers. To 

create good feelings, in October 1943, Omodeo, as the new 

president of the University of Naples, with Croce's advice, 

conferred a degree Honoris Causa on General Mark Clark, the 

commander of the American Fifth Army. 

But for Croce, to regain support and sympathy among the 

Allies, a bigger war effort remained of paramount 

importance, and not only did he urge the government to 

increase Italyts military contribution beside the Allies, 

but in October 1943, Croce and his friends, on their own, 

proposed the formation of a military legion made of 

volunteers, able to fight beside the Allies but under the 

Italian flag. For the occasion, in Capri, Croce, Aïberto 

Tarchiani, and Rainondo Craveri constituted themselves into 

a Cornmittee of National Liberation, to give their action 

more authority. Croce wrote the manifesto, inviting Italian 

soldiers and civilian young men to join such a legion in 

the old Risorgimental spirit of Garibaldi. The flyers were 

printed and posted. A general was found, who seemed to have 

the ability and the reputation to organize and to lead such 

a unit. Croce discussed the initiative with General William 

Donovan, the head of the OSS, who approved the idea and 

then urged his superiors to support the plan. Tarchiani and 

Craveri made a special trip to Brindisi and informed 

Badoglio of their new initiative. He praised the idea and 



made some promises, spoke well of Croce and at the end did 

nothing concrete. 

The initiative of an independent Italian legion remained 

at that tirne stillborn, opposed and sabotaged by Italian 

and British generals, unwilling to support a military unit 

inspired by anti-fascist parties and organized outside of 

the influence of the regular army. Despite that failure, 

the initiative was repeated again months later by others, 

until finally a volunteer corps was created (CVL) that 

fought with distinction beside the Allies, as Croce had 

hoped. Already in December of 1944 the corps numbesed sixty 

thousand soldiers under its colours, and received high 

praise for its combat actions from General Clark. By the 

end of the war the corps had suffered eighteen thousand 

casualties . (10) 
During this period Croce was also busy in party politics 

and maintained close relations with his Neapolitan friends. 

With his encouragement, in the Pal1 of 1943 the Naples 

Cornmittee of National Liberation was created, made up of 

the representatives of al1 the anti-fascist parties, led by 

Vincenzo Arangio Ruiz, a liberal and Croce's close friend; 

this was one of the first of such organisms to emerge in 

Italy. At the same time Croce helped the reorganization of 

the Liberal Party in Naples and in Southern Italy with a 

modern programme and without the degeneration of the past. 



Be became president of the party, but continually urged De 

Nicola to play a more active role in politics and to assume 

the leadership of liberal forces, as heir to Giolitti's 

tradition. He also encouraged his friend, Adolfo Omodeo, to 

join and to be active in the Party of Action. Despite old 

age and the difficulties of traveling, Croce participated 

in the first congres8 of al1 anti-fascist parties in Bari, 

in January 1944. It was the first free political assembly 

after 1926. He was able to impose his views on that 

assembly, and to moderate the demands of the radical 

elements. The left wing parties wanted the inmiediate 

abrogation of the monarchy, Croce advised them to defer the 

institutional question to a referendum to be held after the 

end of the war. The Assembly elected an executive 

committee, and Croce and Sforza became the spokesmen of 

this codttee. In their meetings with Badoglio and the 

Allied military authorities they could claim, and with 

reason, that they spoke not only for themselves but for al1 

the other democratic parties. 

Croce Against the King. 

Following the Bari meeting, the most difficult question 

for Croce and Sforza was their relations with the King and 

his stubborn refusa1 to abdicate. For Croce, the King, 

during the regime had betrayed the Statuto, and had become 

CO-responsible for fascism. After Mussolini's fall, Croce 



regarded the abdication of the King as a necessary step to 

achieve a clear break with the past and to give a strong 

signal of a new beginning. During this time many people 

wanted Croce to become Prime Minister and to replace 

Badoglio. The initiative came f r m  Ugo La Malfa of the 

Party of Action and was also encouraged by De Nicola, among 

others. There is reason to believe that even the King was 

ready to accept this solution. But Croce refused without 

hesitation. In that period, he wanted Sforza to become 

Prime Minister, and campaigned hard for hi8 old friend. 

Croce accepted a different course only when the British 

government vetoed the substitution of Badoglio, and 

Churchill made clear his persona1 dislike of Sforza. 

Confronted by British opposition, to break a dangerous 

impasse, Croce and Sforza finally agreed to serve under 

Badoglio in a new government, made by anti-fascist 

politicians and supported by the democratic parties. 

Despite his questionable past, they came to accept Badoglio 

because they had no choice and the Marshall, as signatory 

to the armistice, had the confidence of the Allies. But 

Croce and Sforza remained adamant in asking for the 

abdication of the King, prior to the formation of the new 

government . ( ï 1 ) 

Besides the British hindrances and the stubborn refusal 

of the King, Croce had to deal with the radical demands of 



Rome's Corrunittee of National ~iberation. While he and 

Sforza were involved in painful and so far fruitless 

negotiations in the South, the Committee of National 

Liberation (CLN), on March 18th, 1944, under the initiative 

of the Party of Action, supported by the socialists and the 

communists, demanded the imediate abolition of the 

rnonarchy, the proclamation of the republic, and the 

assumption of full powers by the Cornittee itself. Those 

demands found resonance in large sectors of the population 

in Northern and also in Southern Italy, stirring enthusiasm 

and fear at the same time. Croce regarded those requests as 

not only illegal but also extremely dangerous. The creation 

of a third goverment in Rome would only add confusion to 

an already chaotic situation. Unlike other politicians, 

under those national and international circumstances, Croce 

realized the importance of the monarchy as a symbol of 

legality and legitimacy, and as the guarantor of the 

armistice with the Allies. He was also deeply concerned 

that, carried away by popular enthusiasm, Italy could slide 

toward a Spanish situation, with catastrophic consequences 

for freedom, and even for national unity. 

Faced with a difficult situation and with contrasting 

demands, in those days Croce showed political realism, 

conciliation and diplomacy, and also determination. For 

obvious but profound reasons, in the present or in the 



future, Croce was against the proclamation of the republic. 

He wanted instead the institutional question to be 

postponed until the end of the war, and be resolved by a 

popular referendum, when the Italian people could freely 

choose between republic and monarchy. At the same time, 

Croce and Sforza demanded now the abdication of the King 

and the Crown Prince, and the creation of a regency 

council, as a clear sign of a break with the past. Together 

with the abdication of the King, they proposed the 

formation of a democratic government, strong enough to 

re-establish law and order, but also able to deal with the 

most pressing problems, among which the liberation of  Italy 

and an increased military effort were of the greatest 

importance. At the end, faced with the unreasonable and 

unpatriotic refusa1 of the King to abdicate and with the 

opposition of the British government to any institutional 

change, a typical Italian solution was found to break the 

impasse and move forward. 

During the first two weeks of March, in secret meetings 

with the King and with Croce, De Nicola worked out an 

unusual constitutional compromise, devised by his fertile 

legal mind and by his insight into the murky psychology of 

the King. Victor Emanuel would remain King until the 

liberation of Rome, then he would retreat to private life, 

and name his son as Lieutenant General of the Kingdom, 



exercising royal prerogatives until the Italian people made 

a final choice through a popular referendum at the end of 

the war. This plan was communicated to the government by 

the King on March 16th. With some reluctance, a few days 

later, Croce finally accepted the legal arguments of De 

Nicola, and then on his part had the task of convincing an 

even more skeptical Sforza to accept that solution. With 

the acceptance of that compromise, by the end of March 1944 

the doors were open for Croce and Sforza to participate in 

Badoglio's third cabinet, and to form the first democratic 

government of the new Italy supported by al1 the 

anti-fascist parties. (12) 

The Svolta of Salerno. 

