
Introduction
In Italy, the end of the 1960s and beginning of the 1970s 
was a period full of enthusiasms and contradictions. The 
journal Dialoghi di Archeologia was born in those days of 
youth protest and a growing middle class, of social mod-
ernization and political stagnation. This innovative edito-
rial project, which merged historical and archaeological 
research with civil protest and political activism, was a 
social experiment openly inspired by Marxism. Its found-
ers were the Amici, a group of progressive established 
academics and younger scholars. This paper explores the 
social and political context from which Dialoghi di Arche-
ologia emerged, and traces the history of the journal, as 
well as that of the Amici from 1967, when the journal was 
established, until the 1980s, when the Dialoghi had aban-
doned its radical politics, and reinvented itself as one of 
many academic archaeological journals.

Archaeology of a Miracle
During the aftermath of the Second World War the pecu-
liarity of a Europe divided into two political blocks exac-
erbated the strategic importance of countries constituting 
the boundaries between the East and the West (Harper 
2002). Among these countries, Italy became one of the 
easternmost frontiers of the Western world in the Medi-
terranean. And yet despite (or perhaps because of) these 
apparently claustrophobic geopolitical conditions, during 
the second half of the twentieth century, Italy’s cultural 
life experienced, in many resects, considerable levels of 
independence. However, this ‘independence’ had little 
impact on cultural institutions, and in particular, very little 
impact on academia. Most noticeably, disciplines that had 
been considerably ideologically ‘laden’ by Fascist propa-
ganda, such as archaeology, experienced little growth or 

renewed interest or patronage during the post-war new 
republican era (Barbanera 1998; Guidi 1988, 2010).

In this paper I will discuss the development of two 
contradictory elements within the field of archaeology, 
namely: the new cultural climate, inspired by Marxism, 
which experienced its apex of popularity during the sec-
ond half of the 1960s; and the generally reactionary aca-
demic milieu, which was unable to tolerate and incorpo-
rate this new trend. In particular I will also describe how 
this ‘conflict’ within archaeology, resulted in a pioneering 
editorial experiment, the inaugural publication of the 
journal Dialoghi di Archeologia in 1967, by a relatively 
small group of scholars and field archaeologists, who 
called themselves the Amici. Marxism profoundly influ-
enced both the journal’s politics and its founding group of 
intellectuals. This paper will trace them through this com-
plex era of Italian history, exploring the aspects of Marxist 
thought which most affected the Dialoghi di Archeologia 
at political and theoretical levels. In doing so, the first 
step will be that of reconstructing the historical context in 
which Dialoghi began, and briefly describing Italian poli-
tics at the time, and the peculiar positon of archaeology 
within Italian society.

During the 1960s, the two most influential institu-
tions in Italian society were essentially the same as they 
had been during the immediate aftermath of the Sec-
ond World War. These two were: the Catholic Church, 
with its political ‘branch’ the Christian Democratic Party, 
who essentially endorsed the American hegemony of the 
Western block, and controlled the overwhelming major-
ity of the political and cultural institutions of Italy; and 
the Communist Party, who was institutionally and politi-
cally largely marginal, at least until the second half of the 
1970s (Guiat 2003; Warner 2000). Although the Commu-
nist Party was undoubtedly crucial in popularizing Marxist 
ideology among the masses, the influence of Marxism on 
Italian culture was not the only the result of the party’s 
propaganda. However, as a philosophical movement, 
Marxism was indeed extremely important, enjoying popu-
lar support, and being endorsed by a number of key intel-
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lectuals in philosophy as well as in the arts (such as Anto-
nio Gramsci; Guiat 2003; Gundle 2000).

For Italy the 1960s were primarily a period of great eco-
nomic development, of the ‘economic miracle’, as it has 
been called sometimes. Due to the long-term effects of 
the Marshall Plan, as well as to the favourable conditions 
peculiar to post-war Italy, that is, the availability of a large 
and a cheap labour force, the country’s economy grew at 
an impressive average pace of 5.3% per year, a rate very 
similar to the contemporary one enjoyed by the pre-crisis 
People’s Republic of China. This process consequently 
brought about considerable social transformation, as in 
relatively few years, the rural country of pre-war times was 
effectively transformed into a modern industrial ‘power’, 
with a radical shift of population from countryside to cities, 
and a slow but constant increase of numbers of consumers 
(Crafts and Toniolo 1996; Graziani 2000; Harper 2002).

