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ABSTRACT
This article investigates the relationship between space appropriation 
and women’s writing and publishing activities, in the context of second-
wave feminism in Milan. From the early 1970s onwards, Milan’s feminist 
movement – which arose from the conjunction between transnational, 
national and local factors – engaged in a variety of translating, writing and 
publishing projects. In fact, Milan was one of the first Italian cities to publish 
translations of foreign feminist texts. More importantly, it was the site of the 
earliest feminist theoretical production in Italy. The article argues that, at 
different points of the decade, the empowering act of writing, publishing 
and circulating feminist knowledge reflected a search for a more profound 
consciousness of the female self which was intricately connected to the 
(symbolical and material) appropriation of women-only spaces in the city. 
In particular, it discusses three different expressions of this interaction 
between physical and discursive space: the feminist publishing house Scritti 
di Rivolta Femminile, the Libreria delle donne di Milano and the 150 hours 
monographic courses in the Affori neighbourhood.

Una stanza tutta per sé
sospesa su strade rumorose ma abbastanza alta 
da prendere tutta la luce dei rari cieli azzurri milanesi, 
abitua all’idea di abitare in se stessi come nel mondo,
di poter sorvolare con l’occhio dei pensieri altri paesaggi urbani, 
amati attraverso le amicizie e i progetti condivisi, 
tra città e città, città e paesi. 
Un confine prezioso è quello che separa congiungendo, 
che rende la solitudine capace di una intensa socialità, 
e la propria finestra un osservatorio proteso 
verso realtà e affetti distanti migliaia di chilometri.

As I read the lines of Lea Melandri’s poem, published on Facebook together with a photograph of her 
flat in Milan, my mind wanders off to that sunbathed afternoon in April, when I interviewed her for my 
research project on Italian second-wave feminism.1 I recognize the angle from which the photograph 
was taken, that same couch where I listened to her torrent of words as the sun cast its rays through 
the window. The eye is drawn to the large number of books, magazines and documents that cover 
the walls all the way up to the ceiling. Inside and outside merge as the books, and the act of writing 
that they represent, conjure up the image of a symbolic window onto the outer world, that “precious 
border” which both separates and joins together, which is both solitude and sociality.
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 It is evident that Melandri makes reference to A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf ’s famous essay 
about the need for a (literal and symbolic) space for women writers, where the room is a metaphor for 
the conditions that allow women to give full expression to their creativity and imagination: “A woman 
must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction.”2 By linking the poem – and hence 
the metaphor of the room – to the photograph of her study, Melandri transforms this metaphorical 

Figure 1.  “Interno con vista.” Reproduced with the permission of Lea Melandri.

2Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas (London: Collins Classics, 2014), p. 2.
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room into a real, material room and, in this way, emphasises the connection between a physical and a 
symbolic space of creativity. However, this creative “act of power,” or empowerment,3 relates not just 
to the act of writing; as Laurel Forster has observed with regards to the British Women’s Liberation 
Movement, it is also about “achieving access to, and control over, the production and publication of 
women’s writing: creating an autonomous publishing space for women so that, unlike previous gen-
erations of writers, the ‘Queen’ no longer had to ‘sound like the King’”.4

This article explores the feminist appropriation of space through writing and publishing activities 
in the case of Milan. Although some scholarly work exists on the specific themes of feminist writing 
and spatial practices in Milan,5 the role of space (and its appropriation) in the development of fem-
inist writing, publishing and bookselling cultures in the 1970s remains underexplored. The article 
thus challenges the commonplace perception of Italian second-wave feminism as being dominated 
by orality (“una egemonia totale dell’oralità rispetto alla scrittura”),6 where writing – at least until the 
cultural turn in the 1980s – was considered “una specie di luogo secondo nel quale potevano prendere 
forma i ‘resti’ della relazione viva vissuta nei gruppi e collettivi, che aveva bisogno di essa per comple-
tarsi.”7 As one protagonist recalls: “Molto abbiamo scritto e disperso, molto abbiamo pensato e non 
scritto, molto abbiamo parlato e non registrato.”8 We will see, instead, that writing and publishing 
played an important role in the development of a feminist, political consciousness as early as 1970, 
in particular in Milan. More importantly, through an analysis of the feminist publishing house Scritti 
di Rivolta Femminile, the Libreria delle donne di Milano, and the 150 hours monographic courses 
run by Lea Melandri in the Affori neighbourhood, I argue that writing, publishing and bookselling 
cultures in 1970s Milan were intricately linked to the search for and appropriation of a women-only 
space – indeed, a room of one’s own.

The first half of the paper traces the origins of feminism in Milan, a city marked by a unique 
combination of local, national and transnational encounters. Several influential feminist groups and 
leading figures emerged from this context. They drew on some of the key concepts of the 1968 student 
movement and of successive countercultural movements in Milan but engaged also with international 
feminism and, in doing so, introduced feminist key texts, theories and practices in Italy. They were, 
moreover, pioneers in the development of feminist writings, with the result that Milan can be consid-
ered the site of the earliest feminist theoretical production in Italy.9 In the second half of the paper, 
I will explore how these new ways of uncovering and expressing the female self through writing and 
publishing were intricately connected with the appropriation of a separatist space.

Milan, Crossroads of Cultures 

Three main factors have determined the way feminism originated and developed in the specific con-
text of Milan, a city which has “always stood in the avant-garde of Italian social movements of every 
kind;”10 the anti-institutional and anti-authoritarian revolt of 1968; the countercultural movements 
that developed from 1969 onwards; and the involvement of a number of local feminists in the journal 
L’Erba voglio (1971–77).

3Laurel Forster, “Spreading the Word: Feminist Print Cultures and the Women’s Liberation Movement,” Women’s History Review, 25.5 
(2016), 812–31 (p. 812).

4Ibid.
5Two doctoral theses, in particular, have engaged with the question of language and writing in Milan: Anna Travagliati, Il femminismo 

e la parola scritta nella Milano degli anni Settanta (unpublished doctoral thesis, Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Milan, 2014), 
and Elena Basilio, The Translation of American Radical Feminist Literature in Italy. The Case of Donne è bello (unpublished doctoral 
thesis, University of Exeter, 2014). For a detailed description of the Milanese feminist movement in general see Anna Rita Calabrò and 
Laura Grasso, Dal movimento femminista al femminismo diffuso. Storie e percorsi a Milano dagli anni ’60 agli anni ’80 (1985).

6Paola Di Cori, Asincronie del femminismo. Scritti e interventi 1986–2011 (Rome: Ediesse, 2012), p. 40.
7Manuela Fraire (ed.), Lessico politico delle donne: teorie del femminismo (Milan: FrancoAngeli, 2002), p. 183.
8Emma Baeri, Dividua. Femminismo e cittadinanza (Padua: Il Poligrafo, 2013), p. 13.
9Elena Vacchelli, “Geographies of Subjectivity: Locating Feminist Political Subjects in Milan,” Gender, Place & Culture, 18.6 (2011), 

768–85, p. 769.
10Judith Adler Hellman, Journeys among Women. Feminism in Five Italian Cities (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 83. 

