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Italian Women During 
the Great War* 

Simonetta Ortaggi 
(Translated by Guido M. R. Franzinetti) 

1. History and memory 

Our memory of Italian women's experience of the Great War has been 
influenced by Fascism in a number of ways. In the first place, Fascism liq
uidated the most energetic and militant Italian women who had opposed 
the war both in the countryside and the cities. Secondly, Fascism 
absorbed and undermined the drive towards emancipation which was 
inherent in movements such as the women's Red Cross. 1 In addition, Fas
cism marked not only a serious step backwards for women and for the 
consciousness which had emerged during the war years, but more gen
erally it purged the political and ideological debate, previously dominated 
by the great events of socialism and of the Russian revolution. The Great 
War was thenceforth remembered in an instrumental fashion, as a way of 
demonising the socialist and popular movements, accusing them of hav
ing betrayed the country because of their firm and obstinate pacifism. 
Mourning, which affected women, workingclass women in particular, so 
strongly, was expressed in only one dimension - the pompous celebra
tory rhetoric of state monuments. 

* Simonetta Ortaggi died suddenly on 24 October 1999. This text had been completed, with 
the exception of the title and some bibliographic references. Her husband Paolo Cam
marosano has edited the Italian text and takes responsibility for any inaccuracies remaining. 
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This was the starting-point for Italian historiography between the end 
of the 1950s and the beginning of the 1970s. During these years, a body of 
work was produced by respected scholars, who carried out wide-ranging 
research in the archives and who confronted the political issues which 
were the immediate heritage of the traumatic divisions which had taken 
place during the Great War and of the rise of Fascism. 

The extremely rich sources offered by the reports from the security 
services have revealed the importance of women's presence in popular 
protest against the war. This was a presence which the Italian prefetti* 
described from an irredeemably male chauvinist point of view, by 
attributing the initiative to external male figures: the Young Socialists, sol
diers returning home on leave, clergymen, or all of these figures together 
with others. With a fine touch of irony Paul Corner has remembered the 
list, 'brief but decidedly ecumenical', which was provided by aprefetto in 
Northern italy, stressing that on one point local functionaries were in 
complete agreement: the fact that these movements were of a revolu
tionary nature.2 

The first scholar to have explored these vast archival sources was 
Renzo De Felice, who at the beginning of the 1960s was interested in 
reconstructing popular and Socialist attitudes towards the war. In an arti
cle of 1963, which became famous, he focused his attention on the paci
fist propaganda of the Socialist Party, and reached the conclusion that the 
effects of this propaganda were not to be overestimated. On the one 
hand, he pointed out that 'popular unrest, especially when created by 
women' was 'of a generally spontaneous nature, affected only indirectly 
by Catholic and especially Socialist propaganda'. On the other hand, he 
pointed out that 'until the end of 1916 and at the beginning of 191 7 the 
Socialists' propagandising efforts were unable to have any real effect on 
the masses'. The author added that 'Socialist propaganda began to 
achieve indeed a measure of success (especially amongst women) at 
the beginning of 1917' [author's italics]. De Felice added as an appendix 
to the article detailed extracts from contemporary documents, sum
marising the reports in which (for the period December 1916 to January 
1917) practically all the prefetti of the various provinces had described 
anti-war movements, led by women from the countryside, demanding 
the return of their husbands from the front, and most frequently of all 
protesting against the supplementary benefit which the state paid to the 
poorest wives of soldiers.3 

The incidental and basically contradictory nature of De Felice's 
remarks regarding women are symptomatic of a lack of interest in 

* Translator's note: There is no equivalent in British administrative language for the term 
prefetto/prefetti. It is derived from the French prefet, and by and large follows French admin
istrative practice. In Italy since unification (1861) the prefetto has been the direct represen
tative of central government in every province, and is an employee of the Minister of the 
Interior. His function is to coordinate state activities, to monitor (and if need be, control) 
local government, and last, but not least, to ensure the maintenance of public order. 
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women as true agents of this unrest, reflecting his own political agenda. 
This means that two statements which appear largely contradictory nev
ertheless have an identical general meaning: the fact that the protest 
against the war was carried out by women - and peasant women, at that 
- was a feature which reduced the political relevance of the protest itself 
in the overall context of his study. This approach was echoed by many, 
and for more than a decade it influenced research carried out by histori
ans with a variety political viewpoints, including women.4 

Piero Melograni, in his Storia poiitica della Grande Guerra Cl 969), also 
strove to correct the view (which was affected by the long shadow of the 
Turin insurrection of August 1917) that 'the proletariat of the big industrial 
centres was at the vanguard of the anti-war protest'. For this reason he 
emphasised reports of the prefetti, from which it would appear that 
'protests emerged and spread especially in small municipalities, in the 
countryside, and were carried out mainly by women'.5 

Compared to De Felice, Melograni proved more attentive to the role of 
women. He stressed the specificity of women's experience, which led 
them to be 'instinctively' pacifist. The 'hostility of women to the war in a 
certain sense belonged to the natural order of things', because of the 
instinctive refusal of wives and mothers to separate themselves from their 
husbands and sons. He reminded readers that while the middle classes in 
wartime had complained of loose morals resulting from the 'easy money' 
made through work connected with the military effort, in fact the war led 
women to emancipate themselves through work which was a harsh and 
unavoidable necessity, and which by no means gave them wealth. It 
increased their suffering and exhaustion, and at the same time deprived 
the family of attention precisely 'in a period in which the running of 
households became more complex because of the difficulty in obtaining 
supplies, and in which educating children became more difficult because 
of the absence of husbands'. 6 

The moral and patriotic inspiration which had initially guided Piero 
Melograni's studies on the Great War, together with his anti-Socialist sen
timents which emerged on various occasions (for example in the antithe
sis between on the one hand the peasants who were infantrymen and on 
the other the workers and middleclass people who were shirkers 
[imboscati, literally 'in the woods']) constituted a challenge which was 
taken up in the work of Giovanna Procacci. Through wide-ranging 
archival research, and with the combination of intelligence and sensitiv
ity which characterises Procacci's work, discussion of the role of 
women's anti-war initiatives acquired more relevance and depth. These 
were placed in the context of a general picture which stressed the deep
rooted hostility of the Italian state to the lower classes and the common 
people, a hostility which actually increased during the war. 7 

The 1980s witnessed a widening of the debate, which started with two 
equally provocative studies by Santo Peli and Anna Bravo. The starting
point of Peli's reflections was a radical critique of the 'public order vision 
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of the Great war' which had been expressed by De Felice in 1963 and by 
Natalia Di Stefano in 1967, and which he described in the following terms: 

We know that, in examining the problem of 'public order' through the reports 
made by the security services, one has the impression that (especially in the 
provinces) the crowds typically emerge around groups of women who, in par
ticular on the day when soldiers' pay arrived, gathered on the main village 
square to protest and, in many cases, even cry out 'Down with the War!' 

