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I. Introduction
“Walls, as we know, cry out to be written on”, wrote Roland Barthes in his Variations
of Writing. He continued:
There is no wall in town without graffiti. It is somehow the support itself that
possesses an energy of words, it is that which writes, and these words look at me:
[...] nothing is looked at or read with greater intensity.1

Walls have always been written on: from ancient times, to medieval times, to modern
times, and up to the present day, walls “have played the role of a lectern, on which the
edicts of the powerful alternated with the incitements of the conspirators to revolt, the
historical slogans of the leaders and the jeering of the subjects”.2 Undoubtedly, in the
present day, with the development of processes of modernization, literacy and social* The present work has benefited from the dialogue, comparison, and suggestions of my friend
Franco Andreucci, who has read and discussed different versions of the text, helping to improve important
aspects of it. I also want to thank Giulia Bassi, both for her patience and for her suggestions and critical
comments that enabled me to improve the text.
1

Roland Barthes, Variations on writing (Genoa: Graphos, 1996).

2

Renato Sigurtà, introduction to Emilio Tiberi, La Contestazione Murale (Bologna: il Mulino, 1972), 8.
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ization of politics, there has been an expansion of the boundaries, tools and roles for
propaganda and communication, and wall graffiti has followed in the footsteps of this
transformation. After World War I, they constituted a part of Fascist propaganda.3
Paola Desideri wrote:
[Wall graffiti is the] first example of political mass communication, the most visible and used semiotic container for the transmission of its values and propagandistic principles, which the conciseness, emotional strength and peremptoriness
of Mussolini’s maxims will support and spread to every corner of the country. Less
precarious and contingent than similar oral messages such as slogans, wall graffiti,
precisely because of its particular status of immanence and its constitutive seriality, will be an important link in that powerful choreographic machine organizing
consensus, designed to create myths and keep the masses in a state of permanent
mobilization.4

However, the mural landscape also became a ‘medium’ for ‘subversive’, anti-Fascist
and Communist propaganda. The more the repressive machine of the regime extended control over the entire expressive output of civil society, the more graffiti became an
evident form of political expression. It could be found in the most diverse and unlikely places, as can be deduced from the careful records made by the police authorities:
public toilets, walls in working-class districts, factory perimeter walls, stairs to private
and public buildings, work environments and brothels. Of course, the frequency and
intensity of it reflected the different social and political circumstances of the regime
and the varying potency of the anti-Fascist opposition. Working-class irony was often
very scathing about the sententious and emphatic Fascist language and gave life to
mottos and phrases such as: “Win, but will we win?” instead of “Win, and we will
win”, or “Long live the Duce who leads us to ruin” instead of “Long live the Duce
who leads us to victory”.5
On “mutation” related to the World War I, see the chapter “La (tragica) alba di un nuovo mondo: la
prima Guerra mondiale come questione comunicazionale”, in Massimiliano Panarari’s Poteri e Informazione.
Teorie della comunicazione e storia della manipolazione politica in Italia (1850-1930), (Milano: Le Monnier,
2017), 81-122. On the “consent factory” see Philip V. Cannistraro, La Fabbrica del consenso. Fascismo e mass
media (Bari: Laterza, 1974).
3

4
Paola Desideri, “L’imperio del segno, ovvero la scritta murale fascista”, Il segno in scena. Scritte murali e graffiti come pratiche semio-linguistiche, ed. by Paola Desideri (Ancona: Mediateche delle Marche, 1998),
pp. 175-223, 176.
5
Enrico Mannari, “Tradizione sovversiva e comunismo durante il regime fascista. 1926-1943. Il caso
di Livorno”, La classe operaia durante il fascismo, ed. by Giulio Sapelli (Milano: Annali della Fondazione
Feltrinelli, 1979-1980), 837-874, 852. See also Bruno Maida, “Le forme ‘povere’ della protesta. Scritte
murali a Torino 1940-43”, Rivista di storia contemporanea, 3 (1991): 400-422.
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After the fall of Fascism and in particular after 1948, in the climate of the Cold War
with its harsh contrasts, a new mural battle gathered momentum, which, through different phases and protagonists, gained impetus until ’68 when we witness a real rebirth
of posters and graffiti.6 Sidney Tarrow wrote that “the movements of the late 1960s [...]
drew most of their themes from the debates of the first half of the decade and from
traditional parties and groups”,7 but it is perhaps equally true that, in the renewal of the
forms of protest, wall graffiti retained its remarkable continuity.
In a fascinating and important media document it is possible to find evidence of
that continuity. In a fragment – which is very significant for the focus of our essay –
from a 1970 film, Indagine su un cittadino al di sopra di ogni sospetto (which translates as
Investigation into a citizen above suspicion) by Elio Petri, a police officer from Police HQ
in Rome, played by the extraordinary Gian Maria Volonté, observes:
In 1948, 2000 instances of graffiti praising Stalin were scrubbed off, 50 praising
Lenin, and 1000 praising Togliatti. In 1956 those hailing Stalin reduced down
to 100, and those for Togliatti remained the same, in 1958 there were a hundred
“long Live Khrushchev”... In the current year [1968], 10,000 Long Live Mao, 500
Long Live Trotsky, 10 Long Live Amendola, and perhaps 500 Long Live Stalin
are expected.8

We will analyse the central Cold War years of this prolonged mural battle. It should
be noted that these – the graffiti on the walls or on the asphalt of the streets – are ‘sources’ which have remained largely in the shadows of Italian historiography.9 Perhaps often
William Gambetta, I muri del lungo ’68. Manifesti e comunicazione politica in Italia (Roma:
DeriveApprodi, 2014); Alberto Negrin, Niente resterà pulito. Il racconto della nostra storia in quarant’anni di
scritte e manifesti politici, ed. by Edoardo Novelli and Giorgio G. Vasta (Milano: Bur, 2007); regarding May
1968 in France, see Julien Besancon, Les Murs Ont la parole: Journal mural Mai 68 (France: Tchou, 2007);
Kristin Ross, May ’68 and its afterlives (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).
6

7
Sidney Tarrow, Democrazia e disordine. Movimenti di protesta e politica in Italia (1965-1975) (Roma:
Laterza, 1990), 36. See also his recent essay “1968 as a ‘critical Juncture’: between synoptic and incremental
change”, Memory in Movements. 1968 in 2018, published by Donatella Della Porta (Milano: Annali della
Fondazione Feltrinelli, 2018), 3-17.

See also the review of The New York Times dated 21 December 1970, “Vincent Canby, Investigation
of a Citizen Above Suspicion: Suspense Melodrama Opens at Baronet”. The film won two David di
Donatello awards, two Globo d’Oro awards and three Nastri d’Argento in 1971, for best subject, leading
actor and director’s award.
8

The concept of a source has changed and been extended. As Peter Burke wrote, “it might be useful
to replace the idea of sources with that of ‘traces’ of the past in the present. The term ‘traces’ refers to manuscripts, printed books, buildings, furniture, the landscape (as modified by human exploitation), as well as
to many different kinds of image: paintings, statues, engravings, photographs”, Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing.
The use of images as historical evidence (London, Reaction Books, 2001), 13.
9

183

ENRICO MANNARI

used, as Edoardo Novelli observed, “for appendices and as accessory iconographic devices”,10 to illustrate conclusions reached in other ways, but rarely studied analytically. The
‘linguistic turning point’ in historiography placed the study of language at the centre of
reflection, encouraging research in analysing social and political dynamics and investigating their symbolic and communicative structure.11 This also meant a new impetus for
the history of propaganda which, as Giampietro Mazzoleni observed, represents “a genre
of political communication”.12
The wall graffiti that we are going to analyse constitutes a particular form of political
propaganda and can be placed in what Pippa Norris defined as the “pre-modern era” of
political communication13, which of course does not exclude that it could have interwoven with postmodern forms of communication.
My essay is intended to be a contribution to this resumption of historical studies
that have made use of different methodological ideas, taken from the social and political sciences, on political propaganda, in particular on languages, on the symbolic and
value universe of the different political cultures that have their roots in the workers’ and
socialist movement and in particular in the ICP.14
10

Preface by Edoardo Novelli in Gambetta, I muri del lungo ’68, 5.

