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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper, which is divided in two parts, aims to examine the possibility of 

bringing social change through storytelling. In the first part I will attempt to explore 

narrative theory so as to indicate how stories are structured and which elements the new 

stories should take into consideration if they are to have an appeal to the audience 

members. I will also look at the relationship between narrative and culture in order to 

justify why humans are storytelling animals as well as to exemplify narrative’s role in 

human meaning-making. In the second part I will focus on the work of Wu Ming, 

nonetheless, I will by no means include an exhaustive presentation of their literary 

project. I will rather touch upon some characteristics of their writing that can be proved 

valuable for the stories we need to tell. Their project constitutes both an excellent case 

of politically committed writing and also an inspiration for the production of new 

stories. For this reason, a work of them entitled ‘Manituana’ will be analyzed in order 

to clarify the content and form of Wu Ming’s stories.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This paper is written within the pandemic of Coronavirus which has severely 

affected the lives of the world population and its repercussions will likely far outlive 

the pandemic itself. As Alice Dal Gobbo (2020) recently argued, a top-down approach 

using the language of war is widely employed as far as the crisis management and the 

state-of-emergency-narratives are concerned (Dal Gobbo 2020). We are at war with an 

invisible enemy we are constantly being told, in which the state has the leading role in 

fighting back the enemy and for this reason the state is legitimized to exert further 

control on its citizens. As a result, attention is channeled away from questioning our 

current state of being within the neoliberal era which is at the heart of the present crisis. 

For David Harvey (2020), it is not the environment that causes its own destruction. As 

long as our capitalistic world, in order to reproduce itself, causes unpredictable 

alterations to the environment’s natural evolutionary forces, viruses, which in reality 

always change forms, end up being dangerous or even fatal for people due to human 

actions (Harvey 2020). 

This line of thinking brings us closer to Harraway’s critique of Anthropocene 

which is an epoch of the humankind that has succeeded the geological period of the 

Holocene. The start date of this epoch coincides with the advent of the Industrial 

Revolution that led to development and modernization and to the present era of the 

devastating effects of industrialization onto environment (McKagen 2018). As 

McKagen (2018) suggested, the Anthropocene is the era in which people are able to 

cause Earth’s destruction. Under such circumstances, ecofeminist Donna Haraway 

stresses the need for collaboration between all species as well as the importance of 
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storytelling in coping with the crisis of Anthropocene (McKagen 2018). In Staying with 

the Trouble Harraway (2016) calls for an increased awareness to the kind of stories we 

are used to telling as her famous phrase “It matters what stories tell stories” clearly 

manifests (Harraway 2016, 35). In doing so, she urges to reconsider our entanglements 

with other creatures while we make a good use of our culturally acquired storytelling 

skills in order to deconstruct our stories and re-narrate them along with others, thus, 

promoting multispecies involvement and collaboration in the stories we choose to tell 

(Harraway 2014). 

The question that arises from such configurations is why new stories are so 

important and also, what kind of stories these should be. In short, we need stories that 

could effect social change, as narrative is crucial to human cognition in that it enables 

individuals in making sense of the world. In fact, humans are “storytelling animals” as 

Gottschall (2002) eloquently argued. So ubiquitous is the human tendency “to think and 

communicate in stories” (Mayer 2014, 3), so naturally occurs the narratively 

representation of how things really happened that for White (1980) a narrative-ignorant 

culture would appear problematic (1980).  

Therefore, hypothetically speaking, if there is a change in the way our stories 

are told as the old ones have resulted in reproducing the present sociocultural system, 

will it be possible to motivate people to think and act in the world in ways that may lead 

to a political and social transformation of this system? And if so, what stories need to 

be told, and how can literature assist the quest for new stories? 

Wu Ming, an ‘anonymous’ writing collective based in Bologna, Italy and 

established in 2000 constitute, as I will demonstrate later on, an excellent case of 

politically committed writing and also an inspiration for the production of new stories. 
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The Memorandum written by Wu Ming 1, which was published online in 2008 and in 

paper form a year later, seems to share similar concerns with the previously mentioned 

critique of Anthropocene. In it, Wu Ming 1 highlights the crucial need for broaching 

the environmental crisis of the 21st century. This crisis will eventually lead to the 

extinction of the human species and the only one to blame for will be the human herself 

(Willman 2019). He, therefore, underlines the necessity of developing a kind of 

thinking that would be rather “ecocentric” (Amici 2010, 8) and he also stresses on the 

significance of the moral duty of literature. That is, it can assist writers into “imagining 

the post-human future that await us” (Willman 2019, 54-55), and in doing so, we may 

be given the opportunity to reconsider the lifestyle we follow so as to avoid or even to 

reduce the speed of extinction 

Wu Ming 1, part of the Wu Ming collective of writers, wrote the critical essay 

entitled Memorandum in order to theorize what was happening in the Italian literary 

scene in the beginning of twenty-first century, namely, to discuss about the 

phenomenon of New Italian Epic (NIE). NIE consists mostly of works rather than 

writers, works that are hybrid texts called ‘Unidentified Narrative Objects’ (UNO). 

What unites the writers is the belief they share for the power of literature to change 

society by reconsidering the past and present (Willman 2019). According to Wu Ming 

1, “today art and literature cannot just sound late alarms: they must help us to imagine 

a way out. They must heal our gaze and strengthen our capacity to visualize” (Wu Ming 

1 quoted in Amici 2010, 7). 

The works that fall into the nebula of NIE share some important characteristics 

which are described rather than analyzed in the Memorandum. Among them, we might 

discern the following; a re-examination of mainstream History by telling alternative 

histories “from subaltern perspectives” as well as an experimentation with unexpected 
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points of view what Wu Ming 1 calls “an oblique gaze”. Moreover, a detachment from 

the “cold irony” characteristic of late postmodernist writing and the urgent need for 

politically and ethically engaging narratives. Also, a combination of elements of high 

and low culture which is manifesting in the ‘orality’ of the texts that is, in the informal 

and colloquial use of language. The UNOs combine narrative complexity with what 

Wu Ming 1 calls “popular attitude”. This together with the use of the new technologies 

and the manipulation of the genre fiction contribute to a meaningful connection with 

their reading public both by reaching out a wider audience and by expressing complex 

ideas in an accessible way. Furthermore, “a hidden subversion of language and style” 

which a superficial reading might fail to bring to the fore. Finally, the recurrent theme 

of the “death of the father”. Wu Ming 1 urges his generation of writers to stop feeling 

as ‘problem children’ identifying with what came before them that is, the failings of the 

previous generation and the rise of Berlusconi in power. Instead writers need to 

metaphorically grow up and address Italy’s past and present situation by means of 

literature (Willman 2019, 21-25). 

What needs further clarification is whether the works of NIE and of Wu Ming 

in particular constitute examples of postmodernist experimentation or are rather 

characteristic of a rupture with what came before them. Taking into consideration the 

previous mentioned characteristics of NIE, it will be tempting to say that they hardly 

represent a clear-cut distinction with postmodernism. Telling alternative stories, for 

instance, manifests the postmodern mistrust of single authoritative readings of the past. 

Furthermore, the ‘transmediality’ of the works through the use of the new technologies 

which turn literature from a solitary practice into “a collective practice of ‘popular 

culture’”, allow the appropriation of these works from the reading public and the 

subsequent openness of the works to multiple interpretations (Jansen 2010, 102).  
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 That said, then, and as Willman (2019) and Jansen (2010) argued, the 

rejection of postmodernist literature from the part of Wu Ming 1 in the Memorandum 

is associated with its reception in the Italian context as a politically and ethically 

disengaged form of literature (Willman 2019, Jansen 2010). What is specifically 

rejected is the American strand of postmodernism and the attitude of ‘anything goes’ 

which turned literature into “a useless and self-referential game” (Willman 2019, 23). 

