Critical Theory in Italy in Recent Decades

Luca Corchia’

The reception of critical theory in Italy dates back to the 1950s." In the beginning, it was a
rather elitist intellectual enterprise, carried out by the publisher Giulio Einaudi, on the ini-
tiative of some young scholars in Turin. Among the latter was Renato Solmi, the Italian
translator of Theodor W. Adorno’s Minima Moralia (1954). Solmi sought to instigate a
provocation against the political and cultural milieu of the time, one that would force Ital-
ian intellectuals “to confront themselves with an absolutely new language, thought, and
vision of individual-society relations” (D’Alessandro 2003: 60). But his efforts had little
immediate impact in the academy or the public sphere. It was not until the sixties that the
prevalent schools of thought in Italy — Catholics, liberals, socialists and communists — be-
gan paying some modicum of attention to critical theory, particularly after 1968, when
critical theory broke out of its initial limited reception and turned into a veritable fashion
fad for heterodox intellectuals, providing an important point of reference for the youth
movement (Petrucciani 2008b). It was during this period that the Italian editorial market
burst forth with translations of Herbert Marcuse, Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer,
Walter Benjamin, Friedrich Pollok, and Erich Fromm, which were soon accompanied by
the first Italian monographs on the Frankfurt School. There was also a surge of interest
among influential journals (including Quaderni piacentini, Civilta cattolica, Belfagor, La
critica sociologica, Rivista di Filosofia, and more), in the cultural pages of major news-
papers, and even in lifestyle magazines. This period saw high demand for reflections and
writings about capitalism, totalitarianism, the culture industry, and other issues central to
the first generation of Frankfurt critical theory.
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Once the political storm of the late 60s and early 70s ended, of course, Italian philo-
sophical and scientific culture reverted again to its old paths. Critical theory was filed
away with ‘crisis of civilisation’ and anti-positivist philosophy, increasingly confined to
universities, and seldom appearing in the public sphere (Petrucciani 1998). But within its
place at the margins, it has come to take root and develop into a complete, differentiated,
and ocused intellectual enterprise (Agazzi 1994; Clemente 1999). Translations, papers,
and books continued to appear, and a new generation of scholars — many of whom would
come to Frankfurt and other German universities as visiting researchers — began a real
program of reception and diffusion of critical theory that included not just the early
Frankfurt School but its many successors, including Jiirgen Habermas, Oskar Negt, Alfred
Schmidt, Claus Offe, Albrecht Wellmer and, more recently, Axel Honneth, Hauke Brunk-
horst, Rainer Forst, Rahel Jaeggi, and Hartmut Rosa.

The following is intended to provide an overview of the main areas of study and most
significant scholars affiliated with critical theory. The selection is restricted to academia,
as it is largely to academia — and to philosophy and the social sciences at that — that criti-
cal theory’s influence remains confined. This is already a fact worth keeping in mind if
we want to discuss the state of Italian critical theory in recent decades and its most im-
portant contributions. In Italy there is a lively intellectual movement surrounding critical
theory that is certainly more developed, in comparative terms, than other international
communities. Aside from Germany, only the United States is at the same level. But it is a
small world nonetheless.

Critical theory has developed almost exclusively in academia, and the range of disciplines
to which affiliated scholars belong depends strongly on the structure of the academy, on
the relative weight of specific disciplines, on the availability of academic chairs, and on
recruitment policies. These in turn are conditioned by the dominant cultural, scientific, or
political orientations of the various fields, as well as the motivations and social and insti-
tutional relationships among the practitioners themselves. So, very briefly, we can say
that, in Italy, while critical theory has had a very marginal position in universities, it does
not lack prolific transversality.

The marginality of critical theory derives from the predominant role of philosophy in
the Italian humanities. Beginning with the crisis of social positivism in the early twentieth
century, Italian philosophy was based on the complicity and rivalry between idealism and
materialism. The former was hegemonic in educational and academic institutions, while
the latter displayed an orthodoxy that mirrored the views of the communist opposition,
oscillating between Diamat and a conception of historical materialism far removed from
the concepts of alienation, reification, and commodity fetishism we find in the young
Marx and in Lukacian Western Marxism. This pincer grip prevented critical theory from
spreading wherever recruitment opportunities and public awareness of the discipline
might have otherwise allowed, limiting it to a few spaces in less prestigious sectors of po-
litical or social philosophy.