The impasse between the King and Croce had already been 

overcome and the accord had been reached, but not yet made 

public, when Togliatti, the leader of the Italian Conmumiet 

Party, on March 27th, 1944 returned to Italy from Russia 

and four days later imrposed on his surprised comrades a 

different policy, a new tum, which has passed into the 

history books as the I1svolta of Salernon. Togliatti's offer 

to serve under the King and to support a Badoglio 

government without fussy reeervations hastened the 

publication, at the beginning of April, of the accord 

reached between the King and De Nicola, but did not 

influence the outcome. But with that Machiavellian act, 



Togliatti changed the terms of Italian politics, and 

undermined the radical enthusiasm of the left wing parties, 

including his own. In the best tradition of Ztalian 

transformism, he brought nevertheless a sense of realism 

into the political discourse, that Croce was compelled to 

appreciate, and others to resent. 

The intervention of Togliatti also underscored the 

difference between the new mass parties and the liberal 

forces, and showed their handicaps. The most important 

liberal leaders were old men; they acted in slow motion, 

took their tirne and moved according to old traditions, and 

relied on their persona1 prestige. Togliatti instead was 

much younger and had been shaped by different experiences; 

he could act with speed and energy, knowing that his 

policies were supported by a great power and by a 

monolithic Party. It took more than a month for De Nicola, 

Croce and Sforza on one side and the King and Badoglio on 

the other to reach an agreement. In les8 than a week 

Togliatti announced a new policy, called a meeting of the 

Party's national council, and imposed his new programne, 

which then was accepted and defended and spread throughout 

Italy by C o m i s t  militants. (13) 

Despite the presence of Togliatti, Croce was the driving 

force behind the formation and the short life of the new 

Badoglio government. The cabinet was fomed and often met 



in his villa, out of respect for the age and the physical 

condition of Croce. The programne itself was written by 

Croce and accepted with marginal modifications by al1 the 

other members, Togliatti included. Badoglio chose hi8 

ministers in consultations with Croce, and was always 

deferential to Croce's authority. It was Croce who imposed 

Omodeo, as Minister of Education, against the reeervations 

of the Catholics and the inclifference of the other parties. 

Badoglio made Croce privy to State secrets, that he could 

not share with other leaders for reasons of security, but 

mainly in cornpliance with the clauses of the armistice. 

Croce was among the very few that knew the full text of the 

long armistice, when it was still secret. Finally, the 

programme of the government reflected the ideas and 

priorities of Croce and Sforza. 

Once the new goverment assumed its functions, Croce was 

the chief advisor to Badoglio, who consulted him on al1 

important issues. Often Croce's wisdom and comon sense 

were employed to smooth relations among different 

personalities, or to achieve a compromise acceptable to al1 

parties. Inside the cabinet, Croce supported law and order, 

complaining that in some cases the parties supporting the 

government were also encouraging public discord and social 

agitation, thus undedning its authority and programne. In 

order to reintroduce without delay forms of the democratic 



tradition, and with them to begin the return to public 

political debates, Croce also prepared the bill for the 

creation of a Consultative Assembly, made of outstanding 

personalities, chosen by al1 the parties, ta act as a sort 

of temporary parliament. After the democratic lapse, and 

years of authctritarian decisions imposed from above, Croce 

wanted to recreate an institution where the public and the 

politicians could regain parliamentary experience, and 

where the actions of the goverment had to be publicly 

defended, the laws debated openly and the financial bills 

explained and then approved. 

Croce was les8 successful on the question of the 

so-called "epurazioneU, or purge of the administration: the 

controversial policy to remove from public office those 

civil servants that had been compromised with the fascist 

regime. For Croce the purge was a political act, and had to 

be guided by political considerations rather than by legal 

formalities. H e  wanted to avoid a blanket law, preferring a 

law capable of punishing well known personalities who had 

been guilty of great fascist crimes, perpetuated before or 

after 1943. He al80 wanted to remove from the 

administration of the State those people in positions of 

responaibility, who had followed Mussolini to the North, or 

had remained unrepentant fascists, and could be regarded as 

dangerous to the democratic life of the new ftaly. (14) 



Croce's proposais on the purge were modest but sensible; 

above al1 they could be achieved in a short time and 

without creating a general panic in al1 ranks of the 

administration. But that solution was regarded as too 

moderate; other schemes were elaborated, with high sounding 

words; after much talk and waste of time, at the end not 

very much was accomplished. Two years later, as Minister of 

Justice, Togliatti, by design or by necessity, provided a 

general amnesty, that was too large and too lenient, 

nsharnefulM Croce called it. The result was that unrepentant 

fascist elements, sometimes shadowy figures, remained in 

the civil service, polluting and deviating sensitive organs 

of the State. 

In later years, both Croce and Togliatti praised the 

ability and the dignity, even the loyalty of Badoglio, the 

old fox, servant of many masters. Both agreed that 

Badoglio, with his canny rnilitary bearing, had improved 

relations with the Allies; both also recognized that under 

his leadership the Cabinet worked well, and made important 

decisions. In reality the last Badoglio government achieved 

a great deal in its short life, and greatly influenced 

future events. It was the first democratic government of 

the new Italy, included al1 the anti-fascist parties, and 

was supported in Rome by the Conunittee of National 

Liberation and in Milan by the forces of the Resistance. 



Among the chaos and the divisions of the time, Badoglio and 

Croce, with the help of De Nicola and Togliatti, had been 

able to form a truly national government, "strong and 

authoritativen in Togliatti's words. With its concrete 

actions, the government healed the split between North and 

South, recreated national unity, and prepared the ground 

for peaceful institutional change: above al1 it avoided in 

Italy a repetition of the Spanish or Greek tragedies. (15) 

The Elder Statesman. 

Croce's participation in Badogliols Cabinet represents 

his most direct influence in the political affairs of 

Italy. Once Rome was liberated from the Gexmans and was 

returned to Italy, the King retired to private life and hi8 

son, as it was agreed, assumed the royal prerogatives, for 

the time being. A t  the same time, Badoglio resigned and 

without much ceremony was replaced by Bonomi in June 1944. 

With the formation of the Bonomi Cabinet political power 

shifted to the Committee of National Liberation, and more 

precisely to the national mass parties. The influence of 

strong but independent personalities declined and the big 

political parties reasserted their preeminence in national 

affairs and in the decisions of the government. Croce 

remained in the Bonomi Cabinet without much enthusiasm for 

a few more months, then he resigned, unwilling to travel 

often from Naples to Rome. But old age was only one of the 



reasons for Croce's resignation. He often lamented Bonamils 

weakness in dealing with the requests of the parties, and 

he did not approve the constant meekness of the government 

in its relations with the Allies. 

Despite his resignation from the government, Croce 

continued to have great influence in political affairs, as 

president of the Liberal Party. He was consulted by liberal 

leaders on al1 major issues and played a direct part in the 

negotiations for the formation of a new Cabinet or for the 

solution of the government's frequent crises. In this 

period Croce's constant aim and that of the Liberal Party 

was a quick return to legality and nonnality, both in 

domestic and foreign affairs, as the necessary condition 

for economic reconstruction and international cooperation. 