The urgent need for literature to escape the lack of commitment with contemporary 

issues in the aftermath of the failure of the mass media to pointedly represent Italy’s 

present situation as a result of Berlusconi’s control over them, require a return to realism 

by no means cast, though, as objective truth and the production of narratives capable of 

addressing “the political debacle of recent years” (Boscolo 2010, 2). The writer’s 

impegno, therefore, is to assemble the fragmentary pieces of reality and organize them 

in such a way as to assist interpretation of them in order to enable readers to actively 

re-construct the meaning of those aspects of reality that have been left unsaid. Having 

said that, then, NIE is to be better understood as a “combination of continuity and 

rupture” with postmodernism (Willman 2019, 43).  

All in all, the stories Wu Ming tell are meaningful contributions to the NIE. 

More significantly, their stories are an excellent case of literary experimentation and 

they can possibly provide us with those narrative tools that will enable the creation of 

new stories, of stories that will work in mind-altering ways. 
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PART ONE 

 

In this part of the paper I will attempt to scrutinize the relationship between 

narrative and culture in order to justify how narrative capacity relates to human 

cognition as well as how the mediating structures of culture among them narrative 

provide humans with the tools for creative thinking and action. In doing so I will focus 

on the elements our new stories should take into consideration if they are to have an 

appeal to the audience members. I will then analyze the concept of narrative that will 

allow me to illustrate how people can be moved to act collectively by also catching a 

glimpse on the main characteristics that all stories share.  

 

 

NARRATIVE AND CULTURE 

 

Humans have evolved as species with the urge to create stories and 

communicate through them. According to a branch of scholarship, culture and human 

brain have evolved simultaneously. This line of thinking suggests that the narrative 

capacity is interconnected with the cognitive development. Therefore, humans are 

biologically programmed to tell and swap stories as the case of children who start telling 

stories as soon as they acquire language clearly manifests. As Mayer (2014) pointed 

out, the “narrative capacity is at the heart of what it means to be human” (Mayer 2014, 

64-66).  
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Furthermore, for social constructivists the way humans think and act is largely 

informed by the ideational structures of culture, namely, the language, the ideology, the 

symbols and most profoundly for the purposes of this paper, the narrative (Mayer 2014, 

6). For them, as stated by Mayer (2014), “human behavior is fundamentally a form of 

symbolic expression, enabled by our psychological predilection for symbolic thinking 

and our immersion in a symbolic culture of signs, ideologies, rituals, myths, and other 

such constructs” (Mayer 2014, 44). 

If we adopt such a view, it follows, then, that symbols hugely mediate the way 

humans experience the world. Language constitutes an important part of these 

mediating constructions but so do shared narratives, another major constituent of 

culture (Mayer 2014). Contrary to the schema theory which conceives of  human 

thinking as merely schematic, where individuals allot their experiences into 

corresponding schemas or patterns so as to perceive what is happening in the world, the 

perspective of constructivism emphasizes on “the metaphoric leaps” humans take in 

order to establish patterns for understanding. Metaphors, then, are what humans only 

have in order to make sense of the world (Mayer 2014, 44).  

However, too much emphasis on the symbolic construction of human 

experience risks overriding human agency whatsoever. Therefore, it seems proper to 

refer to Geertz’s significant assertion that “man is an animal suspended in webs of 

significance he himself has spun” (Geertz 1993, 5). This explicates the role of humans 

in shaping culture and more precisely, as Mayer (2014) put it, humans “are both shaped 

by and shapers of culture” (Mayer 2014, 45).  

Geertz (1993) sees culture as “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings 

embodied in symbols” (Geertz 1993, 89). As such, culture plays a significant role in 
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the attempts humans make so as to conceive of the world. The symbolic constructions 

mentioned above among them narrative, impact on both what people think and how 

they think. (Mayer 2014). Furthermore, culture as conceived by Geertz (1993), is 

transmitted between generations when humans participate in society and internalize 

social interaction. As Vygotsky (cited in Mayer 2014) observed, children, initially, 

interact with adults using speech and later on internalize the capacity of speech as 

thought. This is how the symbolic constructions of culture enter the mind, though, the 

“internalization of culture” does not preclude human agency (Mayer 2014, 112).  

Indeed, if we accept Geertz’s stance of man as both shaper and shaped by 

culture, then, it becomes apparent that the process of internalization provides man with 

those tools that enable agency, creative thinking and action. Narrative is one such tool 

that mediates between the society and our mind. Through storytelling culture is 

transmitted to younger generations and concomitantly culture provides them with the 

above mentioned tools in order for them to reshape the world. Therefore, our narrative 

capacity allows us to look beyond the obvious so as to envision new ways of being 

(Mayer 2014). 

Here lies the power of narrative. Since we are constituted by narrative so too we 

can be affected by narrative. Stories can seduce us in the sense that we get engrossed 

by the stories we are told in such a way so that “all mental processes and capacities 

become focused on events occurring in the narrative” (Brock and Green 2000, 701 

quoted in Mayer 2014, 80). Taking everything into consideration, we dare say that 

stories that move us strongly can contribute to changes in the way we act, in what we 

believe and, thus, in what we care about, and, consequently, they can motivate 

movement participation and collective action. Research has shown that when people 
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immerse into stories and strive to identify with what the heroes experience, long-lasting 

changes in their way of thinking and acting may be achieved (Polletta 2008). 

Having said all the above, then, the study of narrative could shed light on the 

cultural dimensions of human experience in the world. As illustrated by Jasper (Jasper 

1997 cited in Davis 2002) such cultural dimensions include the influence of time and 

place on us, namely, our position in the world and in history. Moreover, the symbolism 

that lies within the events as well as their significance in our lives (Jasper 1997 cited in 

Davis 2002). This by no means designates a narrative aspect in almost every human 

experience. Undoubtedly, there are features that involve narrative such as the way we 

relate to our past or the meaning we give to particular events; nonetheless, culture is 

not restricted to storytelling. Yet, storytelling is, indeed, a way of illuminating some 

important characteristics of humans’ experience of the world.  

That said, it is possible to conceptualize the relationship between narrative and 

human experience in various ways, such as a post-account of a lived experience, a 

cultural-specific survival kit that enhances understanding and action or, finally, a 

performance that comments on our past experiences (Davis 2002). 

Crucially, stories either personal or collective are influenced, conditioned, and 

controlled by “public narrative models or scripts” (Davis 2002, 23). According to Davis 

(2002), in each culture there seems to exist narrative models whether general or 

canonical that function in ways that pattern or restrict the kind of stories that can be told 

within each cultural setting (Davis 2002), what Polletta (2002) calls the “cultural stock 

of plots” (Polletta 2002, 34). Stories’ compliance with their canonical attributes is what 

helps people recognize them. That is to say that audience members identify them “by 

their formal features” (Polletta et. al. 2011, 112).  
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Therefore, apart from enabling individuals to articulate their experience in a 

desirable narrative mode, these “cultural narratives” may also constrain the kind of 

stories that can be produced, meaning that they also “close off alternative configurations 

and mute dissident voices”. They may, thus, become a means of “internal social 

control” within a movement (Davis 2002, 25). Nevertheless, it should be mentioned 

that if a story does not conform to the ‘cultural stock of plots’ it is typically neither a 

story nor is intelligible (Polletta 2002).  

Nonetheless, social movements that aim to transform systemic values and 

institutions resist using preexisting narrative models producing instead “oppositional or 

counternarratives” (Davis 2002, 25) that encourage “self-reflexivity” and make the 

conformity to the script less stiff (Davis 2002, 23). Their resonance, however, heavily 

depends on their attachment to the canon. Thus, the counternarratives alternate standard 

ideas and symbolisms and their significance arises from the appeal they have to already 

existing values and expectations of the people. By this I mean that although a movement 

can manage to overcome dominant types of storytelling, people’s expectations 

influenced by culture in its wider form, foreclose the options of the stories that can be 

told (Davis 2002).  