See Lynn Hunt’s reflections, Politics, culture and class in the French revolution (London: Methven,
1986). There are also relevant notes in Symbols of Politics, ed. by Francesco Benigno and Luca Scuccimarra
(Roma: Viella, 2010). For a general reflection on cultural history in Italy: Carlotta Sorba, “A chi giova
la storia culturale? Diverse definizioni di un campo di studi in Francia e in Italia”, Il mestiere di storico, 1
(2018): 5-25; Catherine Brice, “La storia culturale del politico: stato dell’arte, risultati e proposte”, Memoria
e Ricerca, 40 (2012): 55-74. Filippo Triola, “Le campagne elettorali dell’Italia contemporanea. Percorsi di
ricerca di storia della comunicazione politica”, Ricerche di storia politica, 3 (2018): 305-322.
11

12
Giampietro Mazzoleni, “L’incerto confine tra propaganda e comunicazione politica. Per una
definizione contemporanea”, Propaganda contro. Modelli di comunicazione politica nel XX secolo, ed. by
Andrea Baravelli (Roma: Carocci, 2005), 43-50.
13
Pippa Norris, A Virtuous Circle. Political Communication in Postindustrial Societies (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000).

Regarding this: La politica sui muri. I manifesti politici dell’Italia repubblicana. 1946-1992, ed. by
Chiara Ottaviano and Paolo Soddu (Torino: Rosemberg & Sellier, 2000); Propaganda contro. Modelli di
comunicazione politica nel XX secolo, 14-22; Propaganda e comunicazione politica. Storia e trasformazioni
nell’età contemporanea, ed. by Maurizio Ridolfi (Milano: Mondadori, 2004); Angelo Ventrone, Edoardo
Novelli, and Andrea Ragusa, Profilo di storia della comunicazione politica in Italia (Manduria: Lacaita, 2008);
Maurizio Ridolfi, “Emozioni colorate. Rappresentazioni cromatiche nella parabola delle tradizioni politiche
dell’Italia repubblicana”, Comunicazione politica, 1 (2018): 31-50; The art of persuasion. Political communication in Italy from 1945 to the 1990s, ed. by Luciano Cheles and Lucio Sponza (Manchester: Manchester
University press, 2001); Norris, A virtuos circle; David Michael Ryfe, “History and political communication: an introduction”, Political Communication, 4 (2001): 407-420. On the ICP, see Franco Andreucci,
Falce e martello. Identità e linguaggi dei comunisti italiani tra stalinismo e guerra fredda (Bologna: Bonomia
University Press, 2005); Anna Tonelli, Falce e tortello. Storia politica e sociale delle Feste dell’Unità (19452011) (Roma; Bari: Laterza, 2012); Maurizio Ridolfi, “La falce e il martello”, Simboli della politica, 99-122.
14
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The language, the geography of these ‘poor’ forms of protest and social and political
communication, can give us fragments of that local account representing the uncertain
boundary between working-class rebellion and the propaganda of the ICP.

II. Walls Speak
“The people have written on the walls,” a 1945 ICP manifesto quoted, reporting a
series of graffiti, including “Long Live Communism”, “Long Live Freedom” and “We
don’t want the monarchy” (Fig. 1).15
The walls are a “great newspaper of the people”, wrote Guido Piovene in his Viaggio
in Italia, referring in particular to the many phrases found on the walls of Livorno,16 a
historically subversive city, where the walls have represented an important setting both
for the graffiti and for the wall newspapers that originate from this city.17
A scenario that did not escape the notice of “a citizen who loves order” who, in an
anonymous letter, wrote to the Livorno Police Commissioner in March 1950:
Not a day goes by that posters are not put up everywhere, many of which are
handwritten and therefore not previously authorized by the authorities. Of course,
by the left-wing parties. Nothing is respected, freshly plastered walls, doors, shop
shutters, etc. But it is not enough, they also cover the walls with indelible graffiti
that, moreover, offends common sense, religion and the dignity of the city. And
what about the street plan? All this happens mostly in the working-class districts
and of course the stunts are pulled at night.18

On a more general level, what can be read in a report by the Minister of the Interior
in 1955 is more indicative than ever:
15
The poster belongs to Maurizio Cavalloni’s private collection; also in Paolo Soddu, “Via il regime
della forchetta. La sinistra storica nella guerra fredda”, La politica sui muri, 44-63, see 45. On the semantization of the expression ‘the people’ in the ICP see Giulia Bassi, “Tutto il popolo sotto la bandiera della
democrazia. Il Partito comunista italiano e la costruzione discorsiva del popolo (1943-1945)”, Storica, 6768 (2017): 31-81; Giulia Bassi, Non è solo questione di classe. Il ‘popolo’ nel discorso del Partito comunista
italiano (1921-1991) (Roma: Viella, 2019).

In 1950, it was calculated that more than 1000 square metres of walls and road asphalt was covered
with graffiti, in A.S.Li. Questura di Livorno. Serie A4.910.1950.
16

Guido Piovene, Viaggio in Italia (Milano: Baldini e Castoldi, 2001), 411. Andrea Piotto, “I giornali murali livornesi (1950-1955)”, Quaderni della Labronica, 45 (1986): 3-9. In particular, see Nelusco
Giachini’s testimony, who was responsible for the press and propaganda for the Livorno ICP Federation.
But see also Tonelli, Falce e tortello, 44.
17

18

A.S.Li. Questura di Livorno, 1950, serie A4b. b. 910. fasc. 46-47.
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Fig. 1 – From Maurizio Cavalloni’s private collection
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In tackling the bad habit of defacing the walls lining public streets and squares, as
well as the road surface with political inscriptions, the police have for some time
been following this deplorable system in particular [...] and have been intensifying
the ordinary services with extra truck patrols, in order to prevent the implementation of such intentions by left-wing activists.19

A memo to Minister Mario Scelba states:
The communists need well-organised lessons. They need to know that the boundaries cannot be pushed further, forcing them to respect the social order; the people, superficial and fearful in the face of the violence of a party, need to see control
and rule by the authorities, against abuses.20

We are dealing with a concept of public order that made it possible to “prevent the
organisation of collective mobilisations or public events”.21
On the other hand, it should be remembered that until June 1956 a Public Safety
text from 1931, promulgated by Fascism, remained in force, which stated that authors
of graffiti were to be arrested and fined. It is no coincidence that the re-establishment
of the political police was entrusted to Leone Santoro, a Commissioner trained at the
time of Fascism. Like during that twenty-year period, control over political opponents
took place by means such as the Central Political Records, which contained personal
information sheets on the “subversives”.22
We are faced with features of a conservative political culture that has its roots in the
long run of Italian history and is widely shared in the post-war period by many police
officers and prefects. This is an enlightening confirmation of the continuity of the State
apparatus in the transition from Fascism to a Republican Italy, which, as Guido Crainz
pointed out:
With the cultural climate that permeates it, further bonds as well as new expressions and moods are also found in the ‘cold war’ climate, in a broader and more
general polarization.23

19

A.C.S. Min. int. Gabinetto. 1953-56, b.406.

20

A.C.S. Min. Int. Gabinetto. 1953-56, b.406.

21

Lorenzo Bertuccelli, I conflitti di lavoro nel dopoguerra (Roma: Viella, 2017), 173.

