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REVIEW ESSAY

Women, War and the Vote: 
gender and politics in Italy, 1940-46

PERRY R. WILLSON
University of Edinburgh, United Kingdom

Women and the Italian Resistance, 1943-1945
JANE SLAUGHTER, 1997
Denver: Arden. 
xx + 171 pp., ISBN 0 912869 13 5, hardback, $32,  
ISBN  0 912869 14 3, paperback, $22.50
In guerra senza armi. Storie di donne 1940-1945 
[In War Without Arms. Women’s Stories]
A. BRAVO & A. M. BRUZZONE, 1995
Rome-Bari: Laterza. viii + 214 pp., ISBN 88 420 4590 X, 25,000 lire
Diventare cittadine. II voto alle donne in Italia
[Becoming Citizens. Italian Women and the Vote]
ANNA ROSSI DORIA, 1996
Florence: Giunti. 127 pp., ISBN 88 09 20908 7, 12,000 lire

Until recently the world of politics has not been a particularly central
concern for twentieth-century Italian women’s history. Many of the available
writings on this theme are highly partisan ‘insider’ accounts of women’s role
in political parties or celebratory texts on female roles in the Resistance.
Some more analytical works exist, such as De Grazia’s (1992) book on
women under Fascism, but many areas are still little explored. These three
books mark an important change. Each very different from the other, they
contribute in their own way to shedding light on a highly complex and
fascinating few years of Italian history, the formative period of the Second
World War and its aftermath. During the war Italians fought on both sides
and experienced what some have termed a ‘civil war’ in the north between
Nazis, Fascists and the much studied Resistance movement. In contrast to
Britain where the distinction between the home front and the battlefield was
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clear, the front-line traversed the entire Italian peninsula in the last 2 years
of hostilities, rendering it a truly dramatic and terrible period for Italian
women. After the war a new Republic was founded in which, for the first
time, women could vote.

The books by Slaughter and by Bravo & Bruzzone both deal with the
period of the war. Both are full of compelling stories whose themes include
fear, loss, adventure, heroism, transgression, a thirst for life, friendship and
betrayal. Slaughter’s book on female roles in the Resistance, although less
innovative than Bravo & Bruzzone’s truly dazzling research, has,
nonetheless, much to commend it. It is extremely clearly written and should
quickly become an essential text for English-medium courses on modern
Italian or European women’s history. It fills an important gap since virtually
none of the writings on this topic, whether essentially commemorative or the
more recent analytical ones, are available to those who cannot read Italian.
If it did little else it would be useful for this reason alone, but even in Italian
the existing historiography is largely composed of local studies and there is
a dearth of this kind of analytical overview. Slaughter’s main concern in this
monograph is to address the important question of the relationship between
female participation in the Resistance and the process of women’s
emancipation. This, of course, is a complex issue since female Resistance
roles were marked by many contradictory aspects, displaying both modern
and traditional characteristics. Although a very small number of the women
considered here took up arms to fight, far greater numbers were involved in
assistance roles such as carrying messages, supplies and bombs, distributing
anti-Fascist literature and spying on the enemy. Many of their activities, such
as tending the sick or cooking and mending clothes for partisan bands were
largely extensions of women’s traditional role in the family. The Resistance,
furthermore, a movement founded on the notion of unity against a powerful
enemy, was a problematic starting point for gender equality in the private
sphere.