“Canonical plots”, therefore, which are vital components of a culture’s 

mythology engage people both by their familiarity and by their “interpretive 

ambiguity”. This is to highlight that if a story is too predictable, it will fail to engage 

people’s participation. There has to exist a degree of ambiguity that will trigger 

audience’s “interpretive participation”. But this does not mean that the experiences of 

the audience members simply reflect the narratives already circulating. There are 

various “plot lines” (Polletta 2002, 35-36), a vast amount of narrative forms depending 

on the context and the corresponding culture (Mayer 2014).  
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To sum up, new stories are possible only if they are “based in the extant culture” 

(Mayer 2014, 46). From the extant stock of plots which is the cultural data base, fresh 

components of culture can be fashioned. This is not so much due to the kind of stories 

activists choose to tell but more due to “the stories through which people hear them” 

(Polletta 2008, 28). As Polletta (2008) argued, a completely new story might either be 

confused as belonging to the old familiar stories or rather be entirely unintelligible 

(Polletta 2008). However, what really matters is not the production of novel and 

unfamiliar stories but “the extent to which the stories one tells resonate with the stories 

the audience already knows” (Polletta 2008, 29). 

Crucial to this is the role of literature. Indeed, it is literature that offers the cues 

according to which new stories can be fashioned out of the stories already known and 

told. In the words of Polletta (2008); 

 

Great writers don’t write simple stories. They write stories that tap into our 

expectations and defy them. They tweak familiar plotlines, characters, and situations. 

They use tropes like irony, ellipsis, and shifting point of view to make what was 

familiar strange. They let us think we’re hearing one kind of story and then tell us 

another (Polletta 2008, 30). 

 

In this way we might consider narrative as a particular type of strategy. For 

Eagleton (2014), narrative, just like any strategy, uses specific resources and techniques 

for specific reasons (Eagleton 2014). Literature, then, through “its reliance on 

emplotment, point of view, narrativity and a canon of familiar plots” could strategically 

work in mind-altering ways (Polletta 1998, 420).  
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THE CONCEPT OF NARRATIVE 

 

The definition of the concept of narrative cannot be exhaustive. However, 

following Freeman (2015) we might say that narrative is; 

 

a basic human inclination to see actions together, as temporal patterns, 

configurations of meaning, and to situate these configurations within larger wholes – 

whether myths, histories, or what have you – that serve ultimately to organize and 

make sense of temporal existence (Freeman 1997, 175 cited in Freeman 2015, 34). 

 

As Davis (2002) pointed out, a contemporary approach to the concept of 

narrative falls into three categories (Davis 2002). That is, narrative seen as a 

representation of a particular set of events for what the plot stands, or narrative as a 

form of discourse, a way to discuss about events, produced by a storyteller and last but 

not least as verbal acts occurring in a social transaction which are context-dependent 

and whose meaning is co-constructed by both the narrator and the audience (Davis 

2002). 

Furthermore, an analysis of a narrative also entails, apart from the analysis of 

narrative’s structure, an analysis of its mode of presentation since storytelling is not 

simply a configuration of past events as seen in present and future but most importantly, 

it forms particular experiences for the audience members and at the same time it 

requires particular responses from them. Storytelling is “fundamentally transactional” 

(Davis 2002, 12). By this I mean that stories should be seen as ‘social practices’ 
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involving both parties -the teller and the audience- where the teller in order to engage 

audience’s participation provides as much information as needed and the audience is 

called to fill in the gaps so as to make sense of the story. A well-told story requires 

audience’s creativity and imagination and teller’s “inevitable omissions” (Davis 2002, 

16).  

Therefore, the focus on narrative as a social practice and co-constructed by both 

storyteller and audience highlights the role of the former in fostering identification so 

as for the audience to be transported by the story and of the latter in actively 

participating in the meaning-making creation. Crucially, there has to be an appeal to 

audience’s prior knowledge or schema if a story is to be persuasive. By this I mean that 

the audience processes the stories not in terms of their actual correspondence with 

reality but instead, in terms of their verisimilitude that is, stories should correspond with 

the general conception the audience holds about how the world works (Mayer 2014).  

Each reader/listener approaches a story from a particular point of view which is 

interconnected with his/her self-conception. If the story does not appeal to the 

audience’s self-conception it will fail to enhance identification either with the narrator 

or the story. More precisely, “if what a story communicates about the world is to be 

accepted, it must affirm not negate the self-conceptions that audience members hold of 

themselves” (Davis 2002, 18).  

Moreover, just as important the transactional character of the narrative is, so is 

the social context of its production and subsequently, of how it is experienced. As Davis 

(2002) underscored, contexts either institutional or cultural regulate the kind of stories 

that can be told as well as the way they are told (Davis 2002). Interestingly, the audience 

members need no specialized training on how to process or produce stories. On the one 
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hand, the events of the stories “seem to tell themselves” as White argued (1980, 7), 

thus, they do not have to be explicitly displayed. On the other hand, each audience 

member has culturally acquired the skills to create stories or evaluate them “through a 

universal faculty and experience” (Fisher 1987, 75 quoted in Davis 2002, 19). 

From the perspective of social movement studies, narrative constitutes an 

invincible vehicle that produces, articulates, regulates and lastly diffuses shared 

meanings. As such, narrative can form and empower a movement community and 

identity, thus, enabling social movements to envision and learn themselves in the stories 

they narrate about themselves (Davis 2002). 

Narratives that could effect social change require participants do more than 

simply conforming to a specific formulation of an argument. More specifically, 

participants need a push to act, take risks and generally get involved in the story. In 

other words, participants must experience what Doug McAdam (1982 cited in Davis 

2002) called “a cognitive liberation” (Davis 2002, 24). Not only can narratives engage 

people intellectually but also and more significantly, they engage them imaginatively, 

emotionally, and intuitively by fostering identification and empathy with the 

protagonists of each story and by adding moral messages in the narrative’s content, 

thus, provoking moral responses from the part of the audience. 

  For Mayer (2014), then, storytelling could be an instrument for motivating 

people to act collectively. It is, indeed, a truly powerful and flexible instrument that can 

construct shared purposes and shared meanings (Mayer 2014). As we will later see in 

this paper, Wu Ming’s epic of the multitude serves the exact same purposes.  
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THE CHARACTERISTICS OF STORIES 

 

By now it should be clear that narrative organizes human experience by making 

it coherent, thus, meaningful. As Polletta (2002) argued, narrative makes phenomena 

comprehensible (Polletta, 2002). Out of a set of events that constitute a story, meaning 

is derived from the “temporal or causal relationship” between the events that occur 

throughout the story and also from “the role such events play in the unfolding of the 

larger whole” (Davis 2002, 12).  

As Ricoeur (1981b, 1984 cited in Freeman 2015) argued, the different events 

that comprise a narrative constitute the “episodic” dimension of narrative, whereas “the 

poetic process of seeing‐together” those events ‘within the whole narrative’ is the 

“configurational” dimension of narrative. The latter serves the purpose of discerning a 

pattern, a wider meaning within the narrative (Freeman 2015, 31). This distinction is 

commonly known as one between content and form or between story and plot. 

For Davis (2002), “narrative explanation works through ‘emplotment’”. If one 

is to capture the meaning of an event or even to explain what has caused it, then, one 

has; 

to locate it within the temporal and relational sequence of a story, linking it 

with both previous and subsequent events over time. Further, once emplotted within a 

story, the character and function of that event in the development of the entire 

temporal sequence can be comprehended, and thus the meaning of the event can be 

defined. The order and position of an event within a story explains how and why it 

happened (Davis 2002, 12). 
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It is plot, then, that arranges the events and makes them unfold in a story. Those 

events do not just follow each other in a linear manner (Polletta 2002). More 

importantly, plot works by giving cause and effect to the sequence of time and it is that 

sequence together with causality that gives to the events design and intention (Davis 

2002). 

For Freeman (2015), an important aspect of narrative is its retrospective nature. 

Past events are made meaningful only by being seen retrospectively from a present 

moment. This is to say that to get the plot of a story somebody needs to take a look at 

the past and choose the various episodes from it (Freeman 2015). Here also lies, by and 

large, the main function of stories that is, “to reconfigure the past, endowing it with 

meaning and continuity, and so also to project a sense of what will or should happen in 

the future” (Davis 2002, 12). Or, following Polletta (2002), stories serve as explanations 

and evaluations of the past so as to project what the future might look like (Polletta 

2002). 

