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italy: Three Decades
of Radical Media

Mﬂmmmb political history siice Mussolini, and especially since the end of
the 1960s, has been tremendously comiplex. For many casual observers,
only the fact that Italian governments have tended to come and go with
amazing rapidity has really caught their attention, along perhaps with
occasional spectacular stories of the Sicilian Mafia, evoking the God-
father movies. And so, Italy remains a sun-drenched tourist trap drip-
ping with ancient and medieval history, paséa con sugo, . .. and the Pope.
Let us complicate this picture a little, just enough to set the scerie for
the daily newspaper (Il Manifesto) and the two radio stations (Radio
Popolare, Milan, and Controradio, Florence) that we shall be studying.
These three radical media are interésting in part because of their sheer
longevity, which contrasts with the fairly short-run if epochal story of
Portugal’s Repriblica and Rddio Renascenga. Longevity was also a fairly
important criterion for the case studies I included in the first edition of
this book (Downing, 1984), because I wanted to show thiat media of this
type were by no means all just a flash in the pan. In addition, I was mwwx.
ious to explore how rddical media could not only function but actually
survive over time with self-managed structures and on low budgets.
These considerations, along with their intimate relation with social
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movements and oppositional cultures, made these Italian examples
particularly intriguing.

BRIEF, BACKGROUND

The political turbulence in France was more or less confined to 1968 and
1969, and in Portugal to 1974 and 1975. Italy and Poland, in very differ-
ent ways, continued to evince political unrest oyer a much more sus-
tained périod. The sources of unrest varied in Italy (for an overview, see
Smith, 1997, pp. 455-497; McCarthy, 1995): Leftist student and factory
worker upsurges and strikes; terror tactics from the ultra Right (see
Ferraresi, 1996 (such as bombs in public places); terrorism from the Left
(the Red Brigades’ murder of premier Aldo Moro® in 1978 and of numer-
ous policemen); Mafia terror {the murder of top police investigators,
public critics, rivals); secret governments within the government and
heavy-duty financial corruption (the P.2 scandal and the Vatican Bank®);
the seemingly impending electoral victory of Western Europe’s largest
comminist party (the PCI), and it correspondirig alienation from the
rebellious younger generation of Italians; the emergence of a wildly im-
plausible government coalition for a short period in the 1990s, com-
posed of three entirely new political agencies (a somewhat reformed
neo-fascist party, anorthern separatist party, and anew party headed by
Berlusconi, Italy’s media mega-entrepreneur, a man barely known until
10 years earlier).

Yet, despite the turmoil, Italy also enjoyed a remarkable core of so-
¢ial and ecbnomic stability, to the point where sometimes these dra-
matic events, screaming from banner headlines and endlessly chewed
over on TV and in the press, could seem almost epiphenomenal. Italy’s
average living standards—which mean the rich north was really re-
markably affluent—surpassed Britain’s in the early 1980s. Perhaps the
most striking chiange, at least in terms of Italians’ frequent national self-
understanding, was the switch during the second half of the century

 from being a nation that alvays exported its people to the United States

!

and elsewhere in the Americas and Europe to being a nation that began
by importing labor from its Gwn poverty-stricken sduth to northern fac-
tories and then finally began to import workers from various African
countries, south Asia, the Philippines, and elsewhere.! Withiri this com-~
plex mixture of change and stability, the three radical alterative media
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originated on which we will now focus. All three, roﬁmwﬁn werebornat
particularly intense points in political time and against a background of
seemingly unending Christian Democratic Party rule, combined with
the PCI's move to the Right-—-toward commorn sense for some, aoﬁmna
collaboration with a reactionary and archaic system for others.

I MANIFESTO, ROME

5

On April 28, 1971, a new daily newspaper was launched, Il Manifesto,
selling for the absurdly low price of 50 lire. ?m first issu¢ had orily four
pages, no advertisements, and uncompromising political analysis. n its
first year, the newspaper sold 30,000 to 40,000 copies a day. Even given
the weak national presence of the Italian daily press, this 1% share was
still quite creditable. Moreover, Il Manifesto’s readers were activists.
The newspaper was founded by a group expelled from the commu-
nist party in 1969 for critiquing what they saw as the PCl’s steady right-
ward drift. They were also pro-China rather than wﬂo.gomnoé in the
split within the world communist mbvement at the time, albeitbased on
a false international image then currént of China, where Mao’s sup-

i

posed encouragement of vigorous popular participation contrasted
with the dour Soviet commitment to hierarchy. Some, but not all of its
first staff members had journalistic experience. Their primary affiliation
was with the splinter party they had formed when they were expelled
from the PCI, the Party of Proletarian Unity; whose acronym was PdUP.
This affiliation would lead to problems for the newspaper, as we shall
shortly see. .

Il Manifesto’s internal organization set out to be democratic. Both
the chief editor and a switchboard operator received the same misera-
bly low salary, as did everyone else. Internal open meetings were held
daily to review policy, so that specialists could hear alternative views
before writing their columns. The @nb"mmms thrée floors down, were 59
part of the collective, for their communist mmuq affiliations would have
made this impractical in view of Il Manifesto’s split from the PCL Pre-
dictably, however, despite good intentions, technical staff often felt wmmm
a part of the paper than the journalists, and from time to time women
journalists, too, found theémselves subtly excluded, sometimes by atti-
tudes, but more often by structural factors. A key instance of the latter
was the daily 7:30 p.m. prodiiction meeting: Women with children typi-
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cally felt @ﬁ% had to be home before that hour—or were pressured by
their husbands to be——and so they could not participate.
Over the 1970s, the newspaper’s fortunes rose and mmm with differ-
ent political tides. However, with the explosion of the student move-
ments of 1977 and 1978, and with the Red Brigades’ kidnaping of Pre-
mier Moto, I Manifesto found itself suddenly squeezed from numerous
directions. For student revolutionaries, the paper was simply a minor
variation on the PCI theme and part of an antirevolutionary edifice. For
the PCI, it was unacceptable that the newspaper argued for negotiating
Moro’s reledse (on the ground that the terrorism problem was being
used by the then government to frighten the public into sticking witha
conservative law-and-order politics). Four national dailies mounted a

‘campaign against Il Manifesto, claiming its stance was tantamount to 2

concealed argument in favor of terrorist tactics. PAUP’s women mem-
bers were deserting it in droves to join the feminist movement, which
suddenly mushroomed at that time. And because the paper defined it-
self as PAUP’s mouthpiece, on the Leninist transmission-belt model of
party-controlled radical media, its journalists found they were permit-
ted to oﬁﬁ@nm any political stance in Italy excepf this small splinter
party’s.

Something had to give, and the chain binding the paper to PAUP
was finally broken in 1979. This helped considerably, because it enabled
Il Manifesto to become what its journalists mostly wanted it to be: a fo-
rum for the Left. The newspaper opened jtself to a wide range of contri-
bittors, from an unknown caller reporting on a demonstration in a town
in Sicily that no other media were covering EuOﬁmr ihformed commen-
tary on U.S. politics from a professor up north ih Turin. In major cities, Il
Manifesto organized members’ groups whose activities were similarly
ecumenical, and open national nonmwmmwnmm were held on hot political
topics. The newspaper was trying to develop a different and closer rela-
tion with its readers than was conventiohal with the press.

1l Manifesto’s language and intellectual level, however, were very
demanding. Although in 1981, it finally admitted photos, cartoons, and
sports reports, it was still a tough read for anyone without a university
degree. One whole page of an issue of the paper (in July 1980) was de-
voted to the French neo-Freudian Jacques Lacan and his relation to fem-
inist theory. In early 1982, after heated debate, two pages were set aside
daily for everyday issues and popular arts, but much of the paper con-
tinued to be rather hard going.
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The years from 1983 through 1997 saw a series of shifts in Il Mani-
festo’s contribution to Italian life, The earlier years, during which con-

servative government pglicies seemed to be carrying all before them, -

were inevitably a rather dispiriting era for the newspaper. Its orle majos
campaigning moment in those years came in response to the Craxi gov-

ernment’s attack during 1984 and 1985 on lascala mobile. Literally meari- -
ing “the escalator,” the termi was used in Italy as political shorthanid for-

the automatic indexing of wages and pensions, a major achievemérit of
the 1970s that had been negotiated by the unions to offset consumer vul-
nerability to price inflation. In the end, Craxi won,’ and the public’s
protections were indeed slashed, but Il Manifesto staffers who had wvmmd
active in the campaign felt they had fought with intense energy and re-
solve. “It was a good fight, the right fight,” said one.