The higher level of wealth produced a considerable 
increase in population in line with what was happen-
ing in other Western European countries such as France 
and Great Britain. Putting together these two elements, 
there was also a noteworthy increase in the demand for 
university-level education across the country (Crafts and 
Toniolo 1996). As it can be seen from Figure 1 below, 
this growth was substantial, with the number of enrolled 
students in humanities faculties doubling between 1957 
and 1971.

Growth in the access of students to higher education 
meant the expansion of the staff at universities (see Fig-
ure 2), with academic positions available even for those 
with different political orientations and, to a more limited 
extent, with different social backgrounds from the bulk of 
those in the post-war academic establishment.

Fig. 2: Number of academic positions in Italy from 1950 to 1973 (data from Italian National Institute 
of Statistics ISTAT).

Fig. 1: Number of students enrolled in Lettere (Humanities) at Italian universities from 1957 to1971 
(data from Italian National Institute of Statistics ISTAT).



Iacono: A Pioneering Experiment: Dialoghi di Archeologia between Marxism and Political Activism Art. 5, p. 3 of 10

Archaeology in Italy after the Second
World War
Archaeology was no exception to this general trend 
and the growth in numbers of students and academics 
would eventually cause considerable changes to the disci-
pline. However, in order to appreciate the scope of these 
changes, it is necessary to briefly sketch the state of Italian 
archaeology before the 1960s.

Overall, there was a considerable degree of continuity 
from the pre-war Fascist period. The major division within 
the studies of past material culture was that between 
classical archaeology and prehistoric archaeology. At an 
institutional level classical archaeology was dominant, 
absorbing the overwhelming majority of funding. This 
was partly due to the historical importance that the clas-
sical world had in general on Italian culture, and partly 
due to the legacy of the cult of Rome, inherited by the 
republican state via the Gentile government’s reform of 
public education (Barbanera 1998; Guidi 1988). At that 
time, of course, classical archaeology meant the history of 
classical art or ‘Winckelmannian archaeology’, to use an 
effective neologism coined by Bianchi Bandinelli (one of 
the most important Italian archaeologists of the last cen-
tury and a key figure in Dialoghi, see Bianchi Bandinelli 
1976). Italian prehistoric archaeology was the result of 
the convergence of two different branches of study, one 
strongly linked with the natural sciences and aimed at 
the investigation of the earliest phases of prehistory, and 
another one more ‘archaeological’, interested primar-
ily in later prehistory (Guidi 2010). Given the relatively 
negligible institutional support of palaeoethnology (the 
Italian name for prehistory), it comes as no surprise that 
the first attempts at discipline renovation originated in 
classical archaeology. Within its wide cosmos, the study of 
the material culture of the past was fragmented in various 
areas of specialization that were very often self referential 
and, overall, provided few opportunities for interdiscipli-
nary discussions.

As a result, in the 1950s and 1960s there was no pro-
fessional co-ordination between archaeologists operating 
across Italy. After an initial attempt to create this linkage 
between archaeologists at an institutional level, and one 
that failed, the Etruscologist, Massimo Pallottino tried to 
revolutionise the current strategy. In 1962, in the journal 
Archeologia Classica, he published a sort of manifesto in 
which he proposed the creation, from the bottom up, of 
the first professional association of Italian archaeologists, 
the Società degli Archeologi Italiani or SAI (Pallottino 1962; 
Peroni 2005). Its main intention was to create ‘co-opera-
tive’ awareness among archaeologists that would, ideally, 
lead to the greater integration and greater effectiveness of 
archaeologists’ activities whatever their context, whether 
field-research or the preservation of archaeological her-
itage. At first the idea was enthusiastically endorsed by 
many archaeologists, especially the youngest ones. But 
the SAI had two different kinds of members: one younger, 
more in tune with the above mentioned new cultural cli-
mate of renovation, and another, more connected with 
the academic establishment (see for instance the fierce 

debate reported in Amici 1967a: 341–343; Pallottino 
himself was surely part of this last group of people, being 
already part of the archaeological establishment since the 
Fascist period).

