Introduction

The Italian filmmaker Michelangelo Antonioni’s La notte captures
the historical conditions of its moment with an incisive eye, indeed with
an eerie prescience. Released in 1962, La notte depicts the discontent of a
successful writer named Giovanni Pontano and his wife, Lidia. The action
of the film beg‘fns ona day of celebration for the publication of his latest
novel, the Dminously titled 7he Season, and ends at dawn of the fo[lowfng
day in the wake of an all-night party at the house of the Milanese indus-
trialist Gherardini. As the party winds down to its conclusion, Gherardini,
a member of the nouvean riche and a man with an astute grasp of the lat-
est technfques of communication, offers Pontano a job as an executive in
charge of telling the company's “story” to its employees. After refusing this
proposition, the author departs with Lidia. As rhey wander away from the
villa on foot, she reveals in conversation that she no longer loves him.

This final scene, however, is on[y the epﬂogue of a narrative that
starts with the couple’s visit to their friend Tommaso Garani, who is dyfng
of cancerina hospiral. A col[eague of Pontano and a former suitor of Lidia,
Tommaso also enjoys the dubious distinction, in the milieu porrmyed by
the film, of being an Adorno scholar, whose latest article on the German
phﬂosopher Pontano praises in a passing remark. Translations of Theodor
Adorno’s writings, we should recall, began to appear in Iraly in the mid-
1950s and 1960s, starting with Minima Moralia in 1954. In roughly the
same period, Silvio Berlusconi launched his career as a real estate developer
in Milan, where he graduated from the Universita Statale in 1961, raised
the money for his first housing developments on via Alciati in 1962 and in
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the suburb of Brugherio in 1964, and went on to build the enormous gated
community of Milano 2 for a residential popularion of more than 10,000
in the 1970s.' By rapidly expanding his investments to cable television out-
lets such as Telemilano; the daﬂy newspaper Il Giornale:, [ta[y’s 1argest pu]:)—
lishing house, Mondadori; and a vast array of corporate assets in media,
finance, adverrising, insurance, and other industries rhrough holding com-
panies such as Fininvest and Mediaset, Berlusconi succeeded in establish-
ing a solicﬂy conservative “counter-counterculture.” This ethos could not
be regarded as “clerical-fascist,” to invoke Pier Paolo Pasolini’s term, in the
manner of the Democrazia Cristiana bur rather coincided with growing
acceptance of the most spectacu[ar forms of consumerism. For Pasolini,
such an attitude of conformism or acquiescence to the sameness of mass
society was the hallmark of the LL',mthr-:J}_:;-:Jln:)f__,rica.l mutation” that he ana-
lyzed brilliantly in the late essays collected in his books Corsair Writings
(1975) and Lutheran Letters (1976).

My purpose in Affer La Dolce Vita: A Cultural Prebistory of Berlus-
conis fm{'y is not to try to add to the already substantial literature ana[yz—
ing Berlusconi’s rise to power. Rather, T am interested in exploriﬂg how
the leftist inrel[igenrsia, the Giovanni Pontanos of Italy, managed in a
few decades, and most decisively from the mid-1970s through the 1980s,
to lose the position of intellectual and social centmliry that was handed to
them after the defeat of Fascism and the end of the Second World War.
The unique potential of the left in the postwar period ensued from two
facrors. The first was the critical legacy derived from publicaric-n of the
celebrated Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci’s corpus of writings
over several decades, most notably the Letters from Prison (Platone edition
1947; Caprioglio and Fubini edition 1965) and Prison Notebooks (Platone
edition 1948-1951; Gerratana edition 1975). The second was the de facto
cultural hegemony of the Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI) from the 1950s
through the mid-1960s.

Already in 1966, it was possible for Pasolini to envision the left’s al-
legc-rica[ death in his film 7he Hawks and the Sparrows by inserting footage
of the funeral of Palmiro Togliatti, a foundfng member of the PCI with
Gramsci in the 1920s and the leader of the party from 1927 until his death
in 1964. The film further enlarges the allegory by concluding with the
bathetic tableau of a ralk'lng crow, which spouts Marxist rhetoric, being
killed and eaten by Totd and Ninetto. Even more thoroughly in the 1970s
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and 1980s than in the day of Pasolini’s requiem for the left, however, criti-
cal thought in Italy may be seen to have undergone a radical reorienta-
tion that made it possibie, and even easy, for Berlusconi to become the
purveyor of a new type of “national-popular” culture. As Alfonso Berardi-
nelli points out in his preface to Lutheran Letters, Pasolini’s _jererniads in
his essays of the early to mid-1970s seem to have fallen on deaf ears and
almost wholly to have been forgotten by the time of the so-called second
economic miracle, which is to say the economic boom of the 1980s. A
crucial cultural change took place, in other words, during the period that
Massimo Panarari has dubbed “the long 1980s.™ It was in fact the suppos-
ed.[y leftist Iralian intellectual establishment that over this span of years
prepared the way for Berlusconi’s subsequent achievement of cultural and
political hegemony.3