However, the momentous chain of events that would mﬁﬂ#ﬂmﬁ% see

the entire Soviet system dismantied in 1991 was also emerging at the
same time, Gorbachev was installed as Sovietleader in 1985 and by wwm_m
was beginning to call a halt to the war in Afghanistan and to negotiate
nuclear disarmament with the West. By 1988, there were pronounced
signals of a growing openness in certain Moscow-based print media.
This opermess, in turn, gave space to increasingly insisient demands for
national independence, both in the Soviet républics mﬁ& in some of the
Eastern European nations within the Soviet bloc. _
These developments would have very disturbing effects on the
newspaper’s self-definition, not least as a result of the PCI’s decision—
following the Soviet bloc’s collapse—to retitle itself the Party of the

Democratic Left. Even then Il Manifesto’s general line was as follows: -

Gorbachev was the urgently needed reformer who would purify the So-
viet system and bestow on it-or unleash within it, it was not clear—a

new energy and moral force that would change the global political

equation to the pronounced disadvantage of much of capitalism’s fun-
damental dynamic. In other words, their view and Gorbachev’s own
perceptions of his role were very much in sync.” This meant, however,

%mwmd.mu%o&no%m?oﬂ their own correspondent in go%_ug were

often most unwelcome, to the point of leading to many queries mw.oﬁ his’

information. Sometimes, a dual definition of Soviet realities appeared

in the newspaper, one in the storiés he filed, the other in the political

commentary columns. The correspondent’s stories indicated with ever-

increasing clarity that Gorbachev was losing his ability to lead a more .

and more disgruntled Soviet public, which was angered and frustrated
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by the decline in living standards and the economic Hisrliption gener-
ated by perestrotka policies. This mlessy situation did not fit with the
leading editorial staff’s preferred view of things. It was a disquieting
omer of the difficulty the newspaper might E?m in coming {o terms
with some admittedly seismic political changes.’

During the middle and later 19805, the newspaper chugged along
with about 30,000 to 35,000 daily circulation. Two events in the first half
of the 1990s, however, lifted its fortunes briefly, and it found itself sell-
ing 65,000 to 70,000 copies daily for certain periods of time. I Manifesto
took ori a considerable number of extra staff, totaling about 160 at the
peak, and to its surprise switched from being what one staffer called an
“artisanal” newspaper to becoming a moderately substantial—and
therefore much more complex and necessarily businesslike-—opera-
tion. At this time, Il Manifesto was among the first daily newspapers in
Italy to computerize its operations. (This expansion and its problematic
implications will be reviewed below.)

The events that stimulated these changes in fortune were the 1990-
1991 war against Iraq by the United States and its allies’ and the 1994 as-

cent to power of the new coalition between the separatist Northern

Leagle, media magnate Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, and Alleanza
Nazionale (heir to aneo-fascist party). I Manifestp was the single Italian
newspaper that denounced the second Gulf war in unegquivocal terms,
whereas the rest of the major media wete offering a Hallelujah chorus in
support. This meant that its information and critigues of the war were
the only national source of genuinely dissonant information.

The government coalition only lasted about 6 months, but during
that time, {ts most insistent media opponent was Il Manifesto. The heart
of its opposition was directed at the ﬁw&n.ﬁmmow ih government of
Alleanza Nazionale, which it defined as effectively a resurrection of
Mussolini (symbolically, even the dictator’s granddaughter ran for of-
fice in Naples). The newspaper organized ahuge antifascist demonstra-
tion in Milan oh April 25, the 50th anniversary of Mussolini’s execution
by the Partisans and their public display of his body in Milan's Piazzale
Loreto.

Thereafter, however, the newspaper’s fortunes began to subside
again, with a 2-year peiiod from 1995 throbgh 1997 during which the
newspaper was being subsidized by cassa inlegrazione funds.” This cul-
minated in a deep crisis in the summer of 1997, when the Banca di Roma
refused to extend further credit E_ﬁgoﬁw either a major new infusion of
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cash or substantial firings. Because the former option was unfeasible,
the firings were the only recourse. For a newspaper that had organized
itself as a collective for 26 years, this was an extremely bitter prospect.

Long-time staffers found thie situation intensely depressing and very |

alarming, too: Few of their numbers could automatically assume they
would be exempt from whatever cuts would have to be made.

The newspaper’s procedure in handling this crisis is w&moﬁmﬁ to
note, because the quality of a collectively run media entefprise is not
only determined by what it does at the outset or in periods of success
but also—and perhaps especially--by how it copes over time with crisis
and the threat of collapse.

Two general assembly meetings were called, held in the moming so
as not to interfere with the production of the newspaper, to discuss how
to proceed. These were composed of journalists and technical workers,
following Il Manifesto’s traditions. Each meeting stretched over 2 days,
and both were more heavily attended by technicians than by journalists,
probably because the former felt more vulnerable to cost-cutting mea-
sures. The second meeting was held to ratify the decisions taken by the
first. Few attended second time around, probably because the first

“meeting had already approved two motions with 72% approval from
those present. In general, discussion at these méetings was far less erier-
getic than had been the case in earlier years. ”

The two motions were to institute a specific program of cuts in posi-
tions, totaling up to 40, and to set up a union comumnittee to oveisee the
needs and situations faced by those cut. The union commitiee Anawawm&a
di redazione) was standard in other newspapers, but the Il Manifesto ¢ol-
lective had always hoped that the managemeni-labor divide could be
avoided within its own ranks. Equally, thé fact that the new manage-
ment board would be composed of two journalists and two technical
workers, elected in each case only by their peers, represented another
retreat from the collective’s steady attempt to elide, where possible,
those professional differences. n <

There was considerable agreement among those with whom I
spoke about a number of the causes of i Manifésto’s decline and critical
situation. In particular, two were singled o.mww as major factors, one the
general crisis of the Italian daily press and the other the protracted con-
fusion of the Italian political system i transition. Some staffers, how-
ever, pointed further to internal organizational issues within the news-
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paper,” others to what they felt were issues of the newspaper's
problematic identity and inadequate attempts to resclve it.

It was certainly true that the situation of the Ifalian daily press had
gotten considerably worse in the 1980s anid 1990s. By 1997, to try to per-
suade a reluctant public” to read its products, the mainstream news-
paper industry was offeririg a whole series of “gadgets,” as the Italians
themselves namied them, from cheap videos to special glossy fashion
supplements, and from CDs to pocket-size short stories by famous au-
thors (Maupassant, Dostoevsky). These came with the newspaper,
sometimes costing as much or more than the actual paper itself. The fact
that the industry had opted for this approach and was busily competing
to see which gadgets would offer the greatest inducement to readers al-
ready proved that daily newspapers were uninteresting to the Italian
public. This situation, however, made it all the hardet for II Manifesto,
which did not have the corporate backing to issue all these incentives. i
Manifesto was typically the second newspaper that people bought, and
the extra gadget cost of the first paper would often soak up the lire
otherwise available for that purchase. .

Asregards the transition in Italian politics from the relative postwar
stability of permanent Christian Demotrat dominance and PCI chal-
lenge, it was unclear how the Italian government would be organized in
the future, but it seemed certain that it would not revert to the old sys-
tem just as it had been.” For Il Manifesto, the difficulty was acute. It had
always been a sympatheticcritic of the PCL it had argued during the de-
bate over renaming the PCI that it should hold on to its original name,
and the paper still enshrined the word communist on its own masthead.
With whom could it align itself, in an era when th¢ PDS seemed to be
competing with the British Labor Party (“New Labor”) for the title of
which, among traditional European partiés of the Left, could be named
the most dedicated convert to free-market policies?

The newspapej’s traditional political space had simply closed up.
“The original partiés of the Left had moved to the Center Right, whereas
their effective alterriative was represented in one way or another by the
parties of the Berlusconi coalition. Only Communist Refoundation, offer-
ing the comforting reassurances of the pre-1989 scenario and a classical
transmission-belt newspaper' to the suryiving faithful, was to be seen

on the Left. What is more, from having been a newspaper principally
identified in the publit mind with campaigns as a mobilizing news-
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paper, Il Manifesto was now being forced to re-evaltuate that role, along
with its inherited internal culture. . ,

I was told that the roots of the political problem lay very deep, bur-
ied, indeed, in the perspective of the seriior staff on the significance of
the Gorbachev phenomenon, which was discussed wwmﬁoﬁmm%. If the fu-
ture politics of the planet indeed had lain with a reforméd Soviet system
and the flourishing of relativély independent Marxist parties comimit-

ted to democracy, such as the old PCI, then the M_Qﬁmunmaw heretical role
of Il Manifesto would have been sealed with history’s dpproval.

Such was not to be the case. Nor was it, perhaps, to be the case thata
visceral appeal to antifascist sentiment (répresented by the April 25 Mi-
lan march), to admittedly w2ll-founded fears and memories, would be
sufficient to respond effectively to the néw political trends represented
by a largely converted party of the wwmw&%oaﬂmm ultra Right (Alléanza
Nazionale), a party fusing tremendous media power with political
power (Berlusconi), or a separatist party led by frothing racist dema-
gogues but drawing its support from within sectors infuriated by the ef-
fects of overcentralized government (the Northern League). .

