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Lauren Duncan: We would like to start with a conversation about your childhood, first of all with your family. What does or did your parents do? 

Carla Catena: Yes, so my parents...keep in mind that I am 56 so my dad’s already gone and my mom is 79, they are part of that generation of people born before or during the war.[footnoteRef:1] My dad did a lot of work when he was a boy, he didn’t study, I believe that, if I’m not mistaken, he began what’s now not even called middle school, maybe it was called “vocational training”[footnoteRef:2] or something like that; because then in ‘63 in Italy there was a school reform[footnoteRef:3] which opened it up to everybody. One very important thing. My mom also didn’t go to high school but she did go to middle school, but she never worked, however she had a huge desire to work but apparently culturally it was difficult, even if it was a peaceful family; my parents didn’t have a violent relationship, they got along well, they really loved each other I would say; but culturally it was this: there were roles and so mom stayed home. What she tried to do in some way to fulfill herself; because her desire was always to be a teacher, it was to babysit. Every so often someone would tell her if she could watch the children and she would take them on for maybe some years. On the other hand my dad did many jobs since he was very little, he always told me about them, for example: he also worked with the English because he was born in 1930 so during the war he started to do things at age 13-14, any job, for example he worked at the port when he was living in Ancona[footnoteRef:4]: unloading things and then he started to work in a hardware store or something like that; and so he evolved professionally, he had a bit of a career. He was what today we would call a travelling salesman: he went around selling. In some way he also had an evolution. In short they were two simple parents, not cultured but they gave me many opportunities because in any case at home there were always newspapers and books, I was always told that I had to study, but because it was important to be able to improve myself and then, all of my family was always like this, it was also time like…, of the left,[footnoteRef:5] communists.[footnoteRef:6] In Italy we were a bit divided in two parts, the culture, the fact of being able to study to have a material revolution too beyond the intellectual was always considered a very important value, for which I will always be grateful.  [1:  The Silent Generation encompasses people born from 1927 to 1945, just before and during World War II. (“Silent Generation.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silent_Generation. Accessed 10 November 2023.)]  [2:  Vocational training teaches people skills for a career in a specific trade or craft. (“Vocational education.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vocational_education. Accessed 10 November 2023.)]  [3:  Prior to the 1963 reforms, students could choose to continue their classic education or enter vocational school upon completion of primary school. The reforms eliminated the vocational schools and standardized the primary and middle school path for students. (“Education in Italy.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education_in_Italy. Accessed 10 November 2023.)]  [4:  Ancona is a port city in central Italy along the northeastern coast. (“Ancona.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancona. Accessed 10 November 2023.)]  [5:  Left-wing politics are characterized by the belief that a radical change in society is needed to reduce inequalities. (“Left-wing politics.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Left-wing_politics. Accessed 10 November 2023.)]  [6:  Communism is a social, political, and economic philosophy with the goal of eliminating inequality by allowing workers to own the means of production and distributing resources based on need. (“Communism.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communism. Accessed 10 November 2023.)] 


LD: Do you have sisters or brothers?

CC: No, I’m an only child.

LD: Were there other important relatives while you were growing up? 

CC: But important...if they have to be a fundamental figure maybe no, I have to say, truthfully no, no. 

	Bruno Grazioli: You have brought up an issue. Speaking of political values, the political ideals did you received. Political education. Was there talk of politics? (...)

CC: Yes it was important, in fact I also connect a bit to the discourse of relatives. In the sense that: I grew up in this family where politics was very important, there was a political commitment in the whole family. And political commitment really meant doing activities, having a party card,[footnoteRef:7] having meetings, reading, informing yourself, doing whatever you could based on your own abilities or predispositions within a group of activists; so I grew up in this environment, which was normal--it wasn’t a strange thing then in Italy in the late 60s and 70s, I was born in ‘63, it was normal. So the values that my parents transmitted to me were about justice, social justice, I don’t know how to say what I mean...to fight for the weakest or for equality, these were the fundamental values, so the right to have the opportunity to do things, the possibility of being able to study, of being able to be treated, so being able to  have a hospital, being able to have a school. [7:  Having a “party card” refers to having membership in a political party. (“Card-carrying communist.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Card-carrying_communist. Accessed 11 November 2023.)] 


	LD: What is your first political action?