Much of what Slaughter has to say is not particularly new for those
familiar with the Italian historiography, and, although her book contains a
certain amount of original research, she draws heavily on material collected
by other historians such as transcripts of their interviews. She does,
however, make very good use of these sources, weaving her way carefully
through a series of important issues in a highly readable manner which
should make this book accessible even to those who have little previous
knowledge of Italian women’s history. Other important themes that she
addresses include the reasons why women became involved (a question of
enduring interest for Resistance historians), the range of roles played by
women in the movement and the interaction between female partisans and
political parties. On all these topics she has much of interest to say, and
throughout, without losing her analytical approach, succeeds in maintaining
an extremely respectful attitude to the women she is writing about.
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One criticism which I do have to make of this otherwise excellent book
is the fact that Slaughter unquestioningly presents the Resistance as
essentially an armed male movement in which specific and countable
numbers of women (she puts the figure at 55,000) participated in various
ways. This definition of Resistance activity, although common in much of the
historiography, has recently been fundamentally challenged by some Italian
historians, including Anna Bravo and Annamaria Bruzzone.

Bravo & Bruzzone’s work is undoubtedly the most complex of these
three texts and it is impossible to do justice to the richness of its arguments
in a short review like this. Although at first sight a rather narrow study
based on interviews with women from Turin about their experience of the
Second World War, it addresses a huge range of important topics, some in
what can only be described as an iconoclastic manner, digging away at the
heart of some of the most revered notions of Resistance historiography.

Based on original research which includes the study of archival
documents, memoirs, court sentences and a large oral history project (125
women interviewed by a group of researchers), it also draws subtly on both
the relevant Italian secondary literature and on many foreign works on
gender in war societies. The women interviewed do include some who were
Resistance activists but most are ‘ordinary women’ of various sorts whose
experiences varied greatly. Because of the core role of oral history in the
research, much of the book, as the authors themselves make clear, is not so
much on ‘what happened’ as on ‘what women remember happened’.

This is a wonderful book, dense with original ideas, constituting a fresh
look at what seemed, only a few years ago, to be a rather tired topic.
Amongst its many virtues are a careful attention to gender (including
masculinity) and a much needed attempt to get away from the simplistic
categories which have dogged some Resistance historiography to look at the
complex and often contradictory set of concrete and symbolic meanings of
the war experience for Italian women. It hugely enriches the historiography
on wartime Italy, exploring female experiences which go far beyond the
rather limited number of roles usually mentioned (the stock characters tend
to be the brave partisan courier, the grieving mother or – more rarely – the
Fascist collaborator). It also has a great deal to say on many issues,
including the long-term effect of wars on gender relations and the
definitions of ‘Resistance’.

Lavishly illustrated throughout with fascinating quotations from oral
testimonies, a vast number of themes are covered including women’s
relationship with violence, motherhood (both real and symbolic), memories
of girlhood, of hunger, the black market and evacuation. Employment, that
staple topic of much writing on female roles in modern wars, gets little
space as they argue that much female war work was not new and often, as
previously, closely linked to the home and family. There is a long section
devoted to women’s ‘criminal’ activities, such as prostitution, infanticide and
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abortion, and even a chapter on life in Turin’s mental hospital, a place
where the war seemed distant, appearing only as horrific air raids, ward
closures and news brought by visiting relatives.

Partisans (in the sense understood in the book by Slaughter) are
discussed but there is also a brief section on women who volunteered for
the Fascist army. Many women, however, did not choose these paths and in
the final chapter the controversial argument is advanced that the notion of
‘civil war’ (a term currently used by many Italian historians to define this
period) is far too simplistic to describe the complexity of women’s wartime
experiences, actions and choices. They also challenge the widely held notion
that the partisans and Fascist volunteers were the only active female
protagonists whilst other women just endured the war. In fact, they argue,
many ‘ordinary’ women displayed great strength and deployed a range of
active skills in the quest for survival in these difficult times. In stark contrast
to the rather romantic tone of much Resistance historiography, which has
tended to stress women’s selfless heroism, they emphasise that women’s
actions were often motivated by calculated self-interest. Without taking this
into account, they argue, many women seem purely maternal, apolitical
figures.