How was the newspaper to respond? How was it fo secure a com-
mitted readership among the younger intelligentsia? How was it to
carve out a role for itself, in the midst of downsizing and within the gen-
eral collapse of enthusiasm for the daily press in Italy? Some respon-
dents felt that attempts had been made, although they disagreed about
their effectiveness, to address this: the launch of the tabloid format of
the paper in 1994; the failed attempt to launch a weekly special for youn-
ger readers, Extra, which was put out in extravagantly mv_owgo»ﬂmﬂmumﬂ
computer screen format; or the intermittent mummﬁnw and wm%ofﬁ
changes in the main newspaper. |

A critic of these attempts described them as obsessive but superfi-
cial, failing to grapple either with the actual interests of a younger read-
ership or with the deep implications of the collapse of Sovietism and its
ramifications within the Italian political spectrum or with the new reali-
ties represented by Berlusconi or the Northern League. In this view, II
Manifesto had never acted as a forum for readers and B.wmmmwonmmﬁm to
debate the significance of these turnultuous and perplexing mm<m_ow._
ments. Instead, it had sought to give its readers wise political mﬁwu-
ance, not far removed, perhaps, from the traditional desire to ﬁnoﬂm.m
them with the correct line. Was the problem, as other mﬁmmmm.wm mcwmmmwmm:
that their “bishops”—the nucleus of former PCI héretics who had
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founded the nmimmﬁumwl..imw.m still overly dorninant in its policies and
direction: | ‘
In some ways, a poster and T-shirt published at the time of the 1994
switch to tabloid format, with the aim of publicizing it, may suggesta
parj of the problem that was still to be addressed at the core of the Il
Manifesto project. It showed a smiling baby’s face arid by its side the
words, La rivoluzione non russa, a wordplay that signified both “Thenon-
Russian revolution” and “The revolution is not $noring.” The question
left in abeyance by this major attempt at self-redefinition—a large ver-
sion of thé poster was still hanging at the main entrance to the offices in
summer 1997—was how far the discourse of revolution, any discourse
of tevolution, Russian or not, snoring or not, still had any purchase on
the Italian public’s deepest aspirations, hopes, or fears. Was [ | Manifesto
in danger of having to supply to the public the key questions as well as
the answers? Would a tabloid format, as such, have a profound impact?
(Journalists always attribute far more significance to layout changes
than do their readers.) Would not a baby be, unfortunately, a rather wit-
less and naive, even cheap expression of the rising generation?
Bringing together (a)a sustained attack on neoliberal dogma and its

destructive policy impact with (b) a nuanced, exploratory probing of
new modes of political life and cultural expression would probably filla
rather large niche in Italian media production. It would certainly be of
interest fo the youthful intelligentsia who were the key to Il Manifesto’s
future. A final comment on a further aspect of Il Manifestc i$ in order. -
Over its lifespan, the newspaper had also acted as a training school for
numerous future journalists who could have gotten their professional
seasoning in no other way. In the process, seeing not ¢nly the downside
of internal democracy but also its many pluses, their eyes were perma-
nently opened to alternative possibilities for organizing media.

RADIO POPOLARE (PEQPLE'S RADIO)

This station was started in 1976 by a group of five people then working
at one of Milan’s first socialist stations, Radio Milano Centrale. Charac-
teristically for Radio Popolare, called Radiopop, they worked carefully
to prepare the project for practically a year before setting it in motion.
The five had grown increasingly restive at the continual encroachment
of PCI domination over Radio Milano Centralé. They were committed
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from the start to enabling everyorie on the Left t0 communicate with
each other—hence the station’s name.

Their preparation had involyed discussions with both the PCI arjd
the socialist party as the two major parties in Milan’s city council. Each
of the parties had representatives on the station’s board. This early de-
termination to have a satisfactory H,mwmmqﬁ.r% with the immediate reali-
ties of official politics in Milan undoubtedly contributed to the station's
initial positive image in the city. The mainstream parties were not at-
tacking it as a juvenile ultra-leftist project and, indeed, were among its
political sponsors. Very fortunately, too, for Radio Popolare, thie parties
never made any attempt to colonize it, as they had consistently done
with state broadcasting.

There was also a degree of stability of personne] at the station. Al-
though the five original organizers had all left by 1980, 9 out of the 11
full-timers in summer 1980 had been involved from the moment the sta-

tion had actually gone on the air. Possibly, the regular payment of sala- |

ries had something to do with this: In summer 1980, every full-timer, in-
cluding the technician, received 350,000 lire a month. This was hardlya
princely sum—especially if its quite frequent nonarrival 2 months out
of 12 is taken into account—but all the same, such compensation was
quite uncharacteristic of the other independent leftist stations. Also, the
collective’s method of handling wages during financial difficulties was
to pay those most in need first, the degree of need being established as
best as could be by collective discussion.

Milan, sometimes called the capital of the north in Italy, is a city with
the wide range of economic activities that characterize the average me-
tropolis. It is neither a cultural center like Venice and Florence not a city
dominated by a single industry like Turin. Factory and office wmvm“v pro-
fessionals and businesses, the university, fashiénableé and spacious
neighborhoods, grayer and tougher quarters, air pollution during the
winter months leading to heavy fogs—all these combine to make Milar
a city similar in its ambience to a large number of northern European cit-
ies. Its political culture is and was definitely to the Left, however.

Radiopop was and is situated not far from the farhous Piazzale
Loreto where Mussolini’s body was displayed after his execution. In
1980, the station was on a side-gtreet in a row house that it ﬁnn,ﬁwwmm ens
tirely. Inside, furnishings were functional at best. Soundproofing in the
studios was homemade, consisting of cheap curtain matefial draped
around the walls and ceilings. The premises were distinctly crowded,
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with embers of the collective having to edge past each other in the tiny
studios as one program drew toa close anid the hext program’s produc-
ers came to take up their places at the microphones. By 1997, Radiopop
had moved to larger premises in the same neighborhood, and its techni-
cal fittings had been considerably upgraded. A

The unique feature of Radiopop from the very outset was its mem-
bers’ determination to enable the socialist public to communicate with
itself, Their first elected director, Biagio Longo, had expressed this goal
in an article in the journal aut aut in 1978:

[For us, what is crucial is] the recognition that theclass, the ﬁnowmnmzwu
tasses, are never the same thing as the organizations and eyen the
movements in which they express mrma_mw?mm from time to time. We
refuse to reduce the multiplicity, the richriess, the diversity of people’s
perspectives . .. (not) flatteniing themintoa morno-langudge, and with-
out dispersing them into ghettoized or colonized spaces. (pp. 24-25)

This shows owwmaw the distinctivé character of Radiopop as a
project: its attempt to encourage and dévelop a lateral communication
outside the existing charmels of communication that regularly separate
people into social categories of sex, age, party mémbership, political ac-
tivism, educational background, and mwm rest. To develop people’s ca-
pacity to noﬂgxﬂnmﬁm on amass level across these barriers, neither ac-
cepting the bérriers as inevitable hor derying their existence, is indeed
fundamental. |

The usual criticisms leveled by the far Left against Radiopop were
twofold. The first was that it had lost its ability to attack the city govern-
ment, because of its desire not to alienate members of the parties that
ran the city. The second objection was that Radiopop was gradually be-
coming a little institution, developing its own professional journalists
who could then claim the right to interpret reality for the rest of us: “to
choose what slice of reality to put first, to decide which protagonists to
consider,” as Longo put it in summarizing this accusation.

Radiopop’s reaction to these charges was that thiey were precon-
ceived and schematic. The station pointed to its involvement in numer-
ous Milan campaigns involving abortion rights, compulsory military
service, and factory issues. The clarity critics professed to enjoy about
the key struggles and who was leading them, or what was the next
phase of the revolutionary movement, was bogus. Who could claim un-
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erring insight into these matters? Yet, if Radiopop imwm to become sim-
ply the voice of one or more groups, it would effectively be claiming this
bogus clarity for itself.

The Radiopop compagni insisted, however, that to accuse them of
that kind of negative “professionalism” blurred certain vital issues.
Their argument was as follows: I} is a hollow pretense fo claim that radio
workers should or can be exactly the same people as those involved in
struggles in the community or at work~-—in the terms used on the Left in
Italy then, the “subjects of information” and the “subjects of striggle”
must become the same individuals. The only way to approach the real
distinction between people who operate a radio station and those who
are active in particular campaigns, they argued, is to be honest about it:
“to make this contradiction clear as a means of controlling it,” as Longo
(1978, p. 20) put it in his article. -

Second, constantinstant access to the airwaves for those involved in
particular struggles means the station becomes Emm&mmnﬂ a$ only con-
cerned with those particular sections of the public. The station ceases to
be a forum for the widest possible spectrum. Furthermore, not to recog-
nize that unpaid people at the core of a radio station are always those
with the time, energy, and interest to be involved-——and perhaps, finan-
cial support from their families-—presupposes that radio activists auto-
matically represent “the people.” Yet, again and again in its early mmwm\
Radiopop found it was recruiting its activists from the same pool:
young people and students. Inno way did mﬁgmaﬁnw guarantee repre-
sentativeness.

Third, the practical results of immediacy, m@oﬂwmﬁm&w and lack of
professionalism were a habit of muddling through the day’s program-
ming, confusion and ignorance about how to program, and an ever
tighter circle of mutually reinforcing station mn&ﬁ%? despite an
avowed commitment to open access.

