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expected—to create their own identities. Because class boundaries
are less rigid than caste ones, individuals are expected to move
across them as if they were no boundaries at all. The more society
assumes the appearance of a confinuum rather than a discrete, the
greater is the gap between social mobility as a norm; and its avail-
ability in practice. This contradiction harps upon individual con-
sciences and is anxiously overcompensated in cultural practices—
from language to furniture, from music to the uses of urban space
and the spatial metaphors of social structure.

For each boundary that is blurred or ironed out, new ones
arise or old ones are revived; for each new boundary across an old
continuum, a distinction is abolished elsewhere. But the rules reg-
ulating the new boundaries which divide the world are more elu-
sive than the old ones. They are made and re-made elsewhere, and
they change too fast for people to keep up with them. Social mobil-
ity and cultural change, then, are not be seen as a transitional pro-
cess from one identity to another, but as a permanent condition,
Working-class people race to adaptation and assimilation much as
Achilles raced the mythical turtle: no matter how fast they run, they
never catch up. As that ubiquitous blues line puts it, they keep
stumbling, but have no place to fall,

.

Uchronic Dreams:
Working-Class Memory and Possible Worlds*

There are always several contradictory trains of
events happening. There are always several contra-
dictory histories of what has happened. And one of
them is only more real than the others because more
people, or animals, or plants, or rocks, or machines,
believe. that it is the real one. All sane things sup-
press the memory and recognition of all the trains-
of-events except one. But not all persons or things
remember and recognize the same train-of-events.
That's the difficulty. Most of the persons and things
accept the same events and conditions most of the
time, but all do not accept them all the time.
Raphael Aloysius Lafferty
The Three Armageddons of Ennyscorthy Sweeney

If it had been me, if I'd been the father, I wouldn't

have allowed him to die, up there hanging on that
Cross.

Maddalena, textite worker

Terni, Italy

THE MEANINGS OF UCHRONIA

This essay is about a type of imaginary tales which I propose to call
“uchronic.” Uchronia has been defined in science-fiction criticism as
“that amazing theme in which the author imagines what would

*First published as “Una storia sbagliata: memoria operaia e mondi possi-
bili”, in I Giorni Cantati [Firenze, aly], 1 (June 1981), 13-31; a revised text
in Paul Thompson, ed. Myths We Live By (London, England: Rutledge and
Kegan Paul, 1989),
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have happened if a certain historical event had not taken place”; or
as the representation of “an alternative present, a sort of parallel
universe in which the different unfolding of a historical event had
radically altered the universe as we know it.” The word itself is
coined after “utopia,” replacing the Greek topos (place) with chronos
(time): utopia is a nowhere place, uchronia a “nowhen” event.!

While both definitions refer to science-fiction novels, I will try
to show how similar tales are found in oral historical narratives. 1
will discuss mostly oral testimonies collected in the 1970s from old-
time Communist activists in Terni, an industrial town in Umbria,
central Italy. These stories often emphasize, not how history went,
but how it could, or should have gone, focusing on possibility rather
than actuality. They offer glimpses of favored alternatives which
their narrators believe might have resulted if appropriate leadership
had caused specific events between 1919 and 1925, and again be-
tween 1943 and 1953, to occur differently. They contrast the existing
world against a desirable world, and claim that, only by accident,
their hopes and dreams were derailed.

My first encounter with—and discovery of—uchronia in oral
history occurred in a 1973 interview with Alfredo Filipponi, a
former factory worker, tramway driver, coal merchant, and local sec-
retary of the Communist party during fascism and military com-
mander of the partisan brigade “Antonio Gramsci” in 1943-44.% 1
had asked him the usual question: “During the Resistance, did you
have in mind only national liberation, or were you also hoping for
something more?”” This was his reply:

Well, we thought of national liberation from fascism,
and, after that, there was the hope of achieving socialism,
which we haven’t achieved yet. At that time, with the partisan
struggle, we should almost have made it. After the partisan
war was over--Terni was liberated eleven months earlier than
the rest of the country—Comrade Togliatti spoke to us. He
called a meeting of all the partisan commanders and party
leaders from every province and region of Italy. He made a
speech. He said there was going to be an election. “You have
prestige, Omega,” (that was iy party name. Gramsci himself
had named me that way. My partisan name, instead, was
“Pasquale”). “The reason I asked you to come is, you must get
to work for us to win the election.” Four or five others spoke,
and they agreed. I raised my hand: “Comrade Togliatti, I dis-
agree.” “Why. Omega?” “I disagree because, as Lenin said,
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‘when the thrush flies by, then it's the time to shoot it. If you
don’t shoot when it flies by, you may never get another
chance.’ Today the thrush is flying by: all the Fascist chiefs are
in hiding and running away, in Terni as well as everywhere

- else.”” All the others said it was the same in their parts, too.
“So, this is the moment. Weapons . . . no need to talk about
it, we know where they are” (we had hidden them), “This is
the time: we strike, and make socialism.” He put his motion
and mine up for a vote, and his got four votes more than mine
and was passed. But they got the warning; they had to admit 1
was right, later. [Umberto] Terracini and [Luigi] Longo [two
national leaders] were there when 1 was speaking—I stood
here talking, and they were sitting there in front of me, ten
feet from me. When I spoke, they got up and said they agreed.
Togliatti disagreed, but he learned his lesson, because he had
seventy-six votes and I had seventy-two.

