Introduction

A Portrait of Franco Ferrarotti

European social scientists have long recognized the pioneering role of Franco
Ferrarotti in the rediscovery of sociology in Italy at the end of the Second World
War. In fact, it was not mere chance that Ferrarotti, in 1960, was awarded the
first full-time chair in sociology ever established in the Italian academic system
at the University of Rome. At the University of Turin, from which he graduated
in 1949, Ferrarotti had never followed a regular course of study in social sci-
ence, since sociology had been banned by the Fascist state in the mid-1920s just
as, ten years later, it was abolished by Nazi Germany, branded “a corrosive sci-
ence.” It is interesting, however, that Ferrarotti’s graduation was based on a dis-
sertation dealing with the sociology of Thorstein Veblen, reflecting, at least in
part, his translation of Veblen’s best-known work, The Theory of the Leisure
Class, and his deep-seated interest in sociology as a special field of knowledge.

Early Years

Franco Ferrarotti was born on 7 April 1926 in Piedmont, in northern Italy,
in the village of Palazzolo Vercellese, where his family moved from the original
Ferrarotti township of Robella. The Ferrarottis were a relatively affluent tradi-
tion-bound landowning family; Franco’s father one of a number of enterprising
independent farmers. But, in the very year of Franco’s birth, the Fascist gov-
ernment drastically devalued the lira, at ninety to the British pound. This de-
valuation, the so-called Quota Ninety (Quota Novanta) gave rise to a dramatic
process of deflation that was especially hard on farmers who, during the infla-
tionary period after the First Word War, had expanded their holdings using their
lands as collateral. Together with quite a few independent farmers, Franco’s fa-
ther was economically ruined by the Quota Ninety. The family then had to face
the harsh contradictions of unexpected status “incongruence,” typical of persons
who were reasonably affluent and found themselves suddenly plunged into pov-
erty or, at least, into a situation of previously unknown financial hardship. To
make things more complicated, young Franco was in poor health. However, with
the support of a maternal cousin, Monsignor Leopoldo Ferrarotti, who also acted

X1



xii Introduction

as an exacting private tutor, he succeeded in passing the final gymnasium “li-
cence” in 1940, and two years later in attaining his Lyceum diploma, the so-
called maturita a precondition to enter the university.

The Discoveries of a Private Student

During periods of convalescence in San Remo where he was sent for a vari-
ety of respiratory problems, Ferrarotti spent most of his time in the local public
library, a venerable institution full of dust and old books, where he discovered
the works of early Italian positivists. Authors such as Cesare Lombroso, Enrico
Ferri, Alfredo Niceforo, Fausto Squillace, and so on, not to mention Roberto
Ardigd and Achille Loria, became his intellectual daily bread. Beyond and
against the reigning Italian Neo-Idealism, young Ferrarotti was discovering for
himself the great, although conceptually naive, Italian social research imaginary
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. When finally Italy was able
to strike an armistice with the Allies on 8 September 1943, Ferrarotti left San
Remo for Arma di Taggia, in the Ligurian interior and joined the Italian Resis-
tance as a staffetta, or messenger, carrying news and orders for the underground
fighters, and eventually weapons. On occasions, he took part in active engage-
ments against Fascist and Nazi troops. By the end of the war, rather than accept-
ing special awards and recognition, he preferred a passport to get away from it
all, as soon as possible: first, to France in 1946; then, England in 1947 and 1948.