During the second economic miracle, Iraly became the fifth largest in-
dustrial economy in the world. The anthropologicai mutation of the coun-
try that Pasolini decried in its incipient form in the mid-1970s had become
by the end of the 1980s a fait accompli. In Affer La Dolce Vita, I criticize
the development of this hegemonic order across the fields of film, literature,
philosophy, and art criticism. Following the corruption scandals of 1992 that
heralded the downfall of the Democrazia Cristiana and the Partito Social-
ista Italiano (PSI), Berlusconi’s ascent to the office of prime minister in 1994
with the victory of his own party, Forza [ralia, represented a seismic shift in
the terrain of Italian po[irics. This uphe;wal could not have raken place with-
out the squandering of its cultural capital by the Italian left, which until the
end of the 1980s still retained a position of relative strength that it inherited
from what was in the 1960s the largest Communist Party membership in
Western Europe.

A number of commentators, induding Alexander Stille, Perry An-
derson, and Geoff Andrews, have observed that Berlusconi’s monopolistic
grip on the means of social organization has had a profound.ly destruc-
tive effect on dernocracy in Iraly. Accorc[ing to Stille, Berlusconi in effect
conquered the nation twice: first on the culrural level thrc-ugh the media
and then on the political level through the electoral process.4 Yet little has
been written abourt the speciﬁc id.eoiogicai constellation revolving around
the Italian appropriations of posrrnod.ernism and poststructumlism that
helped to prepare Berlusconi’s wzlj,/.i As I argue in the chapters that fol-
low, his cohquest of Tralian society was facilitared by intellectual contribu-
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tions largely from the left: namely, the conservative belle-lettrism of Italo
Calvino's Six Memor ﬁ;r the Next Millennium, which aspires to resuscitate
a iI.L'EI'er}’ aesthetics of taste; Gianni Vattimo's poststru.cturaiist doctrine
of weak thought; and Achille Bonito Olivas art historical movement of
Transavanguardia.

Since Berlusconi’s first election to office, he has governed the country
througit center—right coalitions with oniy a couple of brief interruptions,
benefiting from the power vacuum that resulted from the lack of an orga-
nized opposition to win the elections again in 2001 and 2008. As Anderson
notes, Forza Italia was the first politicai party to be structured like a cor-
poration; in fact, it was formed and nmnaged by Publitalia, the rnariceting
agency owned by Fininvest.” Following the entrenchment of Forza Italia in
the poiitical establishment, observers such as the Financial Times and the
Economist recurrently have described Italy as an anomaly insofar as Berlus-
coni’s ownership of the most important private television and pubiishing
outlets, together with his hold on poiiticai office, has created an unbear-
able conflict of interest and concentration of power.?

In the immediate aftermath of the Liberation, which is to say the fall
of Mussolini’s régime at the end of the Second World Whar, power devolved
to the Democrazia Cristiana and culture to the PCI, as Anderson remarks.
At least through the 1960s, the Communist Party in fact exerted wide-
spread influence by means of publishing houses, the writings and teach-
ings of intellectuals, and the cinema: “Ar its height, the PCI could draw
on an extraordinary range of social and moral energies, combining both
deeper popular roots and broader influence than any other force in the
country.”ﬂ However, the sranriing of the left declined over the foilowing
decades not because power inherentiy trumps culture, but rather because
the populist right competed aggressively in the cultural domain as a pre-
lude to pursuing its ambitions in the poiiticai. More damagingiy, from the
mid-1970s through the end of the 1980s, the left itself failed to articulate
an effective critique of the emerging forms of capitaiisrn and mass media in
Italy and thus neglected to pursue the sort of analysis that might have re-
sulted in productive change.9 The intellectual community was of little help
in questioning, the new social conditions because this group by and large
c-ccupied itself with debates in histc-ry, philosopi‘ly, and literature rather
than in discipiines such as socioiogy or economics.”

In other words, there was almost no place in Italy for thinkers of
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the Frankfurt School type. Not only were leftist critics unable to assess
correctly the threat posed by mass culture, but for the most part they
reiterated its triumphal view of consumerism. Leftist discourse in Itaiy,
Carlo Freccero righti}r points out, has withered to the point that it now
plays by Berlusconi’s rules.'" To Freccero’s point, it might be added that
the capituiation of the left was in effect since well before the founding
of Forza Italia. In defiance of a Supreme Court ruling that prohibited
privareiy owned television stations from brc-adcasring narionaiiy, Berlus-
coni successfuiiy maneuvered in the eariy 1980s to establish a monopoiy
in private television under the protection of the leader of the so-called
Socialist Party (i.e., the PSI) and rhen—prime minister, Bettino Craxi.
Thrc-ugh the respective acquisitions of his two iargesr broadcast com-
petitors, Italia 1 and Rete 4 in 1983 and 1984, Berlusconi dramatically
expanded the corporate empire that eventually provided the base of op-
erations for his political career.