On the contrary, Peli proposed to 'stress how the picture - that is, of work
ers getting on with their work in the factories, while women were 
involved in a bit of understandable but sterile protest - was arbitrary and 
tendentious'.8 

In remembering the vast and important protest movements which 
emerged in a whole series of industrial areas throughout 1917 and 1918 
(and which were led by women), Peli stressed the role of women work
ers in breaking the balance of power at factory level. He did not see this 
role as essentially subordinate (i.e. as 'a sort of commission given by 
skilled workers to the sector of the labour forces which was less vulnera
ble to repression'). He instead saw a need to explain this role by 'coming 
to terms with the specifically female exasperation' which derived from 
working conditions in the factory and 'from the repetitive, piece-work, 
underpaid labour on the one hand, and on the other from the vast price 
increases and from the consequent increase in domestic work'.9 

A more radical challenge was launched in 1980 by the original 
approach of an oral historian, Anna Bravo. In her article, 'Donne conta
dine e prima guerra mondiale', Bravo proposed an approach based on 
oral sources rather than written, and concerning the world of the peas
ants rather than the workingclass struggles which San to Peli had studied. 
Through the oral testimonies of a group of peasant women born at the 
turn of the century, Bravo proposed to study the 'modalities through 
which these women began to express a more radical change in their atti
tudes and in their vision of the world', 'the modalities according to which 
the war intervenes' in the mental structures of women, characterised by 
the contradiction between 'the importance and the complexity of the 
family and working role' and the 'extreme limitation of formal rights for 
women', 'between their self-image and the acceptance of the weakness 
of their social status'. Bravo saw this approach as a challenge on the one 
hand to studies on the Great War and the world of peasants (which in her 
view had been mainly centred on the 'peasant soldier'), and on the other 
to studies on women and the war, which until then had been confined to 
'women's workingcIass struggles and to urban reality'.lO 

These two kinds of studies presented a dichotomous view of reality, 
which focused first on one aspect or war, and then on another: the vari
ous studies did not communicate between each other, but proceeded as 
closed units, isolating peasant women and women workers, the country 
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and the city, Catholics and Socialists, working conditions and psycho
logical and emotional conditions, although every unit represented a 
piece of reality. 

The 1980s witnessed the entry into the field of studies on the Great War 
many women historians who addressed both class and gender issues. 
The topic of class was addressed through research into a variety of 
aspects of social and working conditions. Gender issues - despite Anna 
Bravo's efforts to encourage studies in qualitative history, on oral testi
monies and on feminine sensitivity as an intensely contradictory experi
ence - have definitely played a much smaller role, mostly because of the 
lack of documentary material illustrating subjective attitudes. 11 

An exception to this general picture is offered by the book Donne 
socialiste nel Biellese (1984), written by an independent scholar, Luigi 
Moranino. This book contains references to precious and rare written 
sources. These are articles published during the war in a column which 
a Socialist newspaper, Corriere Biellese, reserved for women. These arti
cles are not the product of memory, i.e., an ex post facto reconstruction, 
nor even of historiography, but are women's history as produced by the 
women themselves: they speak in the first person, as events unfold, with
out the benefit of hindsight. 12 The preface is written by Gianni Perona, a 
historian of great sensitivity, and a highly sophisticated critic, who poses 
two fundamental theoretical questions. The first concerns the relation
ship between a mobilisation which was strictly connected to the war 
(and therefore connected to the emotional and existential sphere) and its 
subsequent implications in terms of a more general emancipation. The 
second concerns the gap between 'the extremely long time scale of 
changes in women's conditions and the extremely short time scale of 
political action'. These are crucial issues, which will be discussed at the 
end of this paper. 13 

2. Women and the Great War 

In Italy, where the process of women's emancipation was much less 
advanced than in other European countries, the Great War activated 
women's moral and intellectual energies as never before. It forced them 
to take a stand on a political issue, on a topic which had hitherto been a 
masculine preserve. The 'abstract' problem of the lack of the political or 
administrative vote could never have achieved such a result. 

This point applied both to proletarian and middleclass women, albeit 
with a crucial difference. Many middleclass women took the opportunity 
to come out of the strictly domestic and family context not to oppose the 
war (an attitude which would have clashed with their entire social and 
family upbringing) but rather to devote themselves enthusiastically to 
charities working to alleviate the suffering caused by war. This was also a 
way through which women could emerge from a pre-occupation with 
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family, and develop a more altruistic role in the wider world. An excellent 
example of this can be found in Ursula Hirschmann's memoirs, when 
referring to her mother-in-law, Clara Pontecorvo. Clara's husband, who 
was connected to the business world and the cultural circles of Milan, 
had taken part, as a moderate Liberal, in the 'enthusiastic drive which 
brought Italy into the war'. Clara herself, who 'because of her nature put 
a bit less Liberalism and a bit more asceticism in what she did ... at the 
end of the day was engulfed by the patriotic wave to a much greater 
extent than her husband (who remained a worldly man) ever was'.14 

In this context, an understanding existed between the middle class 
women involved in care and assistance, and the women Socialist intel
lectuals who were in favour of the war effort, while a sharp opposition 
developed between these same Socialist intellectuals and those working
class women who refused to support the war as part of the defence of the 
Motherland. When asked if she would be pleased to live under German 
occupation, one of the latter answered, on behalf of workingclass women 
in Milan: 'we would oppose a foreign occupation, in the name of that 
same sense of rebellion against injustice and oppression which leads us to 
fight against Italian bosses.' She then added, as if to tone down the diver
gence in opinion: 'at the end of the day we think the same as they do, it's 
just that being closer to the people as we are born of the people we 
believe we understand better their feelings and that [desire for 1 absolute 
neutrality, which seems absurd, but which in reality is not at all.lJS 