This could be made explicit in the closure of a narrative. There seems to exist 

“a minimal universal narrative form” (Davis 2002, 11) or “a commonly held narrative 

code” (Mayer 2014, 54) which consists of and is made meaningful by a story-type with 

a beginning, a middle part and an ending where the beginning serves as an orientation 

and the end is supposed to bring resolution (Davis 2002). However, not all stories share 

this pattern as there are various possibilities. In literature, for instance, one could find 

extremely complex plots as well as the most unexpected endings (Mayer 2014) as many 

stories are ambiguous and do not provide a closure in the form of a resolution (Davis 

2002). This is the case of ‘Manituana’, the story of Wu Ming that I will analyze in the 

second part of this paper. 
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In a sense, though, every story is expected to finish at some point, putting an 

end to the sequence of the events and display the rationale of the plot, the ‘why’ the 

story was told. A “story’s ‘end’ is also its end in the sense of purpose or telos” (Polletta 

2002, 33). Stories are usually purposeful with various aims, such as to provide 

explanations, to share perspectives, to motivate people to act in certain ways and more. 

According to White (1980), in the end every story has as its purpose to provide the 

moral status of the events presented (White 1980). 

Apart from that, there can hardly be a story without characters. In fact, character 

and plot are mutually dependent and constitute the most important parts of the story. 

Characters may be of various kinds, “human or human-like” depending on their 

characteristics or the perceptions (Polletta et.al., 2011:111). Typically, there is a 

protagonist whose fortune affects the way the story evolves. On the other hand, there 

are characters sometimes characterized as “static”, who mostly constitute a “plot 

function” (Davis 2002, 15). But stories, even for those characters provide a basic image 

of their being. The audience tends to feel a short of empathy for at least one character 

of the story (Polletta et. al. 2011). 

There is a wide range of character types which, as with plots, “can be related to 

a limited number of basic prototypes”. Apart from the characters that are more or less 

passive, which are affected by the plot but have minimum contribution to the story, the 

important ones are those that lead the plot with their actions. There can be ‘villains’ 

who “cause falling action” or ‘heroes’ who cause “rising action” (Mayer 2014, 62-63). 

This is not to say that every character type falls into these specific categorization since 

characters may fit into more than one type. Moreover, the complexity of the characters 

adds ambiguity to the story, a crucial element for triggering audience’s interpretive 

participation. Still, characters have to fit into what they are expected to be by the 
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audience and characters’ attachment to the basic types makes the stories memorable 

(Mayer 2014). 

 

 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

The power of narrative rests in its capacity to help people imagine different life 

narratives, different worlds and thus, different ways of being. As Andrews (2014) 

argued, “if something can be imagined, it is not ‘absolutely impossible’” (Andrews 

2014, 5). In fact, “man’s freedom to act in the world is a function of his ability to 

perceive things not only as they are, but as they are not” (Warnock cited in Andrews  

2014, 5).  

Andrews (2014) goes on to mention that imagination is the bridge that connects 

the already known with the possible known and the present with the possible future. In 

order to do so, one has to create an emplotment including characters, action and an 

endpoint. Thus, narrative provides man with the means that could help make one’s 

imagination coherent and so realizable. The stories we need to tell should trigger the 

imagination in ways that help visualize of a different and even better world (Andrews 

2014).  

Literature, no matter of the counter arguments, has a “vast power” on people 

(Gottschall 2012, 145). In films, books or even in video games, fiction mesmerizes us 

and lets our imagination run wild. In this way it shapes our minds without our 
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knowledge or our consent and the more engrossed we get in the stories we are told the 

more powerful the influence of fiction is (Gottschall 2012).  

Fiction, then, could become the primary resource of imagining a better world. 

Its undeniable “sculpting force” can change individuals and societies (Gottschall 2012, 

153). The form and content of the fictional narratives which “often breaks with 

narrative conventions” (Poletta et.al. 2011, 112) could become the basis around which 

our new stories will revolve. Also, the retelling of the new stories will be a prerequisite 

if their impact is to persist (Mayer 2014). 

For these reasons, the second part of this paper will be dedicated to the work of 

Wu Ming. My intention is to approach their literary project through a discussion of their 

role as producers of the work done as well as to provide an insight into their 

experimentation with narrative both through the medium of telling they employ and 

through the exploration of the content and form of one of their stories. In doing this I 

will highlight the particular characteristics of their literary praxis that can be proved 

valuable for the production of the kind of stories we need for the transformation of the 

present sociocultural system.  
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PART TWO 

 

THE STORYTELLERS 

 

The collective of writers under the name of Wu Ming has emerged out of the 

‘Luther Blissett Project’, a large community of artists and activists from the whole 

Europe. It was under the works of that project that the future members of Wu Ming 

wrote the novel Q which was their beginning effort in literature (Willman 2019). 

Initially consisting of five members there remain only three today. Wu Ming wrote 

collaboratively numerous novels, novellas, short stories as well as non-fiction books, 

all signed with their pseudonym, while individual works of the authors can be found 

under numerical title, namely Wu Ming 1, Wu Ming 2, etc. which also reveals the 

alphabetical order of their last names. Although the team avoids publicity, the members 

do not hide their true identities since in their website ‘Wu Ming Foundation’ one can 

find their proper names (Masterson 2016).  

As Masterson (2016) observed, what is truly innovative about the group is the 

approach the writers follow in their texts and in their role as producers of the work done 

(Masterson 2016). This becomes immediately apparent in their choice of name which 

in Mandarin depending on the pronunciation it might mean both ‘nameless or 

anonymous’ and ‘five names’ that is, the initial number of the group’s writers (Patti 

2016). More interestingly, the name itself could be considered a tribute to Chinese 

dissidents who demanded freedom of speech and democracy using the same term for 

that purpose (Potter 2015).  
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Therefore, the term ‘Wu Ming’ highlights the political engagement of the group 

as well as its rejection “of the figure of the author, both as a celebrated personality and 

as an isolated genius working alone” (Willman 2019, 3). According to Potter (2015), 

the collective “living up to their name-sake”, creates stories collaboratively making it 

hard for the reader to identify with a single author/storyteller (Potter 2015, 76). 

However, in doing so they do not seek to vanish the connection between them and their 

readers (Masterson 2016). Quite the contrary, the stories of Wu Ming are irrespective 

of any kind of authority, thereby, they enable the collective to make a democratic 

approach to their reading public by fostering a cooperation among the narrator, the 

reader and the text through also providing their work in digital forms (Potter 2015, 

Masterson 2016). 

As narrative theory suggests, an audience’s reception of a story heavily depends 

on the attitudes towards the storyteller. If the audience members distrust the storyteller, 

it will be impossible for the storyteller to attract audience’s attention and as a result s/he 

will fail to engross them in the story s/he tells. Research suggests that people tend to 

rely on trusted narrators when it comes to their information about political events 

(Mayer 2014). The trust could emanate from the expertise of the narrator what in 

literary theory is associated with the idea of the author and of literary work as the fruit 

of a great mind. Undoubtedly, the idea of multiple authorship is not a novelty at least 

in literature as we can see in the epics of Homer (Patti 2016). What is of interest here 

is how the collectively and anonymously shaped identity of Wu Ming challenges 

audience’s expectations of the storyteller and what the implications are for the telling 

of the new stories.  

For Wu Ming 1, “culture and creation are always collective products and 

processes” (Wu Ming 1 2001). This view brings us closer to Marx’s approach, 
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according to whom the practices and ideas someone has are the products of collective 

struggle rather than of an individual’s intelligence or ability. In a sense, the cult of 

personality and in our case of the author bears the imprint of an identity that stems from 

capitalism (Thoburn 2011). In the words of Bordiga, the Italian Marxist; 

 

[I]t is the attribute 

of the bourgeois world that all commodities bear their maker’s name, 

all ideas are followed by their author’s signature, every party is defined 

by its leader’s name. . . . Work such as ours can only succeed by being 

hard and laborious and unaided by bourgeois publicity techniques, 

by the vile tendency to admire and adulate men (Bordiga quoted in Thoburn 2011, 

120). 

 

Foucault (1969) in his famous essay What is an Author? imagines “a culture 

where discourse would circulate without any need for an author” (Foucault 1969, 314). 