This confrontation between Filipponi and Palmiro Togliatti,
postwar Communist party secretary, never took place. Filipponi
was giving here his imaginary version of a crudial event in the
history of the Italian Communist movement: the so-called svolia di
Salerno the political “U-turn” in which Togliatti (just returned from
his exile in Russia)} announced to the party cadre at a meeting in
Salerno that socialism was not on the immediate agenda, and that
the party should cooperate with anti-Fascist forces toward the cre-
ation of a Western-style democratic {and “progressive”) republic.
Reactions to this announcement ranged from opposition to in-
credulity, and old-time activists still debate whether Togliatti’s line
was correct,

In this story, Filipponi suggested that history might have been
different if another road had been taken. The shape of the tale de-
pends on personal and collective factors. Filipponi was old and ill
when he was interviewed, and died shortly thereafter; he had long
been removed from active party leadership, against his will and fol-
lowing a dramatic confrontation. As the conversation went on, the
epic and detailed {though factually inaccurate) style he had used in
the beginning to describe his partisan experience gradually broke
down, and he slid deeper and deeper into fantasy and fabulation.
First, he claimed a central role in the founding convention of the
Communist party at Livorno in 1921, which he actually did not even
attend. Then, he told a detailed story of how he escaped from
prison with the party’s founder, Antonio Gramsci, and hid with him
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for the way in which democra
: . <y has evolved so far. It must be rec-
M%:Nmon %mﬁ“nm smm rme._w ..Mrmn Mco much on institutional and _mmm_nMM.
, or sofutions from above, and have not iven th
M.onwwﬂm&w:o:m_.._ responsibility in solving their own m.now_mm“m..w mﬁcm.
.H Of disappointed expectations caused by the restoration of class
%b:nﬁ?ﬁﬂ.ﬂ the factories and in the state are common in the
eration of the 1940s. As the desire and hope f i
socialism were removed from the enda and dlinmond
. : party’s agenda and eliminated
Mwmbmm_wﬂ,mﬂ M..Hwnﬁnm_mﬁa they were gradually buried deeper and
¢ . activists’ memories and imagjnations, t
in fantasy, dream, and folklore. Filj i's " tale was eoe
the result of imperfect _.mnozmn.mon Nhan, ironicalty of o less
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imagination. It was the narrative shape of the &.mmw, of a &mmmnwww
?BoM&n:Em and a different collective history,
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. y in different parts of th
Mommmwm\.m%o nmumadomoﬂ_ worker from Subiaco in rmm:.zm.mmn fo ﬂmm
E ut imself that is very much like Filipponi’s. An arti
2 . An a
MMB the San —..o_.mzuo. neighbourhood in Rome w__“wﬂmwﬁmwmn m-. .Mo””
quWaoﬂ wm:em.mn r::m.w: and Togliatti (or Togliatti's “representa-
n_:.mm.. 2s he put it sometimes). Diname Colesanti, niece of the Terni
n -Fascist exile O_o.e,m:E Mattioli, also talks about a “quarrel” be-
- een r:.: and .,.H.om__mﬁ about the Salerno line: “Had Togliatti fol-
: mﬂ”%m n_c<m==w s advice, things would have been different.”
, mes, 'such conflicts did not happen only j .
imagination: in Calabria, local A ved to beliese tho
m ia, party cadre refused to beli
party documents describing the new line, and thought Emmcﬂ_wrm
ve .mrﬂmz forged by “provocateurs.’ v
0 other aspects enhance the meanin ili i
T : . g of Filipponi's story,
One is mrm structural relationship of the episodes mwcﬂw%cmmm»m Mﬂﬂ
i .—_ mﬂ.ﬁm.m mco...n OBHGQ are even more common than stories
m.aﬁn_ o.m_.w:r which is understandable given the former's
5 under” status. Most stories about Gramsci mythicaily associate
h \..mvmmwﬁ. and the place where the story is told with the founding
€ M m“mmm:nmh as such, they have much in common with stories
vo: m.om.dmn national founding hero, Garibaldi. Most stories
hﬁr._..om_.m:r on the other hand, tend to differentiate the speaker
m .Msz..>m ?::nm.... OE.BmQ. represents the ideal reasons at the
: M the _umwa.\m im.::an Togliatti is remembered most as a
wd, nmmrmcn.. @o__.cnm_ tactician. Therefore, Gramsci’s role in
.<m~..m_o=m. o_“.w:m»o_.w 1s to reinforce identification with the party’s
h. W“.__Nm ._H.Mm_mﬁ: Mw. moamm.aem. is to express disappointment with its
o ction. Filipponi's testimony is a thorough example of this

for months in the mountains—which also never happened. Finaily,
he ended his story with the imaginary confrontation with Togliatti.*
It was as though, as the weariness of age and illness and the
fatigue of the long interview eroded his conscious controls, the cen-
sorship of rationality gave way to dreams and desires long buried
into the subconscious in a process much reminiscent of an open-
eyed dream. This dream gave vent to the personal desires and frus-
trations of the narrator. Although he had devoted most of his life to
the party, Filipponi felt he had never been properly rewarded and
recognized. Thus, he placed himself in imagination at the very cen-
ter of the party’s history and at the side of its “founding father,”
from whom he claimed to have received, in a sort of baptismal in-
vestiture, his party name and his political identity.*
But there is more than a personal frustration to this story. Fi-
lipponi also voiced a collective sense of disappointment in the
shape which history took after the great hopes aroused by liberation
from fascism.
A 1947 report of the Terni Communist federation says:
“Among the rank-and-file, there is a widespread disappointment