Critical theory’s status within the social sciences was even more marginal. In political
science and economics — that is, in the study of processes of production, exchange, and
consumption of wealth and processes of the constitution, maintenance, and transformation
of public power — other historiographical, functionalist, and quantitative approaches and
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methodologies prevailed. Accordingly, the influence of critical theory has been almost nil.
Something similar happened in fields dedicated to the analysis of symbolic reproduction
of society. Psychology has become almost entirely absorbed into the medical fields, while
psychoanalysis, though important, locked itself into clinical practice, rarely extending it-
self into social phenomena. We find some echo of critical theory in pedagogy, but of little
lasting influence. There is little to say about Italian anthropology: it was a field construct-
ed by few scholars with their own cultural orientation and methodological preferences.

On the other hand, the treatment of critical theory in Italian sociology serves as an ob-
ject lesson in both scientific denialism and missed opportunity. After the ostracism of the
Fascist regime, when the discipline was rebuilt on the impetus of U.S. funding programs
and local governments, sociology at first concerned itself with the problems of industrial
organization and labor, followed by welfare state implementation, social policies, and cul-
tural integration. This empirical and pragmatically oriented perspective was serving pub-
lic institutions, companies and social organizations, and it was not interested in critical
theory. Diagnoses of economic-social crisis and ‘lifeworld pathologies’ in late capitalist
societies could have been a meeting ground for Italian sociology and critical theory, espe-
cially in light of the enthusiastic reception of the Frankfurter writings in the 1970s, which
motivated many students to attend sociology courses. Instead, Italian sociology was frag-
menting into increasingly specialized areas, creating an environment all the more inhospi-
table to the ‘interdisciplinary materialism’ of critical theory. As Luciano Gallino (2002:
83) emphasized, “Each discipline taught in universities seemed compelled to match its
own particular sociology. And any of the new specializations seemed to be obliged to get
ascendants, codes, research lines, organizational forms accurately suited to make commu-
nication, not to say cooperation, with each other impossible”. There were also more ‘di-
dactic’ reasons. For a long time, there was a need in the academy to recover the time lost
to fascist rule. Those few who showed interest in social theory were primarily devoted to
translating and commenting on the classics of social thought (in particular, Marx, Comte,
Durkheim, Pareto, Weber and Parsons), almost always adopting historiographical or phil-
ological approaches and analytic systematizations aimed at explaining these works to stu-
dents and colleagues. In this action of recovery and ‘catching up’, critical theory was rel-
egated to a minor place — for example, as appendices in manuals or books — and it was
rarely adopted as an interpretative framework of contemporary problems.

Even today, there are few scholars who carry out research inspired by critical theory.
For literary critics, critical theory was a fruitful key for the reading of aesthetic phenome-
na and, it should be emphasized, the reception of critical theory by literary and art critics
has had intense moments and seen original elaborations. Unfortunately, we can only talk
about the past. On the other hand, historians have continued to prefer Annales-inspired
narrations of events or, if they are open to social science methodologies, have considered
the horizon of critical theory too general — even those who have been tempted by univer-
sal historiography.

Today, almost all major works of critical theory are available in Italian translation, and
there is a growing and relevant secondary literature, yet the present-day influence of criti-
cal theory in the Italian academy remains limited, largely due to the weak relationship be-
tween philosophy and the social sciences in Italian universities. In this context, the aim of
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making known and renewing the program of a general theory of society — necessary to
address the problems of society as a whole — has been pursued by few scholars. And yet,
few as they may be in numbers, these same scholars are dispersed in the interstices of the
various complexes that make up the academic world, and it is from these interstices that
they have pursued an interdisciplinary project combining philosophical reflection and so-
cial research. Since the early 1980s, Italian critical theorists have come to constitute a pi-
oneering ‘community’ of shared scientific, university and human experiences. Today,
they are a very cohesive and mutually supportive group whose contributions are recog-
nized well beyond Italy, and this community is well integrated into the international net-
work of critical theory scholars. Italian critical theorists regularly maintain relationships
with German universities, participate in international conferences — such as the annual
Philosophy and the Social Sciences conference at the Institute of Philosophy of the Czech
Academy of Sciences in Prague — and write in international publications, journals, Hand-
biicher, and more.