See also Guido Viale, Il sessantotto. Tra rivoluzione e restaurazione (Milan: Mazzotta, 1978), p. 19.
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The first university occupations of the 1968 student movement were primarily a reaction to the 
effects of educational reforms in the 1960s, which had drastically increased the number of university 
students but without adapting university infrastructures and staff capacities accordingly, while the 
Italian labour market was unable to accommodate the many new graduates. But the protests of 1968 
went beyond the specific university context, as new perspectives on the family, sexuality and work 
were developed. 1968 represented a wider, antiauthoritarian and anti-institutional rebellion, which was 
politically inspired by global events such as the Vietnam war.11 Milan was at the forefront of the student 
rebellion; the very first university occupations in the country took place in the Faculty of architecture 
of Milan’s Politecnico, in early 1967. In November, the renowned Catholic University of the Sacred 
Heart was occupied, and would remain at the centre of political – albeit peaceful – contestations until 
the first violent clashes on 25 March 1968, comparable to the incidents of Valle Giulia in Rome, which 
happened earlier that month. A third, local academic institution that played an important role in the 
student protests was the Statale, which – thanks to its central location – became the homebase of the 
Milanese student movement. Finally, the first Coordinamento del Movimento delle scuole medie 
originated in Milan, with many school occupations occurring throughout 1968.

In Milan, however, the 1968 protests were not motivated by global events or the deficiencies in 
the educational system alone; they also challenged the problematic situation of public housing, the 
building industry and town planning in Milan, a consequence of a long-term, rapid and unplanned 
deindustrialization in the capital of Lombardy.12 This nurtured a wide pro-housing social movement 
that continued in subsequent years; one of the most notorious actions was the occupation of the former 
Hotel Commercio – located in the central Piazza Fontana – in November 1968, which was temporarily 
transformed into student accommodation as a response to the limited capacity of student housing.13 
In December 1969, a general housing and reforms strike made even more evident the failed housing 
policies of the Milanese administration,14 and around 1975 the occuptions of houses by the so-called 
Circoli del Proletariato Giovanile gave rise to the very first centri sociali in Italy.

The 1968 protests, then, anticipated a period characterized by cultural experimentation and 
appropriation of “liberated” spaces for the consumption of “liberated” time,15 with the development 
– between 1968 and 1977 – of a lively underground scene and, subsequently, a countercultural move-
ment.16 John N. Martin locates the origins of the Milanese underground scene in the incompatibility 
of the experimental creativity of the “area creativa-esistenziale,” with the more political aims of the 
extra-parliamentary and traditional left, a divide which was enhanced by the elaboration of new 
perspectives on leisure time and, accordingly, the appropriation of autonomous spaces (for example 
the abovementioned centri sociali) and networks for the enactment of this leisure time.17 Thus Milan 
hosted major music festivals, became the stage of the very first acts of autoriduzione, that is, the 
consumer-imposed reduction in the price of a commodity such as a restaurant or musical concert,18 
while a proliferic production of new journals and magazines – among which the popular Re Nudo – 
represented “la condensazione ideologica e la zona di scambio critico con la cultura ufficiale.”19

11For an account of the social and political context in which the 1968 protests originated in Italy see for example Robert Lumley, 
States of Emergency: Cultures of Revolt in Italy from 1968 to 1978 (London: Verso, 1990) and Marica Tolomelli, Il Sessantotto. 
Una breve storia (Rome: Carocci, 2008). On the wider, global context of 1968, see Gerd-Rainer Horn, The Spirit of ’68: Rebellion in 
Western Europe and North America, 1956–1976 (Oxford: Oxford Univeristy Press, 2007).

12John Foot, Milan since the Miracle: City, Culture, and Identity (Oxford: Berg, 2001), p. 42.
13Primo Moroni and Nanni Ballestrini, L’Orda d’Oro 1968–1977. La grande ondata rivoluzionaria e creativa, politica ed esistenziale 

(Milan: Feltrinelli, 2005), pp. 257–58.
14John. N. Martin and Primo Moroni, La luna sotto casa. Milano tra rivolta esistenziale e movimenti politici (Milan: Shake, 2007), 

pp. 133.
15Ibid., p. 158.
16On the different characteristics of the underground and countercultural movements see Martin and Moroni, pp. 143–45.
17Ibid., pp. 143–44.
18The autoriduzioni were quite distinct from the espropri proletari, which were applied to basic costs of living such as food or 

utility bills.
19Attilio Mangano, Le riviste degli anni Settanta. Gruppi, movimenti e conflitti sociali (Bolsena: Massari, 1998), p. 11.
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These countercultural magazines, as well as the radical bookshops that proliferated during the 
protests of 1968, became fundamental for the collective discussion and distribution of themes close 
to the countercultural movements: “per alcuni anni le librerie furono luoghi di iniziativa culturale, 
dove si raccoglievano le voci del movimento e della sua discussione (nelle riviste).”20 One such journal 
played an important role in the specific development of feminism in Milan, not least because of the 
direct collaboration of a number of local feminists with the journal, among them the future founders 
of the Libreria delle donne di Milano, Luisa Muraro and Lia Cigarini, and Lea Melandri. L’erba voglio 
originated from the publication L’erba voglio: pratica non autoritaria nella scuola (1971), which collated 
the proceedings of a conference held in Milan in 1970 on pedagogy and alternative, anti-authori-
tarian approaches to education.21 Research in the areas of (anti-)psychiatry and anti-authoritarism 
flourished in this period, not only as an effect of the students’ critique of authority and institutions; 
since the early 1960s the anti-psychiatry movement had grown both in and outside Italy, reaching a 
turning point in 1968 with the publication of Franco Basaglia’s L’istituzione negata.22 Psychoanalysis 
and anti-authoritarianism represented a point of conversion with the feminist movement, and thus 
L’erba voglia “si è trovata a coprire una zona di confine e di interazione ispirata alle stesse logiche non 
autoritarie da cui nasceva il femminismo.”23

Yet, although the journal was critical of the contradictions within the political groups of the New 
Left, and was one of few (non-feminist) journals to give a voice to the women’s movement, the feminist 
idea of separatism proved incomprehensible to the editorial team. Thus the journal found itself “poco 
incline [...] a sopportare che il ‘separatismo’ dei gruppi femministi apprisse ‘fratture’ irreparabili,”24 
and the feminists eventually withdrew from the group. Hence, even within the highly libertarian and 
progressive context of the Milanese anti-authoritarian movement, the idea of a women-only space 
in which an autonomous feminist, political consciousness could develop proved difficult to accept. 
Nonetheless, the student movement of 1968 and the countercultural and anti-authoritarian movements 
of the early 1970s, which all centred around the idea of autonomy, self-management of space and time, 
and anti-authoritarianism, strongly determined the way feminism developed in Milan.

La città rende liberi. Second-wave Feminism in Milan

Il treno per Milano significava la libertà, l’uscita dal tempo sempre uguale della campagna, la possibilità di una 
nuova nascita. Ho scoperto più tardi che a fare quel passaggio, alla fine degli anni ’60, erano stati molti giovani, 
maschi e femmine. “La città rende liberi” è un pensiero che non mi ha mai abbandonato. Quando torno, dopo 
un viaggio, è sempre come se mi lasciassi alle spalle una stazione di provincia.25

This personal testimony by Melandri gives a good idea of the liberating process that migration rep-
resented for many Italians in the late 1960s; for women in particular, a city like Milan offered free 
movement across space and access to the public sphere, which was an important factor in the rise of 
second-wave feminism in the economic and financial capital of Italy. This was aided by the fact that in 
those years Milan was more conducive to conservative integration pathways, contrary for example to 
Turin, another city of the industrial triangle Genoa-Turin-Milan.26 Consquently it had no large alien-
ated, migrant underclass, although this had not always been the case: the massive, internal migration 
to Milan in the post-war period had provoked spatial segregation, with a strong division between the 
local population and the – mostly Southern – migrants, who were accommodated in a new peripheric 

20Giovanni Ragone, Un secolo di libri: storia dell'editoria in Italia dall'unità al post-moderno (Turin: Einaudi, 1999), p. 215; Mangano, 
p. 135.