Veblen and Controversy

To support himself during these years, young Ferrarotti worked at first as a
translator for the important Turin publishing house of Giulio Einaudi (his father,
the economist Luigi Einaudi, became a president of the Italian Republic). Ready
to translate almost any thing from any language—he ranged from the American
novelist Howard Fast to the German psychoanalyst Theodor Reik—he centered
his main effort on the difficult text of Thorstein Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure
Class, submitted to him by the writer and his friend Cesare Pavese. Nobody in
Italy had until then attempted to translate Veblen, his English being too difficult,
and notorious for its almost impossible polysyllabic elusiveness. Well-known
scholars and experienced translators didn’t want to have anything to do with it.
But young Franco Ferrarotti was in no position to reject the offer. Even after he
discovered and enjoyed the “pleasures” of Veblen, both linguistic and substan-
tive, he would readily admit that, at least at first, he accepted the translation
strictly out of economic necessity. It proved to be a good decision for him. Ve-
blen’s book appeared on 3 January 1949, the first translation of his major work
in Europe. Less than two weeks later, on 15 January 1949, Benedetto Croce—in
an article in Italy’s most important daily, the Corriere della Sera—launched a
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vitriolic attack against Veblen’s book, accusing the author of the most “complete
obtuseness” as far as historical phenomena were concerned. Ferrarotti answered
Croce with two essays in the Rivista di Filosofia. A great scandal: How did an
obscure translator dare to reply to the so-called intellectual pope, Benedetto
Croce, who, colossuslike, bestrode Italian cultural life for over half-a-century?
People thought that, perhaps, Ferrarotti was an aging, unaware middle-school
teacher.

The Quaderni di Sociologia and the Battle for Sociology

With an intellectual courage verging on rashness, Ferrarotti was determined
to attack simultaneously the three dominating Italian cultures that constituted the
intellectual landscape of the 1940s: post-Hegelian Neo-Idealism; Catholic, or
Neo-Scholastic, spiritualism; dogmatic Marxism. However, no instruments were
readily available for the enterprise. Thanks to Professor Nicola Abbagnano, his
doctoral dissertation on The Sociology of Thornstein Veblen had just been ap-
proved and passed at the University of Turin, in the Faculty of History and Phi-
losophy. But he had no position in the university. He thought, however, it was
indispensable to have a scientific journal completely devoted to the battle for
sociology, for its rediscovery and eventual return to academic prominence.

After graduation, together with Abbagnano, he founded the Quaderni di So-
ciologia (“Notebooks of Sociology™) as its editor-in-chief, with Professor Ab-
bagnano, to the surprise of all concerned, as its assistant editor. In the first issue,
the opening essay, entitled “Piano di lavoro” (“Work Plan”) explained and
mapped out the whole meaning of the initiative. In a nutshell: American sociol-
ogy suffered from misplaced concreteness and fragmentary, nonoriented re-
search; European sociology was systematic and historically conscious, but want-
ing of empirical validation and fieldwork; Ferrarotti intended to complement and
integrate these two traditions in order to recapture the true meaning of sociology
as a science of factual observation that is, at the same time, conceptually ori-
ented and endowed with a definite historical consciousness.

In a jocular vein, Ferrarotti referred to this plan as his personal Somnium
Scipionis—the famous passage of Cicero’s De Republica, in which old Scipio
tells his nephew that his great dream was to unite the theoretical life of the
Greeks with the pragmatic sense of the Romans.

The American Experience

In 1951, just as the first issues of the Quaderni di Sociologia were coming
out, Ferrarotti was aboard a ship heading from Genoa to New York. Previously,
he had met the industrialist and social reformer Adriano Olivetti, son of the
founder of the Olivetti business empire, who tried to discourage his overseas trip
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in favor of more immediate goals. But Ferrarotti left anyway, wanting to test his
dream against the American reality. He went first to New York, but stayed very
briefly, going on to Chicago, where the first graduate program in sociology was
established in 1892 and where, in the decades that followed, many outstanding
social scientists gathered to outline the theories and methods of the developing
discipline of sociology.