The popularist women's opposition to the war was a movement which 
included peasant and workingclass women, young and married, of North
ern, Central and Southern Italy. It undoubtedly had its roots in the emo
tional and existential context* which saw these women concerned for the 
lives of their husbands, brothers and fathers, but which did not necessarily 
imply a full mobilisation against the war. On the contrary, as Anna Kuliscioff 
aptly remarks in her book Monopolio dell'uomo, women's selflessness in 
the family context had always run the risk of being interpreted as selfish
ness in a wider social context. 16 This kind of 'selfishness' did not occur 
during the war, when women were moved by social inequalities, as well as 
by the strength of their affections, to invent thousands of kinds of protest. 

3. Women's War 

The links between women who were at home and men at the front were 
strengthened during these years, as is shown by the incredible number of 
letters and postcards sent in both directions. 

Writing to loved ones at the front became a duty, which in the family 
and social division of labour was allocated to the youngerl7 and less pro-

" Translator's note: 'existential' in this context is not the strictly philosophical term, but is 
used by the writer to mean personal problems in a wider sense. 
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ductive family members or, in rural centres where illiteracy was still wide
spread, to the village figure who personified education and culture - the 
village teacher. In the area around Biella (north-eastern Piedmont) read
ing out loud letters addressed to soldiers represented - for the young peo
ple who were joining the Socialist movement - an important time for 
discussion and for organisational activities. 18 In the countryside letters 
were read aloud, commented upon, and passed from one individual to 
another. Soldiers writing home asked for help, made suggestions and 
gave advice, or expressed approval. Peasants gave detailed instructions to 
their wives on the bureaucratic procedures to be followed to obtain leave 
in time for harvests. And the wives promptly carried out these instruc
tions, hoping to get their men away from the front. In the province of 
Rome alone, the number of requests for leave in 1917 was 20,000 (of 
which 2,000 were accepted).19 This took time away from the thousands of 
duties which kept them busy all day, both in the city and in the country. 
Everyday life was so deeply permeated and conditioned by war that 
women, who took over in its entirety the burden of the battle for survival, 
could rightly say: 'Oh yes, we also fought the war, staying at home. Men 
were at war, and women staying at home had to fight an even greater 
war, a measured bit of black bread, no sugar, no oil.'20 

This last statement comes from a peasant woman in the area around 
Cuneo (south-west Piedmont). This is no coincidence, as life in the coun
tryside could be much harder than in the urban centres, especially for 
those with no land. In families which owned or rented land, women could 
take over (with the assistance of the elderly and children) all the duties for
merly carried out by men, but at least they managed to survive. However, 
landless peasant women, alone and 'mostly with large families',2l either 
took on hard, often seasonal, work as farm labourers, for very low wages, 
or were forced to steal to survive (usually from the fields) or were driven 
to take over uncultivated land. Women went to the fields a few at a time, 
often at night, and marked with a stick 'their' territory, or they began to 
plough the land with spades and hoes, running away when the police 
came, and returning later. The uncultivated pieces of land were small, so 
these women still had to work as labourers on other people's land. 

4. The Benefits War 

Material difficulties caused deprivation, and thus protest, which usually 
took the form of a peasantjacquerie (against requisitions of wheat, the 
lack of flour, rise in the price of staple goods), but the rebellious state of 
women in the countryside was also closely connected with the general 
war situation, and this was often focused on a public occasion, namely 
the payment of war benefits. 

The state provided assistance to the most needy families in the form of 
a benefit (sussidio), which in theory was supposed to compensate for the 
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missing wages of the absent breadwinner. It amounted to very little, just 
as the wages women could earn were very small. In 1915 it was 60 cen
times for the wife, and 30 for children under the age of twelve, at a time 
when bread in Milan cost 56 centimes per kilo, and a seamstress working 
on military clothing earned 82 centimes for a twelve-hour day.22 In July 
1917 the benefit was increased to 70-75 centimes for the wife, but in the 
mean time the cost of living had increased much more. 23 

On the day benefits were paid (usually a Monday) about a hundred 
women from the surrounding districts and houses gathered at each vil
lage square and then converged on the Town Hall. The benefit, which 
was declining in real terms, was often paid late and on an irregular basis. 
Collection of benefit itself represented a burden which peasant women, 
busy with labouring, could not always take on. Fairly naturally these meet
ings became an occasion for organising protest. 

In effect women rapidly switched from a protest against the paucity of 
the benefit to a refusal to collect it, seeing it as a symbol in itself of war 
and its atrocities. To collect it implied a sort of tacit acquiescence to the 
massacre. It created feelings of guilt and of complicity. In any case, as 
long as benefits were being paid, the war went on. 

Between December 1916 and January 1917 all the provinces of Italy wit
nessed peasant protests against the benefit, and demands from women 
that their husbands should be sent back home. In many areas female farm 
labourers refused to work, claiming that the wages were inadequate, or 
that they needed to go to the Town Hall to collect their benefit. 

These movements were simply a gigantic action group directed at sup
porting the peace openings which were then appearing on the interna
tional scene. In Italy, on 6 December 1916, the Chamber of Deputies (the 
lower House) discussed a motion tabled by the Socialist Party. The 
motion asked the house to explore the chances for an equitable peace 
through an international conference. On 12 December the entire world 
(combatant and non-combatant) was caught off balance by the diplo
matic initiative launched by Germany (together with Austria, Bulgaria and 
Turkey) which called for peace.24 

The fact that all these peasant movements in Italy were directed at 
the sole objective of bringing about peace was perfectly clear to the 
Italian officials responsible for public order. The women's protests 
which had wreaked havoc in the province of Piacenza in December 
1916, the prefetto wrote, were 'made with the specious pretext of want
ing their relatives to come home and to obtain an increase in the ben
efit', whilst in fact 'they were directed at supporting the motion for 
peace which has been tabled at the Chamber of Deputies by the Social
ist parliamentary group'.25 One should take note of the fact that, as in 
Italy the cities and the countryside were traditionally strongly con
nected, and as the Socialist Party was widely present and rooted in the 
countryside, those peasant women had a whole range of antennae 
attuned to the world of politics, thanks to their connections with the 
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Young Socialists, or with the village teachers who wrote their letters to 
husbands at the front. 