*Filipponi was expelled from the party in 1949. According te some wil-
nesses, his ambition played a role in his conflict with the new party lead-
ership; also, his fighting partisan mentality was considered unfit for the
postwar political climate. When he was expelled, according to Mario Filip-
poni (no relation} “there was a sense of loss, like at the death of an impor-
tant person.” Comunardo Tobia remembers him on the barricades in the
1953 strike: “he was beside me and I didn’t look him in the face.” Filipponi’
was later quietly readmitted, but never given any responsibility.
The name “Omega” was used in the 1920s not by Filipponi, but by
the party’s regional secretary, Filippo Innamorati; by appropriating the
name, Filipponi alse appropriates Innamorati’s historical leadership role. .
Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937), one of the major Western Marxist,
thinkers, is usually referred to as the founder of the Communist party. Al-
though he was one of movers of the Communist separation from the Social-{
ist party (Livorno, 1921), Gramsci did not become party secretary until;
1924. He was arrested by Fascist authorities in 1927; released on parole be-,
cause of his health conditions in 1937, he died shortly afterward. During,
the Resistance, many brigades, including the one active in the Terni area
were named after him. ;
Palmiro Togliatti (1893-1964) became secretary of the Communist'§
party while in exile in Moscow in the 1930s (his compromises with Stalin
ism have been the object of much controversy in Italy recently). In the pos
‘war years, he shaped the Italian Communist party and formulated th
theory of “national roads’ to socialism.

t




104 Two Industrial Cultures

The second aspect of his tale is the presence of a material cor-
relative to the post-liberation stories: the practice (mentioned by Fi-
lipponi and widespread in the 1940s) of hiding away the weapons
used in the Resistance, expecting to take them out again sooner or
later for the revolufion (or, as some speakers say, to defend democ-
racy against expected attacks of reaction). Arms were found hidden
in the factories of Terni as late as 1949; and one informant told me
he had kept his until the 1970s. The preservation of arms meant
that the job begun with the anti-Fascist Resistance had been left un-
finished and would have to be completed someday. In a way, the
revolutionary desire buried in the subconscious of activists like Fi-
lipponi is another hidden weapon, left to rust unused.

This feeling was bound, on the other hand, to come to terms

with the personal and collective need to survive, to rebuild, and to .

defend and expand the limited but concrete gains of the postwar
years, within the existing framework. Revolution or not, life has to
go on. As the party leadership declared that revolution and social-
ism were out of the question and increasingly identified itself and
the class it represented with the values and the machinery of Italian
democracy, it became increasingly difficult to express-——or even to
entertain—the frustrated hopes and desires. The result was a deep-
seated conflict between the rationality of the world as given and the
dream of another possible world.

Filipponi managed to voice this conflict in a more recognizable

form because his personal disappointment coincided with his view
of history, and, most of all, because in many ways he embodied the

relationship between the political vanguard consciousness and the

folk roots of working-class culture. Born in Vainerina, the moun-
tainous backyard of Terni’s steelworks, he was always more at ease
with dialect than with the standard Italian of political parlance (al-
though his sixth-grade education made him one of the best-
schooled Communist activists in the underground generation). He

was a tolerable player of the organetfo, the small accordien which,
dominates folk music and folk dancing in his region. Filipponi’s de-_
scription of how he was fired from his tramway job is patterned’
after a folk tale.* The advice to “seize the time” in the post-

* “After I had been working [at the tramways) for several years, Mussolin

wrote a letter to the manager and told him: ‘Within five days you must fire

the famous Communist chief Filipponi Alfredo and send word to me abou!

it” The manager sent for me, read the letter, and said: ‘I don’t have the

13
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liberation period was couched in a proverb about hunti

xo_uam_. sport in Umbria: “When EM thrush flies by, ?Mm. mﬂmcwr_.w
time to mﬁoo~ it.” Like other working-class activists who justify their
politics aﬁ.m_ m..noswncm and folk songs, Filipponi attributes his prov-
erb to Lenin, in an attempt to reconcile his class-conscious folk wis-

dom with the theoretical prestige of the fi j
Communist movement.* prestig ounding heroes of the