Archaeological Dialogues
The SAI association did not survive the clash between 
these two different kinds of members, and lost its unity 
and thus its effectiveness as both a pressure and reference 
group even in the 1960s. The younger members, com-
prising the left wing of SAI, formed the core group that 
established Dialoghi di Archeologia, naming themselves 
neutrally: Amici, that is, ‘friends’ of Dialoghi di Archeolo-
gia (Archaeological Dialogues). The only senior scholar 
among them was Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli (Barbanera 
2003), a Marxist, classical art historian, whose innovative 
approach to the analysis of Italic art purged it of the rhet-
oric of classicism and romanitas, and who was perceived 
by the young Amici as a member of their group. Bianchi 
Bandinelli was asked to act as the director and main insti-
tutional reference for the journal. Amici were a democratic 
organisation and were joined by some archaeologists, who 
would become, over the following decades, the most influ-
ential scholars in Italian academia. They comprised Bruno 
D’Agostino, Andrea Carandini (on whom I shall say more 
later), Mario Torelli, Pier Giovanni Guzzo, Renato Peroni, 
Lucia Vagnetti, and Anna Maria Bietti Sestieri, to mention 
but a few.

Since its earliest years Dialoghi di Archeologia had two 
principal sets of objectives: one theoretical and method-
ological, and the other, political. As a consequence, the 
journal was structured into two independent parts: the 
first, more traditional, comprising research papers and 
reviews of books and conferences; and the second, dedi-
cated to political discussion, named Documenti e Discus-
sioni (Documents and Discussion) and authored collec-
tively by the Amici, where every proposal and decision 
were collegially taken.

From the theoretical and methodological points of 
view, the basic principle inspiring Dialoghi was that of a 
universal history of everything ‘ancient’ (intended here in 
a rather broad sense, inclusive from prehistory to medi-
eval times). Archaeology was thus perceived in the broad-
est possible way to encompass all the disciplines aimed at 
the study of the past. This was an important point, as it 
implicitly demolished the traditional hierarchy between 
literate and non-literate disciplines, at the time firmly 
rooted in Italian humanist culture, as well as it explic-
itly opposed claims against ‘universal histories’ by Croce 
(1921: 51–63).

In the journal’s first editorial, the Amici identified an 
alternative to traditional narrow disciplinary partitions by 
creating broader areas of specialization based on histori-
cal periods (i.e. prehistoric, Greek, Roman). Furthermore, 
they emphasised the interdisciplinary nature of the jour-
nal by using the editorial format of Current Anthropology, 
i.e. main research papers followed by a series of comments 
by scholars whose fields of expertise were not the same 
as that of the main contributor, so as to offer the widest 
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panorama of possible different views on the archaeologi-
cal problem discussed. Excluding some thematic issues 
dedicated to peculiar periods, there was no favouring 
of certain historical phases, and the journal managed to 
maintain a good balance between articles dealing with 
prehistory and protohistory (broadly corresponding to 
Bronze and Iron Ages in the Italian use of the term; see 
Bietti Sestieri 2010: 5–8 CD) and contributions dedicated 
to the classical world.