Giovanna Tosatti, Storia del Ministero dell’Interno, Uomini e strutture (1861-1961) (Rome:
Effegierre, 2004), 271-276. See also Giuseppe Carlo Marino, La repubblica della forza. Mario Scelba e le
passioni del suo tempo (Milano: Franco Angeli, 1995).
22

23

Guido Crainz, Storia del miracolo italiano (Roma: Donzelli, 2005), 3.
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III. Wall Graffiti
The time frame that we will take into consideration is that of the years following
the elections of 18 April 1948, a watershed in the history of Italy, when the Christian
Democrats, having beaten the social-communist Popular Front, created a coalition government of Liberals, Republicans and Social Democrats. It is the birth of ‘centrism’ in a
context deeply marked by the Cold War, whose dynamics were intertwined with Prime
Minister Alcide De Gasperi’s hypothesis to establish a “protected democracy” justified
by the need to counter the “communist danger”.24 It is in this context that graffiti appears, a phenomenon that is hard to measure and with comparative difficulties, in many
respects non-homogeneous and even random, also due to the scarce availability of archival material; evaluating the real impact in relation to the places and the reactions they
provoked is highly complex.25
The research will proceed through a classification of the graffiti according to the
expressive symbols that can be inferred, trying to make good use of methodological
suggestions from Harold D. Laswell’s pioneering works, who was one of the founding fathers of communication research.26 So thematic aspects and their characterization
intertwine in terms of invectives, threats, indignation, irony, information, persuasion,
incitement to fight and finally references to communist identity. Its analysis can offer us
a particular interpretation of that ‘micro propaganda’ that helps us to better understand
even “the essence of the communist political commitment of those years”.27

Ilenia Rossini, “Democrazia protetta e leggi eccezionali”, Dimensioni e problemi della ricerca storica,
2 (2011): 76-107; see also Mario G. Rossi, “Una democrazia a rischio. Politica e conflitto sociale negli anni
della guerra fredda”, Storia dell’Italia Repubblicana, vol. 1, La Costruzione della democrazia, ed. by Francesco
Barbagallo (Torino: Einaudi, 1994-1997), 913-992.
24

25
Many thanks to the director of the study room of the Central State Archives, Daniela Loyola, for
the help she kindly offered me. All the documentation relating to the graffiti can be found in the many
prefects’ reports in ACS, MI, Gab, 1948, b.18, b. 28, b. 30 fasc.11323/11355 ACS, MI, GAB, 1949, b.
12, b. 14, b16, b37, ACS, MI, GAB, 1953-56, b. 405, 406, 408. ACS, MI, GAB, 1957-60, b 367. For the
graffiti from 1949 and 1950 in Livorno see A.S.Li. Serie A4b.1949-1950.

Harold D. Lasswell, “Gli slogan del primo maggio in Unione Sovietica, 1918-1943”, Il linguaggio della politica. Studi di semantica quantitativa, ed. by Harold D. Lasswell and Nathan Leites (Roma:
Eri, 1979), 243-300; Media, politica e società: le tecniche di ricerca, ed. by Emiliana De Blasio, Mario
Quaranta, Mauro Santaniello, and Michele Sorice (Roma: Carocci, 2017); Harold Lasswell, Nathan Leites,
and Bertrand Wolfe, Visioni del comunismo, introduction by Franco Andreucci, essays edited by Andrea
Mariuzzo (Milano: Ornitorinco, 2010).
26

27
Mirco Dondi, “La propaganda politica dal ‘46 alla legge truffa”, L’Italia s’è desta. Propaganda politica e mezzi di comunicazione di massa tra fascismo e democrazia, ed. by Adolfo Mignemi (Torino: Edizioni
Gruppo Abele, 1995), 185-197.
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The graffiti analysed is a significant sample of a ‘left-wing’ political culture in the
early years of the Cold War in Italy. Its expressive content lies in a field that is difficult to
define between communist activism and spontaneous protest: the entries are spread out,
in chronological terms, between 1948 and 1955, and in geographical terms throughout
the country. However, the selection is mainly based on police records and cannot be
systematic in nature.
Following Lasswell’s idea of “inventing ways to describe the symbols” of Communist
propaganda to make them comparable in time and space, we must start from the question of who were the authors of the wall graffiti, to whom was it addressed and what was
its content.28 The first question cannot always be answered because of the predominantly
anonymous character of the graffiti. Its illegal, or almost illegal nature, make anonymity a prerequisite for the graffiti. Even in a non-totalitarian political system, political
communication is guided by laws and regulations that the graffiti tends to break or
actually breaks. In general terms, considering the content of the graffiti in relation to
general ICP slogans, the entries could have been written either by communist militants
or by sympathizers. For the second question, the context of the political system and the
chronology of the graffiti must be considered. In the Italy that we have analysed, the
graffiti was aimed at potential voters and ordinary citizens. As we shall see, however,
their internal characteristics refer more to symbols shared by the communist political
community than to a propaganda project directed from above. Finally, the content is
based around simple polarizations. The entries correspond to a communicative register
in which there is a clear distinction between the positive and negative dimensions in line
with the Manichaean characteristics of the communist culture. In the graffiti analysed,
however, the negative component is stronger than the call of identity. Indeed, the oppositional element often has a radical character. Lasswell wrote that communist parties
tend to stigmatize actions contrary to discipline and the law.29 This does not seem true
regarding the ICP. In fact, in the climate of the Cold War, the ICP promoted types of
activities that were at the limits of legality.

Harold D. Lasswell, The Technique of slogans, World revolutionary propaganda. A Chicago study, ed.
by Harold D. Lasswell (New York; London: Knopf, 1939), 101-142. See also Franco Andreucci’s reflections
in Lasswell and the study of communist propaganda, Visions of Communism, 9-17.
28

29

Lasswell, The Technique of slogans.
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III.1. Graffiti dedicated to indignation and invective

Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Morte ai fascisti

Death to the Fascists

July 1948

Florence

Il governo nero ci fa vedere solo il
pane bianco sulla carta

The black government only shows
us white bread on paper

August 1948

Rome

Abbasso il governo della fame

Down with the government of
hunger

September 1948 Rome

Dal 18 aprile sono passati 4 mesi
ed il paradiso promesso dove si
trova?

Four months have passed since
April 18th and where is the prom- September 1948 Terlizzi (Bari)
ised paradise?

Smaschera coloro che ti dissero
vota per Gesù Cristo e ti hanno
fatto votare i padroni

Expose those who told you to vote
for Jesus Christ and made you vote September 1948 Terlizzi (Bari)
for the masters

Quelli della celere e i carabinieri
sono figli del popolo e vengono dal
popolo, però sparano contro i figli
del popolo per servire gli ordini
del governo nero

The riot police and carabinieri are
children of the people and come
from the people, but they shoot at October 1948
the children of the people to serve
the orders of the black government

Carrara

Vendete i manganelli e fate le case You sell truncheons and make
houses

October 1948

Abbasso Scelba

November 1948 Milan

Down with Scelba

Siena

Per morire di fame sostieni ancora To starve yourself, carry on supil governo nero!
porting the black government!

November 1948 Siena

A morte Scelba

Death to Scelba

June 1949

Spettacoli del giorno.. Al Verdi
Totò Al comunale: Pacciardi

Shows of the day… At the Verdi:
June 1949
Totò. At the town hall: Pacciardi.

Abbasso De Gasperi

Down with De Gasperi

Livorno
Cesena

September 1949 Rome

Abbasso il governo dei questurini. Down with the police government
September 1949 Rome
Il pane costa troppo
Bread costs too much
Abbasso Scelba

Down with Scelba

Via il governo del piombo

Away with the government of lead September 1949 Rome

A morte il governo

Death to the government

November 1949 Civitavecchia

Morte a Scelba

Death to Scelba

November 1949 Civitavecchia
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Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Morte a Scelba

Death to Scelba

November 1949 Livorno

Scelba vile

Despicable Scelba

November 1949 Prato

Scelba sei un assassino

You are a murderer Scelba

December 1949

Rome

Basta con il governo fascista

No more Fascist government

Early 1950s

Milan

No ai ladri del Governo Scelba

No to the thieves of Scelba’s
government

Early 1950s

Milan

Abbasso Scelba

Down with Scelba

1950

Caltanissetta

Attento Scelba. I disoccupati chie- Attention Scelba. The unemployed
1950
dono lavoro e non manganellate
ask for work and not beatings

Livorno

Attento Scelba. I morti di
Modena anno santo

Attention Scelba. The Dead of
Modena in the Holy Year

1950

Modena

Il sangue versato ricadrà sui
colpevoli

The blood spilled will fall on the
culprits

1950

Livorno

La C.G.I.L propone un piano
costruttivo e il governo democristiano risponde con i mitra della
celere

The C.G.I.L. [Italian General Con
federation of Labour] proposes a
constructive plan and the Christian 1950
Democrat government responds
with riot police sub-machine guns