WHEN HISTORY WENT WRONG

The cluster of stories about the missing revolution
not an mmo._m»mm instance. The motif of .mmmﬂo_% noE% mrwww Mﬂﬂomm MMM
mm-.m:.mw, " is found in narratives dealing with all the major crises of
2 Sonr_zm.n_mmm history, both local and national. Many stories concern
:...m period _wmwimmz the end of World War I and the advent of fas-
] nt.:Ume._E:m the cost-of-living strikes of 1919, Arnaldo Lippi
f 52ys “The leaders of those struggles had no authority on the work-
} ing class; we didn’t have the true class that the Communist party
b created _m_m_., in spite of all its shortcomings. If there had cmﬂs a
-Communist party then, there would have been a revolution.”
. The 1920 sit-ins in the factories are one of most commonl
cited unseized opportunities. According to Remo Righetti :SM
3 should have gone on to the insurrection, I mean, because .ﬁEm is
what we had in mind—we’re going to make a revolution, we vsed
to say ?m.d. But the union leaders had other ideas in mind the
.%mum:.n going to make any revolution.” Gildo Bartoletti _.mwm-.&mm«
The mon_m._-m.f. party had 157 members of Parliament; power wro:E.
f have been in hands of the Socialists. But [Socialist Secretary Filippo]
- Turati wouldn’t take the responsibility. He should have taken
voimﬂc WE dmm.mn.” man enough.’
en Giacomo Matteotti, a Socialist member of i
-was murdered by Fascist killers in 1924, the regime mzmmMMMmemHm
_Aﬂi last) serious crisis. “The Fascists,” says Arnaldo Lippi, “were

f heart to fire you.’ After ten days or less, there comes another }

e - ‘ mz ﬂ
Z:mmo_:: T have heard that Filipponi is still employed. If you n%:.n? MH
phim within three days, I'll fire him myself, and you'll be fired too.’ He sent
ifor me, mnnm me, ‘What must I do? ‘What can you do,’ said I: “Go ahead
d mmm me’.” The archetype is the story of Snow White, with Mussolini as
z..n evil ma.mv:._o:_m_. Queen, and the manager as the hunter who is sup-
posed to kill the princess but is reluctant to do it. ’
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[Dear comrade, 1 want &
. . o tell you that it was a mj
/ mista
forgive those people: traitors must be condemned, for the Mmonm

of mankind. Forgive i if I
the revolution] rgive me friends, if I'm wrong; but I am stil] for

scared. But we had no leaders. The Communist party was still
weak, and the leaders who had a following among the people—
[Claudio] Treves, Turati—were all in exile abroad; ours were all in
jail. If we had had the right leaders then, maybe fascism wouldn’t
have lasted twenty years.” Lippi’s facts are wrong: during the Mat-
teotti crisis, Socialist leaders Turati and Treves were still in Italy,
and Gramsci had not yet been arrested. But the political analysis
is serious: at that all-important moment, the working class had
no leadership. .

Stories about the 1920s explain the missing revolution by citing
lack of leadership, thus blaming the Socialists from whom the Com-
munist party split in 1921. But the history of the 1940s cannot be
“justified” by the lack of a legitimate Communist leadership. There-
fore, uchronic tales focus on specific events and individual deci-
sions, reiterating one motif—"they told us to keep calm”—to
describe the implicit contrast between the “political,” tactical ap-
proach of the leadership and the state of mind of the rank-and-file.
But the meaning is the same: at one point (which varies with each
narrator), history went needlessly wrong.

In a typical uchronic statement, Settimio Piemonti associates
two major crises of the decade—the day of Italy’s separate peace
with the Allies in 1943, and the attempted murder of Palmiro To-
gliatti in 1949: “I still can’t believe 8 September [1943]: that day, we - ;
could have picked hairs from the Germans’ asses one by one; there |
was nothing we couldn’t have done. Instead—be calm, be calm, be.

calm . .. Just the same as when Togliatti was shot: calm, calm,:
calm . . . And the cops at the arms depot had already handed thei
guns over to us . . ."” ;

The construction-worker and folk-singer Amerigo MatteucciZ
(mayor of a hill village near Terni) improvised stornelli on the na-j;
tional reconciliation and amnesty to the Fascists as promoted by To-
gliatti which, thirty years later, he still saw as a mistake which

prevented the revolution:

Caro compagno te lo voglio dire
Yerrore fu la gente perdonare
T'errore fu la gente perdonare

E condannato sia il traditore

se bene voi ave’ all’ umanitane
se bene voi ave’ all’ umanitane

began M._M :mx_m day [after Togliatti was shot],” Matteucei muses “he
pente m.wﬂ m to say M few Snwﬂ%. and he always recommended

e sa —calm down, calm down,
na“”_m ~.u=_ was a moment when . , . I may be %ww”@aﬂﬂwm.a.m. o,
ing of _um._zw all oE..vH..c.mmBm could have been solved.” The Ew.:ﬂmn
mire Togliatti is only one of the any stories about the

wor i i i
:Em.anwo M“mGwN. Calfiero Canali recails that, after Trastulli’s death
Dot Jﬂlu e workers, were ready to do something, but Emam
s o by wrw\nc““mmmm_.u. because . . . it was like after Togliatti
as So:._a i n for the rank-and-file, it looked like revolu-
reak out any moment.” According to Antonjo bM.

Mm“._. mph.__ MM_M .“MMM _nu_wmn”n s.w.. Jﬂm mmrﬁ_‘c our jobs back or let's fight.’
i ; _ ay, the working ciass i .
mmEmM it back, because they were &mmw_mo:“mmﬂw ot fathy and never
;mnn_%:..m_. harrator, recorded in 1973 {whose name I withhold t
protect b S Identity), told a dramatic uchronic story, which la .
Bubstantially confirmed by other narrators: ’ as tater

The ni
/:.HM L.“w_ﬁ %M_mh_.im layoffs were announced, we took a stand,
 the fanow mo ning, we mmn.n_. ‘we're going to do an action in
e fac o.p.wh.. e Mm going to kill fifty of the bosses.” We were all
_umu.,m o minds made up and everything. We had filed iron
o2 point, um...m_ .m_.m..v. But the unions called us in
- they said, “things are looking good. The struggle mm..