Although research papers published in the journal occa-
sionally used historical materialistic jargon, Dialoghi di 
Archeologia never completely adopted an organic Marxist 
approach to the study of the past. More importantly, at 
least for the first few years of the journal, contributions 
were rather traditional, although some research themes, 
particularly in Roman archaeology and to a more limited 
extent, in prehistory, were more Marxist in interpreta-
tions. Important exceptions comprised some papers pub-
lished by ancient historians, that in general terms proved 
to be more daring in their social interpretations of the 
past. For example, this was the case of an article authored 
by Carmine Ampolo in which, analysing a variety of 
archaeological and textual sources, he tried to interpret 
the social modifications occurring in Rome between the 
8th and the 5th centuries BC in terms of the creation of a 
class society (Ampolo 1970). Although the kind of Marx-
ist approach he adopted was quite dogmatic, and which 
borrowed the unilinear notion of social evolution directly 
from The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the 
State (Engels 1972) it was an attempt at problematizing 
Marx and Engels’ assertions (particularly in Peroni’s com-
ments to the paper, see Ampolo 1970: 70–79) in light of 
the increased ethnographical and archaeological knowl-
edge of the time. Additonally, during the same years and 
in other journals, archaeologists that were members of the 
Amici published articles that adopted Marxist perspectives 
on the study of material culture. For example, in 1969, 
the journal La Parola del Passato published an important 
article by Renato Peroni that was an early example of this 
trend, even though it cannot be considered a coherent 
and purposeful application of a Marxist approach. Pero-
ni’s paper, which was also one of the earliest attempts at 
a general ‘historical’ interpretation of the Italian Bronze 
Age, described the large scale processes that occurred at 
the end of the second millennium BC in Europe using cat-
egories derived from Marx’s ideology (see Peroni 1969). 
However, the rarity of such work suggests the obvious 
conclusion that, at least from a theoretical and methodo-
logical point of view, Dialoghi di Archeologia was never 
intended as a solely Marxist journal, nor as a niche publi-
cation devoted to the promotion of a Marxist interpreta-
tion of the past. Rather Marx’s ideas, whose importance in 
Italian society of the 1960s I have previously highlighted, 
occasionally surfaced as the obvious theoretical tool used 
to investigate some specific issues, in particular those con-
cerning the social implications of the material phenom-
ena studied.

Doing Politics in Archaeology
As far as the political side of Dialoghi di Archeologia is con-
cerned, the aim of the journal was to ‘do politics in archae-
ology’, meaning that, according to the Amici, the discus-
sion and advancement of the field of cultural policy and 
the administration of cultural heritage were integral parts 
of the duties of archaeologists. In the section of the jour-
nal ‘Documents and Discussion’, the Amici encouraged 
the examination of more disparate topics. The main area 
for debate was the management of cultural heritage and 
the political issues of research and education related to 
this field. However comments about the political situation 
and criticisms, mainly aimed at the majority government 
party, that is, the Democrazia Cristiana, (see Amici 1972a: 
155–160) were also included. With respect to research 
policy, the Amici closely scrutinized the activities of the 
National Council of Research (CNR) publishing, from time 
to time, their budget, questioning the way it was allocated 
and spent, and suggesting feasible reforms (Amici 1967b, 
1973a:126–169, 1974a: 165–171).

As far as education was concerned, the Amici closely fol-
lowed the reformation of university degrees that occurred 
at the end of the 1960s. They argued for the reformation 
of the National School of Archaeology, for an embryonic 
form of a school of specialization, the structure of which 
would finally be concluded and put into place only in 
the 1980s (Amici 1967b: 135–138; D’Andria 1997). Fol-
lowing their attempt at implementing ‘universal’ history 
(previously described) one of the Amici’s main concerns, 
and part of their proposal for a National School, was the 
necessity of a deeper integration of various technical 
sub-fields (e.g. art history, economic history, epigraphy, 
numismatics and so on) into broader chronological dis-
ciplinary areas (Amici 1968a: 112–118). Such a position, 
which highlighted the historical specificity of each period, 
constituted an implicit criticism of the ‘idealist’ notions of 
history, which were ubiquitous in official Italian culture 
(thanks to the influence of the thought of the philosopher 
Benedetto Croce, see Gramsci 1996b).