Most other prefetti agreed with their colleague in Piacenza. This inter
pretation was validated by subsequent protest movements in the spring: 
from the Polesine to Tuscany to Latium, rural districts witnessed demon
strations by peasant women who on this occasion were protesting 
against the increase of the benefit, which was seen as a sign that the war 
was going to go on.26 Encouragement to follow this course of action came 
from the soldiers themselves, trapped in a war machine which cruelly 
crushed any attempt to resist. 'The government is tricking us, it sends us 
benefit and now, by signing, we condemn our men to another two years 
of war': this is what the peasant women of the Polesine said, and in say
ing this they were repeating 'what all the soldiers on leave say'.27 

Women's protest movements carried on through the summer, lasting 
well into autumn. They affected not only the countryside but also cities 
and the big industrial centres. Significantly, they also coincided with the 
bloody but futile offensives at the front in June and September. At the 
beginning of September 1917 one soldier wrote, appealing to women to 
oppose the war in all possible ways, and start by refusing benefit: 'You 
cannot stay as you are without doing anything while soldiers are all being 
massacred'. So the women of his village, who in the previous month had 
demonstrated against the lack of flour, came out again into the streets: 
'Down with the war, we want our husbands back, otherwise wc will 
make a revolution'.28 

In the summer of 1917 the 'benefits war' was joined by other, more 
incisive forms of protest. To end the war - and on this point the popular 
masses were unanimous - it was necessary to deprive the army of wheat, 
arms and men. In the irrigated areas of the Po Valley women farm labour
ers refused to work on the harvest: they wanted the wheat to rot in the 
fields so that - with the army lacking all means of subsistence - the war 
would come to an end. In some cases they had the support of their male 
fellow workers; the harvesters declared that they had given in to threats, 
or 'so as not to have anything to do with women'. The women explained 
why it was necessary to deprive the army of wheat; sometimes they 
issued threats, and sometimes they argued their case, recalling the sons 
they had lost in the war. 29 

The prevention of arms production in an attempt to end the slaughter 
was the other crucial aspect of the action programme. To interrupt pro
duction, women in the countryside gathered in crowds at railway sta
tions to discourage the departure of young women who were going to 
work in armaments factories in urban centres, and also organised hun
dreds of trips to these factories. 'They are Furies': this was the expression 
used by Filippo Turati with reference to one of these incursions by 
women in Milan.3o He described precisely what peasant women from a 
district of the Polesine did. Three hundred of them left from Polesella and 
travelled to Guarda Veneta to bring about the suspension of work by 
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women workers at a depot for material destined for the front. They threw 
into the river Po 1,200 wooden hurdles, 1,500 stakes and another 1,500 
pieces of wood which were destined to strengthen trenches. 31 One may 
note that in these actions peasant women generally had the support of 
female and male workers, who often came from the same villages and 
who in any case came close to them in their common hatred of the war. 

From an instinctive feeling of solidarity, and a profound, deeply felt oppo
sition to the war, boys, girls and women also offered sympathy and help to 
deserters. According to police reports, women were the first to hold back 
their husbands from returning to the front when they were home on leave, 
in order to deprive the war of the raw material on which it fed. 

There are many different sources which demonstrate the widespread 
nature of protection offered by women to deserting soldiers. These testify 
to the audacity and courage of those who took such actions, which could 
even lead to them directly confronting the forces of law and order, espe
cially when very young women, who were either friends or relatives of 
the soldiers, were involved. There are numerous references to different 
locations which attribute to women the initiative in holding back the men 
and encouraging them to desert. In Genzano (in the province of Rome) 
those who turned up for service 'were convinced not to by their fellow 
soldiers and by women'. In Agrigento [Sicily] soldiers failed to return from 
leave 'also because they [were] encouraged by the women, who had 
come to the conclusion that with a growing number of deserters the war 
would come to an end'.32 

One might even suspect some male chauvinist malice in these reports, 
were it not for the fact that (in an intervention which sounds out of tune 
with the chorus against the war) one can read in Difesa delle Lavoratrici 
[Defence of Women Workers - a newspaper] of a woman exhorting 
women not to make their men desert, saying: 'if my husband were to 
become a deserter, it would weigh on my conscience. '33 

A confirmation of the unanimous view of women's actions held by the 
prefetti may be found in oral testimonies of women who, when young, 
had helped the deserters in the countryside around Cuneo [south-west
ern Piedmont]. At many years' distance, these women were able to 
remember accurately the individuals - even their nicknames - who were 
hiding in that area. Anna Bravo has pointed out that this is an incontro
vertible sign of approval and emotional involvement. These women, who 
until then had been living in tight family groups, insulated from the enthu
siasm of class solidarity and the lure of politics, had admired those 'coura
geous' young men, who were capable of challenging authority to the 
point of meeting to play football, exposing themselves to retaliation from 
the forces of order.34 For example, Palma Gasparoni belonged to a work
ingclass family from Venetia living near Schio (close to Verona). Her rec
ollection of two cousins who had deserted was positively tinged. She later 
followed the path of anti-Fascism. 'Already at that time' - she remembers 
- 'in my family the cousins were ... not yet anti-Fascists [since Fascism 



226 I Simonetta Ortaggi 

had not yet emerged] but Socialists. Two of my cousins had deserted in 
the First World War. They hid in the mountains.'35 

When, in the first months of 1918, during the repression which fol
lowed the Italian defeat at Caporetto, civilian and military authorities 
began demanding better results in the fight against deserters, young 
women who protected brothers, relatives or friends responded with great 
energy against attempts to capture the men. 'Rotten government spies 
f*** 0**'; 'Screws, that's what you are ... paid just to make the war con
tinue and to kill our poor boys.'36 In these words we can feel in all its 
depth the radicalisation of social conflict which the war had engendered. 