As already noted, many of these scholars have known each other or fortified their re-
lations while in Frankfurt, especially after Habermas returned to Goethe-Universitét in the
1980s, continuing to directly or indirectly build links with Honneth, Menke, Seel, Jaeggi,
Forst, Saar, and other German scholars, as well as with the wide variety of scholars com-
ing from around the world to the banks of the Main to engage with critical theory. For-
mally, the Italian community was formed, on the initiative of Marina Calloni, Alessandro
Ferrara, and Stefano Petrucciani, with the creation of the Seminario di Teoria Critica in
1990, in collaboration with the journal Fenomenologia e societa and the Fondazione Cen-
tro Studi Filosofici — Aloisianum of Gallarate (Milan); since 2005, it has been extended to
include such figures as Lucio Cortella, Virginio Marzocchi, Walter Privitera, and Elena
Pulcini. Since 2008, it has had its center in Cortona, where in 2014 the Societa Italiana di
Teoria Critica (SITC) was formally established as an association dedicated to the tradi-
tion of critical theory, with the aim of promoting the study of social, political and cultural
phenomena, both modern and contemporary, in an interdisciplinary way. The SITC is
closely connected with the journal Politica & Societa (il Mulino), directed by Marzocchi,
the Mimesis’s series Teoria critica, directed by Cortella, Teoria della societa, directed by
Privitera, Alboversorio’s series Filosofia politica, directed by Marzocchi, and Filosofia
sociale, directed by Pulcini. Finally, special connections have been built up between the
Seminario di Teoria Critica (1998-2014) of the Department of Philosophy in Venice, //
Seminario di Urbino of critical theory (1996-2003), the research group Ricerche sul
Legame Sociale, (RILES)and the Journal Quaderni di Teoria Sociale, both directed by
Franco Crespi and Ambrogio Santambrogio, the journal La societa degli individui (Fran-
coAngeli), directed by Ferruccio Andolfi, and the book series Habermasiana (Trauben),
directed by Leonardo Ceppa, an elegant translator and scholar of Adorno, Horkheimer,
and Habermas. In thirty years, hundreds of Italian scholars have participated in the venues
connected with the Seminario di Teoria Criticaz, including Apel, Habermas, Wellmer,

2 In addition to the members of the SITC Executive Board, we note the participation of Elena Acuti, Elena
Agazzi, Mirko Alagna, Francesco Amoretti, Ferruccio Andolfi, Pierluigi Ascani, Giorgio Astone, Giulio
Azzolini, Laura Bazzicalupo, Alessandro Bellan, Daniela Belliti, Matteo Bianchin, Matteo Bortolini, Ca-
terina Botti, Gian Luigi Brena, Davide Cadeddu, Manfredi Camici, Adriana Cavarero, Lorella Cedroni,
Leonardo Ceppa, Furio Cerutti, Giorgio Cesarale, Giovanni B. Clemente, Luca Corchia, Claudio Cor-
radetti, Paolo Costa, Franco Crespi, Mariano Croce, Ruggero D’alessandro, Dimitri Dandrea, Mario De
Caro, Massimo De Carolis, Leonardo Distaso, Enrico Donaggio, Carlo Donolo, Andrea Erizi, Roberto
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Kettner, Honneth, Kohlmann, Brunkhorst, Sintomer, Jaeggi, Renault, and other foreign
colleaguess.