The protection of cultural heritage, the Amici’s second 
main focus for political discussions, provides a vivid pic-
ture of how fervid the debate between archaeologists 
could get. This is substantiated by the number of detailed 
proposals for new laws presented, through the years, on 
the pages of Dialoghi (Amici 1967a: 341–362, 1969a: 
235–239). The Amici were extremely critical of the France-
schini Commission, the first comprehensive attempt, after 
the Second World War, by the republican state, at survey-
ing the conditions of Italian cultural and historical herit-
age that was accused of ‘selling out’ the cultural heritage 
of Italy, (Amici 1969a: 246–251). They were also critical 
of any attempt to privatize the management of cultural 
heritage (Amici 1974a: 171–174), and critical as well of the 
liberalization of the circulation of archaeological material 
and works of art (Amici 1970a: 563–575). This last point 
might seem rather illiberal but, of course, it is necessary to 
take into consideration the enormous volume that char-
acterised (and unfortunately to some extent still charac-
terizes) the illicit trade of antiquities in Italy (particularly 
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that dealing with portable objects such as figured vessels; 
i.e. Nørskov 2002). From the 1970s onwards, the Amici 
also tried to influence regional laws on cultural heritage 
(Amici 1973a: 169–172, 1973b: 440–480, 1976: 690–711) 
advancing alternative proposals for this level of cultural 
management. As part of this, their consultation with peo-
ple already involved in the management of cultural herit-
age, took the form of a roundtable discussion with three 
superintendents (see Amici 1967a: 363–383), and was 
seen as a useful means for exploring issues related to this 
field. Participation in discussions with members of politi-
cal parties representing the Italian political left (Amici 
1969a: 239–278) was part of the modus operandi of the 
Amici, although their input was not always taken into due 
consideration by politicians in the Italian parliament who 
seemed deaf to some of the Amici’s requests (Amici 1969a: 
247–248). The most important part of the Amici’s cultural 
heritage agenda was the reform of the position of superin-
tendence in the Italian state’s archaeological service. The 
Amici strongly emphasised the need for employees that 
were politically independent, and who had high research-
oriented profiles, at the same time expressing their oppo-
sition towards the creation of a non-qualified class of cul-
tural workers (Amici 1968b: 119–127, 1969b: 417–419, 
1970b: 575–609, 1972b: 126–155).

Political debate in Dialoghi was not only directed at 
internal matters but also, occasionally, involved the dis-
cussion of international politics. For example, during the 
dramatic issue of censorsing cultural management in the 
Colonels’ Greece (Amici 1968b: 128–134; Kokkinidou and 
Nikolaidou 2004) the Amici openly criticised the Italian 
government for not speaking out against the Greek jun-
ta’s regime. The Amici also criticised the repressive meas-
ures enacted by the governments of the United States and 
the Federal Republic of Germany to control and prevent 
student protests (Amici 1969b: 427–434; specifically 
the Scranton Commission; and the Law Proposal for the 
defence of freedom of teaching and research presented by 
the German Ministry of Education; see also Klimke 2008; 
Witcover 1997). Despite these episodes the Amici were 
not unbiased with regard to international politics and 
events. They never criticised politicians in Eastern block 
countries for their repression of students or democratic 
movements, e.g., the invasion of Czechoslovakia (Kenez 
2006: 240; Pauer 2008).

A Pioneering Experiment
Notwithstanding the specific positions of the Amici on 
all of those issues outlined above, I believe their impor-
tance lies in their determination to ‘enter’ the political 
arena. This determination was probably the result of two 
profound inspirations whose origins can be found in the 
cultural milieu of Italian Marxism from which the Amici 
originated. One of them was partly inherited from the 
experience of SAI and was aimed at promoting of the role 
of archaeologists as a professional/social block in Italian 
society, that is, the creation of a sort of ‘class awareness’ 
among archaeologists. As with SAI, this promotion was 
based on similar and shared interests among archaeolo-

gists working in apparently unrelated fields, either insti-
tutionally (i.e. those working with universities, and those 
employed by local archaeological services) or scientifically 
(archaeologists from numismatics, epigraphists and other 
specialities). However, different to the SAI, these shared 
interests were accompanied by criticisms of the way 
archaeological heritage was treated and organised by Ital-
ian politics and government. In other words, the archae-
ologists’ political engagement was necessary not only to 
protect the interests of their profession but also as a way 
to improve the quality of the management of Italy’s rich 
monumental heritage, thus introducing a notion of pub-
lic usefulness that was completely absent in the neo-co-
operative claims of Pallottino’s SAI.