Mmhﬂq”..omm% Hgn I still believe that if that morning we had cut

o .m. : %_mem we wouldn’t have had to stop at fifty, we’'d

S >= Ted, once we got going, it wouldn‘t make an
ce. And once you had a hundred dead bosses _.M

Scusate amici mia se sto a sbagliare
io sono sempre alla rivoluzione
io sono sempre alla rivoluzione.
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the “inaccurate’” motif tends to be linked with the best-remembered
historical episode as though the “wrongness” of history became
most evident when seen at the closest range.

. Finally, we may take a hint from the autobiography of Freder-
ick Douglass. “1 have been frequently asked, when a slave,” he
says, “if I had a kind master, and do not remember ever to have
given a negative answer; nor did I, in pursuing this course, consider
myself as uttering what was absolutely false; for I always measured
~ the kindness of my master by the standard of kindness set up
i among slaveholders around us.”” A negative judgment on the
g slave’s condition was not only dangerous to utter, but also difficult
to conceive: the slave would have had to evaluate the master on a
scale other than that of the existing order, a scale which not all were
¥ strong or imaginative enough to envision. Also in less dramatic sit-
uations, the voicing of a critical view of one's own experience
. against the prevailing interpretations of history runs against outer
 and inner sanctions, It takes a much higher emotional investment to
-admit to oneself that things are wrong, than it takes to consent to
conventional truths. Doubt and dissent can only surface when they
possess a high degree of intensity; and then, those who express
them are often also partly speaking for the majority who dare not
admit their doubts even to themselves.

Yet, the common sense of history does say that this is the only
possible and the only desirable world. Against hypothetical, conflic-

ve stories like Filipponi's, stands the running argument: there
could have been no revolution in Italy in the 1940s, because the Al-
lies would not have allowed it—look what happened to Greece.
‘They would have blown us like bagpipes,” says Calfiero Canali. As
we have seen, in another context, Canali also tells a uchronic story
$0f-his own: the same speakers who say that history went wrong at
the crucial moment of their lives, accept the common sense of the
inevitability (and justness) of history in other respects. The conflict,
in-fact, is not between irreducible rebels and passive conformists,
out runs within each individual in ever-changing shapes and terms.

The inner, personal nature of the conflict is paralleled by the
quent narrative contrast between the party—bearer of reason
d knowledge—and the instinctive, angry rebelliousness of the
sses. Arnaldo Lippi says, “We were nothing but fighters. We
vere not armed with the politics of knowledge; we wanted a fight,
ich the party knew we couldn’t sustain, being too few.” Lippi

®S a spontaneous distinction between us and the party: and
e party, not “us,” is right. Though the speaker meant to under-

there—I guess things would have been different. Perhaps after
they'd buried those fifty, sixty bosses, they would have gone
on and fired the workers anyway. But at least there would
have been fifty vacant jobs. I admit it might have been the
wrong thing to do; but I am still convinced that they would
have re-opened the gates to all the two thousand.

These stories show the role of uchronia as one vom..m:u_m narra-
tive expression of the refusal of the existing order of .Emran ._H.rm
uchronic form allows the narrator to “transcend” reality as given
and to refuse to be identified and satisfied with the existing order.
Through uchronia, these speakers said that the most mmm:m_u_m of
possible worlds (which to them was still identified with commu-
nism) could be created someday, if the right chances are seized.
And the old textile worker with the appropriate name of Mad-
dalena carried uchronia to a further and more radical point when
she said that, had she been God {had God been a woman . . . ), the
most crucial event in our history might also have gone differently.
And who knows what the world would be.

POSSIBILITY AND DESIRE

We could dismiss these stories saying that there are at least ten' .
times as many stories that go in the opposite direction: m.on.mm.:i
deny that history ever went wrong and claim that not only did it go
the only possible way it could have gone, but that this outcome was; 4
also a just and satisfactory one. But the relevance of an imaginary
motif cannot be measured on statistical grounds alone.

For one thing, we must consider the quality of ::w narrators:
Among the sources of the stories discussed here are a r_mw.ﬂ propor-
tion of activists-who held places of responsibility and prestige in the §
party, unions, and local governments. These stories are “not .m_m
mumblings of isolated and disgruntled old men, but a rationaliza-'§
tion of their past by individuals who were nrm. backbone of the
working-class and Communist movement in Terni for three genera- 3
tions. o 3

Also, we must consider the place of the motif S_E_u.mmnw in-:
dividual life story. In almost every case, the uchronic turn _.m. v_mn.&..”.u‘
g0 as to coincide with the peak of the narrator’s personal life, with]
the moment where each of them played the most important Hm_o or.
was, at least, most actively involved as a participant. Paradoxically,
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line his allegiance to the party, somehow the subjectivity of desire
smoulders under the objectivity of reason and clamors for rec-
ognition. How do we reconcile the fact that we know that the party
was right, with the fact that we irrepressibly feel that history has
been wrong?