This book has far-reaching implications for the history of the war and
Resistance in Italy, for some of the ideas it contains represent a real
challenge to the existing historiography. One aspect of this is the fact that,
although this book is primarily about women, a series of important
questions about men and masculinity are raised. This makes it rather
innovative in the panorama of Italian history, where gender history has
tended to be exclusively about women. One fascinating section, for example,
discusses how during the later part of the war many women became
extremely active in a number of different roles whilst many men, in
particular the huge numbers who spent much of the war in prisoner of war
camps, were reduced to the (traditionally female) role of simply waiting.
Herein, it is argued (an argument which has probably made many traditional
Resistance historians’ hair stand on end), lies one reason for the celebration
of the exploits of the heroic male partisans, the need to recover Italian
masculine pride from the defeats of war. Tellingly, in contrast to the vast
historiography devoted to the Resistance, the experience of prisoners of war
remains virtually unstudied.

The book also takes issue with existing definitions of what constitutes
Resistance activity, arguing that it is simplistic to say either that women
merely contributed to the (male) Resistance or that they participated in it.
Instead, it is necessary to redefine what activities should be included in the
term ‘Resistance’, which has tended to be defined (by men) in relation to the
bearing of arms – traditionally linked with notions of citizenship. Bravo
(who wrote this section) draws on Jacques Semelin’s controversial notion of
the ‘civil resistance’ where Resistance means not just armed action but also
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striking, sheltering Jews and so on, to argue that the Resistance was far
more than the activities of the armed partisans. In this shift of focus, such
acts were not ‘just humanitarian’ or ‘just support for the Resistance’; they
were the Resistance in another form.

One of the most interesting parts of this book is the long and
fascinating chapter (also written by Bravo) on the many meanings of
motherhood, both actual and symbolic. She argues that the maternal image
was contradictory, both strong and limiting, and that one reason it emerged
in so many testimonies was that it was the only acceptable way for women to
describe themselves as more powerful than men. Her emphasis on the fact
that many women still feel the need to make use of what she terms the
‘maternal register’ to legitimise their wartime activism is used to back up
her strongly held view that wars cannot emancipate women.

The biggest example of symbolic motherhood discussed is what Bravo
terms the ‘mass maternage’ on 8 September 1943 when most of the Italian
army stationed in Italy deserted as the Germans invaded. Women, acting in
their testimonies as symbolic mothers assisting symbolic sons, fed the
deserters, burned their uniforms and gave them civilian clothing. Bravo
suggests that this image of ‘mass maternalism’ enabled the Fascist army to
be somehow forgiven in collective memory. Momentarily they became
vulnerable ‘boys’ (not men) assisted by (symbolic) mothers. In this way the
Fascist army which had fought with Hitler was somehow cleansed of its past
and could reappear in a new heroic role – as the much celebrated armed
partisan bands.

It is for insights of this calibre, as well as many more that there is no
room to discuss here, that this book has quite justifiably become very well
known in Italy. Bravo & Bruzzone have succeeded in shifting the whole
terrain of Resistance historiography, moving beyond ‘what women did in the
Resistance’ to the gendering (and thus rewriting) of the historiography of
the Resistance and the war itself. Undoubtedly one of the most important
books on twentieth-century Italian women’s history ever published, it
deserves to be widely read.

Although very different, the two books discussed so far are worth
reading together. The book by Bravo & Bruzzone is more innovative, but for
those not familiar with Resistance historiography some of it may be hard to
follow as it assumes familiarity with many of the issues discussed with great
clarity by Slaughter. This is also true of my third book, Anna Rossi Doria’s
concise and well-written study of the most important single legislative
change for women in the immediate post-war – the granting of the vote.
Astonishing as it may seem, this is the first serious monograph to look in
depth at this important topic, one which might seem such an obvious focus
for women’s history. In Italy, until now, the granting of the vote has, in
comparison to the much-studied heroic history of the partisans, seemed a
drab and unexciting tale.
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Rossi Doria begins with a wide-ranging introduction which
contextualises the question of female suffrage by looking at the particular
difficulties for Italian women in being recognised as citizens, such as the
power of Catholicism, the legacy of previous patterns of political
mobilisation particularly under Fascism, and so on. The two overall
questions she addresses are why Italian women won/were granted the vote
at this point and its significance for women’s history. She stresses both the
huge symbolic importance of women’s ability to vote and the many
limitations of this as a vehicle of emancipation.