Another broader theme that inspired the Amici’s politi-
cal commitment was their concept of intellectuals and 
their role in relation to society. This topic was first eluci-
dated in Italian Marxist tradition by Antonio Gramsci, who 
was an extremely popular ideologue in post-war Italy, par-
ticularly from 1960s onwards (the comprehensive critical 
edition of Gramsci’s ‘Prison Notebooks’ was not finalised 
at exactly the same time as the publication of Dialoghi di 
Archeologia, it was not finished until 1975, see Gramsci 
2001). For Gramsci, every citizen had the right to be an 
intellectual and intellectual activity was an integral part 
of active citizenship (Gramsci 1996a). Intellectuals had to 
move away from their ivory towers and engage with the 
masses, creating ‘mutually pedagogical’ relationships that 
eventually lead ‘to (the) build(ing of) an intellectual-moral 
bloc which can make politically possible and intellectual 
progress of the masses and not only of small groups of 
intellectuals’ (Gramsci 1971: 332–333). Thus political 
engagement was, for the Amici, a way to end the isola-
tion of a remote branch of Italian academia that was dic-
tated by the very structure of university education. Also, 
it was a way to establish a dialogue with the vast world 
of what Gramsci called the ‘civil society’, that is the over-
all network of private organisations that have the power 
to influence and orient the consent of the masses (as 
opposed to the political society that was expression of the 
oppressive state, see Gramsci 1971: 12, 1996a; Santucci 
2010). Although Gramsci was not frequently mentioned 
in Dialoghi, the influence of his ideas on the Amici is quite 
clear. This became particularly apparent on the occasion 
of the student (and workers) protest in 1968 that spread 
across the main cities of Italy. During this time, the Amici 
provided lucid analyses of what was happening in the 
country; they identified contradictory elements within 
Italian society and emphasized (perhaps a little too opti-
mistically) that the best potential for social change lay 
in the alliance between university students and workers. 
They then ‘reflexively’ considered the marginal role played 
by archaeologists in Italian society and, closely echoing 
Gramsci, asserted that:

‘the monopoly of knowledge, its exclusivity, its be-
ing concentrated in the hands of the few, is a non-
sense, the very negation of the concept of culture’. 
(Amici 1968a: 242)
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Or again, that:

‘The intellectual needs to abandon his role of abso-
lute owner of knowledge which is also mediator of 
the consent and mere witness of political power’. 
(Amici 1968a: 243)

The political nature of intellectual activity and in particu-
lar of archaeology was an element that was therefore well 
known to the Amici:

‘Research activity becomes political action when it 
is aimed, as it is, to assign to past facts their mean-
ing and to identify the specific difference with pre-
sent ones’. (Amici 1968a: 243)

The organisation of consent was believed to play an impor-
tant role within historical and archaeological disciplines, 
although the inability to face the new challenges posed 
by student protests, and their radical criticism of the 
way schools created/transmitted knowledge, was merely 
regarded as the result of the conservatism of the institu-
tion, rather than being connected with specific material 
interests (Amici 1968a: 244).

The main issue for archaeological education was identi-
fied as being inherent in its roots, that is, in the organi-
zation of high school subjects that aligned the study of 
the past only with linguistic and art-historical studies. 
Contextualization and multidisciplinary integration were 
indicated as a possible solution to this problem:

‘When the archaeologist digs, he discovers the an-
cient world in its unity; then he immediately de-
stroys it throwing away the remains of material life 
and saving only the products of super-structural 
life only to share them in an approximate fashion 
between the museums and the store rooms, be-
tween the various specialists’. (Amici 1968a: 247)

Teaching, the way it was practiced in Italian universities 
at the time, was seen as a one-way activity devoid of dia-
logic exchange, and as a ‘Foucaltian tool’ through which 
the repressive state shaped young minds (Amici 1968a: 
252–253, 1969b: 419–420). Teaching, according to the 
Amici, instead, had to be the arena in which the mean-
ing of cultural heritage was created, an heritage which was 
‘approachable open to criticism and always re-interpreta-
ble’ (Amici 1968a: 252).