We have already seen women advocated the return of their husbands, 
threatening revolution otherwise. Between these two extremes of private 
and public activity the dynamics of women's emancipation evolved 
during the war years. Women and girls, including children, all felt a 
tremendous responsibility for putting an end to the slaughter, not least 
because of the requests for help which were coming back from the front. 
They felt the profound iniquity of social divisions which the war had made 
intolerable - for what was now being distributed, according to one's 
income, was life or death. This enabled 'daddy's boys' Cfig/i di papa) to 
avoid military service, and to be 'shirkers', flouting their privilege openly 
to the irritation of local authorities. It offended the popular masses' sense 
of justice, and particularly the feelings of mothers, wives and daughters. 

5. War Work 

Having been transformed into breadwinners the women agricultural 
labourers ended up organising themselves in /eghe Cagriculturallabour
ers' leagues), fighting for a wage which was not simply a supplement to 
men's wages. Alongside the struggle against the war, women had to fight 
to survive themselves. Necessity led large parts of the population to aban
don rural areas and the South, seeking work in other parts of Italy. During 
the war, the industrial centres expanded enormously: mere rural settle
ments became townships, with all the rationing problems which this 
involved. Cities such as Turin and Milan had to cope with the influx of 
thousands of people, who were mainly from the provinces or the region. 
The industrial belt around Milan increased rapidly. The population was 
migrating towards the only field in which work was available: military 
production. The migrants were overwhelmingly adult women who had 
suddenly become breadwinners when husbands were called up, or 
twelve to thirteen-year-old girls who had become the only form of support 
for mothers with young families, or girls who migrated with groups of 
friends, and who settled down in the outskirts of big industrial centres 
such as Milan.37 

An enormous number of women were employed by the military sim
ply sewing coats and blankets. It was quite another matter to actually 
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produce weapons, weapons which killed: in this case there was an 
inevitable clash between the women's working role and the pacifism 
which was so deeply rooted in them. But it was in fact in the field of 
armaments production that many women and youngsters were 
employed, partly due to changes in technology and the process of stan
dardisation in the factory. A government memo dated 23 August 1916 
ordered a tenfold increase in numbers of women and children employed 
in the production of bullets and munitions, so that by 31 October they 
together amounted to 50 percent of the labour force, and by 31 December 
to 80 percent.38 There were, however, technical limitations to the deploy
ment of women, and limits to their availability for work (as shown by the 
textile sector, where women had been employed for a long time).39 

So, while adult women with small children, or elderly women, pre
ferred to work at home - working on boots and shoes, sewing military 
uniforms, mending used clothes - a vast number of other women and 
girls worked in military factories: in foundries, in the munitions industry 
as turners, in fuse factories, and in explosives. This was an army of 
women which, although much smaller than the 600,000 working in 
sewing and mending military clothing (and smaller than that which was 
mobilised in other European countries), was nevertheless remarkable for 
the speed at which it developed and the size it reached. The few women 
workers of the prewar era had become 200,000 by 1918, and they repre
sented the most important component of the urban working class, next to 
male workers who had not been called up (operai borghesi). 

Teresa Noce remembers, of Turin: 'Almost all working women -
women of the people, mothers, mothers or daughters of soldiers and of 
men who had been called up - had been forced to work in military pro
duction workshops.'4o This was due to economic necessity. Teresa Noce 
(who had worked at Fiat Brevetti herself) described in her autobiograph
ical novel how eventually the heroine resigned herself to work in an 
armaments factory for that reason, and defended those young women 
who had made the same choice - the young women held responsible for 
young men's call-up by wives and relatives. 

In fact the young women workers who worked in munitions produc
tion felt a moral unease which was added to the physical and material 
suffering caused by the work itself, just as did Noce's heroine in Gioventil 
senza sole (Youth without Sun). As usual, their wages were lower than 
men's; they could compensate for this only partly through piecework. Fil
ippo Turati described their working conditions in the following terms: 

These ever-increasing legions of women (often mothers or young wives with 
small children to look after) ... went into improvised or barely equipped indus
trial plants, without setting up any washrooms, separate facilities, rooms for 
breast-feeding and creches, canteens, in other words, everything which would 
have been necessary. These women were taken on with wages ranging 
between 1.50 and 2.40 liras, which were often reduced further because of 
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fines, for exhausting work and long hours, standing up all day, militarised and 
therefore treated harshly, chased by the police and then punished as if they 
were soldiers abandoning their place in the field if they should ever be absent 
from work for a couple of day because of exhaustion. If one thinks of these 
conditions, one can imagine what state of affairs had been reached.41 

This picture was no exaggeration. The outbreak of war marked the sus
pension of the few timid protective laws passed in the previous decade. 
Until 1917 nothing was put in their place. This affected both working hours 
and more especially provision for the inspection of working conditions. 
Until the end of that year there was no regulatory agency in existence for 
the inspection of hygiene in the buildings, to monitor hours worked, or to 
check the dangers involved in the manufacturing process. Indeed, the 
working week was so long that by October 1916 women workers in Emilia 
were asking to be able to rest at least on Sunday aftemoons.42 

Women and children, no less than men, came under the military 
penal code introduced in April 1915 in 'auxiliary' factories, so that break
ing a factory rule was considered a form of insubordination and unau
thorised absence for a few hours or days was punished as if it were 
desertion. To remedy this situation, in November 1916 a special discipli
nary system was introduced for youths over the age of sixteen, but not 
subject to call-up, transforming many punishments into fines - but still 
retained was the sentence of imprisonment from two months to a year 
for absenteeism by women workers, even if this absence had only 
amounted to twenty-four hours. 

These measures were directed against brief absences, which were 
deemed to occur particularly amongst women workers. This was in gen
eral a senseless and unfounded suspicion, as a doctor who worked as a 
consultant for the Comitato di Mobilitazione Industriale per la Liguria 
pointed out in August 1917, since most such cases of absence were due 
to accidents, Le., verifiable, in which 'injury is manifest'.43 Young women 
were in fact employed in many explosives factories, where the number of 
accidents at work was extremely high, with often fatal consequences for 
the women workers. 