In a complex and nuanced argument, she advances a whole series of
interesting reflections on the reasons for these limitations. She demonstrates
how female suffrage was made law with virtually no debate as if it was
somehow automatic given the new context. Women were given the vote
even before the new post-war democratic institutions had been set up, by an
unelected Resistance government, at a time when no parliament existed and
much of Italy was still under Nazi occupation. The lack of debate or
large-scale campaigning made it appear granted to women rather than
actively won by them. In the absence of wide-ranging debate the reasons for
this reform are far from certain but, as Rossi Doria suggests, it seems likely
that questions of party politics, in particular the overall strategies of the two
mass parties – communists and Christian Democrats – were far more
important than a real commitment to women’s rights. Indeed, the Christian
Democrats consistently presented voting as a new duty for women rather
than a right, the duty to defend the family against the threat of communism.
The Catholics warned repeatedly against feminist interpretations of the vote,
in particular emphasising the separate nature of the granting of female
suffrage and the question of divorce. In this context, stripped of discourses
of equality, the limitations of what the vote initially brought women are
hardly surprising.

After 1945, despite female suffrage, many patriarchal inequalities
remained within the law, and it proved hard for the handful of new female
deputies to use their new position to advance gender equality. Women
remained excluded, for example, from becoming magistrates and family law
continued to treat male and female adultery differently. Few women actually
went on to be elected in either local or national politics, and in the mass
parties women were largely sidelined into single-sex organisations whose
agendas were mainly dictated by the party leaderships.

One of the important points that Rossi Doria makes is her challenge to
the idea that Italian women were simply granted the vote by tracing the long
history of feminist pro-suffrage campaigns and parliamentary bills which date
back as far as 1861. She also carefully investigates the small but significant
suffrage campaign which emerged in the months before the Government
decided on this reform in early 1945.
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The limitations on what was initially achieved by women voting do not,
however, lead Rossi Doria to dismiss this legal change as unimportant.
Instead she emphasises how, for many women, the real significance of the
vote was its power as a symbol of a new freedom. Although for some it was,
initially at least, just another duty, for all, even peasant women voting
according to the instructions of the local priest, the ballot was secret,
husbands could not be sure how their wives had voted, and as such it
contained the symbolism of an individual act. As a number of moving
testimonies quoted by Rossi Doria demonstrate, for many, particularly those
who had taken part in the Resistance, the first time they went to cast their
vote is remembered as a moment laden with emotion and expectation.

Rossi Doria ends on an optimistic note but ultimately her book, like
the other two discussed here, suggests that the type of emancipation for
women that war can bring is, at best, only very limited. Although, as Rossi
Doria so well documents, women had campaigned actively for the vote at the
beginning of the century, officially female suffrage was granted in
recognition of women’s role in the Resistance. The strengths and limitations
of what was achieved, as she herself stresses, were deeply linked to the
nature of women’s war experience. This, despite the heroism of the women
discussed by Slaughter, was a contradictory and complex period for women,
and a difficult legacy for post-war reconstruction. As Bravo & Bruzzone
argue so strongly, the changes in gender roles during the Second World
War in Italy were mostly only temporary, and, despite the granting of female
suffrage and the fall of Fascism, much returned to the pre-war status quo
after 1945. Wars do often enlarge women’s sphere but they are very unlikely
to redefine men’s roles towards domestic concerns. Peace, they believe, is far
more likely to bring lasting gains for women than the chaotic upheaval of
war.

Note

[1] V. De Grazia (1992) How Fascism Ruled Women. Italy, 1922-45 (Berkeley:
University of California Press).
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