THE MYTH OF INEVITABLE PROGRESS

In order to deal with this contradiction, rank-and-file narrators must
deal with the image of history which they have absorbed in school
and which the party itself has reinforced—a linear process of
growth and progress toward some desirable end. “History, don’t
you see, marches toward liberty,” says a song by Silvano Spinetti, a
Communist farm worker from Genzano. This vision was articulated
by the elites in order to legitimize their role and strategy; it was
subscribed to by the Socialist and then the Communist leaderships
in order to raise hope in the rank-and-file, and again to legitimize
their own leadership. If history is directed either by providential
guidance or by the lights of reason and objective socio-economic
forces, then the existing state of things is only a necessary stage in a
process both inevitable and desirable. While uchronia claims that
history has gone wrong (has been made to go wrong), the common-
sense view of history amounts to claiming that history cannot go
wrong—and implies that what is rea! is also good. History tailors the
desirable to the given: as Russell Kirk once said (apropos the conser-

vative mind . . . ), “the test of a statesman is his cognizance of the

real tendency of Providential social forces.”8

Togliatti's svolta di Salerno is a case in point. Though it may
very well have been, in itself, quite wise, this choice retains legend-
ary overtones because it is described as both a free choice and an
enforced one—the result, at the same time, of Togliatti’s subjective
wisdom (his concept of the “mass party” and the intuition of the
“Italian road to Soctalism”) and of objective circumstances (the Al-
lies) which aliowed no other course. The historian Claudio Pavone
has noted that “Togliatti often presented as successful initiatives ac-
tions that which were, in fact, only defensive moves,” and “this was

to be among his more lasting contributions to the party's

mentality.”® The practice of representing setbacks and defeats as vic-

tories was often used in the 1970s, especially during the “historical.

compromise’” and “national unity” phase of the 1970s, when the

Communist party seemed to be approaching state power in partner- -

Uchronic Dreams m

ship with the conservative Christian Democrat party. When work-
ers’ rights that had been hailed as historical conquests a few years
earlier were jeopardized, Luciano Lama, secretary of the left-
wing unions, described them as undesirable “barrels of ashes” to
be left behind on the road of power and modernization. Enrico Ber-
linguer, Communist party secretary, masterfully tailored the “desir-
able” to the “possible” when he said that “a Leftist government
would not be a good solution for Italian democracy at this time”
because it might tempt conservative forces to a coup. Both Lama and
Berlinguer would, clearly, have preferred to preserve the union
rights and to achieve a Leftist government; but, rather than admit
that they lacked the power to make these things possible, they

E chose to claim that they were undesirable: pretending that factory
- councils were destroyed and the Left kept out of power, not because

the party and the union could not help it, but because they chose
not to.

In the 1970s, as the Communist party increasingly tried to
identify itself as a “responsible,” ““acceptable” political force, it be-
gan to take responsibility not only for the future but also for the
past. All the historical events preceding (and, implicitly, leading up
to) the imminent accession to power were now to be seen as posi-
tively good even if the Communist party had originally opposed

. them. Thus, Berlinguer described NATO—once fiercely opposed by

the party—no longer as a vehicle of imperialistic hegemony but as a
“guarantee” of Italian national independence.!® (Incidentally, the

Communist party was never allowed access to state power; but the

ideological price paid in the attempt remained.)

This approach was reproduced at the local level. While all
Terni workers describe the 1953 layoffs as a major and lasting de-
feat, the local historian and Communist party Senator Raffaele Rossi

- described them in the 1970s as an almost unadulterated good:

.

The great layoffs of 1952~53, and the struggles that fol-
lowed (in various forms, including grave street fights, a state
of siege, the use of firearms, barricades, many wounded and
hurt) preserved and increased the unity of social and political
forces (the all-parties Terni Committee), promoted research
and ideas on the relationship of state-owned industries to re-
gional economy, and hastened a deep reorganization of the
factory which prevented its closure and changed it, for the first
time, from war to peace production.!!
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This description (which literally puts what happened to the
workers in parenthesis, and credits the layoffs with a sequence of
positive verbs—“preserved,” “increased,” “hastened,” and “pre-
vented” . . . ) has hardly more factual credibility than Filipponi's
uchronic dream.!? But it squares with the need to imagine a pro-
gressive history leading up to the progressive “historical compro-
mise” {anticipated by instances of cooperation between what used
to be described as antagonistic forces: the “all-parties” committee).
This version of history is so far from the direct experience of
the majority of the population that it takes no hold on rank-and-file
imagination; but the process functions more effectively when it
deals with distant events on a national scale, which individual nar-
rators have little opportunity to verify against their own first-hand
experiences. The encounter between the imagination of the histori-:
cal compromise and the folk imagination of the rank-and-file creates
utopian visions of a triumphant present. “All our struggles did
serve a purpose,” said Alfeo Paganelli, a factory worker, “because
the working class has prevailed, and they [the ruling class] have
been forced to give in. They may rule in the FHouse or in the Senate,
up there; but down here, inside Italy, they don’t. If they want to
rule, they must apologize to Berlinguer and place him on the chair,’
the first one, where the crown used to be once. Now it's gone,:
There's a hammer-and-sickle in its place now, and nothing else,”
This vision has much in common with Filipponi's stories abou
Gramsci. The speaker establishes a relationship between himse
and the political hero by pointing out that “our” struggles helped)