Married women with children, however, were often absent for a few 
hours or days. This was due to a variety of reasons, not least the fact that 
the working day was a minimum of twelve hours, work was frequently 
done at night, and was always performed at the intense pace caused by 
piecework. On top of this, women had the burdens of domestic and fam
ily life, which the war increased enormously. Buying food, for example, 
involved long queues at the shops, picking up benefits, picking up ration 
cards, and dealing with other bureaucratic matters which involved queu
ing at various offices. We should also bear in mind the chronic malnutri
tion of the masses, aggravated by shortages and rising costs of foodstuffs. 
It is no surprise that this state of affairs produced in women workers the 
condition which Professor Cosimo Rubino described as the 'indefinable 



Italian Women During the Great War I 229 

pain derived from tiredness and which often leads to the sudden need to 
interrupt work. '44 

In any case it was an incontrovertible fact (confirmed at national level in 
the summer of 1917) that those leaving factories 'after a few months of per
manency' were chiefly women - 'married or married mothers' .45 This was 
confirmed by some major companies, such as Pirelli in Milan, where the 
opposite had been the case prewar, as adult married women were the 
most stable component of the female labour force. 46 The reality of exploita
tion in Italy leaves little doubt about how impossible it was for a woman -
who was no longer twenty years old, and with children to look after - to 
sustain the cumulative burden of household and factory work. This in my 
view leaves little room for discussion as to the usefulness of protective leg
islation or controls specifically directed at women's employment. 

The domestic and family commitments which all women, whether 
married or not, had to carry out (for children, or for younger siblings in the 
case of girls) meant that the issue of rest days was vital for women. The 
women at the Ansaldo's bullet factory 'La Fiumara' wrote: 'We did not 
protest against working overtime or at night, despite the burden it repre
sents for us as women; but we do believe it would be humane to allow a 
day off (on Sundays) or at least to allow those who feel the need for it to 
take that day off, because a woman working at a plant neglects the 
house, and herself, so she feels the need for the free day, for resting, for 
personal hygiene, and for cleaning the house.'47 

A crowded trade union meeting had been held to protest against the 
Milanese employers' decision to impose work on Sundays (leaving a day 
off during the week). There had been a proposal for women to take the 
children to work with them. But the women workers adopted a less obvi
ous but more radical solution by going on strike on the following two 
working Sundays in March 1917: those two days saw 17,405 case of unof
ficialleave of absence and entire workshops were paralysed.48 

Once they started working in factories women rapidly joined trade 
unions. This process was accelerated by the war itself. Initially they tried 
to compensate for the inadequacy of their basic wages by increasing their 
piecework earnings, working long and intense hours. In so doing, they 
provoked a hostile reaction amongst male trade unionists, who had been 
trying for some time to slow down the pace of work.49 The men 
expressed their displeasure 'in a vigorous and threatening way', because 
women were doing the same work as men for lower wages and no less 
industriously.5o Men and trade unions then started taking an active inter
est in the problems of women workers not so much out of a desire to 
defend their own interests (as trade union leaders had advocated for 
some time) as out a feeling of solidarity, which united working people. 
They recognised the difficult situation in which many married women 
found themselves, trying to make up for the absence of husbands who 
had been called Up.51 Wage differentials between men and women 
remained significant, but some progress was made towards their reduc-
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tion. For example, there was a strong egalitarian momentum expressed in 
the demand that the cost-of-living allowance (which by summer 1917 
amounted to a large part of total earnings) should be equal for all (men, 
women and children). There was also a demand for the 25 percent pay 
increase for men working on hourly rates to be extended to women in the 
same category.52 By the end of the war women had learnt from experi
ence to demand a fixed daily wage sufficient for living (6liras, in the case 
of the women workers from the Dora bullet factory in 1918), and for 
humane working hours: 'Of course - eight hours a day.'53 

Nevertheless, women's experience of work in an armaments factory 
was very different from men's. For men this was a privileged position -
not so much because of the wages (which were higher compared to 
other industries) but because it meant exemption from call-up. Women 
were compelled to deal every day with the increasing difficulties of ordi
nary life. In short, they experienced more intensely in a single existential 
dimension the specific problems of working conditions and the more 
general ones connected with the war. 

One case well illustrates the interconnection between trade union 
demands and the anti-war mood which characterised the climate on the 
shop floor. On 2 August 1917 the prefetto of Leghorn reported that' a woman 
worker at the MetalIurgica was trying to convince the other women' to go on 
strike, so that there would have been no more bullets, 'and their respective 
husbands and relatives at the front would have been obliged to come back'. 
On 15 August a trade union meeting was announced. At this meeting there 
was going to be 'a discussion of the issue of the equality of sexes amongst 
workers, since at present a man earns 7 liras or more for every 700 slabs 
washed, while a woman earns 4liras for every 800 slabs.'54 The Workers' 
committee which signed the agreement with the Societa metallurgica on 5 
November included two women alongside seven men. 55 

The fact is that the war saw not only the old kind of conflicts (which of 
course did not disappear) but also new and more powerful forms of sol
idarity. Civilian workers exempted from military service worked next to 
women who had men at the front. They saw them exhausted at work, 
and also in long queues for food outside. This generated solidarity, and 
led to a greater understanding of women's protests and demands, and 
also encouraged a common sentiment against the war - which in turn 
often led to common political and trade union activity. 

The revolt which exploded in the workingclass belt around Turin in 
August 1917 epitomises and exemplifies the combination of different ele
ments which characterised social conflict in the great workingclass cen
tres: the peasant jacquerie, with attacks on bread lorries and the 
ransacking of shops, urban guerrillas on the barricades, appeals to the 
troops to stop fighting, and the assignment of trade union representation 
to the Commissioni inteme.* 

* Translator's note: this is similar to a works council. 
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The testimonies of the 'sisters' interviewed in the 1970s by Bianca 
Guidetti Serra have enabled us to rediscover this aspect of popular revolt. 
Women who were then girls, or even children, tell the same story: their 
arrival in Turin during the war, looking for work to help their mothers and 
younger siblings (at eleven or twelve years of age being the only source of 
income for families lacking male breadwinners), early experiences of 
trade union militancy in the traditional textile factories, and their first 
experience of gunfire on the barricades.56 