Livorno

Modena Anno Santo 1950

Modena Holy Year 1950

1950

Livorno

Morte al governo assassino

Death to the assassin government

1950

Livorno

Orsi e Sinigaglia sono dei
provocatori

Orsi and Sinigaglia are
troublemakers

1950

Modena

Scusi porco se lo chiamo Scelba

Sorry, pig, if I call you Scelba

1950

Livorno

Sinigaglia + Orsi= Scelba

Sinigaglia + Orsi = Scelba

1950

Modena

Via i reazionari

Away with the reactionaries

1950

Livorno

A morte il governo

Death to the government

May 1950

Livorno

Basta con Scelba

Enough with Scelba

May 1950

Livorno

De Gasperi vattene

De Gasperi, get out of here

May 1950

Livorno

Abbasso De Gasperi

Down with De Gasperi

June 1950

Livorno

Abbasso Pacciardi

Down with Pacciardi

June 1950

Livorno

Abbasso il governo nero sporco di
sangue

Down with the black government
August 1950
dirtied with blood
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Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Abolire il governo della fame

Abolish the government of hunger August 1950

Portoferraio

Abbasso De Gasperi l’austriaco

Down with De Gasperi the Austrian December 1950

Livorno

I morti saranno rivendicati

The dead will be claimed

December 1950

Livorno

Scelba De Gasperi, il popolo vuole Scelba De Gasperi, the people
il lavoro, non i morti a colpi di
want work, not people killed by
mitra
sub-machine guns

December 1950

Livorno

Scelba nemico del popolo

Scelba, the people’s enemy

1954

Agnone (Isernia)

Abbasso il criminale ed assassino
Scelba

Down with the criminal and
murderer Scelba

February 1954

S. Salvo (Chieti)

Abbasso il criminale ed assassino
Scelba

Down with the criminal and
murderer Scelba

March 1954

S. Salvo (Chieti)

March 1954

Spello (Perugia)

Basta col sangue, Scelba cosa vuoi Enough blood, what more do you
ancora criminale?
want Scelba, you criminal?
Torna Scelba. Tornano i morti.

Scelba comes back. The dead come
March 1954
back.

Agnone
(Campobasso)

Chi odia De Gasperi odia sua
madre

Whoever hates De Gasperi hates
his mother

October 1954

Torremaggiore
(Foggia)

Morte a chi odia gli operai
italiani

Death to those who hate Italian
workers

October 1954

Torremaggiore
(Foggia)

Abbasso Scelba

Down with Scelba

February 1955

Livorno

Abbasso Scelba

Down with Scelba

February 1955

Teramo

Via il governo dei padroni

Away with the government of
bosses

April 1955

Jesi

Abbasso il governo Scelba

Down with Scelba’s government

June 1955

Ancona

The first category of graffiti is dedicated to indignation and invective. Although both
correspond to the oppositional attitude of the communist culture, the two registers are
characterized by different types of expression. Indignation, in fact, mainly expresses
resentment at an offence that is considered to have been made against a sense of justice
and moral conscience, while invective expresses the feeling of controversy, accusation
and outrage. In some graffiti, the two components of indignation and invective interweave and give rise to an intense set of complaints.
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Figs. 2 and 3 – Orsi and
Sinigallia are respectively
the owner and director
of Fonderie Riunite, the
most important industrial
group in Modena.
The ICP photographic
archive, kept in b. 18, fasc.
1.9.II/2 “Scritte murali”

Indignation that can also become a resource for mobilization,30 is expressed in all the
graffiti that highlights the harsh working and living conditions of the working classes.
Graffiti that is emblematic includes: “The unemployed ask for work and not beatings.”
The invective reaches its maximum intensity with the call to ‘death’, when referring
to Fascism and to the Minister Scelba, defined alternatively as a “pig”, “criminal”, and
“murderer”. This was a widespread popular sentiment and was a ruthless radicalism that
can be traced back to working-class rebellion more than to communist propaganda. This
feeling became stronger after dramatic events such as the workers’ massacre in Modena
on 9 January 1950 (Figs. 2, 3, 4, and 5).31
30
Christophe Prochasson, “Le socialisme des indignes. Contribution a l’histoire des émotions politique”, L’indignation: histoire d’un émotion, XIX-XX sec., ed. by Anne-Claude Ambroise-Rendu and Christian
Del Porte (Paris: Nouveau Monde, 2008), 173-190; Pierre Rosanvallon, Counter-democracy: Politics in an
Age of Distrust (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).

Cf. Lorenzo Bertuccelli, All’alba della Repubblica. Modena 9 Gennaio 1950. L’eccidio delle Fonderie
Riunite (Milano: Unicopli, 2012).
31
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Fig. 4 – The reference
is to the killing of six
workers

Fig. 5 – A.S. Li.
Questura di Livorno.
1950. Serie A4. b.910.b.
fasc.46-47

Scelba was the Minister of the Interior under Alcide De Gasperi,32 creator of the riot
police known as the Celere, and saw every movement or street demonstration for social
claims as “a disturbance to public order to be repressed with the utmost rigor”.33
The intense repressive activity that characterizes the period 1948-1953, was frequently compared to the repression put in place by Fascism. This makes it easier to
understand how the expressions “black government” and “Fascist” also became part of
Communist propaganda.
32
Augusto D’Angelo, “Scelba e la DC”, Mario Scelba. Contributi per una biografia, ed. by Pier Luigi
Ballini (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2006), 39.
33

Marino, La Repubblica della forza, 34.
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The graffiti “Down with De Gasperi the Austrian” takes us back to the category of
“internal enemy” in the service of foreign powers, in this case the United States and the
Vatican, as he was an Italian deputy in the Austro-Hungarian parliament before the
annexation of Trentino. The “internal enemy” was a category that after 1948 forcefully
entered the logic of political communication, characterizing both sides.34
Finally, indignation can also be coloured with a certain ironic vein. On the night between 28 and 29 June 1949, the Carabinieri surprised two young communists, a student
and a worker, who, on the occasion of the arrival in Cesena of the Minister of Defence
Pacciardi, wrote: “Shows of the day. At the Verdi: Totò. At the town hall: Pacciardi”.
They were being ironic about Adolfo Pacciardi, who was Minister of Defence for all the
years of ‘centrism’ (1947-1963), comparing him to a comic image such as that of the
actor Totò. Pacciardi is characterized by using armed forces for public order.35
Finally, there are puns that refer to the chromatic vision of politics and society, such
as the one on the walls of Naples and Rome in 1949: “The black government only
shows us white bread on paper”. Finally, among the metaphors used the one that refers
to paradise and broken promises is significant: “where is the promised paradise?” The
metaphor of deception makes it possible to highlight the imbalance between promises
and facts and addresses wider social sectors. In other graffiti, the controversial reference
to the political role played by the Catholic Church is explicit.

III.2. Anti-war graffiti

Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Abbasso i guerrafondai

Down with warmongers

November 1948 Rome

Abbasso la guerra

Down with war

November 1948 Naples

De Gasperi si impegna a fare la
guerra

De Gasperi pledges to wage war

November 1948 Naples

34
Angelo Ventrone, Il nemico interno: immagini, parole e simboli della lotta politica nell’Italia del
novecento (Rome: Donzelli, 2005); Angelo Ventrone, Propaganda e comunicazione politica, 226. Think also
of the use that police forces made of confidential information to construct the enemy. Paolo Spriano, Le
passioni di un decennio. 1946-1956 (Milano: Garzanti, 1989); Luciano Canfora, “Fonti sommerse”, Studi
storici, 27, 4 (1985), 967-972.

Ilenia Rossini, “‘Democrazia protetta’ e ‘leggi eccezionali’: un dibattito politico italiano (19501953)”, Dimensioni e problemi della ricerca storica, 2 (2011): 75-107.
35
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Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Mamme si vuole ancora la guerra? Mothers, do you still want war?

November 1948 Naples

Pace, non la guerra

Peace, not war

November 1948 Naples

Viva la pace

Long live peace

November 1948 Rome

Abbasso l’imperialismo

Down with imperialism

January 1949

Livorno

Il popolo italiano non vuole la
guerra ma pace, indipendenza,
libertà

The Italian people don’t want war
January 1949
but peace, independence, freedom

Livorno

Viva la pace

Long live peace

January 1949

Livorno

Vogliamo la pace

We want peace

March 1949

Livorno

Firmate la petizione per la pace

Sign the petition for peace

May 1949

Livorno

W il Primo maggio e la pace

Long Live the 1st May and peace

May 1949

Livorno

De Gasperi vuole guerra fame
miseria, vogliamo Togliatti

De Gasperi wants war hunger
misery, we want Togliatti

September 1949 Lecce

Il pane costa troppo, meno armi
più pane

Bread costs too much, fewer
weapons more bread

September 1949 Rome

No ai missili

No to missiles

September 1949 Bari

Pace e lavoro

Peace and work

September 1949 Lecce

Pace per la rinascita

Peace for rebirth

September 1949 Bari

Ragazze unitevi sotto la bandiera
della pace

Girls unite under the banner of
peace

November 1949 Livorno

Trecento miliardi per la guerra.
Per il lavoro?