As Thoburn (2011) comments, according to Foucault, anonymity could enable a better 

base for contact with the reader, who could, inevitably, approach the work without 

bearing in mind who the author is (Foucault 1997 cited in Thoburn 2011). Wu Ming’s 

concerns towards the author-function share Foucault’s critical stance and point to “the 

possibilities of an unnamed field of dissent” (Thoburn 2011, 124). That is, the authors 

seen as the ‘multitude’ to borrow the famous concept of Negri and Hardt (2018) 

wherein authorship does not stem from a ‘single identity’ but rather it is considered in 

its ‘multiplicity’, namely collective authorship as a ‘political subjectivity’ ‘internally 

differentiated’ but determined to “act coherently and effectively in common” (Hardt 

2018). This will be further elaborated later in the discussion about the characters of 
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their stories. In the meanwhile, it should be mentioned that the beginning of Wu Ming’s 

literary adventures coincided with the rise of Berlusconi in the political landscape and 

the subsequent celebrity-making of the authors. Thus, their work could also be seen as 

a “cultural strategy” by means of literature which challenged Berlusconi’s politics (Patti 

2016, 7). All in all, collective authorship -only one out of other characteristics of their 

writing- clearly marks the powerful and deeply political features of their work. 

Furthermore, Wu Ming engage in ‘transmedia storytelling’ where by exploiting 

the new technologies they supplement their novels with extra online material and 

readers can join the storytelling process, comment and include further versions of the 

stories (Willman 2019, 27). Jenkins (quoted in Willman 2019) calls this aspect of their 

work a “bottom-up participatory culture” (Jenkins 2006 quoted in Willman 2019, 27) 

in which the texts are not limited in their paper form neither in the control of the authors 

(Willman 2019). However, the participation of the readers in the actual making of the 

stories could be seen as illusionary as the initial text remains unchanged (Patti 2016). 

Nonetheless, as Wu Ming 1 (2001) mentioned, it is the ‘tale-teller’ who has as his/her 

main activity the ‘telling tales’. As he characteristically put it, “many people can plant 

nails into woods, and yet not everyone is a carpenter” (Wu Ming 1 2001). 

Notwithstanding the fact that everybody has a story to tell, ‘persuasive storytellers’ are 

only those who can go through the cultural stock of plots and select the narratives that 

need to be invoked or shape new narratives out of them, which is clearly the case of 

Wu Ming (Mayer 2014, 115). For Wu Ming 1, then, a storyteller is someone who 

reduces complexity, someone who regulates the kinds of stories that reach the people 

(Jenkins 2006).  

That said, new possibilities as regards the role of the storyteller emerge. The 

storyteller judged not in terms of the originality of the stories s/he tells but instead by 
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his/her capacity to “re-elaborate” (Jenkins 2006) the stories already circulating from the 

cultural stock of plots (see Polletta in the previous section). Moreover, Wu Ming, in no 

sense cast as celebrity figures, do not also produce self-referential works. The latter is 

associated to Wu Ming’s 1 critique of postmodern writings of the late twentieth-century 

which according to him “were frequently characterized by self-referentiality and cold-

irony, and the creative act” ceased to be innovative as well as liberating (Willman 2019, 

23). Instead, with the collective “storytelling has become a community activity again, 

with stories open to revision and different versions” (Willman 2019, 38) and the role of 

the storyteller just as “that of ‘griots’ (oral historians) in African villages, bards in celtic 

culture or poets in the classic Greek world” (Wu Ming 1 2001). The case of the research 

on ‘Homeric authorship’ manifests that in the beginning it was Homer who created 

several songs, though not united in a single whole. Later, the songs were sewed together 

and formed the epics most of us know today. Therefore, “Homer is best understood not 

as an author of the solitary genius model but as a function in a social system of 

collective authorship” (Rettberg 2011 quoted in Patti 2016, 10). In part, the same 

function Wu Ming attempted to achieve. 

 

 

 

THE MEDIUM OF TELLING 

 

 

Wu Ming’s project could be seen as a form of “grassroots myth-making” 

(Jenkins 2006). That is, they are producing a narrative leaving the purpose of acting to 

the social imagination using symbols just like myths do (Amici 2010). For them; 
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myths are stories that keep communities alive and together. We couldn't 

interact with each other without the bonds we create by swapping stories, and myths 

are stories with the strongest symbolic value, stories that hint at the mysteries of how 

we all came to be here, how we're managing to get along in some way, and what the 

future looks like (Jenkins, 2006). 

 

Indeed, as it has been previously illustrated, sharing stories is at the heart of 

what it means to be human. As Gottschall (2002) characteristically put it, “stories are 

the grease and glue of society” (Gottschall 2002, 138). Shared narratives inhabit 

multiple minds simultaneously, enabling, thus, people to go beyond their private 

worlds, so as to allow groups to act and pursue their common interests together (Mayer 

2014).  

This is the ‘ethos’ that runs through their storytelling initiative (Potter 2015, 

76). Wu Ming create “narratives that work within the sphere of myth” (narrative as 

mythopoeia as stated in Willman 2019, 38) and the very storytelling act contributes “to 

the will to change” (Amici 2010, 9). What seems important for them is to keep telling 

stories, stories that refer to all time spans and serve the purpose of reinventing the 

meaning of a community’s existence as well as of its struggles (Amici 2010).  

In doing so, they utilize the narrative mode of ‘epic’ in order to critically reread 

history so as to produce new myths (mythopoesis) (Potter 2015, 77). However, their 

approach differs considerably from the traditional epic narratives since their aim is to 

create “alternative history fiction” what Wu Ming 1 calls ‘ucronia’ (Wu Ming 1 quoted 

in Willman 2019, 36). Although they take into consideration the historical records and 

historians’ interpretations of the events, they move forward with producing stories in 
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the in between spaces that are left empty due to the lack of sufficient documentation 

(Baird 2006). That is, “moments in which there are fractures or gaps, whether due to 

lost potentialities or because of attempts to forget, and these gaps are then filled by 

fiction” (Willman 2019, 82). More importantly, they portray the past not “as immutable, 

but as having possibilities, just as the present contains the potential for change or new 

paths to follow” (Willman 2019, 37). Looking back and realizing that things could have 

been otherwise, our interpretation of History might significantly alter as well as our 

views and expectations of the future to come (Willman 2019).  

The analysis of the story that follows will explicate this further. At this point 

what needs to be mentioned is that this is achieved through combining what is actually 

true and what can be true, namely by merging fact and fiction in a single work as well 

as by stretching the line between the facts and the potential facts. This gives a sense of 

verisimilitude to the text, allowing readers to distinguish between what happened and 

what could have happened, thus, inducing them to a thorough and vivid understanding 

of the past (Willman 2019). 

Interestingly, as White (2010) argued, the difference between real and fictitious 

events lies, after all, in the mode of presentation of these events according to a story-

type. There is hardly a choice between “narrative and non-narrative discourse” as the 

representation of “a given set of events”, whether real or imaginary, heavily depends 

“on a given generic plot-type” (White 2010, 283). Therefore, what “distinguishes 

historical from fictional stories” is basically “their content rather their form” (White 

quoted in Willman 2019, 89).  The combination of fact and fiction in the stories of Wu 

Ming by no means forces their reception as merely imaginary. On the contrary, they 

bring to the fore a deeper understanding of history and historical past which in the end 



 
32 

enhances historical knowledge. As Willman (2019) observed, their work urges readers 

to think further and to raise questions about what they meant saying (Willman 2019).  

All in all, Wu Ming draw from the narratives already available in culture the 

story-type of epic in order to engage in “politically and ethically committed writing” 

(Willman 2019, 36). However, their deployment of the genre is hardly canonical, in 

fact it is in contrast with received views about the genre. In essence, though, it 

assembles many epic characteristics both in terms of themes and of form. For this 

reason Biasini (cited in Willman 2019) suggested we talk about “an epic mode rather 

than the epic genre” which consists of five features, namely, a sum of authors that 

choose anonymity, examining communities the moment they are created, forming a 

story that contains “the epic topos of the journey”, with micro-stories in chapters and 

last but not least borrowing heroes intertextually (Willman 2019, 39). With this in mind, 

the following chapter will analyze a story of Wu Ming so as to shed light on the 

characteristics that our new stories could adopt if they are to articulate alternative 

visions of a future to come.  