Over the last few decades, Italian critical theorists have placed special emphasis on the
examination of the writings of critical theory’s main exponents, which have been translat-
ed and presented to the Italian academic community, discussed in study seminars, and an-
alyzed through a variety of means — Textkritik, philological, genealogical, comparative,
hermeneutic, reconstructive, and so on. In this task, Italian studies, both in the fields of
philosophy and social sciences, has remained both focused and thorough. It is not possible
in a mere few pages to fully account for the sheer range of Italian scholarship on this
front, but it has been the starting point for a multitude of meta-theoretical reflections,
which we can summarize with a sample of papers published since 1990 in the following
areas:

a) the self-reflective definition of the meaning and foundations of ‘critical theory’ (Cor-
tella 1990, 1993; Bianchin 1992; Marzocchi 1993, 2000b; Costa 1994, 1997, 2014a;
Petrucciani 2004a, 2016b; Genovese 1995, 1997; Bellan 1997, 2003; Esposito 2001;
Rebughini 2011; Croce 2016; Privitera 2016) and the idea of critical theory as social
philosophy (Calloni 1999, 2016; Ferrara 1999¢; Marzocchi 1999; Petrucciani 1999;
Masala 2016; Pulcini 2016);

b) the reconstruction of several ‘critical theory paradigms’ (Pezzella 1993; Petrucciani
1995¢; Caiano 2003; Salonia 2003; Donaggio 2004, 2005a; Bellan 2006; Solinas
2009; De Simone 2010; Portinaro 2013; Cortella 2014a);

¢) the normative foundation of theories of argumentation (Ruschi 1990; Cortella 1994a;
Petrucciani 1994a; Rigotti 1994; Cantu and Testa 2001, 2006; Bianchin 2006), theories
of language (Bellan 1996; Bianchin 1995; Testa 2007; Ferrara 2010a, Coccia 2015),
cognition (Costa 1997; Bianchin 2015), theories of truth (Petrucciani 1990b; Ferraro
1991; Esposito 1992; Zecchinato 1994; Fornari 2002, 2006; Ferrara 2009d; De Caro
2013), moral and ethical theory (Calloni 1990a, 1992; Petrucciani 1990a, 1991, 1994b,
1995b; Ferrara 1990, 1992a, 1992b, 1996a, 2009¢c; Cortella 1991, 1994b, 1999; Mar-
zocchi 1997), legal theory (Ceppa 1991, 2009; Marzocchi 1996a, 2010), political theory
(Rusconi 1990; Calloni 1990b; Veca 1993; Maffettone 1993; Cerutti 1996; Petrucciani
2003, 2006a; Costa 2006; Croce 2006a, 2010; Ferrara 2006, 2011, 2015b, 2016b; Pul-
cini 2006; Rosati 2006; Protti 2008; Salvatore 2013; Corchia 2013; Marzocchi 2000a,
2006a, 2011, 2016; Ferrara 2016b; Alagna 2016; Bazzicalupo 2016; Vassalle 2016;
D’Andrea 2016) and aesthetic theory (Agazzi 1990; Mele 2011, 2013);

Esposito, Ubaldo Fadini, Antonio Ferraro, Antonio Floridia, Vittoria Franco, Carlo Galli, Rino Genovese,
Donatella Gori, Federica Gregoratto, Barbara Henry, Manuele Iula, Paolo Jedlowski, Volker Kaul, Anna
Loretoni, Linda Lovelli, Mario Lupoli, Sebastiano Maffettone, Leonard Mazzone, Giacinto Militello,
Marcello Ostinelli, Gianfranco Pellegrino, Luciano Pellizzoni, Laura M. Pennacchi, Roberto Perini, Tito
Perlini, Mario Pezzella, Mauro Piras, Alberto Pirni, Giuseppe Pirola, Eleonora Piromalli, Pierpaolo
Portinaro, Mauro Protti, Filippo Ranchio, Massimo Rosati, Vincenzo Rosito, Gian Enrico Rusconi,
Michele Salonia, Andrea Salvatore, Ingrid Salvatore, Carlo Sandrelli, Ambrogio Santambrogio, Valentina
Simeoni, Marco Solinas, Michele Spano, Debora Spini, Angela Taraborrelli, Virginia Tassinari, Frances-
co M. Tedesco, Italo Testa, Debora Tonelli, Gabriella Turnaturi, Annamaria Vassalle, Salvatore Veca,
Guido Viale and others.
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d) the genealogy of key concepts from major philosophical and sociological currents
(Ferrara 1999b, 2016a) — Kant (Petrucciani 2001; Pirni 2006; Cattaneo 2013), Hege!
(Cortella 1995, 2008, 2011, 2017; Bellan 2011; Cesarale 2012), Marx (Petrucciani
2010b, 2010c; Cesarale 2010, 2012; Cortella 2017; Salvatore 2017), Weber (Protti
1990; Donaggio 1994; Ceppa 1998a), Durkheim and the Durkheimian School (Fadini
1991; Rosati 1999, Piras 2003) — and attempts to develop an original social theory
(Crespi 1993, 1997, 2004b);