Maria Barbero recalls: 'And then we girls would go to negotiate with 
those soldiers to ask them not to shoot ... and we did manage to keep 
them at a distance ... Because we would tell them - And what are you 
doing at home? We are workers struggling because our brothers are at war 
- I had three brothers fighting - and so we want them to come home and 
we don't want to suffer hunger and all these things.' She concluded: 'We 
did manage to get on more or less familiar terms with these soldiers.'57 

Anna Fenoglio, who became the main source of income for her 
mother and younger brother when she was an eleven-year-old, remem
bered the hunger which had sparked the revolt: 'In front of the factory 
gates [where we were working] there was a co-op, and at 6 a.m. a lorry 
came with bread in baskets. One morning they could not stop us any 
longer ... we got onto the lorry, we grabbed the bread and we took it 
home to our hungry brothers.'58 

In the trials held over the following months there were many female 
defendants, charged and sentenced for having ransacked shops or (as 
happened at the trial at the War Tribunal in Turin, 'in the case of Laida 
Celenghin') for 'having incited the soldiers not to shoot during the events 
of last August' .59 

On that occasion, women's particular attitudes and their own psycho
logical and sentimental reasons clearly prevailed over economic and trade 
union issues. The men - who generally had higher qualifications on the 
shop floor and who were often representatives of trade unions or of 
Socialist movements - had followed the momentum which women had 
created: 'despite everything we were pleased and proud to have fought 
with courage, even unsuccessfully, against the war, the government and 
the bosses. We at least had the feeling ... that we had done our duty ... to 
... millions of mothers, sisters and wives who were living in the continuous 
and horrible expectation of receiving news of death [in their family 1'.60 

Maria Montagnana's testimony faithfully reproduces - at many years' 
distance - the sense of moral unease which was also experienced by 
men who worked in armaments factories (and who were exempted from 
military service) when they compared themselves to their less fortunate 
friends who had been called up, and their respective wives, mothers, 
daughters and sisters. 

We repeatedly find women in this propulsive role. Maria Barbero 
remembers that at Fiat Lingotto [in Turin], when 'the war was almost 
over', she and her women friends at work ('all young, all young girls') had 
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exhorted their male colleagues to go on strike, 'otherwise - they said -
the war will not end and we will die of hunger and the others will die in 
the trenches. The men looked at us and came out with us. The Fiat 
guards looked at us but did not say anything'.6J 

There was one case of women's mobilisation which had few parallels 
in the rest of Italy, and is remarkable for its size and for the sophistication 
of its demands, and that was the movement in the Biella area [in north
eastern Piedmont], the birthplace of the Italian industrial revolution. This 
was another case of an emancipation process which, while not exclu
sively focused on the struggle against war, nevertheless derived its stimu
lus and impulse from the war. In those valleys the development of the 
textile industry had created, by the end of the nineteenth century, a work
ingclass population which consisted of girls and women who did not leave 
factory work on marriage: in this sense, economic emancipation had 
already been achieved. The war enabled these women to go a step fur
ther, and to move on to political organisation. From 1916 to 1918 almost 
one thousand women, most of them textile workers, created dozens of 
Socialist Party branches, held meetings, subscribed in their hundreds to 
political newspapers, wrote letters and articles for newspapers, and wrote 
their own column in the local Socialist newspaper, I/ Corriere Biellese. 

6. Gender and class dynamics 

The war was a powerful force in polarising popular and middleclass 
worlds around respectively refusal or acceptance of the conflict. Women 
were a crucial component in the deep social division which emerged. 

Women were bound to perceive class conflict in a much more intense 
and acute way, given their feelings about motherhood and women's tra
ditional role. This represented for many women the starting point for a 
process of self-analysis and for discerning a specifically feminine point of 
view on the anti-war movement. 

In the Corriere Biellese 'G.B.' wrote that' ... women give life to men ... 
and so she feels the sanctity of life much more than men do ... How have 
we been able to renounce our natural instincts and to hand over our own 
flesh to the cannons? How can we explain such an unnatural thing?'62 

A woman worker from the area around Biella explained how in Turin 
(where she was visiting a relative) she had met the countess from a 
nearby village, who told her of the deprivations which her son had 
endured, forced to sleep in barracks, and of her husband's trip to Rome 
to pull strings and get their son sent back home. When the countess 
asked her for news of her own husband and her three brothers, and was 
told that they had been on the front for sixteen months, she then 
exclaimed: 'How lucky they are to be already used to such deprivations. 
Do give them my best wishes when you write to them.'63 
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There is another episode which illustrates the depth of the abyss which 
separated working class and peasant women from middleclass women. 
In the climate of patriotic enthusiasm and witch-hunting which followed 
Caporetto,64 a group of women of the Lega palriottica Ira le impiegale Ca 
women's white-collar organisation), animated by love of their country, 
had gone to propagandise in the industrial belt around Milan, which had 
been particularly affected by rapid industrialisation caused by the war. 
Here they were surrounded by the local inhabitants, and in particular by 
'a group of women', one of whom responded: 'The Germans are wel
come, I will keep the pot ready to give thempolenla.'65 

Workingclass and peasant women refused to sublimate their mourn
ing on the altar of the Fatherland, seeing the war as an instrument of 
oppression by the ruling classes; they did not accept that mourning the 
dead should be a reason for forgetting their opposition to the war. Later, 
this division - a civil war - continued under Fascism, and in turn Fascism 
used the issue as justification for some of its vendettas against feminism. 

A perfect example of this silent war was the official ceremony which 
was organised in March 1918 by the municipality of Limbiate. Through a 
commemorative ceremony for the men who had died at the front, the 
authorities strove to placate women, and to undermine their protests 
against the war, which were now radicalised and inspired by the example 
of revolutionary Russia. 'I appeal especially to the mothers, to the wives, to 
the daughters of those who have died in the war. Do let your tears fall 
freely. Your tears are sacred for us. But ... do lift your faces up with pride. '66 

Appeals to women's patriotism had begun with the Libyan War (1911 
to 1912), and had immediately been unmasked by proletarian womenY 
Pleas from politicians were strongly echoed by middleclass feminists. 'A 
mother' wrote in 1917: 'Women of Italy, serene and strong Italian women, 
you know, don't you? We must not cry. Our sons must be able to look at 
us in the eyes and to find us prepared; we must be worthy of them.'68 

According to the myth of the 'virile' woman, which was put forward by 
Futurist Feminism, women who at the beginning of the war were 'in tears, 
weak as little girls when facing the drama of separation' were destined to 
become, thanks to the war, 'companions tempered by the grandiosity of 
time'.69 This was a model which was unacceptable to the women of the 
people, who had opposed war with such audacity and courage. The evi
dence I have presented here should demonstrate this. 