If the populist consumerism of the right espoused by Berlusconi has
set the terms of cultural discourse in the country, it has succeeded in doing
so because in the 1980s the most prominent members of the ostensibly
leftist intellectual class iargeiy embraced the ideals of contemporary capi-
talism. The result was to cieprive Italian society of the critical insighrs and
vocabuiar'y necessary to resist the forces of mass mediation and commodi-
fication. As Ernesto Galli della Loggia reminds us, thanks to its preoccu-
pation with questions of individualism and familism, Iraiy has aiways been
vulnerable to censure as a weak example of:moderniry, and not just in rela-
tion to industrial or technological problems. According to Galli della Log-
gia, whatever aspects of moderﬂity in fact have been incorporated ]:)y the
culture never acquired a truiy Iralian character, as ti‘lE’}' rypicaiiy were direct
appropriations of American lifestyles.”” Yet there emerges in the 1980s a
uniq_ueiy Ttalian brand of cultural currency that, in its most famous exam-
pies of Calvinian aesthetics, wealk thought, and Transa\'anguardia, deliber-
ately avoids any critical questioning of the dominant order of power and
its relation to ti’lought itself. The same a:er'rainlj,r is not true, for exa.rnpie,
of the phiiosophicai contributions of_]acques Derrida, Michel Foucault, or
Gilles Deleuze in the French context.

It may be true that the culture of the present day is identifiable with
an ever-growing dependence on the rechnoic-gies of mass communication
and control. We should note nevertheless that certain modes of resistance
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have come to the fore in recent decades, through the voices of women, mi-
norities, and the colonized in world literature, art, and criticism. In Italy,
however, we confront a way of rhinking that enlists the jargon of post-
modernism and postsrrucmra[ism in the service of a relenrless[y consum-
erist, specracu_lar, acritical aesthetics. With few exceptions, postmodernism
in Italy has been discussed mostly in terms of style (e.g., Umberto Eco’s
definition of posrmc-dernism in relation to his own The Name qf.ﬁbe Rose,
Omar Calabrese’s notion of the “neo—baroque;’ etc.) rather than in terms
of, say, the speciﬁc culrural logic of the contemporary forms of capita[—
ism a la Fredric Jameson. To understand Italian contemporary culture in
a meaningﬁll way, it is thus helpful to pay attention to the theoretical or
conceptual frames of reference that have prevai[ed within different disci-
plines. In assessing the place of weak thought in the domain of philosophy,
I will read Vattimo's project in relation to the strategies of poststructural—
ist, particularly as rhey have been elaborated in France. By contrast, [ will
examine Calvino's ars poetica of Six Memos for the Next Millennium and
Bonito Olivas art theor}r in the [ight of their respective reinterpretations
of postmodernism, although as both the category itself and Calvino’s and
Bonito Oliva’s uses of it are in different ways problematically mystificatory,
Iintend to invoke the term sparingly and with some skepticism."
Postmodernism, in other words, will not be granted in these pages
any a priori synthetic or explanatory power as a theory. My goal is not to
decide whether certain thinkers are “truly” postmodern or not, but rather
to understand how some of the most important figures of the once-leftist
intelligentsia in Italy came to celebrate the logic of the market, to enjoy
in strikingly similar fashion the performative mobilization of the cul-
tural ideals of sweetness, lighrness, weakness, and softness.' Constant
rehearsal of these terms has given rise in the country to a mind-set that
is fundamentally hostile to the very notion of criticism. The triumph of
this “anti-Frankfurt School” of discourse, as it might be called, has pre-
cipitated in turn the cultural defeat of the left, whose former hegemonic
status (albeit mostly limited to high culture) had produced some genuine
political gains in the 1970s." By now it has become conventional to dis-
miss the idea that structure produces superstructure, particu[arly under
the conditions of the so-called new economy, which supposed_ly values
knowledge above all other commodities. However, the relevance of the
“Ttalian case,” as several critics from Carla Benedetti to Romano Luperini
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have recognizeci, consists preciseiy in the extent to which the culture’s
media-driven metamorphosis heiped to consolidate Berlusconi’s base of
political power in the 1990s."

From a certain perspective, my book may be viewed as something
of an update of Giacomo Leopardi's treatise Discourse on the Present State of
the Customs of the ltalians (1824), in which he proposes a comparative anal-
ysis of the diverse conditions of mc-ciernity of European societies at the
time of the birth of capitalism. Like Leoparcii, [ am interested in exploring
Ita_iy’s pubiic virtues and cultural forms of life at least to some ciegree in
comparison with those of other Western societies, particuiariy France, at
the time of the triumph of poststructuraiism and postmodernism. A ieg—
enciary pessimist, Leoparcii concluded that, unlike the other nations of Eu-
rope, Itaiy lacked a “tight society,” i:)y which he meant an open, thriving,
and ethically active civil society, where intellectually productive discussion
would allow murtual unciersranciing between discrete viewpoints to occur.
Instead, the superﬁcia.i distractions of stroiiing, specracies, and churches
in his opinion had come to dominate the entire life of the country. Of
course, I do not wish to suggest that Iralian mores have remained the same
since Leopardi’s day. However, [ would contend that in Iraiy tociay we en-
counter a crippiing cieficieney of democratic and cultural life that in some
sense represents the metastasis of the problem that Leopardi so cogently
diagnosed. On a relared note, it is no wonder that Mastrantonio and Bon-
ami have argueci that in contemporary itaiy the society of specracie has re-
piaeeci civil society.'?