 

 

 

THE STORY 

 

 

Content 

 

 

Manituana, a historical novel written by Wu Ming in 2007 and published in 

English in 2009, will concern us in this section. Manituana refers to the Thousands 
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Islands of the St. Lawrence river in North America, an area which, as the legend goes, 

was the birthplace and the paradise of the Native Americans (2009, 104), what Wu 

Ming call the ‘Iroquireland’ (2009, 9). The story is taking place in the years of the 

American war of independence. However, it is neither a history of the American 

revolution nor of the Native Americans. Stretching the limits of mainstream history, the 

writing collective re-examines this period and in doing so, it brings to the fore 

marginalized voices and experiences often neglected by the hegemonic interpretations 

of the past. As stated in the website of Manituana that accompanies the book, the writers 

chose to tell the stories of people who stood ‘from the wrong side of History’. Yet, it 

cannot be neglected that Wu Ming are white Europeans telling the story of the ‘Others’. 

For Piga (2010), though, their enterprise constitutes an experimental attempt to recount 

this story from a modern European perspective avoiding the representation of the 

‘Others’ according to the principles that underlie imperialism, past and present (Piga 

2010).  

The white settlers’ insurgency against the British Crown forces the Six Iroquois 

Nations (Mohawk, Oneida, Cayuga, Onondaga, Tuscarora, and Seneca) to take action 

so as to respond to the challenges posed by the colonists’ territorial ambitions over their 

lands, which actually constitutes the kernel of the American revolution. In self-defense, 

they form an alliance with the great British Empire of King George III believing that 

this was the right thing to do in order to undo their foreseeable fate under the imminent 

new rule of the revolutionaries.  

Through a cinematic narrative we are transported between images of Indian 

village life and the coming in contact of indigenous and white settlers’ cultures as the 

case of the hybridity of Peter Johnson, son of William Johnson -the Superintendent of 

Indian affairs and of Molly Brant, his Mohawk wife - brilliantly illustrates, brute battle 
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scenes and diplomatic manoeuvres (Tonkin 2009) leading to the forced movement of 

Indians out of their territories and into Canada so as to escape the genocidal strategies 

of the rebels who go into battle carrying banners with the motto ‘Civilization or death 

to all savages’ (2009, 456). 

When Wu Ming undertook the project of writing the story of those on ‘the 

wrong side of History’, the Mohawk in this case through the eyes of whom the story 

mostly unfolds, they did not intend to simply produce a narrative in reverse. That is, to 

switch roles between goods and villains, good revolutionaries versus evil Indians and 

vice versa, thus, simply reversing official versions of this history. In fact, the narrative 

does no justice to any of them as both fronts are shown to have committed atrocities. 

According to Wu Ming (2009), this would have been far too simplistic (Dawson 2009). 

On the contrary, they aimed at exploring a tricky situation wherein distinctions between 

the two are actually subtle. The Indians although defeated, chose to side with the most 

powerful Empire at that time, the British one. Undoubtedly, there were good reasons 

for this as George Washington, a letter of whom appears in the novel, explicitly ordered 

Indians’ genocide. Still, though, they did not ally with the ‘underdog’ but instead with 

the Empire receiving in the end gains when they moved to Canada. The situation is 

even more complicated as the federation of the Six Nations never reached a consensus 

regarding the war, with some of them remaining neutral while others allied either with 

the rebels or the Empire (Dawson 2009).  

This sort of complexity that Wu Ming bring to the fore is not an attempt to 

simply portray the alternative paths the past could have taken “through the labyrinth of 

forking paths” (Thoburn 2016). Hence, embarking on the ‘What if?’ they concentrate 

on the moment that precedes the alternative trajectory, being “on the edge of ucrony” -

a common science fiction practice which refers to the potentiality of an alteration in 
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history its consequences being speculated beforehand- “without ever practicing it” (Wu 

Ming Interview 2007). As they characteristically put it; 

we prefer to investigate the ‘possibility’ of a bifurcation in history, the 

moment when history ‘might have gone’ in a different direction. We are not interested 

in depicting the bifurcation itself, or its consequences (quoted in Thoburn 2016). 

 

In doing so, they falsify narration. In Deleuzian terms, falsifying narration is 

when; 

 

narration ceases to be truthful, that is, to claim to be true, and becomes 

fundamentally falsifying. This is not at all a case of ‘each has its own truth’, a 

variability of content. It is a power of the false which replaces and supersedes the 

form of the true, because it poses the simultaneity of incompossible presents, or the 

coexistence of not-necessarily true pasts (Deleuze 2013, 136). 

 

This by no means negates the real but it significantly puts truth into crisis in the 

sense that it questions the possibility of existence of one and only truth. Still, it does 

not refer to the possibility of an unlimited number of truths since Deleuze (2013) 

underscores that falsifying narration is not the case of ‘each has its own truth’. Instead 

of ‘a variability of content’, Wiese (2011) argues that only singular attentive readings 

could illuminate how narration undercuts between reality and fictionality that is to say 

that readers should concentrate on the singular propositions made by the literary work 

in question (Wiese 2011). The power of the false rests not in opposition with the real 

but rather with the imaginary. The real is taking the place of the model of truth and in 

doing so it enriches the real capacity of the false to portray ‘the coexistence of not-
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necessarily true pasts’ but in no sense less real. In this case the true and the false become 

indistinguishable. When ‘narration ceases to be truthful’, then, it can move readers to 

think beyond their frames of reference as the very act of falsifying narration “adds 

perspectives, questions and riddles to readers' knowledge” allowing a better grasp of 

reality (Wiese 2011, 4).  

At the textual level, falsifying narration is achieved through the incorporation 

in the narrative of historical documents, such as newspaper articles, maps, letters -

authentic or fictional in the form of factual documents-. By this, as Thoburn (2016) 

observed, the distinction between the true and the false unsettles, allowing “falsifying 

narration to take hold” (Thoburn 2016). 

To sum up, we should conceive of the movement of time from past to present 

as “fractal” consisting of “bifurcations” “conflicts” and “paths not taken”. Falsifying 

narration accentuates these “bifurcations” allowing a better grasp of reality, of the past 

and present, as worlds capable of changing. And Wu Ming set out to explore the 

“evental points of potential”, ‘the possibility of a bifurcation in history’ that is, the 

possibility of imagining of what could have happened if indigenous and white settler’s 

cultures coexisted that is, they offer a glimpse into the hybridity that could have 

occurred if only the newly independent state had not crushed everything out (Thoburn 

2016). They did so by “going back to the start of it all”, as Joseph Brant, one of the 

protagonists of the narrative, characteristically mentions (Manituana 2009, 110).  

That said, the story could be read on two levels, namely, either as an adventure 

novel for the reader’s enjoyment -it is popular fiction after all (Tayler 2009)- or as a 

political allegory of the birth of the USA, a moment in history of highly significance 

since it determined the route of history onwards. Taking into consideration the history 

of enlightened reason that ultimately led to the holocaust in Europe, it could be said that 
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Wu Ming re-examine the period of the American revolution in similar terms, pointing 

to the fact that the American democracy, a mythologized aspect of American history, 

was too founded on the massacre of the indigenous population (Saviano 2007). In doing 

so, the story forces us to reconsider the foundations of the Western civilization and the 

impact of ‘whiteness’ in the world. 

Moreover, in our time of crisis where war never ceases, the novel also serves as 

a sharp criticism of the US geopolitics. In a sense, the story still matters today in that, 

for instance, it exemplifies aspects of the war in the Middle East where the local 

population is divided in terms of choosing side so as to ensure its survival or perpetuate 

its dominance over the area, what the native Americans exactly experience in the novel. 

More importantly, in recounting the story of the birth of the USA, Wu Ming deal with 

the present in the sense that they explicate the American hegemony as ‘a global 

problem’ (Lipperini 2006).  