CC: Growing up in this way when I was 13-14 I already wanted to do something, but to tell the truth I was still little. Besides, I was born in the Marche[footnoteRef:8] in Ancona where there is a situation rather, I don’t know how to say it: close-minded. Ancona is a seaside town, there’s a port, theoretically it’s very open but actually it’s a rather closed city. So the space I found to do something was inside the places where my parents were; so I began there. I began to go to the Festa dell'Unità [a festival organized by the Communist Party newspaper], which back then had a completely different meaning, where they did so many activities. I remember really well that when I was 13-14 there was a lot of talk, for example: about the abortion law,[footnoteRef:9] about family counseling,[footnoteRef:10] and then the rights of the family were reformed[footnoteRef:11] a little while before, that was done in ‘70. In short they were years of particularly big changes. So these things, I experienced these things with older women, who were around my mom’s age or a bit younger or a bit older; anyway being in a party, still politics today is sexist, so there wasn’t a space for women, but anyway the festival gave us something to do in this sense. Moreover, being there and not in a city like Bologna,[footnoteRef:12] Milano,[footnoteRef:13] or Rome,[footnoteRef:14] I hadn’t seen the first feminist movements, there was nothing like this there. What was it? In Ancona there was the UDI [Unione Donne Italiane, a non-profit association to encourage women’s empowerment], I don’t know if anyone has already mentioned it to you, it’s a historical feminist association, that still exists, that anyway was very connected to the Communist Party. How had the Communist Party done in Italy? Practically speaking there was: l'Arci [Associazione Recreativa e Culturale Italiana, general organization to encourage social interaction], which was the recreation space, of culture, of sport, even if sport was more within the UISP [Unione Italiana Sport per Tutti, general organization to encourage participation in sports]. And then there was the UDI, which was the women’s space, which was very important in the Italian landscape until the first feminist groups came out. But in doing this, I learned so much about contraception,[footnoteRef:15] already when I was 13-14 years old, which was a strange thing, in the sense that not everybody had the opportunity to learn about it. I learned what abortion was, what clandestine abortion[footnoteRef:16] was, and so there I began, if we want to talk about feminism; if we want to talk about politics it was the same thing. Then after, with high school I started to do politics at school, those were the years in Italy of reform, called the Delegate Decrees,[footnoteRef:17] which for the first time both students and parents who’d never gone to high school entered high school. Now I don’t remember if it was 1972. [8:  Marche, or the Marches, is a region in central Italy along the eastern coast. (“Marche.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marche. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [9:  Italy legalized abortion in 1978 and voted against a 1981 referendum that would have repealed it. (“Abortion in Italy.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abortion_in_Italy. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [10:  Family planning is the process of strategizing when someone would like to have children and using contraceptive techniques to maintain their plan. Family planning centers provide counseling services for family planning. (“Family planning.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family_planning. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [11:  Italy legalized divorce in 1970. (“Women in Italy.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women_in_Italy. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [12:  Bologna is a large city in northern Italy. (“Bologna.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bologna. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [13:  Milan, or Milano, is a large city in northern Italy. (“Milan.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milan. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [14:  Rome is Italy’s capital city, located in the central region of the country. (“Rome.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rome. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [15:  Contraception refers to strategies and tools for preventing pregnancy. (“Birth control.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Birth_control. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [16:  Clandestine abortion is an abortion performed when safe medical care for an abortion is not accessible or legal, often performed by an unqualified individual in an unsafe setting. (“Unsafe abortion.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unsafe_abortion. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [17:  The Decreti Delegati, or Delegate Decrees, were a set of regulatory measures enacted in Italy in 1973 and 1974 that organized the structure of the educational system, established institutions that manage it, and established legal protections for school staff. (“Provvedimenti delegati sulla scuola.” Wikipedia. https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Provvedimenti_delegati_sulla_scuola. Accessed 11 November 2023.)] 


BG: ‘74.

CC: Ah yes ‘74. Even that was an important experience, politics was also done at school: both really for the school, so the school reform and for the programs, for the study of history, because you used to say, but I think that they say it today, too, that you never learned anything contemporary, because at school you always study the past and then the last year of elementary school, middle school, even in high school you don’t ever get anything contemporary, you barely get to study World War II, and it’s still like this today. I am 56 years old and did this years ago, and yet it’s still like this. So I started to do politics in school too. The politics of students was connected to what was the politics of that time, too, for example: I remember when Aldo Moro was kidnapped,[footnoteRef:18] I was in my first year of high school, that was an important event, everyone was involved in it, the terrorism years, in ‘77 I had been in Bologna for a year, it’s not what you heard about so much in 1977, but we knew this, for example in Bologna Francesco Lo Russo had been killed[footnoteRef:19] and all of that was the organization of the movement in Bologna and so on. This was the beginning of my approach to politics.  [18:  In 1978, Italy’s former Prime Minister, Aldo Moro, was kidnapped and murdered by a far-left militant group. (“Aldo Moro.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aldo_Moro. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [19:  Francesco Lorusso was a member of a far-left militant group in Italy. He was killed during a police intervention in a conflict between a far-left and far-right group. (“Francesco Lorusso.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francesco_Lorusso. Accessed 11 November 2023.)] 