The use of language was an important dimension of this issue for
Radiopop, distinguishing it frorh Il Manifesto. Fofi ﬁwumu wrote on the
station’s policy in its early days, contrasting it with the briefly mmﬁ.nonm
Radio Alice in Bologna. His basic point was that thé Radio Alice collec-
tive could easily identify the subject of struggle with the subject of infor-
mation exactly because, in their case, the contributors and the listeners
came from precisely the same nairow social band. As he put it, the
strength of Alice's language was that it could be -
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richer and fresher, because it is the language of a particular cultural
and social stratum, which is created and invented every day .
{though] the risk is of creating a ghetto communication that is not con-
cerned to speak with “the others,” but {with] on&‘ its peers. (p. 48)

His comments on Radiopop are lengthy but informative:

[Radiopop’s] network of “informers,” contacts, listening points, while
not perfect, has guarantegd an interchange between informers and in-
formed, between transmitters and receivers, which has no equivalent
in any communication initiative in postwar :&w .Itisclear that Ra-
dioPopolare’s language is Hmmm innovative, given itd problems of medi-
ating, that it does not require liberatéd invention and creativity, but
the discovery of a médian ﬁwnmzmm@ Because the grdinary person and
theworkef do :on or donotyet, speak 30 same _wamsmmm asthekidsin
the clubs, or the mncmmzw or the mmﬂE:m» ... What is taking place is the

7

fruit of a process of cultural mw.nSmmmm\ following on the class re-
definitions of which we are part, an exchange constructed inside the
class, where the stably employed and the EGSE% employed have the
possibility of speaking and listening to each other in turn. (Fofi, 1978,

p.48)

Equally significant is the use of imaginative material in programming,
Any discussion of communication democracy that omits this dimen-
sion omits the fact that the democratic mcw.wmnwm themselves are flesh and
blood, not nobﬁ.mwm mﬁ& mﬁm& that msm% have mmmramm\ fantasies and
fears, humor and pain. The discussions in the first two ﬁmwwm of this book
about art, performance art, situationism, street Emmﬁmb satire, song, and
dance all serve to underscore the significance of this issue. Straight po-
litical news always risks becoming simply a hobby, elévated to be sure,
but still a hobby, not a mission.

As of the mid-1990s, the imaginative dimension—described by one
activist as radivfonica rather than journalism—was alive and well in
Radiopop, although still struggling for space with the hard news types.
Satire was a quite popular program feature. One instance was a Sunday
program called “Bar Sport,” firstbegun in 1984, which poked fun at typ-
ical conversations between sports fans. Another took on TV programs:
For example, in one case, a song contest was held regarding a program
with material that was notoriously full of schlock; viewers were invited
to turn the sound down on their TV sets and liste to parodies of the
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songs broadcast simultaneously from Radiopop (the station’s everyday
name). In 1994, 100,000 people attended a maxi-screen Bar wmmmuoﬁ
event centered on the soccer World Cup. This Mystery Scienceé Theatér
3000 style was used to considerable efféct over the years in a variety
of programs. .

Music programming was another area of wgmuom»mbaw‘ although it
took rather different paths at Radiopop than at commercial radio sta-
tions. As of 1997, the station was a sufficiently strong presence on the
music scene to be able to get musicians and bands passing through Mi-
Jan to give live studio performances. The plan for 1998 was to try to de-
vote a half hour every day to a live performance, from wn%wcﬁwma
acoustic guitar to African groups to rock, or to a live interview witha
musician. The programming by then was very diverse; “World music”
was certainly very strong; but there was also a lively European classical
music program, and the station had steered a path into rock music with-
out-—as some of its staff initially deeply feared—becoming a prisoner of
the record companies,

Marina Petrillo, one of the two coproducers of the weekday show,
“Patchanka,”” which ran from 2 to 3:30 p.m. daily, explained her pro-
gramming strategy as an attempt to “widen the landscape” m.ow. younger
listeners in particular. Political issues delivered straight from the shoul-
der constituted pretty “heavy luggage” for the ncpﬁmnﬂ_mvoﬂmw% audience.
Introducing them via music was much more likely, in her &mswwo de-
velop a questioning attitude. It was pointless complaining that yotnger
audiences were not articulating themselves within the discourse adhered
toby the 1968 generation. The issue was to starf from whete they were. .

In Petrillo’s strategy, this mearnt devoting mwmnwﬂ programs to the
music in films such as Dead Man Walkingto provoke discussion of issues
such as capital punishment. It also mednt analyzing all the current
trends of rock music and including in this a discussion of cartoons,
books, video games, fashion, comics, the cinema, the whole gamut of
rock culture. “An easy song can lead to a heavy issue,” said Petrillo,
both summarizing her approach and simultaneously chiding the sector
of Radiopop’s audience that wanted the station simply to reaffirm its
own long-honed political instincts. “Let’sjust help people develop their
own critical skills for a commercial world,” she concluded, zmamw“_mmbm_
that too much talk on the airwaves alienated young people.

Radiopop’s journalistic function and its more generic cultural fune-

tion did have a mildly competitive Hmwmmcsmwwm_u with each other. In the
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view of the news staff, the journalistic function represented the station’s
most heavy-duty contribution.” From this section, a significant propor-
tion of the staff had been able tomove into mainstream media, using the
station in patt—not necessarily instrumentallj—as their training
ground. Those who used radio rather as a popular art form, who were
entranced by its fechnical possibilities rather than seeing it as a conve-
nient tool for jourpalism, were sometimes regarded by news staffers as
contributing but not as the station’s backbone. The technical and cre-
ative staff tended to have less career mobility, with more of a commit-
ment over the long haul to the Radiopop project. |

Too much should not be made of this division in analyzing the sta-
tion. It is simply an honest reflection of the way in which cultural divi-
sions will emerge in political projects of this and other types. The divi-
sion is considerably less damaging than the contemptuous tendency
visible in a number bf these media, around the time of my 1980 research,
to write off the mmmabmmﬂmm{m anid financial staff’s work as tedious stuff
5t only for drones with no balls. Or for women.

Three further dimensions of Radiopop will be addressed now: its fi-
nances, women's roles in the station, and the station’s relation to the
city’s public.

Radiopop’s Finances

The question of finances will be subdivided for the present purpose
into financial structure and advertising/programming software poli-
cies. As of 1990, Radiopop had adopted a new corporate status. From
1983 through 1990, it had been dn unpsual type of limited liability com-
pany, cwned 50% by political parties and labor unions and 50% by the
staff and registered members of the station cooperative. The change
took place to put party and union influence at a greater remove, and so,
all political bodies were limited to a ﬂozmnmﬁ.&m"xwwmﬁ of 15% share
ownership, the station cooperative to 35%, and individual listeners in-
vited to buy into the remaining 50%. As of 1997, these latter totaled

13,000 people, some of them owhirig just a single share, some larger

numbers. (Annual donations were also provided by 12,000 listeners,
many of them also shareholders.) Besides raising needed money, the
purpose was to give the listeners a tangible sense of astakein the station
and its commutnity of listeners.”
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Radiopop’s adaptation of advertising and program management
software makes for a particularly interesting story. At standard com-
mercial radio stations, it was normal by the mid-1990s to have software
programs installed to ensure that commercial breaks took place on 4 set
schedule; disk jockeys or producers were compelled to conform m_ﬁwmw..
Radiopop sought and managed to achieve a modified package, warn-
ing that ads would interrupt the progtamming automatically in 5 min-
utes’ time unless a moment for the “commercial break” was selected be-
fore then. The difference in philosophy is clear: For the commercial
stations, ads took absolute priority; for Radiopop, the contents and the
pacing of the programs took priority. Suggesting the iron laws of com-
mercialized communication priorities, the company technicians selling
the software had considerable difficulty in coming to terms iwith
Radiopop’s request to adapt it in this way. Mot that the owumnmmopwm?mw
particularly complex. It simply did not seem to make sénse. o

The station met with similar bafflement in regard to wfm musical
program management software it wanted. Again, at a standard com-
mercial station, the software package gives the executive music pro-
grammer total control over which tracks are played and which are re-
played. This enables a tight relationship to be realized between tlie
record companies and the station, to the probable commercial advan-
tage of both, but to the disadvantage of fresh (as opposed to merely
new) music, especially if produced by small labels. Radiopop, by con-
trast, wanted each of its program producers to retain atitonomy in this
sphere. The software company’s technicians simply could not believe
their ears, and seriously supposed they had misunderstood the request.

Women at Radiopop

The story of women at Radiopop is illuminating. At the beginning
of the 1980s, although women were involved full-time and mvmm,w.mﬂm\
they did not constitute a power bloc but participated as individuals.
Many more had been involved in 1977 and 1978, with numerous mwno-
grams on women and work, women and culture, women and health,
and other themes, most of which had been organized by a separate
women’s collective within the station. Then, the number of women -
volved had shrunk, for a range of reasons including practical persohal
problems, switching to wmmmm paid media work, or simply mx_ﬁmmmbnmmm
exhaustion. Also, separatism had disappeared as a major feattjre of the
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Ttalian worrien’s movement by the early 1980s. One part-timer said the
men had had time by 1980 to adjust to feminist perspectives and thatthe
real difference within the compagni was between those committed to
personal politics and those more committed to external politics, rather
than between men and women as such, In the colléctive’s discussions
on personal politics, there was often much more tension in the air than
on the external realm.