Thus, ‘going back to the start of it all’ hints to a return to the grand narratives 

which, as Mayer (2014) argued, is a prerequisite if the storyteller is to engage 

audience’s receptivity of the story being told. Good storytellers “historicize the present” 

as they locate what is happening at the present day back to a larger story of the past, the 

present being just “an episode in our collective story” (Mayer 2014, 129). Furthermore, 

Wu Ming’s engagement with History with a capital H, manifests their conviction that 

the past is still relevant today. For them; 

 

the past is not behind us, but on our shoulders. The past weighs on the present, 

it’s all still here. The portrait of George Washington is on the most circulated 

banknote on the planet, Canada still has a governor (actually, a governess) nominated 
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by the English Crown, the Six Nations of the Iroquois still struggle to regain their 

lands (Wu Ming Interview 2007). 

 

All in all, Manituana tells the story of the disappearance of a hybrid culture, 

politically complex and interethnic which the foundation of the new state impeded from 

realization as a result of the ideology of white supremacy and the clash of civilizations. 

The birth of the new nation occurred at the expense of this hybridity and not simply at 

the expense of the ‘noble savages’ (Lipperini 2006). Therefore, the story dislodges 

accepted truths so as to gain a better understanding of the past and its lost possibilities 

as well as of events occurring at the present day (Willman 2019). As Thoburn (2016) 

put it, the novel is a falsifying narrative which mingles with a past that is not really past 

as it is not over and done but it continues in different forms, hints to a multiplicity of 

alternative trajectories that loom ahead the turning point in History, telling the story 

right before this happens and, finally, the novel assists the imagining of various 

possibilities of existence in the past and present (Thoburn 2016), “a capability that can 

only be nurtured via the necessity of keeping on the wrong side” (Saviano 2007). 

 

 

Characters 

 

Heroic narratives utilizing the epic story-type revolve around their protagonists’ 

intentions. The heroes are depicted as larger than life, in fact, exceptional as opposed 

to ordinary people (White 2010). Thus, the heroes are charged with mythic qualities 

and are involved in ‘grand’ conflicts, usually carrying the burden of unfinished projects 

of past people in the form of debts or unsettled accounts, or else, the fate of the world 
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on their shoulders, which they will eventually have to lead to a resolution. As I have 

previously demonstrated, the story’s audience has to feel a sort of empathy with what 

the heroes suffer and do and it is only by nurturing a true interest in whether the 

protagonists will attain their goals or not that the story could hold audience’s interest 

(Graeber 2007).  

Manituana’s heroes are at odds in respect with the traditional epic heroes. They 

do, certainly, engage with adventurous or heroic enterprises but they do so “in a crooked 

way” (Wu Ming 1 quoted in Willman 2019, 36).  

From the very beginning of the novel, we are informed of the death of the 

founding figures -the chiefs of the Mohawk and Irish tribes- Hendrick and William 

Johnson. Their death signals a period of instability and growing problems for those left 

behind. As Vito (2010) argues, the death of the fathers, which is a recurrent theme in 

the works of the NIE, marks ‘the end of the world’ as they knew it (Vito 2010, 405). 

New heroes are needed to fill the lacuna of the missing heroes. But the ones now 

holding the leading roles are proved inadequate. Guy Johnson, the successor of William 

Johnson, is the most characteristic case of inadequacy. He is unable to fulfil his duties 

that stem from his position and instead of joining the military forces against the rebels, 

he remains away from the battlefields and in New York resignedly waiting for his 

transfer to Canada. Therefore, no matter of their good will, their world cannot be saved. 

The revolutionaries will take precedence and the first nucleus of the new state will take 

hold. However, those ‘broken heroes’ as Thoburn (2016) calls them, will survive the 

war, at least most of them (Thoburn 2016). Their dream, though, dies out forever (Vito 

2010). 

In a sense, it could be stated that no easy identification with the heroes is 

possible. On the one hand, although the story clearly empathizes with the Indians, it 
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does not provide a ‘privileged standpoint’ (Thoburn 2016). Violence is not one-sided. 

As mentioned previously, both sides commit atrocities. However, the Iroquois are 

heroes of a sort only if they are simultaneously seen through their failures and 

inadequacies. On the other hand, not one of the characters is the dominant hero around 

whom the story unfolds, characters, therefore, better grasped as a multitude.  

That said, the audience identifies with the heroes spontaneously while reading 

the story, according to the situation as well as the place of the heroes in each chapter. 

By this I mean that as the novel consists of micro-stories unfolding in their 

corresponding chapters, each chapter sets from the very beginning the setting as well 

as the heroes it is going to engage with. For instance, chapter 28 begins as follows; 

“Smells of summer breathed from the banks of the St. Lawrence (…) Joseph studied 

the profile of the banks” (2009, 108).  This is not to say that on the whole the audience 

fails to identify with the characters of the novel but rather to emphasize the fact that 

identification with a single hero and her heroic goals is not possible. Therefore, Wu 

Ming produce a story that aims at triggering audience’s critical faculty. For Brecht 

(cited in Eagleton 2014), “empathy elevates sentiment over critical reason” (Eagleton 

2014, 77), which, in turn, results in repressing the understanding of the contradictions 

inherent in the society and, thus, accepting the situation as it is given.  

In the end, the audience identifies with the multitude which consists of Native 

Americans and settlers fighting together against the revolutionaries. As Vito (2010) 

argues, the characters of the story, normal and troubled, fighting for a world that 

collapses, “embody the fate of their community in the form of a multitude” (Vito 2010, 

406). The multitude both in the form of collective authorship and of a collectivity of 

characters signals a return of a political subjectivity conceived in its multiplicity which 

postmodernism has long neglected. However, according to Vito (2010), this subject 
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cannot fully return to its previous status that is, it cannot regain its “leading role in the 

defining and shaping of history” (Vito 2010, 406).  

For this reason, as far as the characters are concerned, unlike the traditional epic 

heroes, these heroes are not portrayed as actors whose intentions contribute to the 

making of history (Graeber 2007) but they rather interact with history obliquely, mostly 

“dragged along by it” (Vito 2010, 406-7). By this I mean that the characters of 

Manituana are peripheral as they stand on the sidelines of the action that is taking place 

in their presence. Still, though, they are present when history is made. Present as a 

multitude (Vito 2010). Although they hold secondary roles individually, their struggle 

emerges out of the interplay of “singularity and commonality” (Mason, Eric no date) 

which is what multitude stands for. They struggle collectively bearing a subjectivity 

which is cast in its multiplicity consisting of differentiated individual parts that share 

common interests. In doing so and according to Vito (2010); 

 

Weak individual power is strengthened within the community which is facing 

the tough task of finding new hope while embattled. Resorting to ethical 

responsibility and belief in the power of its tradition will help the multitude to find a 

way to the promised land (Vito 2010, 409). 

 

Last but not least, falsifying narration is also at play at the level of the characters 

as historical characters become literary heroes (Lipperini 2006). Fact and fiction merge 

once more allowing a better grasp of historical reality by expanding the horizon of the 

‘true’.  
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Form 

 

The extent to which the works of the NIE and in this case ‘Manituana’ constitute 

epic stories, as the last part of the acronym clearly designates, has been debatable. 

Nevertheless, whether we think of an epic as a genre that continually evolves in contrast 

to Bakhtin’s view of it as an archaic, monologic, and strictly defined genre that has 

ceased to be relevant in the modern world (Dimock 2006), or, else, following Biasini, 

of an epic as a mode that expresses the mood of the epic genre both stylistically and 

linguistically (Biasini 2010), for Wu Ming these works, ‘Manituana’ included, are epic 

narratives in that; 

 

they are concerned with historical or mythical deeds, 

heroic or anyway adventurous stories: wars, anabasis, initiating travels, fights for 

survival, always inside wider conflicts that decide the destiny of classes, peoples, 

nations or even of the whole of humankind, on a background of historic crises, 

catastrophes, social organizations on the brink of a collapse (Wu Ming 2009, 14 

quoted in Biasini 2010, 72). 