To Agamben’s observation that tragedy is not an Italian category,
one thus might add that neither is criticism.'® Since at least Dante’s deci-
sion to call his masterpiece a cc-meciy, we [talians have been convinced of
the epistemoiogieai priviiege of the comic and the need to renounce the
tragic perspective. At the risk ostimming against the tide and of remind-
ing readers of the litany of historical tragedies that Italy has endured since
the Second World War, from Fascism to the violence of the Mafia and the
terrorist acts of the extreme left, I wish to reflect in :‘iﬁ.-:r La Dolce Vita on
the nation’s cultural conditions ciuring the so-called anni % &am&ﬂgﬁﬂ or
“years of the cotton ball” from the mid-1970s through the 1980s, a period
that immediately followed and to some extent overlapped with the anni
di P:'am!m or “}’EE{I'S of lead,” which were mc-rciantiy so named because of
the prevaience of terrorist violence at the time. M}' intention is not to fos-
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ter a sort DfSpeng[eriaﬂ ﬂ;fﬁ;rpeﬁimismw about [ta[y, a country that from
Antonio Negri to Giovanni Arrighi has given rise to the most critical ap-
proaches to globalization, as Anderson has remarked. It may be argued
after all that, since the signiﬁcant accomp[ishments in the Western world
of social welfare, civil J:'ights, and economic equality through the beg‘fnnfng
of the 1970s, the international political left seems merely to have fallen
asleep fora cc-up[e of decades."” Yet in Ita[y the traditional nerwork of alli-
ances between the various constituencies of the f:amily, labor unions, edu-
cators, etc. that make up civil society, engagement of which was Gramsci’s
cultural and political Dbjective throughout his life, has unraveled in an es
pecial[y dramatic and rapid fashion. In this respect, the nation’s intellectual
life has been the key to the historical process. Italian poststructumlism has
centered neither on the more promising notion of difference 4 la Derrida
nor on those of archeo[ogy, genealogy, and prob[ematization i la Foucault,
but rather on the intellectual litotes of “weakness.” Notwithstanding Vat-
timo's belated politica[ career and recent political conversion, this theoreti-
cal school Consequent[y has shown nothiﬂg but indifference to questions
of social inequality or justice and has managed to dissolve the critical capi-
tal of the greatest Communist Party in Europe.

Italy is “not a normal country,“ to cite Geoff Andrews, and indeed it rep-
resents something of an extreme-limit case with respect to the degrada-
tion of contemporary cultural and political conditions. Perry Anderson
has suggested that Gramsci’s insistence in the Prison Notebooks on the im-
portance of hegemony as a cultural consensus to be achieved through the
operations of civil society made it possible to think of the rebirth of Italy
in cultural rather than economic or political terms. Hegemony thus was
a consoling thought for a nation dominated for centuries by foreign pow-
ers, yet ennobled by its cultural inheritance. Gramsci reinforced his think-
ing on hegemc-ny by means of the principle of the “nationa[—popular,”
meaning an ethos that would abandon Ttaly’s elitist and spiritualist tradi-
tions to imagine more vital, democratic, and unconventional forms of life.
Yet at the moment of the triumph of mass media in the 1980s, Gramsci’s
concepts proved useless to the left as tools of resistance and may be said
to have transformed into their perverse doppelgingers under Berlusconi’s
infuence.
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In _f‘Iﬁ‘er La Dolce Vita, I set out to show how Iraly has failed to live
up to the dream of a culture that J:'espond.s to the life of the politica[ collec-
tive as a whole, induding such rypically disempowered groups as the poor.
What Italy has achieved instead of this Gramscian ideal is a society subju-
gated at every level to the benumbing power of the mass media.

The book consists of four chapters, titled “Sweetness,” LLLighl:rless,”
“Weakness,” and “Softness.” I argue that these four nouns name the coor-
dinates of contemporary Italian culture under the condition of “integrated
spectacle,” to invoke Guy Debord’s term. Debord introduces this concept
in Comments on the Society of Spectacle to designate what happens when
specmc[e becomes a rota[izing form of life. Indeed, he argues that only in
Italy was this phenomenon fu[ly achieved, thus artributing to the nation a
unique symbolic position. Remarkably, he arrived at this conclusion even
before Berlusconi’s election to Parliament and the prime ministership in
the 1990s.