As regards other forms of women’s patticipation, the mid-morning
“open microphone” program each day attracted many telephone con-
tributions from women, most of them %oﬁﬂ.@ often housewives or
teachers and much more rarely women factory workers. The other point
at which basic feminist politics tended to surface was during the night-
time music and phone-ins, when the station was at its most spontane-
ous. Feminist politics was ot a burhing issue inside the collective in
1980. There were no policy discussions on women, although those on
youth were frequent. In 1981, however, with two national réferenda be-
ing organized on the guestion of abortion, one by Catholic activists and
the other by the radical party representing only a moderately pro-abor-
tion position, the issue constituted a prominent topic in phone-ins and
in wuomumﬁzﬁim. Radiopop declared itself against both positions, al-
though especially vigorously against the nwmuo.mn “Movement for Life.”

As of the mid-1990s, the situation seemed rather similar. Ayounger
staff member with whom I spoke felt that it would be mistaken to de-
yote too much attention to the persistence of gender issues within the
station. This was, she said, because the stationhad been through themill
of many of the passions and contradictions of feminist movements in
the 1970s arid early 1980s. By the early 1990s, women staffers had come
to feel that some of the positions staked out in those fights had become
self-caricatures, and the women had begun to distance themselves
somewhat from the sharper positions taken earlier. Men staffers had
also felt “in their own skin” the onislaught of the feminists within the sta-
tion and had matured in some cases in the process.

By 1997, the prograin staff composition was more or Jess evenly bal-
anced overall between meri and women. The evening show from 5 to 9
p.m. was produced by a team of six, three of each gendér. About a third
of the directors were women. However, some of these iore optimistic
signs concealed what were, we might hope, transitional problems. For
exaniple, women were much less evident in the news section. Further-
more, anumber had been at the station from its early days, when its pro-
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fessionalism was less in evidence, and thus had much less technical
training. This meant their ability to carry out certain functions was lim-
ited, and they often found themseélvés more or less confined within the
station, not getting out to do the interviews or other assignments.”

One particular episode had demonstrated the complexities of the
station’s transition on gender issues. National elections had been ap-
proaching, and three men staffers were chosen to run the live coverage.
Ahuge debate broke out in the station around the question of why it was
that women staffers were not thought worthy of nom._waﬁﬁmbm, to this
high-profile, high-status special program. Conceivably, the issue had
mixed causes: the less developed professional profile of some women
staffers, the enduring gender mmwcﬁmmaﬁm of some men staffers, and
maybe in particular, an unexamined, rather smug assumption that po-
litically correct attitudes somehow “must” obtain within a highly poljti-
cized station such as Radiopop; as a result, there was no call for peoplé
to question themselves.

In the end, one woman who had substantial technicdl training was
placed on the election coyerage team. She felt that she was being selected
more to take the sting out of an internal row than to acknowledge her
technical skills, which were ﬁmﬂmmnmuw well known at the time of the oH..mm-
inal selection. Being singled out this way, she also felt some concerns for
the other women, although they all talked it through with each other,
and the women staffers supported her taking part. Itwasa contested, al-
though not an epochal event, which demonstrated the ongoing dilem-
mas of working out gender equity, even within a radical collective that
on many levels was committed to taking these matters very mﬂ.ﬂﬂ.&%

Radiopop and Milan's Publics

From its original mission of trying to provide a foftm for the city’s
leftist publics, Radiopop further evolved to a goal of trying to provide
what its director as of 1997, Marcello Lorrai, termed a “radio ¢commu-
nity.” In the Milan of 1976, with a quite stronjly interconnected public
on the Left, that community already existed, evenif it was often divided
by varying visions of the path to socialism. Twenty years later, Milan
had much less of that texture and felt much-more atomized to those of its
inhabitants who remembered earlier decades. In the new context, pro-
viding a community linked, in the first instance, by its members’ habit
of listening to the station, represented an interesting second phase of the
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station’s contribution td the city’s life, As of early 1994, Popolare Net-
work’s wiekly listening audience stood at over 1.25 niillion.

This radio community was more than simply a metaphor for a ra-
dio-listerling habit. Several different examples illustrate how.

For instance; the station organized a number of events in the city
every year to which its Hsteners came in considerable numbers. One was
Border Trophy (the English words were used), which consisted of a city-
wide treasure hunt in which players formed smiall groups to take part.

Anotlier, in place since 1986, was Exirafesta, a play on the words
festa (festival), extra (extraordinary, special), and extracomunifari com-
muhity outsiders), the bfficial terminology to denote immigrants.”
Extrafesta was a 2-day celebration of immigrarits and their cultures, in-
cluding popular music concerts, cosmopolitan foods, and other aspects
of the international presence in Milan. The festival’s slogan, coined in
conscious opposition to the waves of racist hostility that emerged in It-
aly during the 1980s, was, “No one inmy countryisa foreigner.”” Com-
munity, in other words, did not stop with Italian-origin milanesi,

Indeed, beginning in 1980, the station rah a weekly Arabic-language

_ program, Radio Shabi, the only mﬁmmmﬁ in Milan to offer such an oppor-

tunity to North African and Middle Eastern migrants. Sergio Ferrentino,
long active in the station, said that Radigpop was the closest thing Milan
had to an immigrants’ radio station, offéring them a voice in several dif-
ferent ways. -

Like Controradio, Radiopop was also particularly active in the
youth music scene. More than any other mmmam% in the city, it was re-
sponsible for bringing world music artists to public attention, first in
Milan and, on occasion, in all of Italy. The internationally acclaimed
Senegalese singer Youssou N'dor was only one example of the station’s
record in this regard. The station also cosponsored the production of
world music CDs. But, the concerts it helped organize were also places
in which community was built, and a community built on a wider sense
of cultural connectivity than a purely traditional, local community.”
Other interesting dimensions of the station’s development through the
1980s and into the 1990s included the dévelopment of the Popolare Net-
work, which initially included some seven other stations, and its use of
satellites,

The network began in 1992, Its founding members were Radiopop
and the alternative stations in Brescia, Verona, Conegliano, Venice, Bo-
logna, Florence (Controradio, which is discussed below) and Rome. By
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1996, stations had been m&am& in Turin, Mestre {replacing Venice),
Bolzano (two stations), Arezzo, Vicenza, Genova, Taranto, Trento,
Pescara, Piacenza, Savignano, and Crema. Sorne of these stations were
very active and even did repeater-broadcasts on a variety of local fre-
quencies in different communities nearby. Others wete much simpler
operations.

Also in 1994, to improve the signal from and to these stations, .

T

Radiopop switched out of traditional land-line communication and
leased some transponder time on Eutelsat 1. From time to time, this was
used for a quasi-national open-microphonie program, especially in con-
junction with the Bologna and the Rome stations. Every weekday, the
programs from 6 to 8:40 a.m. were always broadcast by satellite, as were
news bulletins varying between 10 and 20 minutes in léngth at six other
points in the day. On weekends, only news bulletins were gired using
the satellite.? As of 1996, a couple of stations ini Monaco and Innsbruck
began pulling down some programs, &

To close out on Radiopop, it should be said that there was a very
clear split between the station’s reputation, which according to
Ferrentino becamne stronger and stronger the furthér away from Milan
people were, and the quite often ruthless m&m,nm&nwmnp that was com-
mon inside the station itself. “The trouble wmn,\ he observed with a touch
of humor, “that often our brutally honest self-criticism does notseem to
get to solving our problems.”

CONTRORADIO, FLORENCE

Until the end of 1980, Controradio (Counter-radio) was lotated in & nar-
row street quite a distance away from the tourist centers and expensive
shops that make up the visitor’s image of Florence. Entrance to theradio
station was through a bare hallway and up some well-used stairs. The
station occupied three rooms, rione of them large. Decor and furnish-
ings were at a minimurm, and the studio itself was soundproofed with
sheets of black plastic and egg boxes nailed into the wall. By 1997, the
station had moved to a rather large house, also well away from the city
center, At that time, Controradio was probably the miost securely estab-
lished of the three radical media in this study.

Controradio began its life in 1975. Initially, the station was directly
tied to the organization, Lotta Continua,® seeing itself as a local radio
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equivalent of the newspaper, The Florence Lotta Contirtua group con-
tinued, even after the national organization dissolved itself in 1976, to
use the newspaper Lotia Continua as its central .nwmmw..mﬁnm point, reading
news bulletins directly from it, as though it was the most authoritative
source of news and political commentary in Haly. However, it became
increasingly difficult to maintain this relationship with the newspaper
alone, particularly given the paper’s relative weakness as anews SOUICe
on issues outside u\oﬂmﬁ moverhents, wormen’s movements, and student
movements in Italy. But perhaps the final push towaid independent de-
velopment for Controradio was the weekly newspapier Lotta Continua’s
own move toward a pluralism of the Left after the organization’s col-
lapse in 1976.