enthrone him; he thus manages to give meaning not only to party.
history but to his personal history as well. I the past is to justify 3
the present, a life of struggle can found self-esteem and personal;
identity only if these struggles are described as a success. The need
to claim something for oneself, to defend one’s own dignity and his-;
torical presence, is often at the root of a “consensus” version of his-;
tory: by saying that history was “good,” we claim that we have
made something of ourselves. :
On the other hand, however, each time I asked old activistsy
whether their present lives correspond to what they struggled fory
the answers were reluctant and dubious. “No, it doesn’t because all
of our leaders own their own houses, and I'm still renting,” sa
Agamante Androsciani. “We might still lose everything we have
said Arnaldo Lippi, who was living very scantily after holding i
portant offices in the city government for twenty years: “Today,
have a small pension, just enough to buy me and my old woman:a

i

piece of bread, so we don’t have to be. i
. 8 g. But it could h !
because the ruling classes, he says, will always try hvﬂﬂ: er
what _Mwmw were forced to give. ® back
ersonal experience, then, both reinforces i
_ Pers . 3 . rces and limits the affir-
””“Mmo Sﬂﬂq of history. On the one hand, it prompts :mnnmwow“mhu
.a.<m= e :mm?_:mmm and success of their lives, by stressing the
1 ﬂ”_ ] im”wﬁnﬂumwmm%m”mw@. On J—M other, it forces them to come to
.,.M S W al or cance tion of their ultimate i
- the limited and precarious nature of actual gains, and §mﬂm~__m.\ e
onal ._,mrm:mm wm &wmosﬁa and loss of meaning, oPe
hip m:M Mmm“ﬂ_maﬁ &mnoE.mm. is sanctioned by the political leader-
Supard ! mw»mm e ﬂwmﬁw“n mmﬁgmw_ﬁm:c it is available, ready-made
nd ar . ourse of negation, on the other h .
anm mﬂm_m together from scratch every time, and is _E&wa% .wBM,m ”
m_. _“u é _mmwvnoqm_._ and isolation. “I'm sorry, comrades, if _.Bm&rm
: ng,” apologizes a defi imi igo :
‘but 'm still for »:WNaM<o_=mM=w...n e timid Amerigo Matteuce,
: :Mhm__mmoum\ the n@:E.n» between the affirmative and negative
gﬂm tobo m” ..mm:—.am in mm_ﬂ_mnnm‘ passivity, and assent without par.
it on—-"a passive, often merely formal agreement wit .
“”w. n_“unmu a tendency to nwmnmm&m to others, SEN_.% ﬁuﬂ.mawsa_mmm“n”
jiom c .—ﬂm:m to the fore,” as a panel of national leaders put it in
E_Svmn :m m““ﬂ.m.nwm M_m :Mmmmnon is distorted, buried, deviated, and
; erge only between the lines, as dream :
MMM”. m“_%n“wmﬂcﬂm zm...__.nov denegation, and :&ﬁoam-lﬂwﬁmﬂwmw
T e narrators’ feelings and yet
by means of the format Q.mmE.Nma.om of &mWME.MMza.o_ the ter-

WHO MAKES HISTORY

.oﬂ.”ﬂy Mm Mﬂbﬂo_ embedded in the narrative correspond to two
: the “wrong turn” of history is traced to a si
w.wuﬂm% EwM.M.WmMM_M. to errors or failures of the 5&“%““%_ )
motif is frequently found also in New Left histori ;
m t historiog-
_N.H.E_MMM it is used to support the image of a nmqo_cmohwhw
.m..mm: o nﬂn”:m%hﬂ.__wm vmq_mu_\mn_ by reformist and “revisionist”
: - , while apparently taking the
nvmm_ﬂm W%Q@M&om:. an c%ﬁomwm function, w_EEmbm Emmwﬂwonmu
& n “our” side means, for one thing, that it is sti
e MMM M.”& makes history. It is the same frame mmm BSM ﬁwﬂnn_“
Jull e Pueblo myth which attributes the creation of white
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line“ overcame Filipponi's (imagi iti i
. ginary) opposition; and the triumph
om.mm.mn.ma after World War I was not caused by Turati’s rmmmﬁsnwms
selzing a power which was never within his reach.” The uchronic
motif removed :z.m presence of social and political adversaries. It re-
n.qnmm. complex historical processes to single events, and compiex
situations to yes-or-no dilemmas. Thus, it saved the narrators’ self-
esteem and their sense of their own past, but made it much more
H__mmn“._» to MﬁEﬂm the party’s actual role in those crises and its
ong-term identity, culture, and stratepy. Eve thin,
- back to the merely tactical plane. i YR Tas Brought
The consequences can be seen at both the levels
o juences can be of everyda
E_En.m and political Umagination. Most rank-and-file H.mmnme.ww ~W
the EmS:nm_AoBvagm policy tended to be couched in tac-
tical 3_.3.? :s\m gave them too much leeway, and were punished in
the election 2@.533 Moroli); “Berlinguer offered the Christian
Democrats an alliance because he knew they would never take it,
wﬂuo _Mrowbm __z.o blame would be on them” (Amerigo Matteucci);
» Berlinguer is no liar. He did it to race "
| Donte Bartony, faster to our goal
. But the historicai compromise was much more than a tactical
move. It was a symptom and a cause of deep changes in the iden-
. :a.e class composition, and political role of the Communist party.
This process. marginalized many old-time activists, whose identity