This sense of moderation was bound to clash with the 

policies and the agitations encouraged by the left wing 

parties, and with some aspects of the military 

administration imposed by the Allies on Italy, and 

especially with the attitude of British politicians towards 

the Italian people, and with their shortsighted policy 

toward the new Italy. (16) 

Inside or outside the govemment, Croce used his 

personal prestige to improve the international position of 

Italy, constantly urging the Westen powers to recognize 

Italy as an ally, and reminding them that generous 



treatment of Italy ras in the interests of dernocratic 

nations and European reconstruction. In September 1944, 

during a public gathering in Rome, at which were present 

a l1  the major political leaders, he made requests to the 

Anglo-Arnericans that the government was too timid or too 

impotent to formulate. In particular, Croce asked for the 

abolition of the clauses of the armistice that greatly 

reduced the sovereignty of Italy, and allowed the military 

administrators to interfere in interna1 affairs, 

complicating the political process, increasing the 

financial burdens, and practically reducing Italy to a 

colony. (17) 

A few months later Croce sent a letter to the British 

papers, in which he lamented the exclusion of Italy from 

the San Francisco Conference, that had been called for the 

organization of the United Nations. Finally, in September 

1945, during the London conference that discussed the peace 

negoriations with Gemanyls allies, Croce wrote to the 

, and expressed the hope that the five 

powers would propose na constructive peacen to Italy and 

would not impose instead punitive terms, so that Italy 

would not be nmtilated, humiliated and made impotentn. On 

various occasions Croce made known his fears and anxiety 

about the fate and the future of Trieste, and he hoped that 

the city would remain in Italy. He was among the very few 



Italian politicians that dared publicly to protest against 

the ambitions of Tito and to lament the forced expulsion of 

Italians from Istria. 

While Croce protested against the impositions and the 

harshness of the Allies against ftaly, he advised Italians 

to defend the national interest with detemination, but to 

avoid nationalistic posturing, cultivating instead "the 

sentiment of temperance and humanityw of the Italian 

Risorgimento. Faithful to the ideas expressed earlier in 

bis Historv of Eu~ge, Croce was among the first to accept 

the idea of European unification, as it had been dreamed in 

fascist jails by Altiero Spinelli and Ernesto Rossi, and 

written in their Ventotene Manifesto. He also supported 

Churchill's rather unexpected appeal for the creation of 

the United States of Europe, that unfortunately remained 

stillborn and without consequences. (18) 

In interna1 affairs Croce's political moderation clashed 

with the wishes and the aspirations of the more radical 

forces of the anti-fascist movement. One of the major 

contrasts between the liberals and the left wing parties 

concerned the nature and functions of the various 

Cornmittees of National Liberation. Less for the socialists 

or the communists, and more for the Party of Action the 

provincial and urban conunittees of the CLN, together with 

the factories' councils, had to represent the first nuclei 



of a new democracy and the popular instruments through 

which to achieve a general political renovation, able to 

infuse a new spirit into the social life of Italy. The 

liberals and Croce instead regarded those codttees as 

necessary but temporary bodies for organizing the fight 

against the Germans, and had to be replaced by the 

traditional organs of the State as soon as the necessities 

and the requirements of the armed struggle had disappeared. 

Relations with the Party of Action. 

The refusal of radical solutions, and the preference for 

traditional institutions put Croce and the liberals in 

contrast with the communists and the socialists, but also 

in constant disagreement with the Party of Action, the only 

new political party born out of the struggle against 

fascism, heir of Rossellils "Giustizia e Liberta'" and 

Calogerofs tibexal-socialist movement. The polemic between 

Croce and the actionists acquired a personal tone and a 

special bitterness, not unusual among those who happen to 

share ideological affinities and then take separate roads. 

Many leaders of the new party had been greatly influenced 

by Crocels writings, and quite a few were personal friends 

of long standing, including his two major collaborators 

during the regirne, Adolfo Omodeo and Guido De Ruggiero, not 

to mention his own daughter and her husband. (19) 

Yet despite the friendship and the cultural affinities 



political collaboration proved impossible and persona1 

relations became strained. The reasons were manifold and 

rather complicated, reflecting different political 

experiences and persona1 background. There were 

philosophical differences, that went back to the contrast 

between Croce and Gentile. The political disagreements 

recreated the old conflicts between the moderate and the 

Jacobin traditions, and between the heritage of Cavour and 

the legacy of Mazzini. The majority of actionists were much 

younger than Croce; many of them had been in jail or in 

exile during the regime, and now were impatient with the 

moderation of the old elites, preferred more radical 

solutions and were ready to experiment with new ways. For 

his part Croce was suspicious of Jacobin enthusiasm, 

displayed by actionists on many occasions, and accused them 

of authoxitarian tendencies. Some of them, in reality, were 

rather prone "to dictaten their solutions or their 

arguments, showing an attitude typical of enlightened 

intellectual elites. As was to be expected there were also 

different interpretations of Italian history, out of which 

flowed a different assessment of fasciam and divergent 

solutions to the problems of Italian society. May members 

of the Party of Action regarded the Risorgimento as a 

failed revolution, and did not share Croce's admiration for 

Giolitti. 



Typical of these diverging views was a polemic in June 

1945 between Croce and Ferruccio Parri, the leader of the 

Party of Action and the new prime minister. Not content to 

have presented a reasonable political and economic 

programme, following his mralistic inclination and 

Mazzinian heritage, in the first speech to the Consultative 

Assembly, Parri felt compelled to venture a judgment on 

Italian history, claiming that liberal Italy had never 

known a true democratic government. Immediately Croce came 

to the defence of liberal Italy, compelled to rebut Parri's 

judgment for the same reasons that he had rejected the 

fascist accusations against the nItaliettall of Giolitti. In 

tact, on this occasion he repeated the arguments that he 

had used with great force in his alstorv of I+u. In the 

tragic conditions of the time, both Parrits statement and 

Croce's rebuttal were not politically opportune, adding 

unnecessary divisions. Both, however, felt strongly about 

their points. But the authority of the governrnent was 

certainly not increased by the polemic, even if Croce had 

no intention of creating difficulty for Parri. In the 

campaign against the Parri government, the opposition used 

Croce's speech in a rather selective way. To embarrass 

Parri, the papers emphasized the historical arguments of 

Crocels rebuttal. Nobody noted then or remembered later, 

"the admirationn and "the gratituden, that Croce expressed 



to Parri for his contribution and for his role in the 

struggle against fascism and in the war against the 

Germans. At the same time few seemed to note that Croce 

expressed agreement with the political and economic 

programme of the government. (20)  

Croce and De Gasperi. 

Unable to find comon ground with the Party of Action, 

the policy of moderation compelled the iiberals to join 

forces with the Christian Democrats, to offer greater 

resistance to the radicalism of the left wing parties, and 

to oppose a moderate bloc to the comon front of the 

socialists and the cmnists, united, then, in a troubling 

and troublesome alliance. In fact during and after the 

brief government of Parri, the liberals and the Christian 

Democrats marched together and De Gasperi became the leader 

of the moderate forces. Croce had met De Gasperi several 

times during the fascist regime in Rome, in the houses of 

common friends or in the Vatican library, where he was 

employed as a librarian earning a meager salary. During the 

war Croce and the liberals came to admire De Gasperi's 

democratic faith, his personal moderation and political 

determination. In those confusing times, during the 

meetings with other parties, the leadership qualities of De 

Gasperi became evident to all, and his sense of the State, 

together with his political independence frm the Vatican, 



struck a rather sympathetic chord in the liberals and among 

other democrats. For his part, in reaching out to 

non-Catholics, De Gasperi proved to have learned the 

lessons of history; in dealings with other parties he 

avoided the intransigence of the old Popolari, and resisted 

the ever returning temptatfon of clericalism. The struggle 

for freedom against fascism put an end to old divisions and 

prepared the ground for a new alliance against the 

challenge of communism. The meeting between the liberal 

forces and the Catholics, in the name of freedom, was 

indeed a "providentialN event in the history of Italy, and 

proved beneficial to Italian society, then and later. (21) 

After the end of the war, as Croce had done during the 

fascist regime, he continued to fight with eoherence the 

old enemies, Jacobinism, clericalism and coirpmuiism: the 

political forces and the philosophical ideas that he 

regarded as inimical to a liberal society. Despite the new 

political alliance and the respect for De Gasperi, even now 

Croce waged a constant polemic against old and new forms of 

clericalism, always unwilling to accept the interferences 

of the ecclesiastical authorities in national politics and 

in the formation of a national gwernment. Twice in this 

period he rejected the request of the Christian Democrats 

to assign to a Catholic the Ministry of Education, fearing, 

with justification, that in the administration of Italian 



schools a Catholic would favour the private against the 

public schools, showing Rexcesses and abuse of powern. (22 )  

Croce and Cammmunism. 