In 1977, the station hit the national news in Italy, accused by the
right-wing daily, La Nazione, of being the headquarters of urban guer-
rilla warfare in Florence. The accusation was made during a period of
media paranoia abotlit student upsurges in Rome and Bologna. Police
swooped into the station and made off with some supposedly incrimi-
nating tapes, but nothing gver came of the whale affair. Thé ingident
was dramaticbut notatall ,amc_mmmbm of the station’s actizal political role
then or since. By 1980, the staticnno longer saw itself as one linkinana-
tional revolutionary strategy coordinated from any central point. Its
politics wete still to the Left, but it had redefined its place in the revolu-
tionary process—and, indeed, had redefined that process itself. One of

. -y H . i W 1 0
»wmam«n&mﬂm defined three established routes for former movement ag-

tivists in Italy: joining the left wing bf the PCI, joining a terrorist group,
and surrendering to political apathy Controradio, he said, was strug-
glingtocreatea fourth path—a path without existing models, except the
negative models of American wiree” radio station$, and perhaps the
positive models of northern Europe’s social democratic politics.

The Controradio collective at that time did not see itself as a party or
a group but defined its task as being a facilitator, putting the radio at the
disposal of Florence’s public to express itself, as Radiopop did in Milan.
The station also adopted the same shift toward a new professionalism.
Back at the height of the 1977-1978 movements, Controradio policy had
been to open the microphone to anyone on the Left who wanted to say
anything. This had led to a serious degree of disorganization on the ra-
dio, particularly when the decline of those movements and the end of
the novelty of democratic radio stations meant that fewer people were
anxious to communicate by radio. The result had béen that music had
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come to dominate the station’s output, simply because it was the easiest
way to run the station on an ad hoc basis. If a yawning gap opened up,
they could always put on arecord. And thenanother, and then another.
This drift began to provoke intense discussion “within the
Controradio collective on the practical implications of their policy. The
eventual outcome of these discussions was that they ﬁ.mnnma. once and
for all the notion that the radio was simply an empty box to be filled
with anything or everything, It also meant that once having defined
themselves as information activists, they were bound to make decisions
about whether they agreed with the political peispectives and practical
abilities of the people who came to them with a Huu,ou.mnn for broadcast
communication. The project might be excellent, but the necessary expe-
rience to realize it successfully might well be lacking. |
The collective was not establishing itself as g little clique. Although

it had a core of 10 full-timers and 15 part-timers, a considerable numbér
of other people also worked with Omozﬁg_um&nw on a variety of short-terni
and long-term projects. Each morning was given o<m.~.. to the open-
microphone phone-in program, where listeners could and did express
their views spontaneously, The station also took considerable time wbm
trouble to help people use the medium ¢éffectively.

Financial Issues

In 1980, however, Controradio had put itself in a position of over-
whelming financial dependence on the Florence Socialist Party. This re-
lationship, entailing considerable political deépenderice, did not lead to
the station’s prospering. It was still very mucha :muommnm-wb.nagmmue
station. By the latter part of 1982, the station was teetering toward col-
lapse, and indeed, it closed down, bankrupt, for 2 weeks in November
of that year. Some members paid off the debts, and the station was re-
established as a limited liability company. It then H.m.owmﬁm,? with a dif-
ferent mandate, remaining open 24 hours aday through theend of the Hmmcm

This is not to say that nirvana has reigned éver since. There was a
particularly traumatic, quite protracted battle within the stationin 1986.
Three staffers, active within the station, attempted over an exterided
period of time to agitate to have the station taken over by a Florence
businessman (whose paychecks they already were covertly accepting in
addition to their Controradio salaries). In immediate financial terins,
the proposition was not unattractive, vawmumm&w offering stability and
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higher salaries for those wmﬁm.wnmm under the projected new management.
The conflict raged on, but eventually, the offer was rejected, and the
three left the station.

This was a battle for the station’s soul. Controradio had made a de-
finitive decision as of the crisis of its closing in 1982 that it would run it-
self on advertising income or not at all.” Its commercial direction, then,
was not atissue. At the heart of the struggle was whether that was tobe
all. Controradio’s distinctive mix was 10 maintain financial stability
based on commercial realities and a clearly defined organizational hier-
archy, but to combine that structure with socially conscious program-
ming. Mario Bufono, the director, described it as “generically progres-
sive, but completely un-ideological.” Controradio had always had an
especially strong track record with young people, and it was not pre-
pared to risk that role in the life of the city by signing itself overtoan in-
dividual entrepreneuy. . .

Perhaps the most interesting issue to address about the remodeled
Controradio i$ how these dual imperatives of commercial success and
social commtitment were handled. Oummbwwmﬂonmﬁo the advertising
staff and the programming staff, although on perfectly good terms indi-
vidually, maintained an arm’s length relationship. This meant thatifa
program was being prepared that would in some way be likely toannoy
a given advertiser, it was the ﬂuomnwﬁm wanm. responsibility to irfform
the advertising mmwm_ngmbw in a timely fashion—but not to negotiate
program contents in any way. This gave the advertising department a
chance, if it chose, to initiate contact with the advertiser to maintain a
good working relationship with them. But that was all. Sorme advertis-
ers were lostas a result.

The advertising staff’s comment on this situation is interesting. On
balance, argued Marco Imponente, these intermittent confrontations
actually helped the station. They extended its credibility with its listen-
ers and even generated ameasure of public trust among more casuallis-
teners. In turn, that contributed to listener loyalty and served the station
well over the longer term. During the 1986 conflict, the station’s adver-
tising mxdmum became much less clearly defined forawhileasa result of
the tight relationship pursued by the three “fifth column”™ staffers with
the would-be owner. It Imponerite’s view, Controrgdio had suffered a
temporary decline in listener confidence as a result. After that experi-
ence, said Sara gmmmr along-time station activist, it was resolved never
agairl to become dependent on any one advertiser.
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Controradio served a particular niche in the market, namely, young
people, most of them 14 to 30 years old. Often, those who advertised
most were discos or record companies whose products had a special
youth appeal.” Yet, even the larger record companies, which often pur-
sue aggressive tactics to promote their wares in both radio stations and
record stores, were well aware that for their purposes, Oobﬂ..o«m&o was
a pivotal outlet to young people in Florence—not excluding the many
young tourists and temporary students from abroad who populate the
city virtually 12 months of the year. For this reason, the station found it-
self less at the mercy of these firms than is often the case. Indeed,
Controradio’s advertising rates were actually higher than those of a
number of its competitors in the city. Even the Chamber of Commerce
was keen to advertise with the station.

At the beginning of the 1990s, the station canceled its confract with
an advertising broker on the ground that its specific miarket needs were
being insufficiently targeted, Along Wwith similar stations such as
Radiopop, Controradio set out to develop its own mn?mammﬁw chain
contract, based on the needs of the stations in the Popolare Network. w%
mid 1997, this process was largely computerized, and by then, the net-
work could offer advertisers up to 20 stations, _nmmw@ all in the mmmﬁm,bw
center and north of the country.

Controradio’s technical base had also been upgraded with these
funds, with the result that its programs could now be heard as far away
as Pisa and Livorno, and-~importantly during the summer months—
on the coast as well, where the station held the No. 2 spot in that period
of the year. Only two counties in Tuscany province were out of of its
range.” ‘ u |

Examples of Controradio’s social responsibility would include its
coverage of issues of racism and of police viclence against young peo-
ple. Atintervals in the later 1980s, sudden outbursts of racist violence in
Florence targeted small communities of migrants from Africa, who
were often concentrated in street selling. These attacks im% notencour-
aged by the power structure, mxnmwvw by one H\..m_mmn&mﬁq virulent Flot-
ence city councilman. At the same time, the violence did reflect one cur-
rent of Tuscan opinion. Controradio decided to report &Hmnmw from
Piazza Fiorentina, the site of one particular outbreak, and tosetup wmnm?
views and discussions in the square among those affected by the vio-
lence and their supporters. The station even invited the councilman to
air his views, with the intention of letting the public know nﬁmww what
it was for which he stood. | .

Italy: Three Decades 291

w:.m:m&nm With Listeners

The general public response was positive to the station’s role dur-
ing these events. Massimo Smuraglia estimated that a network of
antiracist activist groups in Tuscany had considerably more clout than
the racist current in the province and that within that network,
Controradio was a very wﬁvouwwnﬁ force.

Another aspect of Controradio’s programming relevant to this is-
sue was its foreign language slots. Programis were regularly broadcast
in Arabic, Chinese, Eritrean, and Wolof (the principal mmbm:mmm of Sene-
gal), with the aid of some funds from both the Tuscan provincial govern-
ment and the Européan Union.

On a different octdsion, when the state police (the carabinieri, noted
for their very aggressive tactics) invaded a local centro sociale” known as
La Baracca di Scandice, Controradio broadcast mmoﬁm calls from its young
residents from the spot. These immediately served to dispute the justifi-
cations offered by the policg for their attack on the centro. The station
then followed up with a major counterinformation exposé on the epi-
sode, demonstrating o<mn<§m5mﬁm€ that the behavior of the carabini-
eri had been unprovoked. |

This latter episode is typical of the type of relationship forged be-
tween young people and the station. Consistently over the years, the
station reported on the real undertow of life, in Florence in particular
and Tuscany more generally. Controradio was alone in'its alertness to
social movements and to changing currents of opinion among young
pebple. The rock concerts and disco live performanices that it organized
were not simply a means of attracting and retaining listeners, although
they fulfilled that function as well. They were alsomeans of keeping the
statior’s finger on the pulse of the young. As one staffer put it, when
people think of Florence and Tuscany, even in Italy, they think primarily
of vacations and leisure, but they are often unaware that the region pos-
sesses its own dynamic and energy quite mbnw_m_bmnwmm with tourism.