21The journal was co-founded by psychiatrist Elvio Fachinelli, a renowned advocate of non-authoritarian pedagogy.
22John Foot, La repubblica dei matti: Franco Basaglia e la psichiatria radicale in Italia, 1961–1978 (Milan: Feltrinelli, 2014), p. 459.
23Il desiderio dissidente: antologia della rivista L’erba voglio, 1971–1977, ed. by Lea Melandri (Milan: Baldini & Castoldi, 1998), p. 

27. See also Ragone, p. 220.
24Melandri (ed.), Il desiderio dissidente, p. 27.
25Lea Melandri, Il femminismo a Milano Anni ’70’ <http://www.universitadelledonne.it/femm%20lea%201.htm>
26Foot, p. 52.

http://www.universitadelledonne.it/femm%20lea%201.htm
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area that was built around the city core during the years of the economic boom. Consequently, work 
and housing were territorially separated in these peripheries, which increased the domestic segrega-
tion of women in Milan.27 In the late 1960s the pro-housing social movement began challenging the 
situation as it advanced demands for a wider participation in decision-making processes, while the 
emerging feminist movement started its own battle “towards the appropriation and self-management 
of women-specific urban spaces in the city,”28 as we will see.

The local intersections between new political and cultural movements, as described in the previous 
section, go a long way towards explaining how Milanese feminism originated. Although women par-
ticipated in large numbers in the 1968 student movement, many were disappointed by the persistence 
of traditional gender roles and expectations, the sexual division of labour and the plain sexism (not 
to mention actual forms of sexual oppression) they encountered there.29 The relationship between the 
sexes in fact remained unchanged within the student movement: 

proprio all’interno di quei settori che rappresentano l’espressione più avanzata di un progetto di riformulazione 
dei valori culturali, sociali e politici della società, non [viene] in alcun modo preso in considerazione, né tan-
tomeno modificato, il rapporto tra i sessi, rimandando ad un ipotetico “dopo rivoluzione” un possibile quanto 
vago cambiamento di tale rapporto.30

Women became aware that they needed a language in which to express themselves freely and with-
out judgement and, more importantly, they needed a physical, women-only space which was not the 
private, segregated space of the home.31 Only by gaining access to public “luoghi di aggregazione,” 
women would be able to overcome their social marginalization, and construct a political consciousness. 
Paradoxically, then, it was the most revolutionary social movement in decades that made women aware 
of the fact that, even within left-wing formations, they were not equal to their male companions. 1968 
therefore represents a crucial step towards the creation of a feminist consciousness.32

The need for a liberated, women-only space was strongly connected to the discovery of one’s body 
in an all-female context, in stark contrast with the norms and expectations surrounding sexuality 
and sexual liberation as practiced within the 1968 student movement and the local countercultural 
movements. This is illustrated by the account of a Milanese feminist, Antonella Nappi, who had two 
completely different experiences of nudity when she attended a music festival organized by the Re Nudo 
magazine, in June 1972, and subsequently an international feminist meeting held in that same month 
in Vendée, France. Nappi tells us how the two events opened her eyes to the necessity of a women-only 
space for the development of a more authentic relationship with one’s body, one where the latter is 
no longer considered an aesthetic object of male desire or subject to a distorted relationship where 
“ciò che può sembrare liberatorio per gli uomini è certo molto differente per le donne.”33 In Vandée 
instead, “sono stata vista senza ricatti, vista senza condizioni, ho dato diritto d’esistere al mio corpo 
per quello che è, l’ho conosciuto.”34

Transnational encounters, in fact, proved highly influential over the way in which feminism in 
Milan developed in subsequent years. Although feminists in other Italian cities were also active at an 
international level,35 Milan played an important role in this process, not in the least because various 

27Elena Vacchelli, “Milan 1970–1980: Women’s Place in Urban Theory,” Research in Urban Sociology, 9 (2008), 29–51, p. 37.
28Ibid., p. 39.
29See Lumley, pp. 291–22; Anna Bravo, A colpi di cuore. Storie del sessantotto (Bari: Laterza, 2008), pp. 68–70; Maud Bracke, Women 

and the Reinvention of the Political: Feminism in Italy. 1968–1983 (New York: Routledge, 2014), pp. 47–48, p. 50.
30Anna Rita Calabrò and Laura Grasso, Dal movimento femminista al femminismo diffuso. Storie e percorsi a Milano dagli anni 

’60 agli anni ’80 (1985) (Milan: FrancoAngeli, 2004), p. 29.
31Lidia Menapace, “Le cause strutturali del nuovo femminismo,” Problemi del socialismo, 17.4 (1976), 161–77, p. 164; Vacchelli, 

“Geographies of Subjectivity,” p. 769.
32Menapace, p. 161. As Manuela Fraire has written, “[i]l femminismo ha in Italia la sua matrice politica e culturale nel ’68. In questo 

suo debito con il movimento degli studenti sta, infatti, la disillusione di fondo per le promesse mancate.” Fraire, p. 23.
33Antonella Nappi, cited in Lea Melandri, Una visceralità indicibile. La pratica dell’inconscio nel movimento delle donne degli anni 

Settanta (Milan: FrancoAngeli, 2000), p. 141.
34Nappi, cited in Melandri, Una viscerablità indicibile, p. 146.
35Turinese feminists, for example, introduced some of the most influential texts of American feminism in Italy, whereas the Lotta 

Femminista collective – present mostly in the Veneto area and in some cities of Emilia-Romagna – co-founded the International 
Wages for Housework Campaign.
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publishing houses in Milan produced the first translations of some of the most important feminist 
texts of those years, including Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics (1969), the highly influential Our Bodies, 
Ourselves by the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective (1973), and Luce Irigaray’s Speculum of the 
Other Woman (1974), all translated within one or two years of the original publication. Of course, 
one could argue that the primacy of Milan in the circulation of translated feminist texts was simply 
due to the presence of many major publishing houses in the capital of Lombardy, but we must also 
acknowledge the imput of female editors who were sympathetic to the feminist cause and perhaps 
even the existence of a local feminist network that favoured the divulgation of these texts.36 More 
importantly, though, between 1970 and 1974 a number of Milanese feminists engaged with feminists 
from other countries, “importing” foreign feminist texts and feminist practices, most notably that of 
consciousness raising or, as it is known in Italian, autocoscienza. The latter practice was introduced in 
Milan by Serena Castaldi, who founded one of the first Italian feminist collectives (Anabasi) on her 
return from a period of study in New York. Anabasi also published one of the very first Italian feminist 
texts, Donne è bello, a collection of translations of – mainly American and French – feminist texts.37