But after the war the criticism of clericalism remained 

of secondary importance, the greatest efforts were directed 

against the theory and praxis of the Communist Party, 

especially after the Party of Action disappeared from the 

scene. Having rejected the ethical State, Croce had no use 

for the ethical party or for a political organization that 

resembled a church, possessing sacred texts, initiation and 

excommunication rites. Unlike many Italian intellectuals of 

the time, even some of his old friends, Croce never 

succumbed to the charms of Togliatti, nor did he have any 

doubt about the character of Russian society. For Croce 

communism had strong affinities with fascism, and a society 

inspired by Leninism was bound to be more totalitarian than 

the one created by fascism, and be characterized by more 

repressive features. 

After the war the Italian conmtunists presented Russia as 

a socialist and classless society; long before Milovan 

Djilas, Croce argued that the soviet society was divided by 

classes and was governed by privileged elites, belonging to 

the party apparatus and to the technical professions. He 

also liked to remind the Italian communists that in foreign 

affairs, Russia defended national interests and was not 



guided by the ideals of the international proletariat. In 

those years the Contnunist Party began the translation and 

the publication of al1 the works of Lenin and Stalin, and 

these were constantly presented and quoted as great 

philosophers, as if they were new Platos or Hegels. Croce 

conceded that the two soviet leaders were great 

politicians, but denied that they were also philosophers, 

and then delighted in showing "the lamentable nonsensesn of 

their theories . (23 1 

In view of the later evolution of Italian communism, it 

is interesting to note that at this early stage Croce urged 

the communist leaders to avoid a pedantic repetition and 

imitation of Russian ideas, and to make a special effort to 

give an Italian contribution to international cornmunism. 

When the letters of Gramsci were published to great 

acclaim, Croce praised the nobility of the man and the 

acumen of the intellectual. But when the other writings of 

Gramsci appeared, many critics inside and outside the 

Communist Party regarded Gramsci's notes and aphorisms as 

the genial creation of a new philosophical system, Croce on 

his part rejected that conclusion and expressed 

reservations, showing that Gramsciis ideas lacked 

originality, and above al1 pointing out that al1 his 

efforts had been directed not to the creation of a 

philosophical system but to the foudation of a political 



party. (24) 

Croce's constant polemic against the Conimunist Party and 

his criticism of Mamism did not remain without answer. 

First Togliatti and later other conimunist intellectuals 

began a relentless criticism of Croce's philosophy using 

political accusations and persona1 innuendoes. While 

Togliatti welcomed with open arms old followers of Gentile 

and close collaborators of Bottai, that had seen the light 

only in July 1943, the Conmiunist Party, in the name of 

Gramsci, subjected the reputation and the philosophy of 

Croce to a brutal and irreverent attack. That policy caused 

great damage to Italian culture, and was also a disservice 

to Gramsci himself. It chose to ignore Gramsci's respect 

and sometimes his admiration for Croce, and it also failed 

to explain the constant dialogue of Gramsci with Croce, as 

appears in his letters and in his notes. (25) 

The Constituent Asaembly. 

On June 1946, Italy had the first really free elections 

after those held in 1921. The Italian people were called to 

choose between Monarchy and Republic, and to elect a 

Constituent Assembly, whose main task was to draft a new 

constitution, replacing the old and now discredited Statuto 

Albertino. In the elections the Monarchy lost, and the 

House of Savoy came to an inglorious end. Croce obtained a 

personal success in Naples, and was elected to the 



assembly. Thanks to his efforte, for the first tirne the 

various currents of Italian liberalisrn came together, a 

little too late; B o n d ,  Croce, De Nicola, Nitti and 

Orlando ran under the same banner, the National Democratic 

Union ( u . D . N . ) .  The Union achieved a good electoral result, 

but it was greatly inferior to the success of the Christian 

Democrats, the socialists and the commnists. Liberalism 

was no longer the dominant force in ftalian politics, and 

the tirne of the great notables finally pasaed away. From 

then on Italian politics would be dominated by the big mass 

parties with their capillary organizations. But despite the 

lack of political power, liberal personalities retained a 

great moral and intellectual influence on society, 

especially in the schools, the mass media and the financial 

institutions. 

During the life of the Constituent Assembly, Croce was 

present at the most important sessions, but his 

participation in the debates was minimal and without much 

importance. By 1946 he was 80 years old, and old age began 

to exact its toll. In the Assembly hé made only two 

important speeches, that resonated outside the walls of 

paxliament, especially the second one in which Croce called 

into question the legitimacy of the Nuremberg Trials. In 

the first one, in March 1947, he gave an overview of the 

new republican constitution, and lamented the way it had 



been put together. Croce was among the first to see the 

danger of "partitocracyn and to protest against the 

practice of the big parties to reach compromises among 

themselves and then to impose their conclusions on 

government, greatly reducing its authority. He argued that 

those compromises had produced a document without 

conceptual coherence, juxtaposing rather than uniting the 

rights of the individual and the authority of the State, 

legal protections and social aspirations. Paithful to a 

unitarian conception of the State, Croce disliked the 

creation of provinces, and the transfer to provincial 

jurisdiction of functions that logically belonged to the 

national government. Above al1 he opposed the inclusion of 

the Lateran Pacts into the new constitution, calling the 

inclusion of a bilateral treaty between two States into the 

fundamental law of the nation l'a juridical monstrosityn and 

"a logical error and a legal scandaln. (26) 

Croce's other great speech was against the Peace Treaty, 

during its ratification debates in July 1947. Speaking this 

time like an old Jacobin, he asked the Constituent Assembly 

to reject the Treaty and to refuse its ratification for a 

question of national dignity and as a protest against the 

unjust policy of the Allies, who not only were imposing 

heavy burdens on Italy, but also pretended to pass a moral 

judgment on the Italian people and their history. Croce 



expressed the feelings o f  many Italians, inside and outside 

the Assembly; his speech had been read and approved by De 

Nicola, the new head of State, and had been discussed with 

other political leaders. Many had hoped for a more lenient 

Treaty, and were surprised when presented with a punitive 

peace. Many speakers accepted the treaty as an inescapable 

political necessity, and urged its ratification, using 

arguments that Croce would have appreciated in the past, at 

the time of his Marxist essays or during the other war. But 

Croce's old concept of npolitical realisrnn had acquired a 

richer connotation and moral considerations had become 

paramount now. In fact Croce's speech, like many of hi8 

best political essays, was a mixture of practical 

considerations and philosophical arguments, that involved 

the relation between morality and wax, national self 

interest and international cooperation, and above al1 the 

rights and the duties that war imposes on individuah and 

on nations, that cannot be avoided by simply invoking the 

condition of necessity. (27) 

Refusal to Stand for President of the Republic. 

Once the Constituent Asseaibly was called into session, 

in June 1946, and organized its interna1 affairs, it had to 

deal, arnong its first priorities, with the election of the 

new head of State, replacing the last King of Savoy, whom 

the electorate had dispatched into exile. The executive of 



the Socialist Party officially proposed Croce as the next 

president of the Republic. To assure the acceptance of his 

nomination, Nenni, the leader of the Socialists, appealed 

to Croce with a persona1 letter, and then sent the writer 

Ignazio Silone to Naples, where he pleaded the case for a 

full day. To the appeals of the Socialists, De Nicola 

himself added his own arguments, urging Croce "not to 

refuse his historical dutyn. But the appeals were of no 

avail; Croce refused to be drafted, and made it clear that 

if drafted, he was not willing to stand. (28 )  

It would have been of lasting historical significance to 

have Croce's name as the first president of the republic. 

