Being demanding is a duty:
culture as civic responsibility

The recent death of Goffredo Fofi has left a deep void in the cultural and civic life of
our country. A void that will be hard to fill, as shown by the many tributes published
in recent weeks by intellectuals, writers, and scholars from vastly different disciplines.

And it could not be otherwise. Fofi was many things: a critic, essayist, cultural
organiser, educator, social worker, magazine founder, and discoverer of talent. A pro-
foundly erudite thinker and, above all, an ‘intellectual of action’, as he was often
described. A definition I've always loved.

An intellectual of action, yes, but also Italy’s critical conscience. A figure who
traversed the social and cultural upheavals of the twentieth century and the early
decades of the twenty-first century without ever adopting a neutral stance. For Fofi,
culture was a form of civic engagement, a social responsibility, a rigorous practice
in service of the collective. He belonged to a generation that worked doggedly to
rebuild the country, people who helped shape what we might call a genuine ‘work-
shop of thought’. A demanding generation we would now refer to as a ‘community
of practice’: individuals united by a clear and militant idea of culture.

Fofi was trained at CEPAS, the school for social workers led by Angela Zucconi,
and studied under teachers like Guido Calogero and Maria Comandini. At the sem-
inal 1946 conference in Tremezzo, where the foundations of social work in Italy were
laid, Comandini famously said that the goal of social workers should be «to help
others help themselves»>.

Fofi worked alongside Danilo Dolci and from then on charted an independent
and original path through his leadership of magazines like «Lo straniero» and «Gli
asini», and through a body of writing always guided by a pedagogical mission, never
by complacency®. His was a demanding cultural ethic, aimed at awakening critical
consciousness, not at seeking consensus. He wasn’t interested in pleasing people,
but in serving, challenging, and provoking.

In this brief reflection, I'd like to offer a personal memory rather than retracing
in detail his extraordinary life, for which more systematic accounts exist. I'll instead
share two encounters that deeply shaped my own journey.

The first took place during a sweltering Roman summer, in the midst of the pandemic.
We met at Termini Station, masked and distanced, for an interview [ had requested while
working on my book about Giulio Einaudi and the promotion of public reading in Italy*.
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I remember the apprehension I felt before that meeting: Fofi’s relationship with Einau-
di had been far from smooth. In 1963, the publishing house had blocked the release of
his book Southern immigration in Turin, despite support from figures like Raniero Panzieri
and Renato Solmi. The book was eventually published the following year by Feltrinelli.
I expected the topic to be a sensitive one. Instead, the conversation flowed with surpris-
ing ease. Fofi was curious about my work. Warm, even. «We were a community, all with
a clear idea of culture», he told me. And that sentence captured his whole world.

The second meeting is more recent and even dearer to me. This past April, he pre-
sented my book on Adriano Olivetti’s libraries® at the Sperelliana library in Gubbio,
where he now rests. The event, meticulously organised by Giovanna Pietrini and
Francesco Mariucci, became an intense and passionate conversation. Fofi spoke with
unstoppable energy: about Zucconi, Olivetti, his life, books, publishing, and more.
He spoke of libraries with a kind of critical affection. These were places he had inhab-
ited, supported, observed, but also questioned and reproached. Too often, he felt,
they remained neutral, detached spaces, unable to speak to the present.

Today, the Sperelliana library houses a collection of around 10,000 books he donat-
ed, now being catalogued. Part of the collection is displayed in a room dedicated to
him, furnished with eight bookcases, a rotating shelf, and a reading station; the rest
is kept in storage. Many of the books bear dedications, annotations, and reading marks.
Traces of a lifelong dialogue with texts and authors, testament to his personal and
elevated form of intellectual activism. The library has expressed a desire to gradual-
ly bring this legacy to life, through periodic rotations and curated exhibitions, in order
to make it accessible and dynamic, just as Fofi would have wanted.

In his writings, Fofi often concluded with strong, clear-eyed words, implicit calls
to collective responsibility. I'd like to close with one such passage, which I believe
resonates especially for those who work in education and culture:

The work of an educator, which can only arise from a sense of vocation, entails duties
that take on different nuances depending on whether one operates in times of peace,
war, or crisis: different ways of seeing one’s work, and different ways of carrying it out’.

Now more than ever, in an era marked by instability, radical change, and new forms
of inequality, these words call us to embrace a cultural ethic grounded in renewed
responsibility and courage. The legacy of Goffredo Fofi calls upon us and, as ever, com-
mits us. Because our times demand clear and deliberate choices.

Chiara Faggiolani
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