The encounter with French feminism, however, proved most influential for the development of sec-
ond-wave feminism in Milan. During the international meetings organized by the French Mouvement 
de Libération des Femmes (of which the abovementioned meeting in Vendée was the first), Milanese 
feminists came into contact with the group Psychanalyse et Politique (hereafter Psych et Po), founded 
in 1968 by the psychoanalyst Antoinette Fouque. These encounters considerably changed the out-
look of feminism not only in Milan but also nationally; they represented “una fase di interscambio 
di esperienze che, non senza conflitti e fratture, si tradurrà per le italiane nella ricerca di una nuova 
elaborazione e nella definizione di nuove modalità d’azione.”38 Following the Vendée meeting in June 
1972, Psych et Po organized a second meeting in a location near Rouen, in November 1973. Both 
events saw the participation of feminists from Milan (and a few other cities in Northern Italy), who 
were deeply affected by the experience of living in a women-only community and fostering relations 
among women.39 Most importantly, as anticipated by Nappi’s account, it represented a completely new 
situation in which to discover one’s body and to perceive sexual difference not through contrast with 
(and as an object of desire for) the male sex, but as a unity of body and mind:

Constatare che questo mio corpo veniva non solo accettato ma che la conoscenza di me era fisica assieme che 
intellettuale, e che venivo amata intieramente cioè risultava simpatico, mi ha dato grande forza. Nuda, prima di 
questa esperienza, mi ero mostrata soltanto agli uomini, quindi avevo la certezza di attrarli e di far passare il corpo 
che avevo […], ma l’avevo proprio in quanto non dovevo essere accettata io, il mio corpo, ma al contrario ciò che 
come donna rappresentavo: era il fumo negli occhi che copriva il mio corpo reale. Di lì il coraggio di mostrarmi.40

Although not all Italian feminists were ready for such a radically new form of relating to one another, 
some maintained contacts with the Psych et Po group through further “pellegrinaggi” to France in 
subsequent years.41 These encounters undoubtedly inspired the Italian feminists in the organisation of 
the first feminist national encounters in November 1974 and November 1975, both held in Pinarella 
di Cervia (Romagna) and promoted by the Via Cherubini collective from Milan. In this period the 
feminist movement grew fast and was also becoming more visible in the public sphere, for example 
during the major feminist demonstrations of late 1975. Milan took the lead in this new phase, which 
was characterized by a gradual movement away from the practice of autocoscienza and towards the 

36Piera Codognotto and Francesca Moccagatta, Editoria femminista in Italia (Rome: Associazione Italiana Biblioteche, 1997), p. 
13. The feminist head of Feltrinelli’s female section, for example, appears to have played a role in the negotiations for the Italian 
publication and translation by feminists of Our Bodies, Ourselves. Stefania Voli, “Noi e il nostro corpo. Storia di una traduzione,” 
Zapruder 13 (2007), 108–15, p. 111.

37Vice versa, foreign feminists visited Italy in this period; in 1975 members of the Women Health Centre in Los Angeles visited Milan 
and Rome, followed two years later by members of the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective. Bracke, p. 106.

38Fiamma Lussana, Il movimento femminista in Italia. Esperienze, storie, memorie (Rome: Carocci, 2012), p. 73.
39Luisa Passerini, for example, recalls: “Lì ero rimasta molto colpita da un modo di vivere che era interamente basato sul corpo, sui 

rapporti tra donne.” Cited in Piera Zumaglino, Femminismi a Torino (Milan: FrancoAngeli, 1996), p. 238.
40Nappi, cited in Melandri, Una viscerablità indicibile, p. 146. See also Lussana, pp. 74–5.
41Laura Cima from Turin, for example, noted how some Italian feminists abandoned the feminist cause after a meeting with the 

French feminists in the Italian locality, Varigotti, in 1973. Zumaglino, pp. 246–47.
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application of psychoanalytical tools of analysis, first introduced by Psych et Po,42 in the search for 
a more authentic way of being among women: “vivere in ‘simbiosi’ con le altre significa ora scoprire 
e analizzare collettivamente tensioni, sofferenze, contraddizioni usando per la prima volta la pratica 
psicoanalitica come ‘arma rivoluzionaria’ per affrontare il nodo della sessualità femminile.”43 In this 
process orality was increasingly cast aside in favour of writing and publishing activities, promoted 
mostly by the Milanese feminists who started to produce and circulate their writings.

In sum, the origins of second-wave feminism in Milan may be located in the cultural and political 
interactions between feminists and the local student, countercultural and anti-authoritarian move-
ments towards the end of the 1960s and early 1970s, but they also derive from strong transnational 
connections. The importance of a women-only space in which to share experiences was anticipated 
by the practice of autocoscienza but revolutionised after the encounters with Psych et Po. While these 
encounters led to the first attempts to create a national network of feminists,44 women-only spaces 
came to represent the potential for discovering one’s body and self through the development of relations 
among women beyond the context of the small and intimate autocoscienza groups, which had proved 
incapable of dealing with internal conflicts and contraddictions; psychoanalysis and the theorization 
of sexual difference proved more appropriate instruments “per affrontare il nodo della sessualità 
femminile.”45 Moreover, these women-only spaces were not conceived of as private or domestic settings 
but as having a more public dimension; in 1975 in particular, more visible and centralized separatist 
spaces were sought for the development of a feminist sense of self.

Feminist Intersections between Space, Writing and Bookselling 

“La città rende liberi.” Melandri’s previously cited observation epitomises the feminist project of rethink-
ing the boundaries between the private and the public sphere and, by extention, the creation of a female 
identity. As Carole Pateman has observed, “the dichotomy between the private and the public is central 
to almost two centuries of feminist writing and political struggle; it is, ultimately, what the feminist 
movement is about.”46 Indeed, the struggle to break the spatial confines of the private (i.e., domestic) 
sphere and to overcome restrictions on mobility experienced by women, has been crucial to the feminist 
cause. As feminist geographers have argued, space is constructed out of social relations which are imbued 
with power, so that to escape the spatial confines of the home by gaining access to the public sphere 
means to free oneself from the restraints of family life and social control.47 The city is the ultimate public 
sphere and although women’s access to physical, public space is often hindered or socially controlled, 
the city – as Melandri noted with regards to Milan – also “represents a potential space for liberation.”48

Much of what has been written on feminist activism in the urban context of Milan draws on Calabrò 
and Grasso’s detailed account of the numerous feminist groups that animated Milan in this period, Dal 
movimento femminista al femminismo diffuso.49 Initially, the various groups met up in women’s homes 

42Hence the formation of two local groups inspired by the psychoanalytical approach of Psych et Po, Gruppo Analisi and Gruppo di 
Pratica dell’Inconscio, at the end of 1973 and 1974 respectively.

43Lussana, p. 75.
44Other than the national feminist meetings promoted by the Milanese Via Cherubini collective, and the launch – again by Milanese 

feminists – of the first feminist magazine Sottosopra, which was meant to become the voice of the entire feminist movement, 
collective holidays also enhanced the creation of a feminist network.