In turn, along with the feputation Controradio enjoyed for accurate
reporting and from time to time scooping the other media in Florence,
especially in relation to youth issues, this ongoing rapport made the sta-
tion a source. The Florence media would quite often cite an event in
terms of its having been reported by Controradio, and thus being news.
Furthermore, the station's reporters were more energetic than the aver-
age Florence H.osnbmmwm.nm. One of them, Osvaldo Sabato, described to me
how he would not ask questions at press conferences during the official
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session but would stop afterward for specific interviews, thus often giv-
ing the Controradio news reports a freshness compared to those pre-
pared by its more lackadaisical competitors.

It was central to Controradio’s news policy to cover multiple di-
mensions of issues to enable listeners to reflect on them and not simply
to relay micro-scatters of aseptic factoids, like the on-the-hour news
flash at many commercial stations that represents a token gesture to-
ward informing the public. An example would be the station’s steady
concentration on environmental impact issues related to the
supervelocity rail network projected for Milan, Bologna, Florence, and
Rome, rather than simply recording the signing of construction con-
tracts. Another example would be the station’s constant attention to the
housing problem in Florence, which is acute despite the fact that 7,000
apartments often stand empty. At the far end of this concern with infor-
mation are the occasional multihour public affairs specials the station
puts on without commercial interruptions.

Reviewing the Past

Looking back over the 20 years he had spent with the station,
Smuraglia felt there had been gains and losses. In the early years,
Controradic had known exactly the audience to whom it was broad-
casting, namely, the insurgent students and other young people in the
city. The station’s programming could be extremely spontaneous and
flexible (perhaps it had a tendency to be random). Even the ads Contro-
radio took were principally personal classified ads. The energy in the
station came from its being composed of enthusiastic volunteers, afire
with the excitement of the new media project.

Twenty years later, the news the station provided wis broader and
more accurate. The station’s organization was stable; wbw people were
paid (albeit very poorly). The listening audience now, like the ads, is
much more generic, less clearly identifiable. Programming is vuwmmo”?
able but perhaps overly routinized. Smuraglia made it ¢lear that this
was his sense of the passage of events, not everyone’s.

At the same time, he saw some definite progress in the external po-
litical context, Until the end of the 1980s, Italy had been dominated by
party politics. Now, Smuraglia sensed, a civic society was in the process
of active formation, a society that had shaken off the yoke of depend-
ency on political parties. The mani pulite scandals and revelations,” the
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virtual collapse of the Christian Democrats, the shrinkage of the com-
munists, had all contributed to a growing movement of political activ-
ism in many parts of Italy, The forms this activism took were not con-
ventional ones. They might center around building a car park or a
public trash-incinerator, but often, they would generate much more mo-
mentum than would be mxﬁmﬁm@ from a seemingly single-issue matter.
And within that kind of coniext, Controradio would be exceptionally
well-placed.

One final feature of Controradio is its basic organizational struc-
ture. In terms of hierarchy, although there was often a cheerful, friendly
atmosphere in the station among the 20- and 30-somethings who
worked there, authority was clearly defined. The director was the direc-
tor, and the buck, indeed, stopped with him. A further important feature
of the statiort is that people worked for minimum wages a 1d often inter-
changed jobs. Margherita Calvalli, for example, worked a.. news reader,
editor, phone interviewer, and general overseer of details for press con-
ferences. Some Italian tommentators have suggested that Italian com-
munity radio works because it functions at what are called “Japanese
levels” of pay and flexibility. Whatever the truth in this, Controradio
did seem to be able to combine energy, commitment, and a good work-
ing atmosphere with & productive organization of tasks. The station
represented a very interesting working model for future radical alterna-
tive radio. _

Summary: Liperi Gnmﬂv has noted the m#ﬁﬁ&&;ﬁ%.ﬁﬁmgooﬂwﬁ of
energy in the 1970s, especially in popular music but also in “audio-
&ms&_, production centers, alternative graphics laboratories, sound re-
cording studios, poetry and literature workshops. . . . The rock concerts
were also the occasion to discuss, debate, not just political issues but
also music” (pp- 107, 109). Something of the same pent-up energy was
visible in Italy, as it was in Portugal, riot quite as intense, but longer-
lasting. It seems hard to imagine today that the free radio movement
talk shows with live phone calls from ordinary citizens would be a
vivid irruption of the real world into vnomannmwmnm\ but the kind of
broadcasting the Christian Democrats in power reproduced and mo-
nopolized was completely mﬁmw._,m and one-way.

One other major outflow from the free radio inovement in Italy was
the so-called Centri Sociali.” The literal translation, social centers, gives
nosense at all of what they were. Awhole group of therh, indépendently
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organized, were spread out across the natiori, and they operated as miul-
tipurpose, largely self-managed centers where young people could find
basic living information, develop autonomous cultural projects of all
kinds, talk politics, and play or listen to music. Sometimes, funds were
forthcoming from city councils for certain cultural programs. Conserva-
tive media opinion loved to dwell on the centri as centers for mﬂwm sales
and dependency, “illicit” sexual escapades, crime, and the rest. These
places typically had an uneasy and conflictual relation with the police.
They represented, however, the continuation of oppositional culfure,
relatively autonomous zones where young people could work out their
own tactics for living and develop their own cultural forms. Together
with sections of the Italian ecology movement of the 1980s, these cen-
ters for 20 years were the keeper of the flame of resistance and inde-
pendence.

NOTES

1. My research for this chapter was based on a 3-month period I spent in
Ttaly in 1980, continuous with my time in Portugal and conducting the same
type of interviews. With the help of a University of Texas travel grant in 1997, I
returned to re-interview staff at the three continuing radical media I had
researched and written about in the first edition. Some vmwxmﬁ sources on the
Italian background have included Forgacs and Lumley (1996), Passerini (1996),
Putnam (1993), Tarrow (1989}, Bobbio {1979}, and Red Notes {1978, 1979, 1981).

2. Moro stood for a reconciliation between the conservative Christian
Democrat party, which had run Italy since the war but was riddled with cor-
ruption and steadily losing support, and the increasingly center-leftist cormu-
nist party, which had no record of corruption at that time but a stiong track
record in city government. The Red Brigades dumped his body, after negotia-
tions for his release did not pan out, midwdy between the head offices of the
two parties in Rome,

3, P.2 was a top-secret Masonic lodge that wielded quite extraordinary
power in government and in mainstream media for over two decades. The Vat-
ican Bank was only one of the Italian banks deeply implicated in illegal activi-
ties, far from the biggest, but its involvement is an index of how extensive was
the network of corruption and the abuse of power. .

4. The excellent feature film Lamerica (1994, director Gianni Amelio, U.5.
distributor New Yorker Films, New York City) beautifully summarizes this
transition in the story of some white-collar criminals, making quick money off
Italian foreign aid schemes, who think they can do the same with Italian aid to
post-communist Albania. The scene at the end is unforgettable, when the lead
protagonist finds himself, after a series of mishaps, in shabby clothes looking
as destitute as his fellow passehgers onan Albanian ship full of illegal tmmi-
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grants headed for Haly. Obviously, he is likely to have great difficulty Humm..wﬂmm-
ing the Italian authorities he is not himself an undocumented immigrant; he
may not even be let off the boat to rake his case. Heé and the ifunigrants look
exactly like a boatful of Italians headed for Ellis Island at the beginning of the
20th century. ,

5. In Italian, the word means both manifestp and poster.

6. He won that fight. Former premier Bettino Craxi went into self-
imposed exile in Tunisia to avoid going to jail on corruptiorl charges involving
his years in office. He died there in 2000 and was denied a state burial.

7. Unlike most Western miedia, howeéver, their interpretation of the col-
lapse was not that it meant a giddy ascent into the wonders of parliamentary
democracy and the glories of the free market, but rather that it heralded disor-
der and misery, a prediction that many, from Bosniant Muslims to Russian pen-
sioniers to the 100,000 Chechen and Russian victims of the 1994-1995 Chechnya
war, discoyered to be enly too true.

8. At the same time, there wag unity within the newsp: ver on the ques-
tion of Yeltsin, Gorbachev’s nemesis and eventual sugcessor a. leader of post-
Soviet Russia, wha was seen as power-obsessed and program-free.

9, Often referred to later as “the” Gulf War. Because there had been, from
1980 to 1988, a savage war in the Gulf between Iraq and Iran, in which large

3

‘numbers of pedple were killed or maimed on both sides, it seems odd to refer

to the second tragic episode as though it had been the only one. The U.S. gov-
ernment, along with some other Western governments, supplied weapons to
both sides in the earlier conflict. Is the defining element of a war the on-the-
ground involvement of human beings from the United States? Is that how “a”
war becomes “the” war?