Overall, from a political point of view, Dialoghi di Arche-
ologia predated many aspects of the Anglo-American criti-
cal archaeology of the 1980s (Leone et al. 1987; Leone 
2005, 2010; Potter 1992). Indeed, some of the sources of 
inspiration of the two cultural movements (i.e. Gramsci’s 
ideology, see Leone et al. 1987) were the same. Neverthe-
less, there were some substantial differences. Since the 
journal was chronologically placed in a pre-post-modern 
cultural climate, the reflection on the role of the archae-
ologists in contemporary society presented in Dialoghi 
never questioned the epistemological status of archaeol-

ogy as a discipline. The Amici never embraced the relativ-
istic stance that was adopted by the critical archaeologists 
of the 1980s. Although the Amici argued for ‘multivo-
cality’, they never really tried to establish a truly mutual 
pedagogical relationship with the public in the same way 
that was more coherently attempted by Mark Leone and 
associates.

To this extent the Amici seem to have remained 
anchored, throughout all their history, to a ‘deficitarian’ 
model of heritage, i.e. a model where those in charge 
offered the public the ‘right’ interpretation of the past 
(Merriman 2004: 5–6). This position was made explicit in 
a few articles that early on attempted to start a discussion 
of the role of non-professionals and amateurs in archae-
ology. These archaeological groups were associations of 
amateurs that were (and to some extent still are) active 
in Italy organizing research projects and field trips. Simi-
lar phenomena were present also in other countries such 
as in the UK where voluntary archaeological work expe-
rienced a decline through the 1990s (Brownen and Dar-
vill 2002: 65; Manley 1999). In the Italian case, the Amici 
stigmatized the ‘privatist’ nature of these groups and saw 
them as a sort of longa manus of large economic actors 
(Amici 1970a: 153–156; although admittedly this position 
was to some extent softened later on, see Amici 1974b: 
527–533).

Finally, as far as political practice was concerned, the 
agenda of Dialoghi seems to have been more pragmati-
cally oriented at legislation, bypassing the role of the pub-
lic and their activities, although programmatically aimed 
at reaching civil society, and developed all within the 
boundaries of state institutions.

Intensification of Violent Political Struggle 
in Italy and End of Dialoghi
For Italy the events of 1968 were only the beginning of 
a period in which political conflict was exacerbated. Dur-
ing the 1970s growth in the influence of extreme politi-
cal positions such as Maoism, created the polarization of 
Italian political debate, leading ultimately to the tragic 
activites of red terrorism (terrorismo rosso). The graph 
(Figure 3) demonstrates the sudden escalation of politi-
cal violence in Italy and helps to understand how quickly 
the whole climate of political optimism and participation 
changed, due to terrorism, during the 1970s. The attitudes 
of left leaning Italian intellectuals towards violent struggle 
(lotta armata) became ambivalent. Some opted for rebut-
tals of any ideological contiguity with extremists, while 
others were more tolerant, even if not sympathetic, to the 
actions of ‘armed vanguards’ (Rosa 2009). All in all, sadly, 
there was a general climate, that was considered at the 
very least, to be indulgent towards those that were often 
defined as ‘the comrades that make mistakes’ (i compagni 
che sbagliano). Most of the extreme left of Italy refused 
mediation and consequently were unable to participate in 
civil society as a means of gradually changing the country, 
or contribute to any critical debates about organisational 
changes within the overall framework of the state’s struc-
ture. This situation was also accompanied by the worsen-



Iacono: A Pioneering Experiment: Dialoghi di Archeologia between Marxism and Political Activism Art. 5, p. 7 of 10

ing of general socio-economic conditions and the end of 
the Italian ‘miracle’ (Crafts and Toniolo 1996: 442–449).

In this new political context the genuinely democratic 
political commitment expressed by Dialoghi was defi-
nitely out of place. Within the journal, direct political 
engagement disappeared rapidly. The death in 1975 of 
Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli had an impact on the pro-
cess of the journal’s disenfranchisement from the political 
arena, as well as causing organisational problems. Bianchi 
Bandinelli was the owner of Dialoghi di Archeologia, but 
after his death the journal was inherited by the Amici and 
co-managed by at least two of the founding members of 
the group. This produced a certain amount of tension 
within the group, and some historians of Italian archaeol-
ogy describe the journal during this period, as becoming 
more and more focused on prehistory (Barbanera 1998), 
even though this claim is not substantiated by the num-
ber of articles published on prehistory. In fact, the number 
of articles on prehistory and the ancient world remained 
about the same.