45Lussana, p. 75.
46Carole Pateman, “Feminist Critiques of the Public/Private Dichotomy,” cited in Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits 

of Geographical Knowledge (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), p. 155.
47Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), p. 3.
48Vacchelli, “Milan 1970–1980,” pp. 32–33. For detailed references to existing scholarship in the field of feminist geography see also 

Vacchelli, “Geographies of Subjectivity.”
49Promoted by the Centro di studi storici sul Movimento di liberazione della donna in Italia, Dal movimento femminista al femmin-

ismo diffuso (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1985) draws on archival material and oral history interviews. Another key text on second-wave 
feminism from this period, not limited to but nevertheless focused on Milan, is Non credere di avere dei diritti. La generazione 
della libertà femminile nell’idea e nelle vicende di un gruppo di donne (Turin: Rosenberg & Sellier, 1987) by Libreria delle donne di 
Milano. A third text that deserves to be mentioned here is Percorsi del femminismo milanese a confronto. Fra privato e pubblico: 
legami da scoprire, nessi da reinventare, ed. by Anna del Bo Boffino (Milan: Guerini, 1996).
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and, in doing so, adopted the name of the street where the meetings took place: thus public and political 
life was brought within domestic walls and began to mix, with the result that borders between internal/
external and public/private broke down.50 Moreover, paths often crossed as the women attended multiple 
groups at the same time, and there was a strong fluidity and confrontation between the groups, with 
emphasis being placed on the idea of being together among women. The latter was at the heart of the 
practice of autocoscienza, which Elena Vacchelli defines as a separatist space “where feminist political 
subjectivity is discursively constructed in the relational, collectively shared experience of self-narration.”51 
Thus, where women previously lacked political (i.e., public) space and were confined to the domestic 
(i.e., private) sphere, the autocoscienza groups offered a first step towards a more political dimension, 
in the sense that women could collectively “elaborate theoretical and political self-reflections.”52

As we have seen, the modality of meeting up in what was nevertheless an intimate setting changed 
after the encounters with the French Psych et Po group in 1972–73, which introduced new ways of 
being among women and understanding women’s relations. Contemporaneously, the Milanese groups 
abandoned the private homes and began, instead, to use a rented space in Via Cherubini, which manged 
to accommodate the various groups within the growing feminist movement and which offered more 
autonomy and liberty. Around 1974, the autocoscienza groups that frequented Via Cherubini fell apart, 
in part because of the growing influence of Psych et Po, which induced a desire to break away from 
the “cerchio di bambine che si raccontano le loro cose da frustate” [sic].53 In fact, the two groups that 
remained were the Gruppo Analisi and Gruppo di Pratica dell’Inconscio; as we have seen, these drew 
on the psychoanalyitical approach introduced in Italy by Psych et Po, and played an important role 
in the search for a different, more physical and public women-only space for the analysis of women’s 
relations, as Fraire has observed: “La ricerca di spazi e luoghi dove le donne possano riunirsi tra loro 
e parlare, dove possono essere analizzati i loro rapporti partendo dalla materialità del corpo è propria 
dei collettivi in cui esiste la pratica dell’inconscio.”54

Eventually the space in Via Cherubini became too small to accommodate the ever growing number 
of feminists and, in 1976, they moved to an even larger location in Via Col di Lana; this represented a 
further attempt to create a separatist space to “concretizzare momenti di vita in commune tra donne 
che non siano solo quelli rappresentati dagli ambiti di discussione in una pratica di autocoscienza.”55 
In sum, the feeling that Milan failed to offer a space for new ways of being among women was strong 
in this period, as Calabrò and Grasso have noted: “Al di là infatti dei momenti vissuti insieme nei due 
convegni di Pinarella e di scelte di vita fatte sì tra donne, ma in un ambito strettamente privato, non 
esiste a Milano un luogo per le donne dove queste possano sperimentare realmente un nuovo modo 
di stare insieme.”56

In sum, half-way through the 1970s a different interpretation was elaborated of the “relational space 
of mutual exhibition” that the early practice of autocoscienza had represented, and the question that 
now arises is how the appropriation of such a “relational space” interacted with feminist activities of 
writing, publishing and bookselling.57

Publishing in a Separatist Space: Rivolta Femminile 

Our first case study takes us back, however, to the early years of second-wave feminism. Indeed, one of 
the first feminist groups in Italy to valorize the act of writing and publishing was Rivolta Femminile. 
Originally founded in Rome, Rivolta Femminile was led in Milan by art critic Carla Lonzi, also the prin-
cipal author of its notorious Manifesto in 1970. The Manifesto, which was remarkable for its flamboyant 

50Vacchelli, “Geographies of Subjectivity,” p. 777.
51Ibid., p. 773.
52Ibid.
53Melandri (2000), pp. 246–47.
54Fraire, p. 60.
55Calabrò and Grasso, p. 238.
56Calabrò and Grasso, p. 196.
57Vacchelli, “Milan 1970–1980,” p. 40; Vacchelli, “Geographies of Subjectivity,” p. 773.
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and experimental style,58 rejected the idea of emancipation and equality, calling instead for a recogni-
tion and self-awareness of women’s difference as a condition for true liberation. As Bracke explains: 
“Woman’s different life experiences, rooted in her physicality, were taken as the tool with which to 
dismantle male-centred universalism, fight subordination, articulate a new political consciousness and 
build a new social world.”59 Thus Rivolta Femminile was one of the first groups to practice separatism 
and autocoscienza, which in fact proved an important starting point for the development of relations 
among women in a space not contaminated by male-domainted politics and culture: 

L’autocoscienza ha costituito il punto di partenza per l’invenzione di una pratica politica autonoma che ha con-
sentito alle donne di trovare tempi, mezzi e luoghi in cui sperimentare nuove forme per ‘mettersi in relazione 
l’una all’altra e alle altre, [...] in un luogo collettivo non regolato dagli interessi maschili’.60

The act of self-exposure and reciprocal narration of the self was also a crucial step towards the develop-
ment and consolidation of feminist discourse and identity-building. For Rivolta Femminile, however, 
the problem was not so much that women should appropriate a physical space; rather, separatist space 
was conceived in terms of a psychological space, free from masculine power and subordination: “Finché 
gli lasceremo facoltà di giudizio sul diritto a un nostro spazio l’uomo non potrà fare a meno di occu-
parlo, poiché non è uno spazio fisico quello di cui si parla – sebbene esista anche lo spazio fisico di cui 
siamo private – ma uno spazio storico, psicologico e mentale.”61 In other words, Rivolta Femminile’s 
main concern was that of gaining self-awareness in a relational space, as Vacchelli has identified:

Feminist subjectivities in Milan have been shaped through the collective practice of consciousness-raising 
(autocoscienza) in separatist spaces. It is in this relational milieu that the narratives activist women established 
became important in defining their changing subjectivity and providing them with a sense of their identity in 
transformation.62

This did not, however, confine the group to an exclusively oral exchange; the so-called “presa di 
parola” that Rivolta promoted was both oral and written.63 For Lonzi, self-awareness was achieved 
through a direct confrontation with another woman, in that a woman uncovers her authenticity only 
when she seeks “la risonanza di sé nell’autenticità di un’altra donna perché capisce che il suo unico 
modo di ritrovare se stessa è nella sua specie.”64 In other words, “nell’autocoscienza si manifesta e 
trova riconoscimento la singolarità femminile.”65 However, since autocoscienza is effective only when 
practiced in an intimate setting, writing and publishing became a necessary means of communicat-
ing this “riconoscimento” to women outside of this intimate setting. As Maria Luisa Boccia explains, 
Lonzi “affida alla parola scritta il futuro dell’ autocoscienza. Ovvero la possibilità che quanto è stato 
significato e modificato nel presente, con la concreta pratica dei gruppi femministi, possa provocare 
coscienza di sé e mutamento in donne affatto differenti, che verranno dopo.”66 In fact, the group soon 
closed itself off from the rest of the women’s movement and did not directly participate in feminist 
demonstrations and other activities.67 It maintained that the strong fluidity (and hence, instability) 
of feminist groups in Milan did not allow for an authentic narration and communication of the self, 
and thus split into a series of small groups which did not accept new members.68