Three hundred billion for the
war. For work?

December 1949

Rome

Basta con le guerre e la miseria

Enough of wars and misery

Early 1950s

Milan

Viva i portuali, e niente armi

Long live the dockers, and no
weapons

February 1950

Livorno

Abbasso la guerra

Down with war

June 1950

Livorno

Vogliamo salvare l’Italia dalla
guerra

We want to save Italy from the
war

August 1950

Portoferraio

Giovani, ragazze, contro la distruzione e lo sterminio uniamoci
per chiedere l’interdizione della
bomba atomica

Young people, girls, against destruction and extermination, let’s
join together to ask for a ban on
the atomic bomb

December 1950

Livorno
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Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Abbasso la guerra Abbasso
Eisenhower W la Pace

Down with the war Down with
Eisenhower Long Live Peace

1951

Modena

Cittadini attenti! Esigete che
il governo non stanzi miliardi
per il riarmo, ma costruisca case
popolari

Attention citizens! Demand that
the government does not allocate
billions to rearmament, but
builds council houses

1954

Piombino

No alla guerra

No to war

June 1954

Vigevano

Viva la pace

Long live peace

June 1954

Vigevano

Abbasso la guerra

Down with war

December 1954

Ancona

No alla guerra

No to war

February 1955

Catania

No alle bombe atomiche

No to atomic bombs

February 1955

Catania

Viva la pace

Long live peace

February 1955

Teramo

Abbasso l’atomica

Down with the atomic bomb

March 1955

Caltanissetta

No alla guerra

No to war

March 1955

Ventimiglia

Viva la pace

Long live peace

March 1955

Bari

Viva la pace

Long live peace

March 1955

Ventimiglia

Via il governo della guerra

Away with the government of war June 1955

Piacenza

Viva la pace con tutti i popoli

Long live peace with all peoples

June 1955

Piacenza

Viva la pace

Long live peace

August 1955

Carbonia

The theme of peace becomes central to Communist propaganda after the electoral
defeat of 18 April 1948 because it is a value that goes beyond ideological belonging and
therefore speaks to a wider public (Fig. 6). The appeal to mothers, young people and
girls is a strong emotional reference, increased by the appeal to the fear that the Cold
War could become a world war, all the more so in the light of the Korean conflict of
June 1950. It is a rhetoric that also refers to the tradition of the working-class fronts of
the 1930s. In this context, where the Christian Democrats are portrayed as the party of
war, the anti-atomic mobilization of the ‘Partisans of Peace’ breaks out with all its symbolic force. Their first world congress took place in Paris in April 1949 and culminated
in 1950 with the Stockholm Appeal. A mobilization that in Italy also breached parts of
the Catholic and liberal-democratic worlds, confirming how widespread the pacifist sen197
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Fig. 6 – Modena. The ICP photographic archive kept at the Historical Institute of Modena; b. 26,
fasc. 1.13.III/9 “Scritte su strade e muri 1951”

timent was, and constituted one of those working-class pretexts36 that the Communist
propaganda fed on.
In Livorno, as in other cities, the dockers refused the unloading of American weapons. There is no doubt that graffiti such as “Long live the dockers, and no weapons”
referred to the massive propaganda effort deployed by the ICP; the fight for peace and
anti-Americanism were intertwined.37
36
On the use of the term “pretext” see Alfio Mastropaolo, “Come fu inventato il Partito comunista in
Sicilia tra il 1945 e il 1948”, Meridiana, 90 (2017): 143-169, see 147-150.

Andrea Guiso, La Colomba e la Spada. Lotta per la pace e antiamericanismo nella politica del partito
comunista italiano (1949-1954) (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2006); for different interpretations, see:
Silvio Pons, “L’URSS e il PCI nel sistema internazionale della guerra fredda”, Il PCI nell’Italia repubblicana
1943-1991, ed. by Roberto Gualtieri (Rome: Carocci, 2001); “Eravamo stalinisti. Colloquio con Giorgio
Amendola”, L’Espresso, 23 March 1970, cited in Giovanni Gozzini and Renzo Martinelli, Storia del partito
comunista italiano, vol. 7, Dall’attentato a Togliatti all’VIII congresso (Torino: Einaudi, 1988), 193; Federico
Romero, Storia della guerra fredda. L’ultimo conflitto per l’Europa (Torino: Einaudi, 2009); Mario Del Pero,
L’alleato scomodo. Gli USA e la DC negli anni del centrismo (1948-1955) (Roma: Carocci, 2001). See Figure
5 in the Appendix.
37
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At a time when international tension was greatly eased after the replacement of
Truman with Eisenhower (January 1953), the death of Stalin (March 1953) and the
signing of the armistice between the two Koreas (July 1953), it was the force evoking
“Long Live peace” that seemed to prevail.

III.3. Graffiti against “Atlanticism”

Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Gli aiuti americani si vedono solo American aid is only seen on
sui manifesti elettorali
election posters

November 1948 Rome

Tutti uniti contro i servi di
Truman

All united against the servants of
Truman

November 1948 Rome

Abbasso Truman

Down with Truman

June 1949

Livorno

No al patto atlantico

No to the North Atlantic Treaty

July 1949

Livorno

Eisenhower torna a casa tua

Go back home Eisenhower

1951

Modena

Vogliamo che l’Italia esca dal
patto atlantico

We want Italy to leave the North
Atlantic Treaty

1951

Modena

Fuori il boia Ridgway dall’Italia

Get the bastard Ridgway out of
Italy

1953

Milan

Va fuori straniero

Go away foreigner

1953

Milan

I popoli dicono no alla CED

The people say no to the EDC

1954

Agnone (Isernia)

Basta con la politica di asservimento agli USA

Enough with the policy of subjugation to the United States

March 1954

Savona and Vado
Ligure

La CED non è umana ma divide The EDC is not human but
l’Europa
divides Europe

March 1954

Agnone (Isernia)

La CED riarma il tedesco

The EDC rearms the German

March 1954

Agnone (Isernia)

No alla CED

No to the EDC

April 1954

Cremona

No alla CED

No to the EDC

June 1954

Vigevano

L’Italia non vuole essere una
colonia americana

Italy doesn’t want to be an
American colony

1955

Piacenza

No al riarmo tedesco

No to German rearmament

February 1955

Monterosso
Almo (Ragusa)
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Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

No al riarmo tedesco

No to German rearmament

February 1955

Montevarchi
(Arezzo)

No al riarmo tedesco

No to German rearmament

March 1955

Montepulciano

Via le truppe straniere

Away with the foreign troops

April 1955

Jesi

Fuori gli americani dall’Italia

Americans out of Italy

May 1955

Belluno

L’Italia deve essere libera. La
CED divide l’Europa

Italy must be free. The EDC
divides Europe

May 1955

Pistoia

Via le truppe straniere

Away with the foreign troops

May 1955

Ancona

Fuori gli americani dall’Italia

Americans out of Italy

June 1955

Piacenza

Torna a casa tua americano

Go back home, American

June 1955

Piacenza

Via le truppe straniere

Away with the foreign troops

June 1955

Piacenza

Vogliamo essere un popolo libero

We want to be a free people

June 1955

Piacenza

Fuori le truppe straniere via gli
americani e viva la pace

Foreign troops out, away with the
July 1955
Americans and long live peace

S. M. Capua
Vetere (Caserta)

Non vogliamo truppe straniere

We don’t want foreign troops

August 1955

Matera

Via le truppe straniere

Away with the foreign troops

August 1955

Matera

Fuori gli americani dall’Italia

Americans out of Italy

November 1955 Belluno

Via le truppe straniere

Away with the foreign troops

November 1955 Belluno

Graffiti such as “Italy doesn’t want to be an American colony” and “Go away foreigner” are aspects of that national-working-class communicative rhetoric through which
the ICP represented itself as the subject of national independence that makes clear its
firm opposition to the United States and its symbolic value reinforced by President
Truman’s doctrine, a doctrine that was translated into the Marshall Plan and the North
Atlantic Treaty.
The no to the EDC – the European Defence Community that was never created
in the end – and more generally towards the construction of a Western Europe dominated by the United States, was of no different tenor.38 The graffiti against General
Soddu, “Via il regime della forchetta”, 44-63; Gozzini and Martinelli, Storia del partito comunista
italiano, vol. 7 (Torino: Einaudi, 1988), 322.
38
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Fig. 7 – A street in Milan. Fondazione ISEC, Sesto San Giovanni – Fondo Odoardo Fontanella,
Archivio Fotografico; B91_5546 Milan 16/6 [1950s] – Graffiti against the arrival of Ridgway in Italy
– Publifoto

Matthew Ridgway, the supreme commander of the American forces in Europe nicknamed “General Plague” because he was accused of having used biological weapons in
the Korean War, was also part of the vast propaganda campaign promoted by the ICP
(Figs. 7, 8, and 9).
As Guido Piovene tells us, there was also explicit graffiti, as was the case in Livorno
which was an important American base in Italy: “Away with the dollar.”39
It is also worth noting the reappearance of the demonization of “the German”, which
became a long-term constant linked to the theme of rearmament.