During his stay in Chicago, Ferrarotti had a chance to meet scholars closely
associated with Chicago sociology—its uses of fieldwork, urban sociology,
studies of the urban ghetto and its immigrants—including Earnest W. Burgess,
Morris Janowitz, Harold Wilensky, and David Easton. He met others with whom
he would later collaborate as members of the Inter-University Study of Labor
Problems: Frederick H. Harbison, Clark Kerr, John T. Dunlop, and Charles
Myers. In the development of this research, Ferrarotti emphasized the role of
ideology in understanding U.S. labor and labor movements, an emphasis largely
unknown to the “business unionism” that prevailed in the United States at the
time. In this regard, Ferrarotti shared many of his views on labor and manage-
ment and the processes of labor negotiation with his friend and colleague Her-
bert Blumer who was also at Chicago at this time. The path-breaking nature of
Ferrarotti’s ideas on “ideological unionism”—uvirtually unknown in the United
States of the 1950s—was remarked on by many sociologists, including Edward
Shils.

At the University of Wisconsin in Madison, Ferrarotti met the American
economist Selig Perlman, known widely for his works on U.S. labor and the his-
tory of labor movements. Later, Ferrarotti would engage Perlman’s classic
study, A Theory of the Labor Movement (1928), in his 1955 La protesta operaia
(“The Workers’ Protest”). But it was in his I/ dilemma dei sindacati americani
(1954 [“The Dilemma of American Trade Unions”]) where Ferrarotti summed
up his years of research on labor and labor movements and his many conversa-
tions with important figures like Perlman.

Other memorable encounters in those years were with Friedrich A. von
Hayek, the economist and member of the University of Chicago’s Committee on
Social Thought from 1950 to 1962. There were long discussions between these
men on the problems of democratic freedom and economic planning.. Ferrarotti
was also a frequent guest at the home of David Riesman, the author of The
Lonely Crowd and studies of Thorstein Veblen. The two men met frequently un-
til Riesman left Chicago and moved to Harvard in 1958. Perhaps Ferrarotti’s
most consequential encounters in the United States were with two very different
scholars, Leo Strauss and Edward A. Shils. With Strauss, the focal point of the
discussion was Machiavelli; with Shils, the supposed dichotomy between “facts”
and “values.” With Louis Wirth, another great figure of the Chicago School, he
participated in fieldwork in the “Kenwood Community area.” Some ideas of the
famous author of The Ghetto are discussed by Ferrarotti in the Appendix on ur-
ban sociology of his book Roma da capitale a periferia (1970 [“Rome, from the
Center to the Periphery”]).
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Ferrarotti’s first American sojourn was a period of “seminal” experiences
and ideas. When in 1953 he returned to Italy (he would continue to return to the
United States, year after year, for lectures, debates, and brief periods of teaching
at different universities: Columbia and NYU in particular, as well as at the
Graduate Center of the New York City University (1971) where he became a
good friend of Joseph Bensman; in 1974 at Boston University with Mike Ritter;
later, at the New School for Social Research with Stanford M. Lyman and Ar-
thur J. Vidich.

When he returned to Italy in 1953, Ferrarotti was more than ever convinced
of the importance and necessity of an interaction, if not an integration, between
the American empirical approach to sociology and the European systematic and
theoretical approach, which, he thought, especially in Italy, risked losing sight of
society as a whole. American social research, on the other hand, tended to be
fragmented and purely descriptive. It often amounted to a mindless quantifica-
tion of the qualitative (both Shils and Strauss agree with him on this subject). It
was self-evident to Ferrarotti that if data do not speak for themselves, neither
can pure concepts give an account of specific realities. Ferrarotti developed an
ambitious project: he concerned himself completely with sociology (refusing
offers to teach philosophy); moreover, he tried to expound a critical sociology
based on concepts that are operative, that is, able to orient research and to offer
empirical indicators, which would permit, as a final outcome, a sociology that is
a conceptually oriented science of observation. This would retrieve and reflect
on premonitions already present in the classics. In this view, for instance, Au-
guste Comte, far from being a crude factualist, had already outlined the impor-
tance of what he calls “the luminous guidance of theory.”