In order to promote its writings, and driven also by the need to remain autonomous, and therefore 
outside of the mainstream publishing market, Rivolta Femminile created its own publishing house, the 
Scritti di Rivolta Femminile. A 1978 catalogue description explains the decision as follows: “[R]ifiutare 
l’avallo di un editore esprimeva simbolicamente, oltre che praticamente, il nostro distacco dalla cultura, 

58Maria Luisa Boccia, Con Carla Lonzi. La mia opera è la mia vita (Rome: Ediesse, 2014), p. 43.
59Bracke, p. 20.
60Chiara Martucci, Libreria delle donne di Milano. Un laboratorio di pratica politica (Milan: FrancoAngeli, 2008), p. 10.
61Carla Lonzi, Sputiamo su Hegel, e altri scritti (Milan: et al., 2010), p. 118.
62Vacchelli, “Geographies of Subjectivity,” p. 769.
63Maria Luisa Boccia, “Postfazione,” in Lonzi, p. 123.
64Lonzi, p. 120.
65Boccia, Con Carla Lonzi, p. 61.
66Ibid., p. 60.
67Paola Bono and Sandra Kemp (eds.), Italian Feminist Thought: A Reader (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), p. 36.
68Calabrò and Grasso, pp. 162–63.
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e ci rendeva responsabili di noi stesse. [...] Per noi il punto è di prendere coscienza che la scoperta 
di sé passa attraverso la scrittura.”69 Rivolta Femminile’s position of autonomy and detachment from 
dominant male culture, which primarily took shape in the practice of separatism and autocoscienza – 
in the appropriation, that is, of a “spazio simbolico nel quale stare tra donne in modo non dipendente 
dall’uomo” – was therefore linked to the act of writing and publishing.70

Eventually, the challenges and shortcomings of separatism and autocoscienza proved too difficult 
to overcome; the group’s self-imposed isolation from the feminist movement, in favour of an intimate 
process of building self-awareness, which would then be shared with the outside world through the 
highly individual process of writing, clashed with the feminist “norms” of orality, anonymity, and 
collectivity that dominated in the early 1970s.71

Spreading the Word: the Libreria delle donne di Milano

By the mid-1970s the situation had changed, as we have seen, and the necessity of a more physical and 
public, women-only space became pressing. Thus, following the encounters with French feminism 
and the gradual dissolution of the autocoscienza groups, Milanese feminists developed a “specifically 
space-oriented strategy” of moving out of the private setting of the home and gaining separate spaces 
for women in the city.72 The Libreria delle donne di Milano is a good example of this sense that the 
“presa di coscienza” no longer sufficed and that women’s relations should no longer be restricted to 
the “gruppi di parola.”73 Not long after the Librairie des Femmes was founded in Paris, in a period that 
saw the creation of similar entities in Italy, the Libreria opened its doors just behind the Duomo, in 
the heart of Milan.74 The Libreria’s so-called “politica del fare” thus represented “una diffusa esigenza 
di concretezza, dopo molti anni di analisi e di parole,”75 and an explicit desire to appropriate a space 
in the public sphere: “La libreria è un posto sulla strada, in cui si entra facilmente senza chiedere 
permesso. Abbiamo così voluto aprire un luogo che è politico per la semplice ragione che in esso le 
donne possono incontrarsi senza rinchiudersi nel privato.”76

Other than bookselling, the Libreria mostly engaged in cultural activities (seminars, reading groups, 
etc), but did not actively participate in radical, feminist activism. Its main concern was to “diffon-
dere, discutere e approfondire il ‘nuovo’ che [le donne] pensano e scrivono perché possa diventare 
una ricchezza collettiva.”77 Differently from the radical bookshops of the British Women’s Liberation 
Movement, for example, which placed great importance on the rediscovery of earlier women’s writing,78 
the Libreria was more interested in the circulation of contemporary women’s writing and theory, and 
in the promotion of these texts in a commercial setting.79 Consequently, it became a crucial asset in 
the “feminist subaltern counterpublic” in this period, when the women’s movement expanded con-
siderably and the need for more visible and central points of reference became stronger.80 A feminist 

69“Rivolta Femminile,” Herstory. Gruppi e collettivi femministi a Roma nel Lazio degli anni ’70 ad oggi, available at: http://www.
herstory.it/rivolta-femminile.

70Boccia, Con Carla Lonzi, p. 63. Publications by Scritti di Rivolta Femminile include Lonzi’s highly infuential Sputiamo su Hegel 
(1970), which sold almost 20,000 copies and was translated into several languages, and La donna clitoridea e la donna vaginale 
(1971); Alice Martinelli’s Autocoscienza (1975); and the collective volume È già politica (1977).

71Fraire, p. 183. Moreover, Rivolta Femminile struggled to promote the published works independently and without financial sup-
port; it relied on voluntary work and a feminist network which was still very weak in the early years of second-wave feminism. 
Codognotto and Moccagatta, p. 17.

72Vacchelli, “Milan 1970–1980,” p.40.
73Cited in Martucci, p. 9.
74For example the Biblioteca delle donne di Parma and the feminist publishing house La Tartaruga both opened in 1975.
75Martucci, p. 11; Lussana, p. 87. The Libreria was funded by voluntary work and donations, which shows that the project had the 

support of the local community.
76Fondazione Elvira Badaracco, Archivio del feminismo collection, envelope 43, bundle 1.
77Martucci, p. 9.
78Thus Forster observed how British second-wave feminists “did much to recover and reprint the long history of female writing […]. 

Earlier feminist writing was both a valued legacy in the second wave and a conduit for new generations of feminists to learn from 
feminist foremothers.” Forster, p. 812.

79Cited in Martucci, p. 9.
80Nancy Fraser cited in Kristen Hogan, “Women’s Studies in Feminist Bookstores: ‘All the Women’s Studies Women would Come in’”, 

Signs 33.3 (2008), 595–621, p. 596.
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subaltern counterpublic refers to spaces of “withdrawal and regroupment” as well as “training grounds 
for agitational activities directed toward larger publics.”81 Thus, contrary to the intimate dimension 
of the relational spaces in which Rivolta Femminile produced its writings, here we witness a concrete 
attempt to appropriate a more physical and public separatist space for the the collective discussion 
of women’s writing in a bid to develop a feminist discourse that could be accessible to a wider public.

