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Women Workers, Migration, and a Gramscian Perspective

We cannot write women into history, for example, unless we are willing to entertain the notion that history as a unified story was a fiction about a universal subject whose universality was achieved through implicit processes of differentiation, marginalization, and exclusion.

—Joan Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, 197

Both Cesare Pavese’s novella “Tra donne sole” (“Among Women Alone”) and Michelangelo Antonioni’s screen version of the story, Le amiche (Girlfriends), explore the relationship of a group of middle-class women in post–World War II Turin. In both the written and cinematic versions, labor signifies independence and a mode of expression for Italian bourgeois women. Most of the female characters do not work for a living, but the two who do, Clelia and Nene, are emotionally invested in their work. Labor for these women represents free will, independence, happiness, and, most importantly, a medium for self-expression. For all the women, though, employment, or the lack of it, influences their life decisions. In Pavese’s version, Rosetta, who lives la dolce vita, recognizes the uselessness of her bourgeois life and, unable to change, commits suicide. In the film version, Clelia, a successful businesswoman, decides she must break up with her lover, Carlo, in order to follow her career as an atelier owner. Clelia, who worked her way up from a working-class background, defines herself and her way of being via her relationship to labor. She explains this relationship to Carlo: “Working is also my way of being a woman, of loving, of participating in life, do you understand?”1 She tells him she must leave Turin and return to Rome, because if she were to stay with him she would take up a more traditional housewife role and in so doing hopelessly compromise her identity.

Clelia’s statement shows us a useful way to think about women and work in the Italian context. Her statement, representing the significance labor has in the formation of personal identity, will serve as a point of departure for the discussion in the following pages of representations of other groups of women workers. First, however, we must complicate the definition of labor Clelia’s statement offers by showing how the pressures exerted by such forces as class, race, and national identity, when examined alongside gender, disrupt so apparently liberating a definition of work. Through close readings of a variety of cultural representations of laboring migrant women, I hope to point out some of the limits that inhere in the dominant narratives of postunification Italian history, including those bearing on the history of Italians in the United States; such attention to those we might term the representationally underconsidered makes possible a sharper critical understanding of the ways in which dominant culture has been formed discursively throughout the twentieth century.

It is not hard to see that labor and a celebration of labor were at the heart of post–World War II Italian culture. Perhaps the Italian constitution (written in 1946) best illustrates this position. Its first line, “L’Italia è una Repubblica democratica fondata sul lavoro” (“Italy is a democratic Republic founded on labor”), opens a document that has been celebrated as one of the most progressive constitutions for its support of workers’ rights. Focusing on the labor of migrant women within an Italian context and questioning received notions about what work is and who performs it can, perhaps, complicate this celebration.2 This critique of identity in relation to labor will come out of close readings of a variety of interrelated textual representations. The textual examples under consideration include films, novels, short stories, songs, recipes, and testimonials. The examples will take us from photographs of San Diego’s canning industry to songs about rice workers in Emilia-Romagna, from Italo-African oral testimonies to Italian American women in film and beyond. By looking at such varied representations of women workers I hope to show the multiplicity of their histories. That is, in order to “write women into history” (Scott 197), we must consider all types of cultural productions in which women have been represented (or have represented themselves). Such a critical consideration of a variety of textual representations takes to task the traditional idea of “history as a unified story” (Scott 197) by pointing to the moments where this supposedly complete history was created and upheld at the expense of marginalized and repressed voices.

The Italian Marxist thinker and political activist Antonio Gramsci is a key character in my present conceptualization of women’s migratory labor. Mine is not a historical study but a cultural one. The emphasis here is on what representation reveals about cultural and political change. With this in mind, Gramsci’s thoughts on national popular culture, the social role of subalterns and organic intellectuals, the politics of folklore (or “common sense”) and everyday culture, and the need to build alliances across multiple directions all act as central unifying theories. Such theories, when refashioned with a feminist perspective in mind, further strengthen their original purpose.

As such, this chapter outlines the theoretical basis for the book as a whole: first, reviewing certain aspects of the field of labor history, then introducing some of Gramsci’s concepts most pertinent to the present study, and, finally, arguing for a broad and nuanced understanding of the relationship between women, labor, and migration in an Italian context.

The role of migration is particularly important to keep in mind as other theoretical models are introduced. The representations of working women considered in the subsequent chapters all have some kind of relationship to the geo-political area known today as Italy—either the women were born and lived in Italy, or they (or their relatives) emigrated from Italy, or they (or their relatives) immigrated to Italy. I purposely wish to see these different kinds of movements as related to and reflective of one another.

A location such as Italy offers a complex and productive space within which to study the intersections of migration, gender, and culture. Italy’s own history of emigration and expansive diasporic communities, coupled
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