His refusal has to be regarded as a lesson in humility and 

also as an act beneficial to the fledgling republic. In 

1944, Croce could have been Prime Minister, had he wanted 

that office. And it ha8 to be regretted that he refused the 

opportunity. Then his name and reputation would have been 

an asset for Italy, increasing the authority of the 

government, and making easier the collaboration of the 

democratic forces in the South and the North and between 

the government and the resistance. In 1946, after the 

general elections, the situation had changed, the Christian 

Democrats had emerged as the dominant force in Italian 

politics, and they and the Catholics in general were 

hostile to the candidacy of Croce, whose books the Vatican 



had placed on the Index. In these conditions Croce's name 

threatened to reopen the split between Church and State 

that had weakened liberal Italy. Even if he had allowed his 

name to stand for the election, it is doubtful that al1 the 

other parties would have been willing to engage the 

Christian Democrats in a frontal battle. That unity did not 

happen a year later, when the Lateran Pacts were included 

in the new constitution against the opposition of Nenni and 

Croce, but with the votes of Togliatti and his Party, then 

and later more concerned with the creation of "a 

progressive democracyn than with the defence of the lay 

character of the State. (29)  

Croce's refusal, as he knew and hoped, opened the door 

for the election of Enrico De Nicola, who proved to be an 

ideal president, always scrupulous and impartial in the 

exercise of his office. He created the legal framework and 

the political precedents that were later followed by his 

successors, or ignored at their peril. The universal 

respect that he enjoyed, his proverbial irnpartiality 

reassured the Republicana and did much to reconcile the 

loyalty of the old Monarchiats to the new and unproven 

institution. From 1943 on, Croce had constantly prodded De 

Nicola to play a more active role in politics and to assume 

a position of leadership. During those years the two old 

friends had collaborated very closely on al1 major iasues, 



and had reached the same conclusions. In political matters 

Croce sought the advice of De Nicola whenever possible. His 

political speeches in this period were always read by De 

Nicola before they became public, and Croce even accepted 

suggested changes, never an easy thing for him. In many 

instances De Nicola's political antennae were more alert 

and more sensitive than those of Croce. When the 

reorganization of the Liberal Party was undertaken in 1944 

and 1945 De Nicola, more attuned to popular feelings, 

suggested that the word democratic should be put beside 

liberal, to indicate a clear break with the past and to 

attract a wider range of support. Croce instead showed a 

rather passionate attachment to the words liberal and 

liberalism, because they reflected and expressed his entire 

philosophy, and to him came to mean more than their common 

meaning, assuming a pleasing and almost magic sound. (30) 

The Liberal Party's President. 

On the institutional question, in 1946 Croce voted for 

the Monarchy, as did most men of his generation, who felt 

emotional ties to the events of the Risorgimento and to the 

institutions that had shaped the life of united Italy. 

Croce's monarchical choice was part of his natural 

moderation, and shows his attachment to historical 

traditions. Often, in fact, during the last part of his 

life, he advocated a return to the ways of liberal Italy. 



No doubt this nostalgic feeling influenced political 

choices, and explained his persona1 sympathy for old 

liberal leaders like De Nicola, Orlando and Nitti. But this 

love of things past, did not preclude him from accepting 

the new times, and the solutions demanded by the changed 

conditions of Society. He did not preach an impossible 

return to the conditions of the past, but rather lamented 

the disappearance of the spirit that had animated the Italy 

of his youth, when political adversaries were not regarded 

as enemies, and politics did not interfere with persona1 

relations. (31) 

Despite these nostalgic feelings, during this period, 

Croce cannot be considered a consemative, let alone a 

reactionary. His so-called political involution is denied 

by the facts and by the documents. When Croce reorganized 

the liberal forces in Southern Italy, he made it clear that 

the conservatives, who had been fascist were not welcome in 

the Liberal Party, A t  that time Croce had hoped that not 

only liberals but also democrats and even reformist 

socialists would join the new Liberal Party. In this period 

he made constant reference to the progressive heritage of 

Cavour's liberalism, and rejected the consenrative 

tradition of Salandra. Later in his correspondence with 

Professor Calogero, the theoretician of liberal-socialism, 

Croce declared hi8 preference for a liberalism that was 



democratic and on the other side for a socialism, that was 

liberal, and hoped for an alliance between the two 

movements against clericalism and communism. (32) Before 

the liberals chose De Gasperi and the Christian Democrats 

as their political allies against the challenge of 

communism, Croce had shown a certain preference for Nenni 

and the Socialists. Whenever he mentioned socialist 

leaders, unlike the communist ones, Croce always showed 

signs of persona1 sympathy, and even in disagreement 

praised their generosity, as appears in his meetings with 

Nenni and Saragat and references to them in the diaries. 

( 3 3 )  

In 1946, speaking to the first national conference of 

the Liberal Party, Croce stressed that for him the Liberal 

Party was naturally a party of the centre, at the same time 

ready to accept new solutions to old problems, and willing 

to support even radical reforms, as long as these increased 

the freedom of the citizens, and were not undertaken to 

increase the presence of the State in the national economy 

only for aprioristic reasons, or for ideological opposition 

to a market economy. Unlike Einaudi, who had a stronger 

preference for the market economy, both for economic and 

moral xeasons, Croce was comfortable with a mixed economy. 

(34)  Finally in 1951, in h i ~  last message to a congress of 

the party, Croce urged the liberals to follow the example 



of Great Britain, and praised the programme of the Labour 

Party then in power, recognizing that in her present 

conditions Italy needed reforms rather than more 

conservatism. It seems quite evident that in hie old age, 

Croce had returned to the aspirations of his youth: 

democratic liberalisrn and sympathy for socialism, at least 

a socialism with a human face. ( 3 5 )  

Croce's strategic choices of general policy were wise 

and proved beneficial to the Italian democratic progress, 

but as president of the Liberal Party from 1944 to 1947, he 

was much less successful and not enough attuned to the 

needs of modern parties and the requirements of mass 

politics. He was too much the philosopher and not enough 

the party politician. As a party president he stressed 

always first principles and neglected the nitty gritty of 

party politics, for which he did not have the natural 

inclination or the persona1 motivation. With his faith in 

freedom, as the necessary condition of social progress, 

Croce refused to give the Liberal Party a well defined 

economic programme with the honest excuse that governments 

never implement party programmes, by choice or by 

necessity. Without economic proposals, appealing to 

particular interests, the liberals lost potential 

supporters, and the middle classes deserted them for other 

parties, where they felt more protected and better 



defended. The liberals then remained a small party of 

elites, which suited Croce just fine. Croce's ehoice, 

however, had a certain coherence, it reflected both his 

persona1 inclination and his general vision of life. He 

rejected a demiuxgic conception of politics and disliked 

big parties with a tight organization, suffocating 

individual initiatives and personal reeponsibilities. A 

political party was for Croce a union of kindred people to 

achieve certain goals, and could not become the end itself. 

Party politics, and politics in general, were only a part 

of human life, and could not daim the whole of existence, 

and should not exhaust the entire human experience. Having 

rejected the ethical State of Hegel and Gentile, Croce 

could not accept the ethical party, based on a single 

ideology and a rigid discipline: a party that has a project 

and a mission, that resembles a church and becomes a State 

within the State, with its own laws and enforcement 

mechanism. (361 

In reality, not only Croce and the Liberals, but also 

the Democrats and even the Socialists remained parties of 

elites, rich in strong personalities but split by interna1 

dissensions, continually quarreling among themselves. After 

the experience of fascism, they were not prepared to accept 

the persona1 and political discipline that the new times 

and the challenge of conrmunism demanded. Despite their 



handicaps, however, the democratic forces, more as 

individuals than as parties, played a pivotal role in 

Italian society. They were the ones that blazed new trails 

and gave vigour to political debates, compelling, in due 

time, the mass parties to accept their ideas. Pifty years 

later, the Italian mass parties have disappeared, 

splintered into smaller groups, based now on cultural 

affinities and kept together more by corrimon aspirations, 

broadly defined, than by rigid ideology. The old ideologies 

and their demanding creed have become a relic of the past, 

and not many mourners stand before their altar. 

