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In the second half of the Twentieth century, the debate over art and social commitment 
has been dominated in Italy by the provocative and conflicting views of the new avant-
garde. The paper will argue that this movement is split in two major camps. The first, 
loyal to the project of modernity, assigns to literature and the arts a role of emancipation 
and social antagonism, by adopting an iconoclastic language as the expression of a 
subversive ideology. This group, guided by neo-Marxist theory and utopian thought, 
holds that literature must be committed to strip the world of its mythologies and disguises 
and it is capable of envisaging a political, social, and psychological revolution. The 
second, anticipating a post-modern aesthetics, sees literature and the arts completely 
impotent when confronted by sociopolitical realities. For this group, caught in its self-
referentiality, literature shows the arbitrariness and the fictive nature of all artistic 
expressions.  The paper will explore these positions by investigating  the theoretical 
contributions by Umberto Eco, Edoardo Sanguineti, Angelo Guglielmi, and Renato 
Barilli--all members of the neoavanguardia. Their views will also be confronted with 
those expressed by adversaries of the movement such as Pier Paolo Pasolini and Italo 
Calvino. There is no doubt, this has been one of the most insightful and controversial 
aesthetic debates for its attempt to draw a general map of literature and the arts in relation 
to their specificity and social relevance. 
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