men to Indian black magic, or the black nationalist myth in which
the-white race is invented by the mad black scientist Yacub.?®
These myths reinforce the group’s sense of its central role in
history, and suggest that if the group had power to generate the evil
powers it also has power to eliminate them: “if Indian magic has
created white people, an Indian ceremony will control them ¢ “If
natural disasters were caused by something he had done,” says
Matt Witt about a Navajo Indian, “then there was hope: perhaps he
could prevent future calamities by not making those mistakes
again.” "
Likewise, the function of the uchronic motif is to keep up
hope. If our past leaders missed their chance to "’shoot when the
thrush was flying by,” better leaders in the future won’t. The world
of our desires is possible: we needn’t even change the magic but
only work it more correctly, and perhaps replace a few magicians at
the top.
The leadership plays, in uchronic tales, a role similar to that of
mediators in Claude Lévi-Strauss’s structural interpretation of
myths: two-faced creatures that hold together conflicting but
equally necessary presuppositions. In this case, the contradiction—
we, the makers of history, must be right, and yet history is wrong—
is explained through the agency of individuals who are with us and
stand for us {in the party, which they represent) but are not of us
(not members of the working class in terms of status, power, edu-:
cation, language, life-style, and sometimes income: as Androsciani
says, we rent, they own). The ambivalent, internal/external position:
of the leadership keeps it all in the family, and yet saves the family move its deeper and most disturbing sources.
from guilt and blame. Allegiance to the party was not based (as The primacy of tactics goes hand-in-hand with an image of
outside critics often claimed) on a mythic faith in its infallibility, but history as a series of discrete “turning points,” crises, and Q.m .M_
rather on the ability to shift its failures to the sphere of myth. moments, which dreams of the revolution mm. a sin, _m HES:M
This is where the factual inaccuracy of most uchronic tales be-,3 and violent confrontation, rather than as a slow and %mm. roce . nm
comes relevant again.* If Italy did not become socialist after World"} gocial change, Though all these natrators dreamed of mﬂ%i um_m
War II it was for reasons quite removed from the fact that Togliatti’s fthiey were all but incapable of imagining it. They Ssnmsgﬂm_.om
e revolutionary seizure of power, but were extremely vague when
. ed to describe what kind of society they expected afterward. The
G0 ...... they .S.oEm come up with was a reference to the Soviet
whEonf»rnn Is, to another existing world. No wonder that, when in

*I say “most” because there is one event to which the “hypothetic” ap-
proach to history might be applicable. The Fascist march on Rome
twenty-eight October 1922 might have easily been stopped “if” the King}
and the government had used the army against Mussolini. Perhaps history’
would have been different. No narrator, however, uses this event as the star{} ario Sassi, an unreco . .
of a uchronic chain: the failure must be on “our” side, not the King’s. Inci 3 prove that Italy Eon_unm Mw_mhmﬂom”v_u””mﬂ&”uﬂﬂw%%d 0 sz a story meant
dentally, uchronic versions of history are found also among the Fascistsy ther nuclear scientist defected to =._m other side hot Enrico Fermi and
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the 1980s the world of existing sccialism collapsed, the party’s iden-
tity was shaken to its foundations.

The uchronic imagination, thus, reveals the inability of a sig-
nificant part of the traditional Communist rank-and-file to acknow}-
edge that basic aspects of the structure and theory of the
Communist party (and thus of their own identity) may have contrib-
uted to the ““wrongness” of history. It also reveals that, for many of
these activists, it was too painful and difficult to admit—and even
to imagine—that the party was becoming something quite other
from what they had known and lived for. On the other hand, the
uchronic imagination also reveals the failure of official history to ex-
plain the existential experience of a majority of the rank-and-file.
Uchronia, thus, saves the precious awareness of the injustice of the
existing world, but supplies the means of resignation and reconcii-
iation. While it fans the flames of discontent by uncovering the con-
tradiction of reality and desire, it helps to keep this contradiction
from breaking out as an open conflict.

The Best Garbage Man in Town: Life and
Times of Valtero Peppoloni, Worker*

To add interpretation [to the spoken word] which

would convey the right meaning is something

which would require—what? An art so high and

fine and difficult that no possessor of it would ever
be allowed to waste it on interviews.

Mark Twain, Letters

Edited by A. B. Payne

They would teach us even if you were gonna be a

garbage man, you be the best garbage man you can

be. This is what we were taught. If you can’t learn

to do anything but haul garbage, you be the best
garbage man you can be.

Willetta Lee

Hartan County, Kentucky

REPRESENTATIVE STORIES

A e._mmmo: which is frequently raised in discussions of the bio-
_ﬂm-.m_u-.._mm_ approach and of oral history concerns the relationship be-
“tween individual documents and trans-individual realities. 1 would
like to approach this question by analyzing how a single life story
lates to broader and shared patterns of culture, and how the com-
on, shared elements relate to what makes this story both repre-
ntative and unique.

Published as :.ﬂ..m. Best Trash-can Wiper in Town. The Life and Times
S.o_nw_..c Peppoloni, Worker,” in Oral History Review, 16/1 (Spring, 1988),
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