10. Cassa fntegrazione was thie official term for state subsidy to ailing enter-
prises. At that point, the subsidy yas worth 3 billion lire a year, one sixth of
turnover. .

11. Thepe were of considerable interest in terms of developing a bank of
experience in organizing radical media. With the newspaper’s sudden expan-
sion earlier in the 1990s, large numbers of new staff had beéen brought on board
A1l at once. There had been no probationary period during which they could be
dismissed if unsuitable; nor any systematic attempt to inculcate them with the
ethos of Il Manifesto’s project. This was a time when, in ceftain sectors of soci-
ety, it was quite chic to read the newspaper and thus perhaps even more chic to
work for it, Also, many of them, as usual at Il Maniifesto, Had a background in
political activism, not in journalism. Thus, with the mxnmvm_on of a few interns
brought in on the basis of special scholarships, whose employment was not
immediately guaranteed, effectively something akin to instant tenure was
extended to a very large new intake of staff who arrived almost simulta-
neously. The vectors at work in that situation were numerous. The inforrhality
characteristic of the newspaper’s earlier period, the absence of any explicit set
of rules, the often indeterminate nature of the hierarchy, and not least the fact
that with rio official career structure at the paper, staffers with perhaps a couple
of decades behind them preferred to bring on board néw people to undertake
the boring editing chores, reserving for themselves the more interesting corre-
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spondents’ tasks, in some staffers’ view all combined to make the transition to
a more professional project uncoordinated and thus difficult to achieve.

12. It should be said that the problem was squarely with the daily press
not with the public, who read the rather better weekly press in large ncnpmmum”
The quality of the daily press in Italy would be the subject of another mﬁn&a but

.

suffice it to say that its coverage of the theatrical antics and arcane mysteries of

Italy’s governing class “at wotk” was typically wordy, uninformative, uninvit-
ing speculation.

13. 20.« to say that the old system was finished: The camorrg, the ‘ndranghetd
and the mafia were still very powerful forces in Campania, Calabria, and Sicily;

and significant money was undoubtedly still changing hands for favors at the

top.

14. Although this newspaper, too, had reduced readership because it had
siphoned off some thousands of /1 Manifesto readers, who had stuck Em..m then
with Il Manifesto because it was the newspaper fiithest to the Left. Whether
this was a readership the newspaper really needed for its longer term future
was unclear. ., ,

15. The title was a fusion of different words associated with world music
styles, with Patch derived froni the Latin American pachugo, the ka redolent of
Slavic cultures, and so on. .

16. The station did have a number of major scobps to its credit which got
it national attention. Among them was the first announcement of ﬂrm.m attack on
Baghdad in the second Gulf War in January 1991 and the use of information on
the war from Arab nations’ radio stations ¥ia thejr Arabic program producers.
Later the same year, the station achieved another exclusive, via a menn. &m;
phone link set up as a result of a personal friendship network of coworkers, to
an apartment in Moscow overlooking the Russian Sm:.w_m House mumnmmam:w
building at the time of the atfempted coup d’étatin August 1991. An Italian-
speaking Russian, observing the sceng and using reports from Radio Fkho
Moskvy from within the White House, was able to m?m_ an account of the
sequence of events unparalleled elsewhere in Fmrwm media. A furthér mnmwwnn_m
was the announcement, diffused over the Popolare Network on December 15,
1992, that a court had set Craxi’s bail on extensive charges of corruption. This
was not exactly a scoop, in that the major inedia got the story at the same time
as Radiopop. But Radiopop was the only niedia institution with the noﬁwmm_ to
publicize it. The other media protected themselves by citing Radiopop as the
source of the news item. . ,

17. Some commented that this structure of authority had a built-in contra-
diction, in the classic mode of self-managed firms, in that the same Mmowwwﬂammam
forced to choose between raising their salaries and investing in the mmﬂa ]
future, specifically in new technology in Radiopop’s case. It is true. Yet, in the
longer term, it is to be hoped that dilemmds of this kind will not have to be left
to “wise-daddy” managements but that the general public can learn to handle
them for itself-—potentially more wisely over time than unaccountable moﬁ
executives. ‘ .
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18. Information on these points, and some others on the technical front, is
drawn from an article by Barbara Fenati (1996).

19. Jt seemed as though a well-structured part-time training and men-
toring program might take care of some of these igsues, but at the time of my
interviews, this did not appear to be on the mmmbmm.

20. The community in question was somewhat blurred, designating
either the European Union, formerly known as the European Community, or
$imply Italy itself. ,

21. The word for foreigner is straniero and for stranget estraneo {and for
strange, strano). Underlying the use of the term for immigrants, although tech-
nically correct on one level, is a second undercurrent of meaning, implicitly
disttustful and defensive, a sense not t0o distant from the use of the term alfen
for immigrants in the United States. Within this fuller spread of neaning, the
slogan was particularly apposite. ‘

22. The view was expressed by spme other community radio activists that

. the station was always at risk of being held prisoner by its listener members

and thus was upable to experiment independently and adapt to changing con-
ditions. A different version of the same comment caine from thosé who saw the
station as overly politicized By the sessanfottini, the generation of 1968. In this
view, the leadership of the 1968 generation had largely emerged from éx-
tremely well-placed farnilies and had dedicated itself with almost monklike
self-discipline to the pursuit of political activism, forsaking in the process the
usual involvements in raiging children and pursuing a job or a career, while
also sacrificing petrhanently any links with the wealth of the families from
which they came. A kind of secular church of the political martyrs, Jesuits for
socialism. Now that me political culture had altered, went the argument, leav-
ing that whole era behind EE& a welter of recriminations concerning Red ter-
rorism and the descent into drug dependency, 41d riow that the new young
generation found most political discourse or activisrh less appealing than the
prospect of living on Mars, Radiopop was in darger of ending up like a
beached whale. Even those younger people who were regular listeners were all
too often the children, not so much of the hyperagtivists of 1968, but of individ-
uals who had been fairly solidly active in the penumbra of those movements.
Was it then a community or a steadily aging club? _
23 There had been inconclusive discussions about mﬂ#nﬁﬁm again to
ISDN-line communication, but the costs, of course, were high whereas the
costs for satellites had been plummeting. _

24. For an insidet’s accourit of Lotta Continua (Permanent Struggle), but
one thatis reasonably self-critical, see Bobbio ﬁm.wﬁ. The group was at the cen-
ter of the student tumults from 1969 to 1976, when it dissolved itself in a
famous congress at Rimini. It sought active links with labor militants and was
perhaps best remembered for its relentless public campaign against a Milan
police superintendent, Luigi Calabresi, whom it accused of dropping a politi-
cal detainee to his death from a high flogr of the police building in 1969.
Giuseppe Pinelli, the anarchist who died in the fall, had been detained on sus-
picion of planting 2 bomb in a Milan bank that killed a number of people; in
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reality, the bomb was one of about 100 planted that year by neofascists to create
a climate of tension and anxiety that would lead to publi¢ réadiness for a dicta-
torial regime to create order again. Calabresi was shot dead in ?om: of his
housein 1972. The saga continued for years, for in 1988, 4 former Lbtta Contin-
ua member named, in return for ammesty, two leaders of the organizatioh as
having, with him, ﬁ_mgmn and exécuted the murder. ﬁam trials, Itaty-fashion,
dragged on for more years, and in 1997, both men were  jailed for life, consis-:
tently denying #mﬁﬁm doneit Am#rnwsmw one, the former Lotta nongmm leader,
admitted the campaign had set up a climate in which someone would be likely
to make an attempt on Calabresi’s life). A leftist judge—there are such people
in Italy—had concluded during the trials that Calabresi rwa not murdered
Pinelli, although he did not conclude who had. Nobel rnmnwaum prize winner
Dario Fo wrote a play satirizing the police account of Pinelli’s death in custody,
which was performed internationdlly (The Accidental Death of an Anarchist), but
for a number of Italians, this 25-year saga to some degree served as a sad and
dispiriting requiem to the passions and energy of the mnqmm»n#mnﬁ.amu% Left :
of a previous generation. -
25. Inits early years, it had p much more suspicious policy towird taking
advertising, although nonetheless recognizing that it could not mﬁ.ﬁﬁ_. with-
out it.
26. A term used by one of my Hmm_uobamw»m
27. Despite being asked to do so, Controradio did not accept maﬁa_.amunm
from supermarket chains. The station also refused m%qmnrmﬁm from any source
with connections to wcﬂan@ such as ledther stores. B
28. At Controradio as at Radiopop, Internet radio was an option that had -
not been carefully entertained as of 1997.
29. The direct translation of the term as “social centers” gives no sense at -
all of their cultural and ﬁorﬂnmw significance. Emerging first as the student’
movements waned around 1980, these centers gave space in many different
ways to young peopie’s autonomous cultural activities. They were organized
in different ways and had varying histories and nmmmnmmm of impact, but they -
represented an important element in urban youth oczﬁm over the 19805 and
1990s.
30. Mani pulite meant “clean hands”; it was shorthand for a series of reve-
lations of official corruption on a scale that surprised even cynical Italiarts.
31. See Consorzio Aaster Qmwmv for a good account, organized in ooovmqw-
tion with the young people, of two major centri sociali in Milan.