Four years after Bianchi Bandinelli’s death, Dialoghi di 
Archeologia returned to the bookshelves of international 
libraries in a new editorial format. The 1979 editorial, 
the first of the new series of the journal, while still for-
mally endorsing the inspiring principles of its first issues, 
acknowledged the fundamental changes that occurred 
within Italian cultural politics over the previous decade. In 
the new series political discussions gradually received less 
and less space, and disappeared almost completely with 
the third series of the journal that started in 1983 (see 
Figure 4). From the theoretical perspective, the journals’ 
research themes were noticeably influenced by the New 
Archaeology, and very little influenced by Marxist themes 
(although these continued to be formally acknowledged 

as one of the main research directives). Curiously enough 
this happened during a period when the New Archaeolo-
gists of the British and American world were openly flirt-
ing with Marxism (i.e. Spriggs 1984).

The first series of Dialoghi di Archeologia was important 
for Italian archaeology, although initially its focus was lim-
ited to theory and methodology. Public or political issues 
in archaeology were less conspicuous in later years. From 
the point of view of theory, Dialoghi had a germinal role, 
especially when subsequent work of some of the Amici is 
taken into consideration. For example, Andrea Carandini, 
a founding member of the Amici, became one of the earli-
est ‘archaeological’ theorists in Italy, writing a number of 
very influential books whose scope ranged from excava-
tion techniques, to reflections on the nature of archae-
ology, and discussions about the functioning of ancient 
economies. Carandini was the most popular (but not the 
only) classical archaeologist and member of the Amici 
who developed a coherent Marxist theoretical approach 
(see Carandini 1979a, 1979b, 1988; Carandini and Set-
tis 1979). He rejected this theoretical perspective in the 
1980s.

However Bruno D’Agostino used his theoretical ideas in 
the analyses of funerary rituals. He was mainly inspired 
by the work of Frankfurt School and Western Marxists, 
as well as by the work of French historians such as Jean-
Pierre Vernant (D’Agostino 1982, 2005; Vernant 1990). 
As for prehistory, the Marxist approach of Renato Peroni 
(a member of the Amici) and his school, dominated Ital-
ian academia for many decades. Although perhaps pre-
sent as early as in the 1970s, Peroni’s ideas became more 
mainstream and were institutionalised only in the 1990s 
(Peroni 1996). Another theoretical strand, comprising pri-
marily prehistorians, such as Alberto Cazzella and Anna 

Fig. 3: Terrorist acts committed by Red Terrorists in Italy, from 1970 to 1979 (data from De Lutlis 
et al. 1992).
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Maria Bietti Sestieri, was strongly influenced by the New 
Archaeology, and contributed to the opening up of Ital-
ian archaeology to the anthropological interpretation 
of material culture (Bietti Sestieri 1992; Cazzella 1989). 
Some of the articles published by Dialoghi di Archeologia 
were the locii of important methodological innovations 
(e.g. Bietti and Cazzella 1976–1977 on quantitative meth-
ods) although, unfortunately, they took some years to 
have an impact on the subsequent development of Italian 
archaeology.

Unfortunately, from a political perspective, some of the 
issues discussed by the Amici are still largely relevant today. 
Even the most basic one, that is, the public recognition 
of the important role of archaeologists, has experienced 
relatively little improvement. Over the years there have 
been a number of attempts to raise the public’s awareness 
of the professionalisation of archaeologists (An.Co.S.T. 
1988; D’Agata and Alaura 2009; Parolini 2007). However, 
despite these efforts, in Italy there is still no professional 
association institutionally acknowledged, and recent reg-
ulations imposed by the Eurozone crisis risk jeopardising 
the possibility of achieving this. Recently there were a few 
positive signals, such as the mobilisation of various asso-
ciations of archaeologists, that seem to indicate that this 
situation may change, although undoubtedly much on 
this front remains to be done.
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