Italy in the 1950s

Such a project was difficult to realize in a country like Italy, dominated by
the Neo-Idealism embodied by Giovanni Gentile and Benedetto Croce who had
refused to credit the social sciences. A Marxism of the Stalinist type, according
to Ferrarotti, was symmetrical to this Neo-Idealism. Years later, an article enti-
tled “Sociology in Italy: Problems and Perspectives,” (see Raj P. Morgan and
Arthur S. Wilke, editors, International Handbook of Contemporary Develop-
ments in Sociology Greenwood Press, Westport, CT 1994) Ferrarotti explained
what caused the practical disappearance of “proto-sociology” from the Italian
cultural panorama:

This prefascist sociology had been taught for years as a course material but not
officially by university chairs in faculties of jurisprudence and medicine, in the
guise, somewhat reductively, of criminology. . . .

It is too easy to attribute the weakening and the subsequent fall of and dis-
appearance of the social sciences, especially sociology, to the “fascist dictator-
ship.” In prefascist sociology there were weaknesses of method and substance.
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These prevented effective resistance to Croce’s “clarification,” which was in
many ways ignorant and unaware of modern scientific procedure. Certainly
fascism, with its autarchy in the cultural sphere as well, favored that critique.’

It was difficult to start on the road of recovery, to recreate ex novo sociological
studies. But he had innovative ideas and a great desire to assert and disseminate
them.

Back in Rome, he started again his work with Adriano Olivetti and the
Movimento di Comunita (“Community Movement”). He taught at the University
of Rome “La Sapienza,” in various departments, also in Florence and elsewhere
(For about twenty years his teaching activity was intense and at first unpaid,;
however, his name gradually became identified with the subject he was teach-
ing: he is “Mister Sociology.”)

He wrote for weekly and daily papers and various journals; traveled a great
deal through Europe, Latin America, and India, where he secured working loca-
tions for Olivetti—a success owed to the fact that at Olivetti he had made clear
the importance of the cooperation between industrial and community develop-
ment. This entailed commitment to an idea of progress that does not require
abrupt ruptures and the violent imposition of a new equilibrium: in that context
the Community Movement was already vitally interested in ecology and in the
balance of the ecosystem.

All the while, Ferrarotti continued to busy himself with politics and busi-
ness problems, American trade unions, sociology as a science. In 1954 his /! di-
lemma dei sindicati americani was published and successfully received; a new
enlarged edition entitled Sindicato e potere negli Stati Uniti d’America (“Trade
Union and Power in the United States of America”) was republished in 1961 in
which he examined and discussed the opinions of the greatest British and
American scholars who had confronted this theme, ranging from Harold Laski to
Charles E. Lindblom and Selig Perlman. He polemicized with Laski and with
the extreme American left, both Trotskyite and Stalinist, but also with whom-
ever believed that looking for better adaptations was a fundamental task. Ac-
cording to Ferrarotti, the dissolution of the “American dream” as an individual
solitary success was also due to the businesslike bent of the American trade un-
ions. The dilemma, in his opinion, was between the collective bargaining and
autonomous and direct political action. Later he would develop this theme in his
Sindacato Industria e Societa (1967 [“Trade Union, Industry, and Society”]).

Diplomat in Paris

In 1958 at the age of thirty-two, Ferrarotti was asked to become the Director
of Social Research at the OECE (Organization for European Economic Coopera-
tion) in Paris. During this period he worked with many of the most important
figures in European social science like the sociologists Alain Touraine and Mi-
chel Crozier, the philosopher, and political scientist Raymond Aron, and the
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British-German sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf, author of Class and Class Conflict
in Industrial Society (1959).

Also at this time, Ferrarotti wrote La sociologia industriale in America e in
Europa (1950 [“Industrial Sociology in America and in Europe”]) and ex-
pounded the “theory of dynastic capitalism.” In particular, he criticized the sad
confusion between development and mere expansion, and severely criticized
some of the attitudes of trade unions, both Italian and American. In his opinion
they were limited in their initiative which rarely, if ever, reached an understand-
ing of the productive system as a global reality. He further clarified his basic
stand about sociology: it does not have to be formally unexceptionable and hu-
manly irrelevant ; instead, it should struggle to offer theoretical instruments able
to encourage the autonomous action of the working class—that is, an essentially
critical sociology. He vigorously polemicized with the dominant Italian Marx-
ism which , tied to the Neo-Idealistic perspective, was unable to understand the
problems of an agricultural society in transformation into an industrial one.