The impact of the war on these women also coincided with the renun
ciation by middleclass feminists of that crucial objective of emancipation 
- the right to vote. This happened at precisely the moment when the 
Socialist women's movement was attempting to acquire political rights 
and a more radical equality with men in the Socialist Party itself.70 The 
women of Biella were those who put on the agenda Cat a national, not 
just at a local level) the issue of parity with men. In political terms, this 
meant the right for women to have their own organisation, and the right 
to participate in joint party structures actively, not merely in a consultative 
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capacity. In this regard, the movement was the most advanced expres
sion of the transformation which had taken place amongst women during 
the war, and because of the war. With this experience before us, we may 
address the issues raised by Perona near the beginning of this chapter. 

The first issue is that of the relationship between a mobilisation which 
was intimately connected to the anti-war movement (and therefore 
rooted in an emotional and existential context) and its effects in terms of 
women's emancipation. The conclusion must be that the capacity to 
mobilise and to take initiatives which women developed in their struggle 
against the war had a more general value and impact. 

It is impossible to establish the relative impact of mobilisation in the 
countryside (which saw women developing peasant leagues and fighting 
for bread and against the war with such bravery) and the political and 
trade union organisation of the young Socialist women workers of the 
area around Biella. The latter reflected a level of consciousness and activ
ity which derived from prewar developments, and the fact that they wrote 
down their thoughts and feelings allows us to examine their mind-set. We 
cannot do this with the rural women. They are remembered only through 
their dedications on tombstones for husbands who died in the war, now 
neglected and disappearing from country cemeteries. 

The articles and the letters published in the women's column in the 
Corriere Biellese reflected a clear break with their traditional role within 
the family and with the lives lived by their mothers. Their feelings 
included pride at seizing a culture which had been denied to them when 
they left school early, feelings of liberation at breaking free from the 
restrictions imposed by the clergy, the sense of challenging older mili
tants, who had turned a deaf ear to their requests for help, and the expe
rience of affectionate sympathy and solidarity shown by the young men 
who helped them in their political activities. They reveal a reflectiveness 
which originated with the problem of war, but then led them to challenge 
orthodox views on specific aspects of women's condition. 

The fact that this wartime emancipation was not merely a temporary 
or episodic experience is borne out by the fact that in most cases politi
cal participation did not end with the war, but continued in the difficult 
years of the immediate postwar period and (as the biographies collected 
by Bianca Guidetti Serra prove) during the years of Fascism and later 
Resistance. Many of the girls who had fought on the barricades in Turin in 
the days of August 1917 were active in the Workers' Councils, in the occu
pation of factories (at the Pirelli plants and at the spinning-mills in the Vit
toriese area for example), and as Red Guards, involved in obtaining arms, 
which they would hide under their clothes. Those who had worked 
silently in the wartime years, oppressed by the immense apparatus of 
state repression, also took part in strikes and occupations. And the wave 
of emancipation now involved girls of the petty bourgeoisie, who were 
seriously affected by the exclusion of women from most kinds of state 
employment. 
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The change which resulted from such experiences could not be so 
radical as to sweep away overnight the subordination which had charac
terised relations between men and women in Italy, especially in the 
working class and peasant world. Political emancipation and general 
emancipation clearly do not neatly coincide. Even the young and brave 
Socialist women from the area around Biella could not escape the painful 
contradiction between immediate political change and the slowness of 
emancipation within the family and wider society. The latter required a 
profound change in men (who were used to having full and unques
tioned authority) and in women (who had been used to suppressing their 
feelings during centuries of clerical oppression). How, for example, did 
the young Socialist women from the area around Biella think about love? 
Gianni Perona has noticed that their voices contain a 'reticence, inspired 
by profound modesty' when talking about love, together with absolute 
silence concerning their fathers. At the end of the war, in this area as 
elsewhere, women gave way to men who were coming back from the 
front, and who (because of the ordeal they had endured) felt they had a 
greater right to reclaim their past authority. 

Conversely, the supposed liberalisation of sexual morals which took 
place everywhere, even Italy, as a result the exceptional wartime situa
tion, did not constitute a clear indication of women's true emancipation. 
Greater 'freedom' in sexual relations was accompanied by a large 
increase in prostitution, both at the front and in urban centres. 71 

Even in Italy, however, relations between men and women, within the 
family or society, did not return to their previous state. Fascism came to 
power. On the one hand this meant the movement monopolised and 
amplified the myth of the heroic woman, working for the glory of the 
Fatherland (in anticipation of the next war), and awarded posts in govern
ment to middleclass and Socialist feminists who had accepted the ratio
nale of the war, and who in the immediate postwar period had renounced 
the struggle for the vote.72 On the other hand, Fascism took revenge on 
women who had not accepted the need to sublimate their mourning on 
the altar of the Fatherland. The Acerbo Bill, which was presented to par
liament on 6 June 1923, proposed to give the right to vote to mothers and 
to war widows, 'but only to those who had maintained with an exemplary 
conduct the glorious cult of the heroes who died in the war'J3 

But Fascism was unable to stop the process of women's emancipation 
which was inexorably connected to economic development and to the 
needs of the labour market. Barbara CurIF4 has recently published an 
important book, based on a wide range of archival and statistical sources. 
She has shown that the traditional view, according to which the end of 
the war marked the return home of all women who had found employ
ment in different sectors, is simply a rhetorical myth. The reality was quite 
different: female employment grew consistently in the white-collar sec
tors after 1918, and did not decrease in the industrial sectors, as one 
might have expected. This is a very important demonstration of the fact 
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that Fascist rhetoric, which exalted the role of the mother within the 
household while neglecting the wage-earning woman, has sometimes 
been taken all too easily for reality. 
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