 

Clearly, there are epic qualities in the topic of these historical novels and in 

‘Manituana’ in our case, in that its subject matter revolves around events of such a 

magnitude as the years that led to the American Independence. Moreover, in terms of 

its structure, ‘Manituana’ is a long, adventure novel comprising of micro-stories and of 

a mix of several storylines with a large cast of characters, wherein each chapter stages 

in the very beginning the micro-story it is going to engage with (Biasini 2010) and the 
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story itself is not limited to the book as it may be complemented or co-constructed by 

the readers themselves. Thus, by having an epic approach the narrative reinvigorates 

the novel genre (Willman 2019) as it conveys the collective story of a multitude of 

characters whose adventures it recounts, characters who are not semi-divine heroes as 

in classical epic but rather ordinary people who barely influence the history in its 

making (Biasini 2010).  

The narrative is produced through a combination of history and invention. 

Before it begins there is a run-down of real historical events –‘Chronology’ (2009, vii-

viii)- that had occurred before the story takes place. Throughout the novel, there are 

flashbacks to these events as the novel keeps returning to the era of the founding fathers 

not only to intensify the sense of absence that their loss had caused  but also to assist 

readers in making connections with what had already happened.  

Furthermore, parallel storylines run through the text in the form of dreams, 

letters (among them a letter of George Washington introduces the beginning of chapter 

39), newspaper articles, maps, which will eventually be fleshed by the individual 

stories. Also, there are stories within stories such as the stories of London’s 

underground scene, namely the chapters referring to the Mohock of London. These 

people are members of a gang that terrorizes the city. When the ambassadors of the 

American Mohawks visit the king in St. James’s Palace, the Mohock find the 

opportunity to give a letter to Philip Lacroix.  In this letter they call for the Indians of 

the new world to form a union with them as both groups suffer or will suffer the 

exploitation of ‘the so-called honest man’ (2009, 245-247). In essence, this letter 

prefigures the fate of the Indians under the rebels’ rule.  
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The element of suspense is also evident in the story when with a plot-twist 

readers are transported from the tension of the battlefields in the forests to the center of 

the city of London, the heroes attending balls and ceremonies and back again. Apart 

from that, the novel resists closure in conventional terms as it continues online. More 

importantly, although the reader has the impression that Indians’ defeat in the end of 

the story will be marked by the disappearance of Native Americans in the American 

continent, History itself manifests another ending not included in the story. That is, 

through its movement to another location in lake Ontario with the help of Molly Brant, 

the community will survive until today. In fact, the legacy of the wife of William 

Johnson -Molly Brant- is still preserved as she is considered a historical figure in 

Canada (Vito 2010).   

The story is mostly reported by a third-person narrator, external to the story and 

supposedly objective. Focalization is on characters as the representation of the events 

of the story is given as experienced by them. The narrator is also unintrusive as no 

single authoritative voice governs the narrative. Indeed, the narrative unfolds through 

multiple perspectives owing to the large cast of characters. This, together with 

narrative’s movement backwards and forwards as well as the mingling of fabricated 

and real events, describes what Wu Ming 1 (2019) referred to as ‘oblique gaze’ (Wu 

Ming 1 quoted in Willman 2019, 34). That is to say that the structure of the narrative 

urges readers to see the events from an unexpected perspective, usually, against 

accepted versions of the past, from the point of view of marginalized individuals 

traditionally excluded from History (Willman 2019).  

Interestingly, ‘Manituana’ pays particular attention to language as it is 

comprised by a sum of individual voices and social speech types which are artistically 
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organized, what Bakhtin called ‘Heteroglossia’ (Slobodanka Vladiv-Glover). For 

instance, there is Cockneys talk, such as “No sleuths hereabouts, just dodderers of the 

Guard, you go uh! (…) Put the Dead Jack down below and the game is done” 

(Manituana 2009, 202). Or, the Mohawk language as in the description of 

‘Thayendanegea’ as “Two Sticks Bound Together” (2009, 17). 

This sort of complexity in structure is what makes the Unidentified Narrative 

Objects distinctive from other types of literary works. The UNO’s blur genres and defy 

categorizations (Vito 2010) and in doing so, they require reader’s active and 

imaginative participation in establishing the temporal and causal relations between 

events and characters, thus, their participation in the co-construction of meaning. In this 

way, the narrative fulfills its fundamental prerequisite which lies in being transactional.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

Wu Ming’s contribution to literary praxis manifests their belief that while 

contemporary societies, organized hierarchically through top-down power structures, 

enforce one and only narrative, individuals can fight back this tendency by producing 

thousands of alternative narratives. The power of stories is undeniable and humans rely 

on narrative to make sense of the world. That is to say that human cognition is structured 

narratively, as Neuroscience stresses that too. If social change is to be achieved, then, 

humans should produce other stories, stories that resituate the point of view by 

multiplying the perspectives as well as stories that manipulate the past so as to enhance 

a better understanding of the present state of being opening up a future of potentialities. 

Therefore, our new stories have to get rid of the clichés and of the single, hegemonic 

interpretation of the past (Babylon 2012).  

This is, exactly, what their project looks for. Best described as political 

mythopoesis, it supports, as Thoburn (2016) suggested, that myth functions so as “to 

open the parameters of the future in present by multiplying the resources of the past”, 

eschewing at the same time binding a community to a past (Thoburn, 2016), hetero-

determined as this past is. Here lies the privileged position of art and literature which 

look at the level of imagination and, thus, assist the imagining of a different world and 

of a different future by reassessing the past. This is no mean feat as it could effectively 

respond to the challenges posed by neoliberal capitalism by envisioning different ways 

of relating to people, hence, the hybridity that the novel urges us to imagine as well as 

by identifying with the multitude. What needs to be done is to ‘re-educate’ people 

(Amici 2010, 8) through the continuously retelling of the new stories, which, as 
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mentioned before, is a prerequisite if their impact is to persist. In this way and following 

Amici (2010), narrative could significantly contribute to social change (Amici 2010).  

Given the scientification of social sciences’ discourse, which has deprived their 

ability to inspire visionary politics as their focus has relocated to the discovery of the 

laws governing social formations, the cultivation of their visionary side became the sole 

authority of art and literature. However, art and literature claim an authority of a 

different kind in respect to the claims made by science and politics (White 1990). As 

White (1990) mentioned, contrary to the authority of society -the claim of the latter-, 

“it is the authority of culture” that the former claims since the form of its products is a 

human universal. Among these forms, narrative has a special place as it gives meaning 

to the events, as mentioned in the first part of this paper (White 1990, 144). 

Today, the separation of art and culture from their social context in capitalism, 

has placed them in a realm of their own, depoliticizing their impact by neutralizing 

them (Jameson 2007). Yet, daring as it may sound, the work of Wu Ming re-politicizes 

culture in the sense that out of the tools that culture is constitutive, the collective of 

writers regenerates narrative so as to help imagine alternative ways of being in sharp 

contrast with the ones under capitalism.  

Furthermore, the demise of the grand narratives of progress, rationality and faith 

that postmodernism declared, brought to the fore stories rather “particular and local”, 

“claiming verisimilitude” and “never absolute true” (Polletta 2006, 2). In our time of 

crisis, though, we can no longer rely on fragmented stories (Vito 2010). Instead, we 

need powerful ones, stories that can motivate collective action, With this in mind, we 

might understand the work of Wu Ming signaled by a return to the epic story-type and 

the production of myths, as an attempt to respond to this crisis. Manituana is an epic of 

the multitude. According to Hardt and Negri (2004), the multitude, seen as the 
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constitutive form of a political subjectivity, could effect liberating social change. Unlike 

other types of collectivities, namely the crowd or the masses, or even the concept of the 

people which washes out all the differences uniting people into one identity, while its 

parts remain indifferent to one another and to the whole, the multitude has the advantage 

of resisting unity, remaining “plural and multiple” (2004, 99). For them, the multitude 

is “the only social subject capable of realizing democracy” (2004, 100). 

Finally and taking everything into consideration, we might say that Wu Ming’s 

literary project as illustrated throughout the second part, is a successful example of 

experimental storytelling since narrative through mythopoesis, regains its fundamental 

role in constructing shared meanings and shared purposes within the community of 

readers allowing them to exit the impasses of the present era by imagining alternative 

ways of being. And it is this very act of imagining, to reiterate Andrews (2014), that  

may allow us to perceive the possibility of actualizing what has been imagined.  
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