e) points of contact and contrast with philosophical anthropology (D’ Andrea 2000; Cos-
ta 2000), metaphysics (Calloni 1991c; Cortella 1996, 2009; Brena 2005; Testa 2015a,
2015b) and theology (Brena 1991, 1999; Rosito 2015);

f) comparisons with other similar forms of criticism — for example, those of Michael
Walzer, Seyla Benhabib, Nancy Fraser, Iris Marion Young, Michel Foucault, Jacques
Derrida, Luc Boltanski, Laurent Thévenot and many more;

g) answering the question “What is distinctive about the critical theory’s way of being
critical?” in the direction of a philosophy of ‘exemplarity’ as the source of an ‘imma-
nent normativity’ (Ferrara 1994, 1995, 1996¢, 1997b, 1999a, 2001, 2008a, 2014a;
Marzocchi 1995b; Petrucciani 1995a; Costa 1995, 1999; Donaggio 2016) or ‘existen-
tial experience’ (Crespi 2013a, 2013c, 2015, 2017; Segatori / Cristofori / Santambro-
gio 2004).

h) the relationship between theory and practice and the role of the intellectual (Privitera
1990), the ‘tasks’ of a critical theory (Corchia 2017; Privitera 2017b; Santambrogio
2017b), critique of ideology (Pettazzi 1990), ethical clarification (Privitera 1998,
2001b; Ferrara 2002; Bortolini 2015), emancipation (Donaggio 2013; Privitera
2013b), utopia (Calloni 1991a, 1994; Privitera 1991; Santambrogio 2003a, 2013a;
Costa 2014a), skepticism (Frasconi 1990, 1999; Costa 2001) and ‘successful life’
(Ferrara 1990, 1994; Andolfi 1995; Jedlowski 1995; Rosati 2003b; Bianchin 2011,
2013).

It should be noted that there is a high degree of fragmentation in the broader scholarly
community on the level of theory. In Italy, the aspiration for a theory of society, whose
articulations can accommodate the results of social sciences, has never been successful,
even when the functionalist approach seemed for a time to promise a union between theo-
ry and research. Bourdieu’s relational sociology, although interesting, has struggled in Ita-
ly, while Foucault’s post-structuralism is even less well known. The study of particular
phenomena is compartmentalized and conducted in relative isolation from each other: the
composition of the population in social spaces and historical times, the cultures of archaic
communities, the legal regulation of relations between private and public administration,
modes of production, distribution and consumption of social wealth, the training of per-
sonal and collective identities, and so on. Even though there is some interdisciplinarity at
the margins, there are no alternatives to critical theory in terms of an approach that strives
to bring together the study of various aspects of society. The critical theory community
has in the last decades represented the only sustained effort to elaborate a theory of socie-
ty that, as Habermas (1990: 86) wrote, “has the ambition of explaining how a society
works and how it reproduces itself”: a theory that maintains the idea of modeling system-
atically the structural components of social formations and the logic and dynamics of so-
cial evolution.
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*