Italian Institute for Hiatorical Studies. 

In 1947 Croce resigned from the presidency of the 

Liberal Party, assuming the position of president emeritus, 

as such he still had some political influence. Political 

friends continued to see him, seeking advice or discussing 

public events. In 1948, under a special constitutional 

dispensation Croce, like other former parliamentarians, 

became a member of the new Republican Senate. But Croce did 

not make public speeches anymore; once in a while he sent 

short messages ta public gatherings or wrote small 

polemical articles for newspapers. He rarely left Naples 

but made an exception in 1949; he went to the Senate and 

voted for Italy's participation in NATO. Much of Croce's 

practical energies in those years were given to the affairs 



of the Italian Institute for Historical Studies, a 

post-graduate school that he had founded in 1947, and to 

which he donated his library and a wing of his house. 

Directed by Federico Chabod, the Institute soon acquired an 

international reputation, attracting some of the most 

promising historians of Italy like Rosario Romeo, Renzo De 

Felice, and Denis Mack Smith. 

In the Institute for the first time in his life, Croce 

became a teacher, giving ten lectures, from 1948 to 1950, 

on historiographical questions. During those crisp lectures 

Croce often touched on the nature of fascism and on the 

reasons that had favoured its victories. For Croce fascism 

even now remained a moral crisis of Buropean civilization 

and a weakening of liberal values, brought about by "the 

entire historical course of the last forty yearsn. In "the 

process of facts and eventsn, among "the accidents and 

incidentsw, and "historical necessitiesn that had 

undermined the spirit of the liberal faith, he indicates 

"as mostly relevanttt the militarism of German society, the 

violent nature of the Russian revolution and the passions 

and turmoils generated by the First World War. (371 

In the last of these lectures, Croce offered advice to 

future historians on how to deal with the history of the 

fascist regime. He had strong words against fascism, and 

lamented the damage done to Italian society and the ru in  



brought to the nation by Mussolinifs dictatorship. He left 

no doubt on his negative judgment on the whole period and 

on the leaders of that t h e .  But, in accordance with his 

historical theories, Croce also urged historians to refrain 

from giving a eompletely negative judgment, when dealing 

with fascism, painting "a canvas al1 black~~, or making a 

catalogue "full of crimes and shamen. Instead, histoxians 

should make efforts to find the positive beside the 

negative, pointing out the good things that were also done 

in that tirne; moreover they should also recognize that some 

fascists joined the movement not for base passion but moved 

by generous aspirations, nthough they were not sustained by 

critical reason, as happens to immature and youthful 

spiritsm. ( 3 8 )  

But for Croce the true positive aspect and the lasting 

heritage of that tragic period, however, was the struggle 

for freedom, and the example of men wha opposed the 

dictatorship and fought against fascism, and suffered and 

died for their ideals. "If for nothing else, fascism will 

remain for this: for the adversaries that it generated and 

encountered; for the many who suffered inside the jails, in 

the places of confinement and exile; for those who died of 

privations and did not surrender; for those who died 

fighting against the fascists and the invading Germansn. 

Among the most important results of fascism Croce counted 



the tremendous shock that compelled the Italians to 

rediscover and "to love with more passionn the value of 

freedom and the ideals of democracy. On a persona1 level. 

Croce also confessed that the struggle against the 

dictatorship gave him a new vigour and almost a second 

youth, I1filling me with increased activity and with 

fighting spiritsn; it al80 compelled him to rethink 

political ideas and philosophical concepts, and above al1 

"made me realize that the work of the thinker and the 

writer has to be in harmony with the duties of the man and 

the citizenw. (39) 

The Last Years. 

But his teaching activity did not last long. In 1950 he 

suffered a stroke that imobilized bis right side for a few 

days. After that incident Croce's physical activity and 

writing ability were greatly reduced. Despite his weakened 

body, he was able to continue his intellectual work until 

the last days of his life, helped by the devotion of his 

daughters, who read books to him and wrote from his 

dictation. From 1940, despite his active participation in 

political affairs, Croce's literary production was never 

broken, and remained remarkable as before. Even in this 

last part of his life, Croce's intellectual interests 

continued to be wide ranging. Some of his best 

philosophical essays and some of his most moving 



soliloquies were written in this period. The philosophical 

questions dealt especially with the origin of the dialectic 

and with the troubling category of vitality and its 

dialectical relation with morality, trying to reconcile the 

voracious appetites of the individual with the ethical 

demands of the universal. 

The tragic events of recent Buropean history, the wanton 

destruction caused by the war, the sufferings imposed on 

innocent peoples, affected Croce's vision of history and 

found reflections in his philosophy. Optimism was toned 

dom, the presence of pessimism became stronger. The 

dialectical conception of life remained, but acquired a 

more dramatic sequence, no longer guaranteeing the triumph 

of the good. The destruction of war introduced the doubt 

that the rhythm of life can be broken, that barbarism can 

destroy civilization, and finally that the mission of 

Europe has corne to an end. The old certainties disappeared, 

leaving man to contemplate a tottering world, continually 

menaced by the violence of elemental forces. Still 

something remained as tenacious as before in Croce's life 

and thought: the power of reason, the creating freedom of 

the human spirit, the ability of man to choose good. 

Croce's last philosophy became a religion of work, 

stressing the primacy of doing and urging the 

responsibility of the individual. In this tottering world 



of ours, we have to do as best as we can, "fulfilling with 

zeal al1 Our duties as human beings and as go& citizensn, 

and have to continue to perform Our work, "because death 

cannot find us in stupid idleneas" (40)  

Death found the philosopher in November 1952. The family 

refused a State funeral, but the nation naturally turned 

the event into a memorial day. The government proclaimed a 

day of mourning and the schools remained closed. From al1 

over Italy, public authorities, political leaders and 

simple friends went to Naples, as in a pilgrimage. The city 

of Naples came to a standstill and the streets were lined 

with thousands of people. No official speeches were made 

the day of the funeral, and there was no religious 

ceremony, but Croce's wife made known that she and two of 

her daughters had remained at home to pray. The most 

appropriate eulogy was delivered on February 25, 1966, by 

an old friend and comrade of Gobetti and Rosselli, 

Matteotti and Turati, as part of the official ceremonies to 

mark the centennial year of Croce's birth. That day in 

Naples, Giuseppe Saragat, speaking as President of the 

Republic, reminded the old and the new generations what the 

books and the example of Croce had meant to those who 

suffered persecution, jail and exile in the struggle 

against fascism. (41) 



Conclus ion 

The new documents have clarified Croce's political 

actions and revealed new aspects of his personality. After 

reading his diaries, it is no longer possible to view Croce 

as an Olympian philosopher, serenely contemplating the 

unfolding of the universe, indifferent to political events. 

The diaries have revealed a rather complex man, subject to 

bouts of depression, but tenacious in his determination, 

constant in his beliefs, full of fighting spirit, and 

deeply involved with the general welfare of the country and 

the persona1 condition of his friends. 

The letters, so far published, show that Croce was a man 

of many relations, frequently writing to his friends to 

give or to ask for information, but also to console or to 

encourage, often urging them to continue the good fight. 

This presence of Croce at critical moments, in persona1 

affairs or political events, is now attested by the 

accounts written by those who had close relations with him, 

and at one time or another experienced directly his 

assistance or generosity. 