Sweetness, lightness, weakness, and softness function in the [talian
context as key tropes of belonging and self-identification. The terms con-
stitute the linguistic basis for the ideological reimagination of a country
that is dominated by consumerism and identified with the label “Made
in ]raly.” The four categories delimit the c‘gc;c-c[ temperamenr” of the typ-
ical Italian in accordance with a cliché idea of national identity. Per-
haps not surprfsingly, given its stubborn persistence into the present, this
stereotype has deep historical roots and the genera[ly uncontroversial sta-
tus of received wisdom. In this connection, we mighr recall Nietzsche's
blithe declaration in Human, All Too Human that the Italian exhibits “a
secure, mild, and basfcally cheerful soul.”

Cinema, which at first glance mighr be reg,arc[ed as one of the media
most vulnerable to specracularization, has given life in Iraly to some of the
most exemplary critiques of the status quo, from the films of Neorealism
to those of Fellini and Moretti. In “Sweetness,” | examine the hostﬂfry’ that
Fellini encountered during the production and distribution of his last mo-
tion pictures. The chapter focuses in particu_lar on Ginger and Fred, which
elaborates a bitter appmisal of Berlusconis brand of media empire build-
ing. Financiers and critics turned against the celebrated director of La dolce
vita when he stc-pped oﬁ'—ering a mythica.l narrative that g[amc-rized the
counrry’s spectacu[ar life. Moreover, the sharp polirical attacks that Fellini
mounted against the cable television I'ndustry, presided aver by Berlusconi,
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continue to meet with utter lack of recoghition from commentators in
ltaljyr and the United States, despite the historical record of the director’s
three separate lawsuits against the media tycoon. [ question this silence re-
garcl.ing Fellini’s project in the face of the critical challenge of his last works
as exemplified by Ginger and Fred. Whereas the later chapters of my book
tell the clishearteﬂing story of the surrender of the Ttalian left to the iogic
of the market, this first chapter pro\'ici.es a contrasting example of creative
acuity and courage in Fellini’s resistance to Berlusconi during the 1980s.
Although the director was never a member of the Communist Party, his
awareness of the severity of the intellectual corruption spreaciing through
society at the time makes his final productions, especially Gf?zg.-:r and Fred,
representative of a cinema of critique that had been a saving grace of Ttalian
culture since the days of Neorealism.

The next chapter explores the problematic of lightﬂess, the first and
symbolically most important of the values that Italo Calvino identified
in Six Memos for the New Millennium as relevant for contemporary so-
ciety (iigl’ltness, rapidity, exactitude, visibiiity, multiplicity, consistency}.
Of the cases expiot'eci in these pages, Calvino's is certaini],r the most com-
plicated. Although he began his career in the mid-1940s as a member of
the PCI and as an author of realist fiction who was committed to explor-
ing Italy’s social and political problems in the post-War era, he gradually
withdrew from this position and by the early 1960s had become an advo-
cate for the idea that literature c-ught to be ct1:;reciictal:iie and reassuring,”
to cite his own words. Yer he continued to be troubled by the degrading
influence of the mass media until the end of his life. Unlike Vattimo or
Bonito Oliva, then, Calvino betrays a deepl}r ambivalent, even aﬂguishecl,
sense of his own role as an intellectual. At the same time, he becomes
so vehement in his rejection of his yc-uti'li:ui leftism that, as the culmina-
tion of a kind of immunodeficiency, he appears to incubate within himself
the virus of ltal}r’s cultural demise, what Luperini memorabl}' terms “the
iu_xury of lightness.” In his final testament of Six Memeos, Calvino sadly
assumes the position of a narcissistic censor proseiytizing for his own belle-
lettrist tastes. Ptecisei],r because he bemoans in this treatise the debilitat-
ing effects of consumer culture, his found antidote of a literature of styie
that celebrates its own removal from all social meaning remains in the end
deeply unsatisfactory.™ Certainly his choice of “lightness” as the defin-
ing sigﬂiﬁet of his poetics, in its facile generality of reference and, thanks



Introduction 11

to Milan Kundera, modishness at the time, exempliﬁes the c,omplicity of
high culture with the bourgeois menrality of Berlusconism. Indeed, [ight—
ness arguab[y becomes as a result the favorite buzzword of ]taly’s spectac-
ularized culture, encompassing and reinforcing the narrower valences of
several other key terms: “weakness,” which Vattimo deploys interchange—
ab[y with lightne.ss; “softness,” with which Bonito Oliva evokes the charm
ofa niollilcying formalism; and, as Zygmunr Bauman points out, a whole
vocabulary of u1iqu.'1c['1r},r.”2' Above and ]::-eyonc[ its meaning with respect to
specific stylistic choices, “lightness” in other words enacts the principle of
equivalence intrinsic to the operations of exchange value, thus encapsu[at—
ing the logie of the market at its pu.res‘u:.‘13