Deputy for ' the Movimento di Comunita

In October of 1959 Adriano Olivetti resigned from the Chamber of Deputies
of the Italian Parliament; Ferrarotti left Paris and succeeded Olivetti at the
Movimento di Comunita. As a deputy, he was an independent whose vote
proved to be of significance (cfr. his Nelle fumose stanze, Guerini, Milan 2006),
far greater than the effective influence of the Movimento di Comunita.?

He remained a deputy for five years, until the end of the third legislature
(1958-1963)., At that time he worked mostly on such subjects as trade unions,
the European Common Market, and the economy, and occupied himself with the
problems of the cities in Piedmont that had given their support to the
Movimento di Comunita. Ferrarotti, whose vote on certain important occasions
was crucial , had his taste of power. Later he would recount in his memoir Nella
humostanz (“Smoke-filled Rooms™) how he was courted by experienced politi-
cianz, constantly engaged in building and rebuilding ever changing alliances and
equilibriums. Politics was his great temptation: he moved dexterously within its
sphere and obtained concrete results for both his constituency and for sociology.
He was awarded the first chair.

The University Chair

For Ferrarotti, the years 1953 to 1963 were very intense, during which he
lived five lives simultaneously: an industrial organizer, a consultant, a diplomat
on an international level, a university professor, and a politician. In 1960, after a
public competition, he was awarded the first university chair in sociology;
moreover , he succeeded in establishing a “/aurea” or advanced degree in sociol-
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to him, a number of teaching positions in sociology became available in the uni-
versities where he taught, and far from aggregating to himself student numbers,
he split his own chair to secure teaching positions for his younger colleagues. It
was in fact a custom at the time to ask for a split when the number of students
reached 250. It was an opportunity which most professors generally did not take,
preferring to keep for themselves a high number of students. He refused to act
this way probably because of his own autodidactic past and also because he
wanted to strengthen sociology—to stimulate the renascence of that same soci-
ology that had existed in the nineteenth century but had been completely eradi-
cated under Fascism. However tied those sociologists were to a theoretically un-
sophisticated proto-positivism—and therefore an easy target for Benedetto
Croce—they were the sociologists Ferrarotti studied and appreciated in his
lonely readings as a youth, when he became acquainted with Roberto Ardigo,
Alfredo Niceforo, and others and the whole elitist school, namely, Gaetano Mo-
sca, Vilfredo Pareto, and Roberto Michels.

In the degree course he designed he taught critical sociology, arguing
against Crocian historicism, demanding studies that are closer to social reality
(he remembered and emphasized the importance of fieldwork practiced in the
United States). He fought a battle in the name of sociology but also in favor of
other social sciences like cultural anthropology and ethnology, previously re-
duced by Croce to mere classificatory devices without cognitive value. He en-
gaged in difficult polemics with Marxism, which drew on Hegelian thought and
which, in his opinion, not only did not comprehend the necessity of a radical
structural reform but also acquiesced in the formation of an oppressive and static
bureaucracy: the state ownership of the means of production in socialist coun-
tries was not enough; on its own it could not be a guaranty, insisted Ferrarotti,
He also challenged the legacy of Catholicism, which pervaded all of ltalian life
in spite of the drop in the number of believers who practiced the precepts of the
Catholic church.

Choosing Academia

Those were years of great sacrifice and hard work for Ferrarotti. Years of
continuous traveling throughout Italy, because of his work as a deputy on one
hand and because of his university lectures on the other. In 1962 he began deliv-
ering lectures at the University of Trento, while continuing to teach sociology at








































