39

Piovene, Viaggio in Italia, 411.
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Figs. 8 and 9 – Streets of Modena. The ICP photographic archive kept at the Historical
Institute of Modena; b. 26, fasc. 1.13.III/9 “Scritte su strade e muri 1951”
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III.4. Graffiti dedicated to the ‘Scam Law’ and the Constitution

Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Contro la legge truffa

Against the Scam Law

1953

Caltanissetta,
Forli

Legge truffa, costituzione

Scam Law, constitution

1953

Milan

1953

Milan

1953

Milan

Difendiamo la democrazia elezio- We defend democracy honest
ni oneste pace e lavoro
elections peace and work

1953

Livorno

Elezioni oneste

Honest elections

1953

Livorno

Elezioni oneste non truffa
all’americana

Honest elections not Americanstyle scamming

1953

Milan

Elezioni oneste. W la Costituzione

Honest elections. Long Live the
Constitution

1953

Milan

Forza Deputati contro la truffa
tutti i lavoratori sono con voi.

Come on Deputies against the
scam all the workers are behind
you

1953

Milan

La legge elettorale non votata
perché i lavoratori non vogliono

The electoral law was not voted
for because the workers do not
want to

1953

Milan

No alla legge truffa

No to the scam law

1953

Milan, Livorno

Voto uguale

Equal vote

1953

Livorno

W i deputati del P.C e P.S per
la lotta tenace che conducono in
Parlamento

Long Live the ICP and ISP deputies for the tenacious struggle they 1953
lead in Parliament

Milan

Democrazia cristiana vero
fascismo

Christian democracy true Fascism April 1953

Pontassieve

W P.C.I W P.S.I 28 giugno 1953
Enzo Pelagatti

Long Live the ICP Long Live the
June 1953
ISP 28 June 1953 Enzo Pelagatti

Livorno

Abbasso il fascismo

Down with Fascism

April 1955

Riglione (Pisa)

Viva la costituzione

Long live the constitution

April 1955

Riglione (Pisa)

Difendiamo la Costituzione. Voto Let’s defend the Constitution.
valido per tutti
Valid vote for all
Abbasso la truffa elettorale DC

Down with the CDP electoral
scam
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Fig. 10 –
Quaderno
dell’Attivista,
n. 4, February
16, 1953. p.103.
Gramsci Emilia
Romagna
Foundation

“The walls speak,” wrote the Quaderno dell’Attivista, part of the propaganda commission of the ICP administration, on February 16, 1953, when reporting on graffiti
against the Scam Law (law n. 148/1953) appearing on the walls of Livorno (Fig. 10).40 It
was an electoral law with a majority prize that allocated 65% of the seats to the House,
party or group of allied parties that obtained 50.01% of the valid votes.
The campaign, in the towns and in Parliament, against what was defined – effectively
from the communicative point of view – as the “Scam Law”, was very tough (Figs. 11,
12, 13).
40

Quaderno dell’Attivista, 16 February 1953, is listed as figure 10 in the appendix.
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Figs. 11 and 12 – Walls of
Milan. Fondazione ISEC,
Sesto San Giovanni – Fondo
Odoardo Fontanella,
Archivio Fotografico;
B25_0642 Propagandistic
initiatives [Milan, 1950s]
– Publifoto; B70_3372
Propagandistic initiatives
[Milan, 1950s]

The slogans “Honest elections” and “Valid vote for all” recall the fact that the “scam”
law resulted in an unequal weight of voters. For the ICP, the proportional system adopted until then was an integral part of that Constitution which was too often ignored.
The battle for the application of the Constitution, some articles of which were only
applied in the 1970s, was a milestone in the ICP battle.41 The graffiti on the electoral
law had a smaller reach than that of the propaganda distributed by the ICP by other
means. In this set of graffiti, the one from Livorno dated June 1953 and signed by Enzo
Augusto Barbera, Marco Cammelli, and Paolo Pombeni, L’apprendimento della Costituzione
(1947‑1957) (Milano: Franco Angeli, 1999).
41

205

ENRICO MANNARI

Fig. 13 – Piazza
del Luogo Pio,
Livorno

Fig. 14 – Wall of
the ICP section
of Antignano
(Livorno)

Pelagatti, is worth noting (Fig.14). Knowledge of the details of the graffiti is, as we have
observed, fundamental but difficult to document. In this case, it is interesting to note
that Pelagatti was a communist militant and that the graffiti was on the wall of an old
section of the ICP.
Therefore, even in the light of the graffiti in this section, Marc Lazar’s statement that
the ICP was “the only Communist party in the West to closely combine social struggles,
political battles and permanent references to a legal text” is not unfounded.42
42
Speech by Marc Lazar, Il PCI nell’Italia repubblicana 1943-1991, ed. by Roberto Gualtieri (Roma:
Carocci, 2001), 363-374, see 371. On the use of constitutional themes: Stefano Cavazza, “La Costituzione
in piazza. Il tema costituzionale nelle campagne elettorali del dopoguerra (1948-1958)”, L’apprendimento
della Costituzione (1947-1957), 155-197.
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III.5. Graffiti dedicated to work

Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Ai mezzadri spetta una migliore Sharecroppers should have a better
September 1948 Terlizzi (Bari)
ripartizione dei prodotti del suolo share of agricultural products
Il collocamento deve essere esercitato dai nostri sindacati

Employment must be managed by
September 1948 Terlizzi (Bari)
our unions

Aumento della disoccupazione
grazie al vostro piano Marshall

Increased unemployment thanks to
November 1948 Naples
your Marshall Plan

Miserie per il popolo

Misery for the people

November 1948 Naples

Blocco dei fitti

Blocking of rents

December 1948

Perugia

Contro gli orrori della fame e
del freddo lottiamo uniti per la
sospensione dei licenziamenti

Against the horrors of hunger and
cold we fight together for the end December 1948
of dismissals

Perugia

I giovani chiedono trattori e non
guerra

Young people demand tractors
not war

Genzano (Rome)

Il governo chiude le fabbriche.
Provoca le disdette. Aumenta gli
affitti

The government closes the factories.
December 1948
Causes dismissals. Increases rents

Perugia

La sospensione delle disdette

End to dismissals

December 1948

Perugia

Stanziamento per lavori pubblici
straordinari

Allocation of extraordinary public
December 1948
works

Perugia

Tredicesima mensilità a tutti i
pensionati

Year-end bonus to all pensioners

December 1948

Perugia

Basta promesse vogliamo lavoro

No more promises we want work

January 1949

Livorno

Vogliamo lavoro e libertà

We want work and freedom

May 1949

Livorno

Abbasso i latifondisti

Down with big landowners

September 1949 Lecce

Anche i disoccupati vogliono il
lavoro

The unemployed also want jobs

October 1949

Rome

I giovani vogliono lavoro

Young people want work

October 1949

Rome

300 miliardi per la guerra. Per il
lavoro?