The shortcomings of Calvino’s poetics become manifest in his weirdly
optimistic reading of Kaflka's short story, “The Bucket Rider.” Kafkas nar-
rative concludes with the image of the protagonist Hoating ina levitatfng
bucket pasta near]::-y range of “ice mountains” because his neighbors have
refused to fill his bucket with coal. Calvino reads this harrowing end.ing as
a celebration of the magjcal power of flight. He thus ignores Kafka's insis-
tence on the social exclusion and banishment of the protagonist, an em-
phasis that moved Walter Benjamin to remark, “There is no more hopeless
vista than that of ‘the regions of the ice mountain’ in which the bucker
rider drops out of sight forever.” By ﬁxating on the fantastic dimensions
of Katkas writing, Calvino upho[ds in Six Memos the conservative notion
of literature as a ccpnj:'e[].r” aesthetic phenomenon. Consequenrly, he fails to
aclc_nowlec[ge what Jacques Ranciére has called the polirics 0f aesthetics, the
logical cohsequence that, as a distribution of the sensible, aesthetics neces-
sarily entails politics, albeit while assuming a relation to the political that
may very well be ob[ique or c,omplex. Invoking the values of lighrness,
exactitude, and visibi[iry, Calvino reanimates a dead concept of beaury‘
and retreats from the ideal of the sublime associated with an experimental
modernism. He promotes a postmodernism that, to borrow a phrase from
Frederic Jameson’s Valences af the Dialectic, Ltgi*\res the illusion of substance
in its absence.”

Calvino is in this respect an illustrative ﬁgure. After the Liberation,
he moved and worked in the ambit of leftist intellectuals such as Cesare
Pavese, Alberto Moravia, Pasolini, Luchino Visconti, etc., who tended
to affiliate themselves with the PCIL Ower the years, he trained an in-
creasingly Voltairean skepticism on traditional communist dogma and
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gained international fame as the preeminent Italian novelist of his gener-
ation, while adhering to the view that literature is a game thoroughly di-
vorced from social and political considerations.” Before fc-rma[izing this
divorce in Six Memos, however, Calvino lived briefly in Paris and met
regularly with Giorgio Agamben during the period when Calvine had
begun to reflect on lightness and Agamben on the questions that led to
his own theory of bare life. From 1974 to 1976, Calvino, Agamben, and
Claudio Rugafiori undertook together to identify the fundamental cat-
egories of thought and experience as part of an unrealized plan to begin
publishing a new journal that they envisioned covering the most urgent
critical issues of their day. Rugaﬁori started his share of the exercise with
architecture and VAFHENESS, Calvino with _cpem' and .:’r'gbm.-:ﬂ, and Agam-
ben with tmgee:{y and ramedy, 5£ﬂgmpﬁ_y andﬁz&fc, and, most importantly,
lzw and creature.”* The last pair of categories inaugurates the understand-
ing that it is precisely when stripped of our rights under the law that we
arrive at degree zero of the “human creature,” which is to say the point of
“bare life.”*® This intuition in turn is the kernel of the genealogical and
biopolitical reflections that twenty years later Agamben brings together
in his landmark Homo sacer.

For Italy, the collective endeavor of Rugaﬁori, Calvino, and Agam-
ben thus amounts to a strategic crossroads from which one of the culture’s
seminal ﬁgures sets forth on a path of aestheticized belle-lettrism, while
another pursues the course of a reenergized, if problemaric, relatic-nship
to the po[itical. Norw'lthstanding his triumphs as an author of fiction, the
politi::s of Calvino's aesthetics is often trou]:)liﬂg and never more so than
in Six Memaos ﬁ;r the Next Millennium, where his ambivalence toward mass
culture is channeled not into a productive and critical dialecric bur rather
into articulation of a poetics that too readil}r affirms the procedures of con-
temporary capita.lism and its values of [ightness, mu[tiplicity, and speed.

In the third chapter, “Weakness,” I assess the reception of poststruc-
turalism in Italy by considering Gianni Vattimo’s philosophy of “weak
rhoughr” @emim debole). His work makes clear the acrirical and antipolit—
ical bias ofhegemonic thought in [ta[y relative to French philosophy as ex-
empliﬁed by Derrida, Deleuze, and Foucault. Although critics often deride
pensiero debole as merely a symptom of “the long 1980s,” no one has of-
fered a clear account of how the claims of this theoretical school to increase
freedom and reduce violence compare to the critical impact of Derrid-
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ean deconstruction. Like the French poststructumiists, Vattimo may take
Nietzsche and [—Ieidegger as sources of inspiration, but by its author’s own
admission the strategy of weak thought fundamentally consists in exalting
exchange value. Criticism indeed has no piace in Vartimo’s merhodoiogy
(iﬂduding criticism of Heidegger’s politics, for exampie:l, as he aims to re-
piace critical thiﬂi{iﬂg with a conservative revival of the hermeneutic tradi-
tion. If Vattimo’s official goa[ is to undermine epistemoiog,ical certainty, his
unconscious one is to produce the kind of nihilism favorable to unbridled
capitaiism, ﬂotwithstanciing the poiitics supposed_iy evinced ]:)y his elec-
tion in 1999 to the European Parliament as a member of the Democratici
di Sinistra and his late conversion to Marxism in 2004. Of course, it may
be true that we criticize the society of exchange value only at our own peril
insofar as envisioning an alternative state of things ﬂowadays often seems
impossibie. Yet it is hard to see how reducing the world to exchange value
has resulted in anyrhing more than increased sui:i:ering. If we reaiiy wish to
redeem capiralism, as Bernard Sriegler suggests, a radical new ecoiogy of
values, media, and mass culture is needed. This is the cha_iienge for leftist
thought today, a challenge that Italian intellectuals mostly have preferred
to evade in order to look “more modern than all the moderns,” if we may
cite Pasolini’s turn of phrase with the appropriate dash ofirony.