This is the conceptual framework that defines the breadth of problems analyzed by Italian
critical theorists in the study of contemporary societies. Granted, relatively few empirical
critical investigations have been carried out, partly because critical theory in Italy tends to
be done by philosophers as opposed to social scientists, but also due to the dispersion of
scholars across departments and universities, making it difficult to create research teams,
as well as a scarcity of resources in the relevant disciplines. That being said, the issues
dealt with are innumerable: everyday life (Jedlowski / Leccardi 2003; Jedlowski 2004a,
2004b, 2005; Protti 2004; Rigotti 2004), memory (Jedlowski 1991, 2001), common sense
(Santambrogio 2006), the sacred roots of solidarity (Rosati 2001, 2002, 2003c, 2009), the
emotional dimension of social ties (Pulcini 1998a, 1998b, 2015a, 2016a; Cerulo 2009,
2013, 2014; Bianchin 2013; Privitera 2013¢c; Santambrogio 2013b), the constitution of
communities (Pulcini 1995a, 1999b; Ferrara 1996d, 1997a; Andolfi 1998; Rosati 1998;
Bianchin 2003), recognition and disrespect (Pulcini 1999a, 2014a, 2014b; Cortella 2003,
2006, 2008, 2014b; Bellan 2002; Testa 2002, 2008, 2014a, 2014b; Crespi 2004a, 2008;
Carnevali 2008; Sparti 2008; Ferrara 2009¢; Petrucciani 2009; Camozzi 2012; Greblo
2013; Bruni 2014) Piromalli 2015a), the individual condition (Andolfi 1999, 2011; Pulci-
ni 1995b, 2001a, 2001b, 2013c; Possenti 2009a; Leccardi 2017), reification (Donaggio
1993; Ferrara 2008b; Petrucciani 2011b; Bellan 2012, 2013; Cortella 2013; Gregoratto
2013), alienation (Gregoratto 2012a; Petrucciani 2016a; Fazio / Ferrarese / Petrucciani
2017), regression (Solinas 2014), and, in general, social pathologies (Calloni 1996; Pul-
cini 2008, 2009, 2011, 2013b; Pellegrino 2014; Piromalli 2015b), the logic of evil (Don-
aggio 2005b; Mancini 2012), shame (Bruni 2016), the problem of integration (Rosati
1997a, 2001; De Simone 2008; Santambrogio 2017a), citizenship, deliberative democra-
¢y, and republicanism (Ferrara 1996b, 1998, 2002, 2014b; Rosati 1997b; Marzocchi
1998; Pellizzoni 2001, 2005; Ceppa 2000, 2002; Croce 2008; Zoffoli 2009; Corchia 2010,
2011; Costa 2014b; Greblo 2014; Rebughini 2015), civil society and the national and
post-national (European and global) public sphere (Privitera 1999, 2001a, 2006, 2007,
2009, 2010a, 2010b, 2012a; Ceppa 2000; Petrucciani 2007, 2012a, 2012b; Costa 2005,
2011; Spini 2007; Rosati 2008; Crespi 2010; Cerulo 2015; Rebughini 2015), political
communication (Privitera 2013a), political crisis (D’Andrea 2006; Petrucciani 2010a;
Salvatore 2012), populism (Privitera 2012b, 2013c, 2017a), post-nationalism (Rusconi
1993a, 1993b), elites and elitism (Azzolini 2016b), cultural education (Costa 2007; Don-
aggio 2012), the status of women, gender differences, and feminism (Pulcini 2000, 2015b;
Cavarero 2001; Loretoni 2014; Spini 2014; Calloni 2007a, 2003, 2012, 2015; Galligan /
Clavero / Calloni 2008; Belli, Loretoni 2016), sexuality (Croce 2014), relations between
generations (Rebughini 2016), justice (Ferrara 2000; Salvatore 2003; Petrucciani 2000,
2008a; Bellan 2011; Salvatore 2017), educational issues (Ostinelli 1999), the transfor-
mation of the state (Croce 2006a), biopolitics (Pulcini 2003; Forti 2004; Bazzicalupo
2004, 2012; Pirni / Carnevale 2014), migration and inclusion (Taborelli 2017), cultural
pluralism (Calloni 1991b, 1995; Esposito 1995; Marzocchi 1995a; Privitera 1996; Rosati
2003d, 2006b; Santambrogio 2003b; De Simone 2004; Fornari 2004, 2005; Ceppa 2006;
Ferrara 2010b, 2012a; Petrucciani 2011a), racism (Petrucciani 2006b), civil religion
(Rusconi 1999; Ferrara 1999d; Santambrogio 2009), the role of religion in post-secular
societies (Ceppa 1998a, 2017; Brena 1999, 2006; Rusconi 2000; Possenti 2001, 2007,
2009b; Ferrara 2005, 2009a; Rosati 2003a, 2005, 2007, 2010, 2014; Bosetti 2005; Croce
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2006b; D’ Andrea 2005; Marzocchi 2006b, 2008; Piras 2006a, 2006b, 2007; Tonelli 2006;
Santambrogio 2007, 2016; Rosito 2008; Costa / Pirni 2009; Costa 2013), capitalism
(Rosito 2012; Ferrara, 2015a; Petrucciani 2004¢; Pennacchi 2015; Militello 2017), global-
ization (Ceppa 1998b; D’ Andrea / Pulcini 2001; Pulcini 2002; Petrucciani 2004b; Petruc-
ciani / Marzocchi 2010; Rusconi 2012; Azzolini 2014, 2016a), cosmopolitism (Ceppa
2004; Ferrara 2007; Calloni 2013; Pendenza 2015, 2016, 2017a, 2017b), political refu-
gees (Calloni / Marras / Serughetti 2012), postcolonialism (Calloni / Cedroni 2012; Spano
2012b), common goods (Spand 2012a; Donolo 2012; Pennacchi 2012; Pulcini 2013), eco-
sustainability (Viale 2012), human rights (Calloni 2002, 2008, 2009; Marzocchi 1996b,
2002, 2004a, 2004b; Petrucciani 2002; Ferrara 2003; Gregoratto 2012b; Venditti 2016),
socio-cultural aspects of economic crisis (Crespi 2013b), forms of conflict (D’ Andrea
2007), violence (Calloni 2006a, 2006b, 2007b, 2014; D’ Andrea 2011; Tonelli 2014; Sal-
vatore 2016b), global war (Possenti 2006; Cerutti 2008; Salvatore 2016a), pacifism (Sal-
vatore 2007) and many other issues here omitted.