300 billion for the war. For work? October 1949

Rome

Terra ai contadini e non piombo

Land for farmers not lead

Rome
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Italian text
Viva il piano della C.G.I.L che
risolve la crisi del paese

Translation

Date

Long live the C.G.I.L. [Italian Ge
neral Confederation of Labour]
December 1949
plan that solves the country’s crisis

Place
Rome

Lo sciopero è un diritto. La serrata Striking is a right. Lock-out is
è un reato. Rifletti! Noi siamo
a felony. Think about it! We are
uniti! Tu sei solo!
united! You are alone!

Early 1950s

Milan

No allo sfratto. Lavoratori scioperate. Giù le mani dalle sedi

No to eviction. Workers go on
strike. Hands off our premises

Early 1950s

Milan

Scioperate contro il fascismo nelle
fabbriche. Lavoratori scioperate

Strike against Fascism in the
factories. Workers go on strike

Early 1950s

Milan

Lavoro non morti

Work not corpses

March 1954

Savona and Vado
Ligure

Vogliamo i patti agrari

We want agrarian pacts

March 1955

Bibbona
(Livorno)

Non vogliamo il fascismo nelle
fabbriche

We don’t want Fascism in the
factories

April 1955

Riglione (Pisa)

Vogliamo i patti agrari

We want agrarian pacts

May 1955

Ancona

Sia dato il sussidio ai disoccupati

Give aid to the unemployed

June 1955

Cassano Murge
(Bari)

Vogliamo i patti colonici

We want farmer’s pacts

June 1955

Ancona

Vogliamo la pensione di vecchiaia We want an old-age pension

June 1955

Ancona

Vogliamo la riforma agraria

We want agrarian reform

June 1955

Ancona

Vogliamo il sussidio di
disoccupazione

We want unemployment benefits

June 1955

Bari

Lavoro ai disoccupati e non
cannoni

Jobs for the unemployed and not
cannons

August 1955

Matera

Lavoro per i disoccupati e non per Jobs for the unemployed and not
i cannoni
for the cannons

August 1955

Matera

Soldi per i disoccupati e non
cannoni

August 1955

Matera

Money for the unemployed and
not cannons

Sia dato il sussidio ai disoccupati.
Give aid to the unemployed. We
Non vogliamo il collocamento
don’t want family employment
familiare

November 1955 Taranto

Viva il congresso dei braccianti

November 1955 Taranto

Long live the labourers’ congress
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The graffiti dedicated to work recalls the complex relationship between the ICP and
the trade union movement. While it is reasonable to assume that wall graffiti about
other categories is connected to the party’s general slogans, in this case it is difficult
to distinguish between party graffiti and graffiti related to CGIL propaganda. In this
category of graffiti, three aspects are particularly striking: the first is the broad reference
to farmers and the rural world; the second is the explicit recognition of class adversaries
in the “landowners”; the third is given by the detailed reference (rents, agrarian pacts,
farmer’s pacts) to trade union-type claims.
This is in the context of reconstruction in which unemployment, lack of housing and
poverty are combined with low consumption, low wages and authoritarian industrial
relations, so much so that they write “strike against Fascism in the factories”.43 American
historian Geoff Eley writes:
The US policy entailed reviving conservative authority, including the Church’s
societal power, and breaking the labour movement’s unity. […] With the ascendancy of anti-communism over reform, Italian industry was able to pursue untroubled an economic policy based on low internal consumption, low wages, and
authoritarian industrial relations.44

What presented itself as “managerial absolutism” was opposed by the slogan
“Constitution in the factories”, launched at the CGIL Congress in Naples in 1952 by
Giuseppe Di Vittorio, trade unionist and communist leader.45
So the most common graffiti recalls a world of work that, permeated by the hopes
for change fuelled by the climate of the Resistance, is ready to defend its trade unions,
as evidenced by the graffiti on the walls of the factories in Milan, and to claim the right
to work; the term “we want” is the most recurrent (images of the writings in Figs. 15,
16, and 17).
Much of the graffiti from 1949-1950 refers to the “communist winter” plan: the
compulsory labour quota, just cause for dismissals, the increase in family allowances,
and union management of employment. The extensive graffiti relating to the country43
Aspects highlighted by both the Parliamentary Inquiry into unemployment and the Parliamentary
Inquiry into poverty.
44
Geoff Eley, Forging Democracy. The history of the left in Europe, 1850-2000 (Oxford: University
Press, 2002), 303.

Giuseppe Di Vittorio, “Lo Statuto dei diritti dei cittadini lavoratori”, Lavoro, 43 (25 October
1952), now in Giuseppe Di Vittorio, “In difesa della Repubblica e della democrazia”, Antologia di scritti
(1951-1957), ed. by Francesco Giasi (Roma: Ediesse, 2007), 164-167. See also Bruno Settis, “La costituzione nelle fabbriche. Appunti su contratto sociale fordista e compromesso costituente”, Scienza politica, 57
(2017): 69-83.
45

209

ENRICO MANNARI

210

REBELLIOUS WALLS

Figs. 15, 16 and 17 – Walls of factories in Milan. Fondazione ISEC, Sesto San Giovanni – Fondo
Odoardo Fontanella, Archivio Fotografico; B70_3371 Propagandistic initiatives [Milan, 1950s] –
Publifoto; B73_3664 Propagandistic initiatives [Milan or Sesto San Giovanni, 1950s]; B73_3665
Propagandistic initiatives [Milan or Sesto San Giovanni, 1950s] – Publifoto

side highlighted the bitter social conflict that saw in the postwar period the occupation
of land in the South, struggles for contracts in Tuscany and Emilia and strikes in the Po
Valley, which resulted in the questioning of “the relationships of production and traditional systems of management”.46
Particularly in the South, where the agricultural revolt was one of the most dramatic
aspects of the immediate post-war period, the words constituting the graffiti embodied
long-term aspirations and resentments: “atavistic distrust, fatalism and individualism”
were replaced by possible actions of solidarity and struggle.47
46

Guido Fabiani, L’agricoltura in Italia tra sviluppo e crisi (1945-1977) (Bologna: il Mulino, 1979), 101.

Paul Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia dal dopoguerra a oggi (Torino: Einaudi, 2014), 92-175, English trans:
A History of Contemporary Italy: Society and Politics 1943-1988 (London: Penguin, 1990). On the ICP relationship and the farmer movement in the South, see Sidney Tarrow, Peasant Communism in Southern Italy
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967).
47

211

ENRICO MANNARI

III.6. Graffiti dedicated to the communist identity

Italian text

Translation

Date

Place

Evviva il comunismo italiano e
russo

Long live Italian and Russian
Communism

July 1948

Prato

Stalin salverà l’Italia

Stalin will save Italy

July 1948

Prato

Chi è contro il comunismo è
contro il popolo

Whoever is against Communism
is against the people

September 1948 Rome

W il PCI

Long Live the ICP

September 1948 Rome

W Togliatti

Long Live Togliatti

September 1948 Rome

L’URSS non si tocca

The USSR is not to be touched

November 1948 Naples

Disegno di Falce e martello

Drawing of the hammer and
sickle

1949

Livorno

Viva L’Unione sovietica

Long live The Soviet Union

January 1949

Foligno

Viva Stalin

Long live Stalin

January 1949

Foligno

Viva i giovani comunisti

Long live the young Communists

September 1949 Lecce

Viva il partito comunista italiano

Long live the Italian Communist
Party

September 1949 Lecce

W la F.G.C.I

Long Live the F.G.C.I [Italian
Communist Youth Federation]

December 1949

Rome

W Togliatti capo della classe
operaia

Long Live Togliatti head of the
working class

December 1949

Rome

Per la pace vota P.C.I

For peace vote the ICP

April 1953

Pontassieve

Falce e martello. In questo segno
vincerai. Pace. Benessere. Libertà

Hammer and sickle. With
this sign you will win. Peace.
Wellbeing. Freedom

August 1955

Novara

Piccola Casa Umana Rustica
Sincera Serena

Small House Human Rustic
Sincere Serene

August 1955

Novara

W Lenin e la rivoluzione
comunista

Long Live Lenin and the
Communist revolution

November 1955 Turin

Viva Marx

Long live Marx

November 1955 Turin
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Fig. 18 – Via Del Tempio, Livorno