Hostile readers who wish to assign to poststructuraiism the responsi-
biiity for an ever—ieﬂgthening list of present—day ills, from cultural relativ-
ism to the death of the subjecr, are by now overiy familiar voices. Richard
Wolin echoes the generai tone ofoutmge: “As intellectual solvents, decon-
struction and Foucauldian geneaiogy are too effective for their own good.
By the time they are through working their magic and casting their spells,
all trace of substantiaiir}r has been eliminated.”™® Pace Wolin, I contend
rhroughour Aﬁer La Dolce Vita, and especialiy in the chapter on Vatti-
mo’s ir_ieoiogy of weak thought, that French poststructumiism as exempii—
fied chiefly by Derrida, Foucault, and Deleuze maintains a sense of critical
purpose by persisting at all times in questioning the operations of power,
inciuding the corporate power of capitaiism.ﬂ On this score, French phi-
iosoph}r ought to be distinguished from its Italian counterpart, which on
the whole has worked to validate the status quo of contemporary mass
society.

Ower the course of numerous books, inciuci.ing Weak Tﬁaugﬁ:, The
End anaJerrzz'{}l, and The Transparent Society, Vattimo espouses a nihil-
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ist theory of postmoderﬂism. More speciﬁca.iiy, he calls on his readers to
withdraw from foundationalist strategies and welcome the drift of endless
interpretation in the wake of Nietzsche’s announcements of the death of
God in The Gay Science and of the transformation of the true world into a
fable in The wafz:gp'ar afﬂ’i)e Idols. At the same time, he insists on total dis-
solution of history as a consequence of Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s definition
of postmodernity as the end of historical metanarratives. The most crucial
reference for Vatrimo, however, is Heid.egger’s philosophy of Being, whose
termiﬂoiogy and iogic he accepts in all their metapi‘lysicai spiendor. In ad-
dition, he rereads Foucault’s promising notion of an LL-:)L'Ltn:)icﬁg}.!' of actuaiiry”
in a shallow, pseud.m]‘[eicieggerian direction.

Unlike, say, Derrida, Vattimo does not feel the need to criticize no-
tions such as Spirit or Being, preferring to cite or “corresponci” with Hei-
ciegger’s notions regarding the end of metaphysi::s and the Ere:gmfs of
rechnoiogy rather than to scrutinize their meaning. Vattimo likewise never
questions Heidegger’s poiiricai beliefs. Far from representing a less phai—
iogocentric way of thinidng, wealk thought in this iight seems to epito-
mize the wish for a totalizing system of logic. Whereas deconstruction
revolves around philosophicai and performarive strategies of probiemariza—
tion, around posing difficult questions, nc-rhing of this sort is at stake for
wealk thought. Derrida declared his refusal to embrace Lyotard’s definition
of postmodernity in E:'ﬁogmpr'afes. Moreover, he decisively redefined the
phiiosophicai and pc-lirical stakes of deconstruction rhrou.gh concepts such
as ccun:iemc-vcr:u:y to come and “j ustice in particular” in his later works, be-
ginning with Specters anm:x. It is no accident, then, that unlike Vartimo
Derrida reflects on technology and the role of the media with care, starting
with a questioning of names and concepts that refuses to accept neutral-
sounding or conventional terms such as “means of communication” and
that deiiberatei}' invents idiosyncratic terms such as “teietechnoiogy” to
call attention to the strangeness of the technological per se.

If Derrida does not adopt an apocalyptic tone when it comes to
this domain, nevertheless he makes clear his awareness of the autoim-
mune threat of teietechnoiogy (the possibiiity that it migilt become what
Deleuze, at the end of his life, called the society of control. Vattimo by
contrast looks at contemporary technology as a magical gateway to greater
freedom and tolerance. Whereas deconstruction aims to suggest the pos-
sibility of the impaossible, weak thought may be said to conform to the
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possibility of the possible, relentlessly apologizing for what already is. The
chapter ends with an examination of Vattimo's recent confession, Eece
comen (2007), in which he reneges to a ciegree on the pieciges of his earlier
writings and expiains his eleventh-hour return to communist politics in
terms of a rediscovery of religious faith.