Nevertheless, the political project of the Libreria was not restricted to the reading, discussing and 
selling of women’s writings alone. Influenced by Psych et Po’s theories of sexual difference, the Libreria 
engaged in a search for symbolic female reference points and, more importantly, a different language 
– or “linguaggio sessuato” – that could give expression to this sexual difference. Not dissimilar from 
Lonzi’s ideas about the “riconoscimento” of women’s singularity, this search for female reference points 
represents “la mediazione indispensabile per indagare e significare la differenza di nascere di sesso 
femminile, in un contesto in cui tutte le categorie per interpretare la realtà sono espressione di un 
soggetto maschile che eleva se stesso a punto di riferimento universale e neutro.”82 These and other 
theories developed by the Libreria were distributed through a very limited number of publications of 
their own, including Non credere di avere dei diritti. La generazione della libertà femminile nell’idea e 
nelle vicende di un gruppo di donne (1987) which had a strong impact on the development of Italian 
feminism. In the 1970s, however, the Libreria’s principal aim and contribution to the feminist cause 
was that of providing a public space for women. This testifies to the transition away from the private 
groups – and mostly oral practices – of the early 1970s and towards the constitution of a more visible 
public space; it also suggests a more explicit link between the appropriation of space and the devel-
opment of a feminist discourse.83 In other words, the project initiated by Rivolta Femminile, that of 
gaining self-awareness in a relational space of mutual exhibition which was oral as well as written, 
made way for a specifically space-oriented strategy when the appropriation of a more public, separatist 
space became necessary for the development of a new understanding of women’s relations.

Writing as Empowerment: The 150 Hours Monographic Courses in Affori

Our third and last example of the appropriation of a relational, women-only space which was linked 
to the act of writing, is that of the 150 hours monographic courses held between 1976 and 1986 in 
Affori, a working-class suburb in the North of Milan. The 150 hours scheme - first introduced in 
1973 – allowed 150 hours of paid leave for educational purposes.84 It was initiated by the new national 
agreement of metalworkers, but the right to such courses was applied in other industrial sectors as 
well, and the scheme is generally considered to be one of the major achievements of the trade unions 
in the 1970s. Women trade unionists in the CGIL and CISL soon created women-only courses, also 
known as the corsi monografici, which provided not just basic schooling but had cultural aspirations 
as well. In Turin, one such course led to the creation of a women’s trade union, the Intercategoriale 
Donne Cgil Cisl Uil, and the scheme became a prime recruiting ground for feminism in Turin.85

The case of Affori was quite different; Judith Hellman has argued that in Lombardy’s capital the mon-
ographic courses were less determined by trade unions and more integrated in educational and social 
services. Consequently they were more reliant on regional funding and less influenced by feminism.86 

81Ibid., p. 597.
82Martucci, p. 12.
83This project was anticipated, a few years earlier, when members of the future bookshop launched the idea of a feminist magazine, 

the abovementioned Sottosopra. The need to create “uno strumento di dibattito e collegamento tra i gruppi” pre-announced the 
desire to leave behind the experiences and practices of the many small collectives, and develop a more centralized project and 
space of confrontation. Martucci, p. 9. As Forster observes, the “production of a feminist magazine […] was an achievable way of 
bringing different political identities and hinterlands, as well as women’s diverse skills, to political effect.” Forster, p. 813.

84Nicoletta Giorda, Fare la differenza. L’esperienza dell’Intercategoriale donne di Torino. 1975–1986 (Turin: Edizioni Angolo Manzoni, 
2007), p. 146.

85Giorda, p. 96; Bracke, p. 57.
86Hellman, p. 98.



ITALIAN STUDIES﻿    93

Accordingly, the courses in Affori did not originate within a specific feminist framework, as did Rivolta 
Femminile and the Libreria, and the fact that all participants were women was not a deliberate, sep-
aratist choice but mostly the result of a timetabling issue. Yet, feminist ways of being among women 
did eventually influence the courses, not least through the active involvement of Lea Melandri (and 
other local feminists). Melandri came to Milan in 1966 from a provincial town in Emilia Romagna, 
and after a year of unemployment and rough living she became a teacher in a secondary school and, 
eventually, one of the teachers in the 150 hours monographic courses in a school in Affori.87 The first 
course was launched in 1976, in response to the request of some twenty local women who were mostly 
looking for an opportunity to meet other people.88 As Melandri wrote about the origins of the courses,

la motivazione che le aveva spinte a tornare a scuola era stata, già allora, più che il desiderio di un lavoro, l’occa-
sione di vivere un’esperienza di socialità nuova, e la possibilità di avvicinarsi, attraverso lo studio, alla conoscenza 
di se stesse e di quella parte del reale, rimasto sempre esterno all’ambito della famiglia, più sognato che vissuto.89

Due to a problem with the timetable, one of the courses was eventually attended almost exclusively 
by housewives, and the themes discussed in this class eventually focused on issues related to women’s 
conditions, family and the environment.90 More interestingly, the women began producing writings 
of their own, “spontaneamente sotto la spinta del desiderio di raccontarsi con una libertà fino allora 
sconosciuta,” which were published at the end of the course year.91 Here the desire to write therefore 
originated more spontaneously than in the case studies discussed previously.

The writing activities seem to be unique to the Affori case; monographic courses in other cities 
normally produced only minutes or participants’ feedback, but not actual writing experiments. In 

Figure 2.  Melandri with participants in the 150 hours monographic courses in Affori. Reproduced with the permission of Lea Melandri.

87Melandri, “Il femminismo a Milano Anni ’70.”
88Lea Melandri and Liliana Moro, interview with author, 18 June 2015.
89Fondazione Elvira Badaracco, Lea Melandri collection, envelope 44, bundle 1.
90Fondazione Elvira Badaracco, Archivio del feminismo collection, “Nuove tendenze nelle 150 ore della scuola di base. Commissione 

di formazione 150 ore,” envelope 43, bundle 5.
91Lea Melandri, “L’esperienza dei corsi delle donne. Il corso ‘150’ di via Gabbro 6. La Cooperativa ‘Gervasia Broxon.’ 1976-1986,” posted 

on Melandri’s Facebook profile, 20 April 2015.
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Affori, instead, writing became a fundamental tool, an “elemento forte di conoscenza,”92 and a means 
to narrate one’s personal experiences: “Per le corsiste era la riscoperta di una vita trascorsa all’interno 
della famiglia alla luce di una consapevolezza nuova.”93 The Affori monographic courses, then, offer 
perhaps the best – or most complete – example of a relational space of mutual exhibition, also because 
they were held in an area which was more acessible to the women who participated. Through the act of 
writing and the collective discussion of their writings, the women managed to escape their domestic 
segregation and relate to each other and to their own self in an entirely new way.

This was not, however, some advanced form of autocoscienza; Melandri had absorbed the psycho-
analytical lens of Psych et Po and was a founding member of the Gruppo di Pratica dell’Inconscio. 
Contrary to autocoscienza, the “pratica dell’inconscio” implied a dual and analytical confrontation as 
opposed to group exchange.94 Differently though from the Libreria, whose members had also been 
influenced by French feminism and who had also rejected the practice of autocoscienza, Melandri 
argued that the analysis of women’s relations must not be reduced to a “lettura schematica e normativa 
della differenza sessuale.”95 Instead it should consider individual stories, which can only emerge through 
attention to the “materia psichica”: “è solo attraverso la presa di coscienza, l’analisi delle fantasie e dei 
desideri, che si possono ritrovare modi meno coati e deformati di rapportarsi fra uomini e donne.”96

This “presa di coscienza,” which for many of the participants meant moving away from the domestic 
setting of their daily lives, is illustrated particularly well by the following poem written by one of the 
participants, significantly entitled “Parlare”:

Per imparare bene a parlare,
a scuola andai,
ma in tre mesi
ben poco imparai.
Stretta tra i denti
la mia lingua sta,
e non ne vuole sapere
di spiegarsi verso,
chi ascoltare sta.
Tremula è la mia voce
nel parlare, cuore, gambe
tremano nel volerla
ella spiegar.
Fatti forte voce mia
che alcun male c’è
e certamente nell’ascoltarla
nessun ride di te.97