The graffiti found proudly recalled the ideological affiliation with Communism, the
call to the charismatic fathers, fidelity to international ties and also aimed to be the signs
of a working-class identity to be rebuilt in torn times.
The reference to Stalin was like “the incarnation of an idea, transfigured in the
Communist mind into pure idea, and thereby into something infallible and sinless.
Stalin was the victorious battle of today and the brotherhood of man tomorrow”.48 In
a still backward social and cultural situation, one needed to resort to faiths and myths.
Think also of the meaning of drawing a hammer and sickle, “the most famous and
long-lived symbol of the left in the twentieth century”, in a city that needed to be rebuilt
from the rubble of war.49
48
Jan-Werner Muller, Contesting Democracy: Political Ideas in Twentieth-century Europe (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2011), 88.
49

Ridolfi, “La falce e il martello”, 103 and for a general reflection see Andreucci, Falce e martello.
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Figs. 19 and 20 – House in Borgo Ticino, Novara.
A.C.S, Min. Gab. 1953‑1956, b. 405.
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The same Soviet myth, as Pier Paolo D’Attorre claimed, “crosses deep strands of
Italian socialist sensibility: from the egalitarian solidarity of the Po Valley labourer to the
productive pride of the Turin worker”.50 In other words:
The communist belief, with its fundamental oppositions and with its promise
of an overturned and pure society, presents itself as the confirmation of a utopia
present in the worldview of the working-class masses [...] and is expressed in the
strength and enthusiasm with which people fight and believe in the total reversal
of the existing order.51

The words “fervent communist” that Antonio Zanotti wrote, as recorded by the
police, on the external wall of his house in Borgo Ticino, in the province of Novara,
is really surprising from a communicative point of view: “Small House Human Rustic
Sincere Serene”. The first letters of each word written in red in the slogan’s original
Italian, “Piccola Casa Umana Rustica Sincera Serena”, highlighted the acronym “PCURSS” (meaning the ICP-USSR).
In addition, on the adjacent wall, the police recorded a drawing consisting of a circle, inside of which there was the emblem of the hammer and sickle surmounted by a
red star and surrounded by the words: “With this sign you will win. Peace. Wellbeing.
Freedom” (Figs. 19 and 20).
The search for a ‘new world’ anticipated the Soviet mythology and often declined
into a territorial and community dimension, whose fundamental aspects we find in that
‘red subculture’ analysed by so much sociological and political literature.

IV. Concluding Remarks
As we have seen, the contents of the wall graffiti corresponded to expressions that
were close to political organisations and at the same time far from them. Their content
largely corresponded to the propaganda campaigns promoted by the ICP. Slogans such
as “Long live peace”, “Down with war”, “Long live Stalin” and “Down with Fascism”,
made up the graffiti whose content could be found in the official publications of the
50
Sogno americano e mito sovietico nell’Italia contemporanea, ed. by Pier Paolo D’Attorre (Milano:
Angeli, 1991), 45; Marco Fincardi, C’era una volta il mondo nuovo. La metafora sovietica nello sviluppo
emiliano (Roma: Carocci, 2007).
51
Gabriella Gribaudi, A Eboli. Il mondo meridionale in cent’anni di trasformazioni (Venezia: Marsilio,
1990), 20.
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ICP: the daily newspaper l’Unità, the periodical Quaderno dell’attivista and numerous
pamphlets and leaflets.
What distinguishes the graffiti on the walls, beyond the technical aspects of the
writings themselves – or precisely because of them – is the combination of voluntary
elements contained within the messages. The daily newspaper or propaganda press was
essentially aimed at activists and militants; the leaflets and posters had a broader profile,
linked to particular campaigns (elections and specific themes). The wall graffiti was intended to go beyond all that. It was located in a terrain which not only aimed for a wider
audience (represented by passers-by) but where it was also felt the communication could
not be refused, having as it did characteristics of advertising that were radically further
reaching than all the others.
The wall graffiti desecrated, and the aggressive use of vocabulary reflected the working-class rebelliousness. At the same time, it was also a way, on the part of the ICP,
of ‘physically’ marking the territory, of making its presence visible through the many
activists, and in this way also realising the instruction to turn “every comrade into a
propagandist”.52
Illuminating in this regard is what can be read in a memorandum sent to Scelba by
the Police HQ in Turin in 1953:
Communists daub walls and streets, especially in the suburbs [...] The psychological factor is very important in public life; in fact, people do not know how
to investigate things further, they mentally orient themselves according to their
impressions, especially the lower-class people of the suburbs. That permanent and
undisturbed graffiti generates the impression that the Communists do what they
want, impose themselves undisturbed, are feared [...] are respected, predominate.53

As has often happened in the history of Italy, we are faced with a reading that frames
the working-class masses (the ‘populace’, in derogatory terms) as weak and manipulable
subjects, instigated by a few professional agitators who artificially build a social conflict
to be used for subversive political ends. But that was just the opinion of the police
authorities.
There is no doubt that the words of the graffiti that appeared on the walls and streets
of cities and towns offer us a glimpse into the behaviour and passions of a rich humanity, mainly composed of young workers, the unemployed and farmers, aged between 19
and 35, some of whom were identified as Communist activists by the police authorities.
52
Il Quaderno dell’attivista. Ideologia, organizzazione e propaganda nel PCI degli anni cinquanta, ed. by
Marcello Flores (Milano: Mazzotta, 1976).
53

A.C.S. Mi. Gab. 1953-56, b. 408.
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With their cans of paint, they challenged the authorities, almost always at night:
in times of preventive censorship it was also a way of making their presence visible, of
‘marking the territory’, of making themselves protagonists in a sort of struggle for ‘visual
domination’.
The graffiti in its essentiality was often adapted to the codes of communication of
working-class language:54 the moods, the working-class feelings, the caricatural aspects
of parody, of satire, were accompanied by phrases of intimidation and indignation, and
sometimes even real comments on political events.
Most of the graffiti referred, as we have observed, to a something close to the ‘micro
propaganda’ promoted and organized by the ICP.55
In the years marked by the dynamics of the Cold War and of the ‘centrist’ governments, the graffiti on the walls constituted an important representation of an attitude
epitomised by the phrase written by a militant and reported by Marcello Flores and
Nicola Gallerano: “we fought more to say that we were in the world than for what we
conquered”;56 but it was about a “we were” that resulted in the entrenchment of the ICP
in Italian society.
Aldo Agosti wrote:
Capitalizing on the symbolic resources linked to the Soviet myth and the unresolved tension between fidelity to that myth and the tenacious defence of the
spaces of freedom guaranteed by the Republican Constitution, the ICP has been
an important agent of the process of nationalisation as one of the constituent
factors of the dynamics of citizenship.

In short, even the graffiti tells of a twofold plan of action that leads us to the logic of
‘double loyalty’.57
Sandro Bellassai, La morale comunista. Pubblico e privato nella rappresentazione del PCI (1947-1956)
(Roma: Carocci, 2000), 55.
54

Dondi, “La propaganda politica dal ‘46 alla legge truffa”, 194; Edoardo Novelli, C’era una volta il PCI. Autobiografia di un partito attraverso le immagini della sua propaganda (Roma: Editori Riuniti,
2000), 24.
55

Marcello Flores and Nicola Gallerano, Sul PCI. Un’interpretazione storica (Bologna: il Mulino,
1992), 159. See also Aldo Agosti, “I militanti. L’album fotografico dei comunisti italiani”, L’Italia del
novecento. Le fotografie e la storia. Il potere da De Gasperi a Berlusconi (1945-200), ed. by Giovanni De Luna
(Torino: Einaudi, 2006), 235-309; Claudio Natoli, “Il PCI tra modello sovietico e radicamento nella società
italiana”, Il 1948 in Italia. La storia e i film, ed. by Nicola Tranfaglia (Firenze: La Nuova Italia, 1991), 105114, in particular 108-109.
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Speech by Aldo Agosti, Il PCI nell’Italia repubblicana 1943-1991, 382. Franco De Felice, “Doppia
lealtà e doppio stato”, Studi Storici, 3 (1989): 493-563. See also: Silvio Pons, Comunismo antifascismo e
doppia lealtà, Novecento Italiano. Studi in ricordo di Franco De Felice (Roma: Carocci, 2000).
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Further investigations and further documentation will certainly be necessary to develop the research into how the graffiti declined languages, relationships and values
belonging to many places and complex communities: the town, the district, the suburbs.
All this could further contribute to illuminate, from a particular point of view, the hidden history of the features of a specific political culture of which the many anonymous
writers on the walls of post-war Italy were bearers.
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