In the epilogue, “Softness,” 1 analy'z.e the rhetoric of Achille Bonito
Oliva’s writings on Transavanguardia, a movement that encompasses well-
established painters such as Francesco Clemente, Sandro Chia, Enzo Cucchi,
and Mimmo Paladine. Benito Oliva has helped to market this movement
iﬂternatioﬂally as a recuperation of the softness of sentimental, ﬁgumtive
subjecr matter. Not to leave any doubt about the implicatic-ns of his posi-
tion, he states in one of his most important essays, “The Achieved Nihil-
ist,” that “softness here signals an eclectic identiry with no need for strong
presence in the social.” He makes copious use of the philosophy of Gilles
Deleuze and Félix Guatrari, interpreting their ideas in an exaggerated.iy
“yitalist” register in order to dissolve the resistant poiiticai project embed-
ded in their thought. This rhetorical gambit exempliﬁes a central strategy of
the establishment of hegemonic Ttalian intellectuals, which is to adopt the
anti-essentialist \'ocabuiary of pc-ststrucmralism while d.ivesting it of criti-
cal and polirical meaning. ‘The key sig'niﬁers that constitute the subject of
my book thus often seem interchangeable in their cultural deployment. For
example, Vattimo recurrently defines weal thougl‘lt asa “lightening” of the
metaphysical structures of Being, whereas Bonito Oliva characterizes Trans-
;wanguard.ia in his own words as “a sweet prc-ject,” promoting the comforts
of rediscovered lightness in contrast to the poncierousﬂess of critical diffi-
culty and complication. Vattimo and Bonito Oliva cite ad libitum exactly
the same, narrow repertory of passages from Nietzsche.

MNot surprisingly, Vattimo makes Adorno and the thinkers of the
Frankfurt Scheol into favorite targets of his polemic. He repeats through-
out his writings that Adorno’s apocaiyptic prophecies regarciiﬂg the media-
driven culture of sameness have not come to fruition in a world dominated
]::-y subcultures, thanks preciseiy to the ubiquity of the media. However,
in the light of Berlusconi’s advance from a fortune in real estate to con-
trol of the nation’s presses and broadcast outlets and ultimately to abuse
of polirical power to exempt himself from the law, itaiy sEEms as rhc-ugh
it may be exactly the wrong setting in which to complain about the limits
of Adorno’s critique of the culture industry. Moreover, after thirty years
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of [taiy’s cultural and politicai decadence, there has been no real effort at
self-criticism by those who heiped to usher in the new era.™ Although Vat-
timo published Ecce comu in a bid to draw attention to his rriumphal re-
turn to leftist engagement, he astoundingly tries to position this return in
philosophical continuity with the principles of weak thought, as I show in
my aﬂaiysis of his argument. As for Bonito Oliva, he seems happy to con-
tinue poiishing his reputation for aesthetic eclecticism, as Mastrantonio
and Bonami have remarked, by maintaining the pretense that culture is in
a state of perenniai transavanguardism.m

Aithough a somewhat bleak picture of the iandscape may emerge
from these pages, my desire is not at all to suggest thatin Iraly we have had
no critical minds who might be counted on to elaborate an alternative cul-
tural vision. Pasolini might almost suffice on his own to eq_uaiize the field
of battle. Anderson is quick to recognize Antonio Negri and Giovanni
Arrighi for their traiiablazing critiques of giobaiizarion in Negri’s Empire,
authored with Michael Hardt, and ﬂrrighi’s Chaos. Giorgio J’Lgamben
and Roberto Esposito have been exploring important questions in the field
of biopoiitics with a critical, and in Agamben’s case perhaps even apoca-
lyptic, sense of urgency. Work_ing in Negri’s and Agamben’s wake, Paolo
Virno has diagnosed incisively our current forms of life and struggles with
the “affects” of capitalism from cynicism to skepticism. Ina pa.rnphiet en-
titled “The Italian Difference,” Negri himself identifies three of the most
crucial contributors to Italian polirical thought, in Gramsci, the theorist of
workerism Mario Tronti, and the feminist philosopher Luisa Muraro, who
calls for a new “thinking of difference.”™ Negri finds particularly inspiring
the abiiiry of each of these thinkers to conjugate theor}r and praxis while
placing emphasis on praxis.

However, the constellation of culrural producrions that [ examine in
After La Dolce Vita clearly has come to provide in recent decades the he-
gemonic image of Italian culture both for Italy and for other nations. Even
if it were true that ﬁgures such as Negri and Agamben have achieved wider
recognition in the United States than in Italy, these thinkers have never
been welcomed among either nation’s readership with the same warmth as
Vattimo or Calvino, who increasingly seem to exemplify a type of contem-
porary Italian culture that is beloved by Italian and foreign admirers chiefly
for the qualiries of being salutary, accc-mmodaring, and soft.** The plea for
nonjudgmental forms of criticism in this context strikes me as a luxury
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that historical realities honestly do not permit. In writing this book, I have
often pondered Foucault’s expressed wish in “The Masked Philosopher” to
dream of a criticism that would not judge but rather bring a book, a sen-
tence, an idea to life. Alrhough the limits of critical analysis may be all too
clear, it nevertheless seems to me possib[e to keep meaningfu[ ideas alive
while judging well the questions that demand a cogent response.