*

Nearly all of these writings contain a notable political aspect that problematizes the ques-
tion of ‘right cooperation’ in relation to both individual and collective dimensions of vita
activa For Italian critical theorists, engagement with the political is based on an immanent
and disenchanted critique of the dynamics of the exercise of power in social systems that
are far from free of injustice and abuse. Only the self-reflective judgment of citizens and
their discursive practices can transform social ordering into a legitimate political activity
aimed at ensuring security, well-being and freedom for individuals and communities. The
2008 seminar “What is Politics?”, in Cortona, was dedicated to this theme. Critical theory
reconstructs the semantic field of the concept of political democracy by reflecting on the
coexistence of facticity and validity. At the same time, it understands political institutions
as organizational structures regulated by law and the self-constituting power and expres-
sion of a community of equal and free citizens, making the political system subject to a
double set of restrictions that make its operations vulnerable: the effectiveness of its bene-
fits and the legitimacy of its choices. The latter, in democracy, depends on the pursuit of
the general interest by means of a deliberative procedure capable of realizing the principle
of popular sovereignty in a way that can also be interpreted as a self-realization of rights.
Only a democratic process that recognizes and guarantees equal rights for all citizens can
be a legitimate process of establishing solidarity that gives due recognition to different
grammars of life forms. The analysis of the sociological translation of democratic theory
returns centrality to the structure and functions of civil society and the public sphere, and
it is in this context that Italian critical theorists try to contribute to democratizing actual
democracy through the ‘clarification’ of public speech acts in which the claims of truth,
efficiency, justice, preference, and authenticity are discussed. Such interventions, carried
out in workplaces, the pages of newspapers, or even on television screens, aim to promote
a ‘conscience’ but also to instil a counter-discourse over ‘false representations’ that domi-
nate the mainstream of common sense and mass communication and, at times, generate a
mobilization of the imagination to design alternatives to the already existing.
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