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In this presentation, I reflect on a series of ethnographic 
vignettes set in a bar, located in a central neighbour-
hood of Taranto, Southern Italy. Inspired by the work of 
Stefano Benni and Alessandro Leogrande, I approach 
the bar as an ordinary yet politically charged space 
where political subjectivities and social commentaries 
take shape through gendered forms of sociality. At the 
bar, men gather daily to drink espresso, read news-
papers, argue about football, complain about work and 
the trade unions, the mayor and their wives and, 
crucially, to make sense of “the state of the state.” 
As many Tarantini put it, the state gave Taranto a “death-
producing” steel plant, exploited local workers and 
resources and then abandoned the city to its own fate. 
Attending to jokes and rumours, gossip and small talk, 
I explore how unemployed and precarious workers, 
retirees and small business owners mobilise memories, 
complaints and conspiracy theories to make sense of 
the city’s ongoing socioeconomic and industrial decline. 
In so doing, they collectively produce alternative epis-
temologies of the state from the South. These, I suggest, 
offer powerful cues to critically reassess contemporary 
modes of statecraft and statehood. 
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Letizia Bonanno holds a PhD in 
Social Anthropology from the Uni-
versity of Manchester and is cur-
rently Marie Skłodowska-Curie 
Postdoctoral Fellow in the De-
partment of Social and Cultural 
Anthropology at the University of 
Vienna.  She has recently begun 
her new research project “Imagi-
ning the future in post-industrial 
Taranto.” This presentation is ba-
sed on the preliminary fieldwork 
she carried out in Summer 2025 
with the support of the Wenner-
Gren Post-PhD Research Grant. 
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