The police files in the National Archives leave no doubt 

that during the fascist regime Croce was willing to take 

xisks and was not afraid to face dangers. He received in 

his residences or visited in other cities notorious 

anti-fascists, was involved with members of the 



underground, and even maintained relations with the exiles 

in France. The fascist authorities regarded Croce as an 

adversary of the regime, and kept his house, his movements 

and mail under close and constant police scrutiny. To pry 

into Croce's imer feelings, the authorities recruited 

special informers, able to gain his confidence and to 

discuss political affairs without arousing his suspicion. 

The reports of these learned informers were read with 

attention by the chief of police and often by Mussolini 

himself . 
Despite police and political harassment, during the 

fascist regime Croce continued to live a normal life, 

observing only some elementary precautions, without 

departing much from the rigid and fruitful routine of the 

previous years. But the mood and feelings changed 

completely, the usual joyful disposition toward life and 

work disappeared and was replaced by a gloorn and d o m  

outlook. Cultural activities remained of paramount 

importance, but under the impact of political events, 

Croce's interests moved from literary matters to historical 

and political questions, bearing close relation with the 

surrounding reality. Philosophical essays and historical 

books were the occasions for political interventions and 

were employed as tools to celebrate freedom, to defend the 

ideals of the Risorgimento and to condemu authoritarian 



rule. These books found faithful readers throughout the 

country, inspiring young people to join the opposition or 

strengthening the old politicians to continue the 

resistance, creating a sort of ideal "Italian Familyn, 

dispersed in various Italian cities. 

Croce's opposition to fascism was not inunediate, it was 

slow to materialize and took some time before acquiring 

public manifestations- During the turmoil that followed the 

end of the First World War, he shared the anxieties of 

other Italians, was annoyed by the frequent strikes, and by 

the chaos they created in the public senrices, but, unlike 

many others, he never feared the inminence of a Russian 

revolution in Italy. As a member of the Giolitti government 

Croce approved moderation during the occupation of the 

factories, and then supported the use of force to end the 

Dalmatian adventure of D'Annunzio. Before the March on 

Rome, in his writings or public statements there is no 

praise or approval for fascist violence. 

When Mussolini conquered powcr in 1922, Croce shared the 

illusion, conunon to al1 other liberal leaders, that after 

the March on Rome Italy would soon return to normalcy, 

enjoying a period of social peace. In this period Croce 

followed the indications of Giolitti, and like the old 

premier he hoped that the new govenunent would restore law 

and order, and give a new vigour to the liberal state, 



bringing into the main Stream the young generations that 

had fought in the war. He never feared that the goverment 

would change the fundamental nature of the constitution, 

and destroy the heritage of the Risorgimento. The support 

given to the coalition government by al1 the liberal and 

democratic parties, the presence of trusted generals in key 

positions offered the assurance that the institutions were 

in no danger, and that in the final analysis the King had 

the situation under control. 

In these conditions, £rom the fa11 of 1922 to the s u m r  

of 1924, Croce showed benevolence toward the government and 

leadership of Mussolini. In the Senate he voted for the 

government after the March on Rome, and supported a motion 

of confidence in July 1924, after the murder of Matteotti. 

In the press, he defended the reform of education sponsored 

by Gentile; praised the policies of the government; and 

during the elections of 1924 wished the victory of the 

government list and probably voted for the "istonen 

himself. But even in this period Croce never joined the 

cheering crowds, maintaining instead an open mind and 

showing indepefidence of judgment. He praised the policies 

of government, but never applauded the violence of fascim, 

and never shared the ideology of the movement. He publicly 

defended Nitti and his reputation, when the old premier had 

become the bete noire of fascism and was bitterly attacked 



by the fascist press. Croce came to the rescue of Gobetti, 

offering his help when the young publicist was left alone, 

facing a barrage of accusations frm a wild pack, 

clamouring for his blood. He expressed solidarity to 

Amendola, the leader of the opposition when he was the 

victim of fascist violence. 

Above all, Croce, unlike many others, never denied his 

liberal ideas, and never confused liberalism with fascism. 

Instead, in private letters and public discussion, he 

rejected the claims, put forth by Gentile and nationalist 

historians, that fascism was the offspring of the 

idealistic philosophy and the heir of the Italian 

Risorgimento. Croce's support for the Mussolini government 

came to an end in the aftermath of the Matteotti Affair, 

after some hesitation and persisting illusions. In that 

time of confusion and uncertain perspectives, Croce's 

desire to put an end to Mussolini's experiment and to 

replace him with another leader, at the appropriate moment, 

must have been strong if political difference were able to 

break his long and fraternal friendship with Gentile. It 

was then that Croce and Gentile took two diverging 

political roads, one supporting the construction of the 

fascist regime, the other defending the liberal ideals of 

the Risorgimento. 

When in 1925 Mussolini began the destruction of the 



liberal state, and Rocco started to lay the foundations of 

the authoritarian regime, Croce went into opposition 

immediately and without hesitation. He came fomard and 

assumed a position of intransigent opposition, at the time 

when other liberals and democrats became frightened, 

abandoned the struggle or jumped into the triumphant 

faction. In this period of general disarray, Croce joined 

the Liberal Party, participated in its national meetings, 

made public speeches, in a last attempt to strengthen its 

organization, to enlarge its following or to galvanize its 

membership. Never a great parliamentarian, in the Senate 

Croce seldom spoke but voted against al1 the new laws that 

destroyed persona1 freedoms, and changed the nature of the 

constitution. 

At the invitation of Giovanni Amendola, he wrote the 

Anti-fascist Manifesta, and then helped to turn the 

collection of signatures into a resoundfng success. While 

freedom of the press remained in place, Croce did not 

hesitate to poke fun at Mussolini, showing his cultural 

shortcomings. Coherent in his political position, from then 

on he refused any collaboration with the new cultural 

institutions that the regime was creating to enlarge its 

appeal and its outreach among intellectuals. 

In a short while, Croce became one of the leaders of the 

anti-fascist opposition, and was regarded as an enemy of 



the regime. AB a result, during the violence that followed 

the Zamponi attempt against the life of Mussolini in the 

fa11 of 1926, his house was invaded and damaged by fascist 

thugs. It is rather significant that during that night of 

violence the residences of a liberal senator, a camrrninist 

leader, and democrat and socialist members of parliament 

were assaulted at the same time. The regirne tried to 

intimidate al1 its oppunents, hoping to cow each of them 

into submission. It failed with Croce. 

When political parties were banned and freedom of the 

press came to an end, Croce continued his struggle with 

different means. He uaed his periodical, the sepublication 

of old books, and finally the writing of new works ta 

promote liberal ideals, at the same time condemning the new 

authoritarian practices. In 1927, ta Cr- . . published 

three political essays to better define the nature of 

liberalisrn, that influenced the ideas of young generations 

then and have remained relevant even in Our times. In 1928 

appeared Hiatorv of It-, which innnediately became a best 

seller and fulfilled also the function of a political 

manifesto. The book offered a defence of liberal Italy and 

showed the beneficial effects produced by free 

institutions. But the book was also an open polemic against 

the policies of the goverment, and offered a not too 

veiled criticism of Mussolini's leadership. 



In the Senate, Croce made a point of being present when 

Albertini and Ruffini spoke against government proposalS. 

During their speeches he sat beside them to show 

solidarity, openly applauded their arguments and at the end 

cast his vote among the few remaining members of the 

opposition. Finally in 1929, Croce himself was chosen to be 

the spokesman of the opposition, and he was the only member 

of parliament who dared to speak against the Lateran Pacts, 

defending the separation of Church and State, and 

condemning the new alliance between the throne and the 

altar against liberal principles. 

The Concordat and the elections of 1929 consolidated the 

power of Mussolini, his prestige increased at home and 

abroad; Il Duce and his regime could look with confidence 

to years of consensus. It was different for the opposition. 