The courses continued in the following years but without funds from local institutions, so that 
economic demands became increasingly important for both participants and teachers, who were 
working on a voluntary basis. For that reason, financial support was sought in 1980 via a European 
funding scheme. This, however, required a more legal format and the course participants and teachers 
were forced to merge into a typographical cooperative, the Cooperativa Gervasia Broxson, which also 
aimed at the cultural and professional formation of women.98 This now presented a new challenge, as 
the women involved had to develop new skills and capacities:

Quella realtà che era stata fino allora vista solo attraverso lo studio, diventa un terreno quotidiano su cui verificare 
le proprie capacità, ma anche le proprie fantasie, emozioni, incertezze. Si lasciano vedere e comprendere sia la 
vitalità e le energie nascoste delle donne, che le componenti distruttive di un’esperienza che ha conosciuto finora 
solo, o prevalentemente, l’isolamento, il silenzio o il pieno rumoroso della casa.99

92Lea Melandri and Liliana Moro, interview with author, 18 June 2015.
93Melandri, “L’esperienza dei corsi delle donne.”
94Martucci, p. 13.
95Cited in Martucci, p. 20.
96Ibid.
97Fondazione Elvira Badaracco, Lea Melandri collection, envelope 44, bundle 4.
98Melandri, “L’esperienza dei corsi delle donne.”
99Fondazione Elvira Badaracco, Lea Melandri collection, envelope 44, bundle 1.
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Eventually, the Cooperative closed down as a result of financial problems and internal conflicts, but 
the experiences of the 150 hours monographic courses continued through the creation of the Libera 
Università delle Donne in 1986, still active today.

In conclusion, if the Libreria delle donne di Milano moved away from the intimate and oral auto-
coscienza practices of early feminism, which formed the basis of the self-reflective writings of Rivolta 
Femminile, toward a more concrete project of sharing feminist knowledge in a public space, the 150 
monographic courses led by Melandri in Affori – and the subsequent experience of the Cooperativa 
Gervasia Broxson – best reflect that search for a room of one’s own that Virginia Woolf had envisaged; 
a relational and autonomous space outside of the private and domestic setting of the participants’ 
daily lives where, through the act of writing and sharing their writing, women could discover an 
authentic sense of self. Contrary to Rivolta Femminile, this project of self-discovery did not take 
shape in the intimate and private context of sharing experiences through autocoscienza, but adopted 
psychoanalytical tools for the “opera di scavo e introspezione” that was deemed necessary for an 
authentic “presa di coscienza.”100 Differently from the Libreria, the Affori experience represented a 
more personal operation, focused as it was on the discovery of the inner self through emotional (re)
visitations of dreams and desires.101

Conclusion

To conclude I draw, once more, on one of Melandri’s personal recollections of Milan:
Il primo anno non è stato facile: senza lavoro, senza fissa dimora, ho dormito qualche volta qui in stazione, sulle 
panchine, ospite di una coppia di compaesani, in pensioni di basso costo. Ma, insieme a paure e angosce, c’era 
l’euforia di un nuovo inizio e la sicurezza che in una città così grande nessuno avrebbe potuto trovarmi e ripor-
tarmi a casa. Ho amato Milano per le sue strade, i suoi tram, i suoi bar, le sue cabine telefoniche, i suoi parchi. 
L’anonimato mi faceva, paradossalmente, sentire protetta.102

Figure 3.  Participants in the 150 hours monographic courses in Affori. Reproduced with the permission of Lea Melandri.

100Melandri cited in Martucci, p. 20.
101Other differences with the Libreria include the peripheral area in which the monographic courses were held, as opposed to the 

central location of the Libreria, and the different class and educational backgrounds of the two groups.
102Melandri, “Il femminismo a Milano Anni ’70.”
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Melandri’s testimony illustrates the opportunities Milan offered to men and especially women in the 
early years of second-wave feminism. Milan, which was not a traditionally working-class city but one 
where industrial activity was “counterbalanced by the city’s crucial commercial and financial roles,”103 
offered economic independence and escape from provincial places, and therefore more personal free-
dom than elsewhere. This was also because Milan was part of the industrial triangle of the North, as 
well as a “window on continental Europe.”104 In short, city life offered a “potential space of individual 
freedom,” and free movement across space and access to the public sphere – as opposed to the domestic 
segregation to which women had historically been subject – was therefore a crucial element in the 
development of a feminist, political subjectivity in those years.105

Other important factors in the rise of Milanese feminism were the experience of the 1968 protest 
movement, countercultural movements and transnational interactions with feminists from the United 
States and especially France. Thus, Milanese feminists introduced important feminist texts and prac-
tices into Italy, in particular after the encounters with the French Psych et Po collective in 1972–1973.

It is within this mix of transnational, national and local interactions and influences that feminism 
in Milan developed a search for a female subjectivity which was intricately connected to the appro-
priation of a separatist, women-only space “where feminist political subjectivity [was] discursively 
constructed in the relational, collectively shared experience of self-narration.”106 From the start, the 
appropriation of space was linked to the creative and empowering act of writing and publishing. Thus 
the writings and publishing activities of Rivolta Femminile in the early 1970s represented an indis-
pensable means for communicating the feminist “presa di coscienza,” independently of patriarchal 
society and culture.107 After the important encounter with French feminism, which introduced a new 
understanding of women’s relations while drawing on psychoanalytical tools, in the mid-1970s this 
“presa di coscienza” made way for the more concrete and public “politica del fare,” as illustrated by the 
project of the Libreria delle donne di Milano. In this feminist subaltern counterpublic, “presa di cosci-
enza” was intended not in terms of a communication of a female subjectivity through the individual 
act of writing (and publishing), but as the “awareness of a need to give roots to women’s culture by 
organising public debates and circulating theoretical reflections.”108 The more personal and emotional 
writing experiment of Melandri’s 150 hours monographic courses in Affori, finally, represents perhaps 
the most authentic attempt at the discovery of the self in a relational space.

In conclusion, if women’s collective action in Milan was strongly motivated, throughout the 1970s 
(but especially around 1975), by the appropriation of women-only spaces, this process linked self-dis-
covery and identity formation to the empowering act of producing and circulating women’s writing. 
As illustrated in these lines from another one of Melandri’s poems, where a parallel is drawn between 
the “room” of the woman writer and the act of giving birth (“pareti dilatate” also means cervical 
dilatation), writing reflects the empowering act of giving birth to an authentic female subjectivity:

Una stanza tutta per sé 
ha pareti dilatate come le geografie del mondo 
e cunicoli a fondo cieco 
come la materia dei sogni.109

103Hellman, p. 56; p. 81.
104Hellman, p. 83.
105Vacchelli, “Milan 1970-1980,” p. 33.
106Vacchelli, “Geographies of Subjectivity,” p. 773.
107Another Milanese group that lent importance to the “presa di coscienza” through writing and publishing is the already mentioned 

Anabasi. Other than Donne è bello, the group also published Al femminile, an explicit attempt at creating a new language within 
a different relational space, free from the constraints and limitations of the mixed political groups of the 1968 movement, which 
left no space for women to express themselves.

108Vacchelli, “Milan 1970–1980,” p. 44.
109Lea Melandri, from the post entitled “Interni,” published on Facebook on 12 September 2016.
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