The years that followed the Lateran Pacts were gloomy years 

for anti-fascism. Those who still dared to oppose the 

regime and carried on the good fight had to be willing to 

face persecution and to confront harassment, living the 

life of social outcasts. Croce was expelled or was 

compelled to resign from the learned societies of which he 

had been a member for a long time. From 1930 until 1943, 

the government regarded Croce as a political adversary, and 

considered his actions and movements with concern and 

suspicion, warranting close scnitiny. Policemen monitored 



his house, stopped his mail and reported his movements. 

Sometimes spies were able to inform on private 

conversations and meetings with friends. 

Despite police harassment, and the evident attempt to 

create isolation and to spread fear, Croce refused to be 

intirnidated, and continued instead to live hia normal life, 

carrying out his work and publishing his periodical with 

the usual zeal. Croce kept in touch with his political and 

academic friends by a constant Stream of mail, and by 

undertaking, at regular intemals, frequent trips to 

Italian cities. The house in Naples and the summer 

residence in Piedmont became sort of pilgrimage places, 

where visitors went to give and to receive information, to 

exchange news, and to find words of advice and 

encouragement. 

Croce also maintained contacts with the young people who 

were involved in underground activities, and did not 

abandon them when they were caught by the police, and ended 

up in jail or in places of confinement. He also made 

several trips abroad, and there had meetings and long 

conversations with anti-faseist exiles, including Sturzo 

and Sforza, Nitti and Carlo Rosselli. During this period 

Croce also helped some of his anti-fascist friends in more 

concrete ways. He made financial loans to promising young 

men in difficulty and made it understood that they need not 



worry about repayment in the near future. Croce often 

helped young scholars to publish their books, or to find 

translation work. He asked Laterza to pay some anti-fascist 

writers more than the current commercial rate and to charge 

the difference to his account. Finally Croce helped Laterza 

to keep the activity of his publishing house in the liberal 

cultural tradition. 

The willingness of Croce to challenge officia1 policies 

and his readiness to help friends in political difficulty 

became evident after the adoption of racial lavs in Italy. 

He had already written essays against racial theories and 

ethLic discrimination, when they first appeared in Germany, 

and continued to show this dislike when Italy tried to 

imitate Nazi policy. As he had done with German scholars, 

Croce provided letters of reference for Italian Jews who 

decided to emigrate, and helped in various ways those who 

remained in Italy. At the same time, he joined Laterza to 

fight the banishment of old or new books written or 

translated by Jewish authors, writing letters to the 

authorities praising the books and their authors. 

During these years Croce experienced almost a second 

intellectual youth, and he wrote some of his best political 

essays and historical books. Al1 these writings were 

inspired by liberal ideas and motivated by a rejection of 

authoritarian rule. A few of these books became best 



sellers, al1 of them generated a great deal of interest and 

discussion. They were read in schools, at home, in jail, or 

in exile, and helped to undennine the authority of the 

regime. These books sustained the members of the 

resistance, or inspired many young people to join the ranks 

of the opposition or to question anew the policies and the 

ideas of fascism. At the end, Croce's writings of this 

period constitute a body of ideas and ideals contrary to 

the ideology of fascism, and the other authoritarian or 

totalitarian regimes of the times, and have to be regarded 

as one of the more significant contributions to the 

struggle against Mussolini and resistance to fascism. 

For his moral authority and intellectual prestige, Croce 

became the head of an ideal "Italian Familyn with 

connections in various Italian cities, and found himself at 

the centre of a widespread anti-fascist network, kept 

together by moral ties but without any formal structure, 

made of liberals, democrats and socialists, al1 united 

against the fascist regime and hoping for a different 

future . 
When the fortune of the war changed and the invasion of 

national territory became imminent, Croce played an active 

part in the civilian conspizacy, made of old liberal 

policicians, that urged the King to fire Mussolini, put an 

end to fascism, negotiate a peace, and name a new 



democratic government, supported by anti-fascist parties. 

After the fa11 of Mussolini and the division of Italy into 

two warring camps, Croce's villas in Capri and in Sorrento 

became centres of political activity and assumed almost the 

functions of a virwal government in waiting, able to 

maintain relations with Brindisi and Rome, with the Allies 

in the South and the partisans in the North. Croce played a 

national function, people and parties rallied around him 

spontaneously, listened to his advice and naturally 

accepted his leadership 

Among the first to realize the limitations imposed by 

war on Italyls freedom of action, Croce used his 

international reputation and his persona1 prestige to 

improve relations with the Allies and collaboration among 

Italian politicians. From the fa11 of 1943 till the spring 

of 1944, Croce played a pivotal role in the 80-called 

Kingdom of the South. In his participation in political 

activities, he showed a great deal of realism and the 

ability to set and to choose priorities; he also displayed 

unsuspected diplornatic skills in dealing with other 

politicians and Allied personalities. 

Despite old age, Croce participated in a position of 

leadership in the Bari congress, the first democratic 

gathering of al1 the new Italian political parties, and 

there was able to moderate the more radical aspirations of 



his own friends and to cool the enthusiasm and the 

illusions of the left wing parties. He helped to organize 

one of the first Comnittees of National Liberation in 

Naples. To improve Italyvs military standing, Croce urged 

the creation of a volunteer corps, able to fight beside the 

Allies in a condition of parity, and to rekindle the spirit 

of Garibaldi. 

With De Nicala, Croce was instrumental in devising a 

temporary compromise that broke a dangerous impasee with 

the King and made possible the formation of the third 

Badoglio government. Supported by al1 the anti-fascist 

parties, it became a tmly national government, and was the 

first democratic experiment of the new Italy. Croce wtote 

the program of the government and remained its driving 

force, always consulted by Badoglio even when others, for 

reasons of secrecy and the requirements of the armistice 

clauses, had to be excluded from those consultations. In 

its short life that cabinet re-established national unity 

between North and South, assured a peaceful resolution of 

the institutional question, and laid the foudation for a 

democratic evolution of Italian politics. 

During the chaos that followed the fa11 of Mussolini, 

the reputation of Croce was one of the few remaining assets 

left to the Italian people, and he used that prestige 

wisely and in the national interest. From then till his 



death, respect for Croce remained universal, and without 

distinction of political parties, despite momentary 

partisan disagreements. Every time a position of national 

importance had to be filled the name of Croce was put forth 

immediately. Had he been a man of political ambition he 

could have been Prime Minister in 1944, and would have had 

a good fighting chance to become the first president of the 

Republic in 1946. When Croce died in 1952, the mourning wiis 

general and heartfelt, and publicly expressed by al1 

parties, in Parliament, in the mass media and in the 

Street6 of Naples. 

After so many years we are probably now in a good 

position to better understand the political admiration felt 

by so many people for that exceptional man. The fascist 

regime has been studied from different angles, and the 

damage done to the Italian nation has become apparent. The 

ideologies opposed to liberal democracy have collapsed, and 

their solutions have been found wanting, leaving a tragic 

and dismal heritage of ruin. After the disintegration of 

the old party system in Italy, old animosities are fast 

disappearing, and liberal ideas are enjoying great favour 

again. To better view the events of Croce's life, 

historias now can read old and new documents, and can 

consult the memoirs written by friends and foes alike. For 

a closer study of Croce's personality and hi8 political 



activity, we also have at our disposition his own diaries 

and a good part of his correspondence. Finally we can 

consult the records of the police, we can read the reports 

of the prefects and even the opinions of the chief of 

police. 

Yet to appreciate the unique role that Benedetto Croce 

played under the fascist regime and the contribution that 

he made to the anti-fascist resistance, nothing is more 

revealing than his own books and nothing has a higher value 

than the admiration and the gratitude that Croce enjoyed 

then from Amendola and Gobetti, Rosselli and Ginzburg, 

Gramsci and Don Sturzo, and from thoae who suffered 

persecution, ja i l  and exile for their struggle against 

fascist dictatorship. "Tant0 nomine nulla gloria par est." 
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