	LD: Who did you do this activism with when you were 13 or 14?

CC: I did it with the students and with some leftist student groups.

LD: Not with your parents?
 
CC: No, no. Well, I was always involved with my parents, for example in the evenings they organized meetings, so in some way I also participated but no, I didn’t do it, I didn’t have a party card because I was little. 

BG: Still speaking of growing up in your family what were the messages about gender and sexuality? Was there talk of gender, of sexuality? Or were those unintentionally...?

CC: Yes, yes, it was talked about. Regarding gender and gender stereotypes it wasn’t a discussion that we took on, it was a point of fact, I never felt limitations, partly being an only child I didn’t have the comparison, for example, with a brother, I don’t know if I had had a brother how they would have known me, you are equal or not. I felt rather free. I was never told to not do this or that because you’re a little girl. Never really, I just don’t have a memory of it. But not that it was done because there was an awareness, I don’t believe that there was the will to educate me without gender stereotypes. There was simply, maybe the will to educate me well with their values that maybe were most important, those that I talked about earlier, those of solidarity and justice, social values, rather than: you are a female so you have to behave like this and you have to do that. I always perceived this. Then talking just between us in confidence or quietly about sexuality--this isn’t, for example, something I always tell, and I find that it wasn’t so for everyone then: in my family we didn’t ever have this shame of roaming around the house naked, I don’t know, of hiding oneself and of covering up, it wasn’t ever done here, there was always a lot of freedom to live peacefully, showing your body, I mean stay in your house quietly and don’t worry if you leave the bathroom and maybe you’re not dressed. I think this was an important thing. Another positive thing was that at home there were magazines that talked about sexuality. In particular in Italy there is a magazine, that I think was around for about ten years, but I could be talking nonsense because I’m not sure about it, that was called…”Di più”? [More] I don’t remember...Anyway, it was a magazine that wasn’t necessarily aimed at women let’s say, that also talked about sexuality really explicitly, and it also talked about very concrete things like: orgasm, what it means to make love. Obviously it talked about it in a heterosexual sense, that is I don’t remember in my memory that it ever talked about sexuality between two people of the same sex, or gender things. I don’t remember the name of the magazine-- if you might be interested I’ll look for it and send it to you because I think in that period the magazine was important just for this reason. 

BG: You’re still talking about the 70s?

CC: Yes, the early 70s. It is titled: Due più [Two More]. Now I remember. And I remember that my mom would buy it because it was something that we all read, so we didn’t talk about it but we would all read it, that’s to say that I wasn’t ever forbidden access, even if it talked about sex. And then there was also: We Women, which was the UDI weekly. So that was also a historical women’s weekly that I think only exists online now. Even there they certainly talked about women’s emancipation,[footnoteRef:20] because they used this word: women’s emancipation, now it’s not used anymore. When I hear it is gives me the chills. The feminine question...back then we talked about the feminine question. And then I lost the thread... [20:  Women’s emancipation encompasses autonomy, freedom from violence, and equality to men under law. (“Women’s rights.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women%27s_rights. Accessed 11 November 2023.)] 


BG: In what way do you think you are a product of your family? 

CC: Well, for example as far as activism, absolutely. It is something that really comes to me from there, and it comes to me also, for example: I realize doing activism; It’s true that being this age I had ways of beginning to do politics as a lesbian in a moment where the lesbian activists were separatists.[footnoteRef:21] Basically we can say that at the end of the 80s LGBT activists didn’t exist, they didn’t exist, there already were some gay and trans people, and especially M to F trans,[footnoteRef:22] who were doing politics because they had to because if you let people see you, you begin to do politics because you have to and begin to see yourself doing it, wanting the possibility of living your own life, and then there were the lesbians who to this day, because at the core things don’t change much, they live with double oppression,[footnoteRef:23] at least we whites live with double oppression. So I began from there, because I was 26-27 years old, and they were the separatism years. But, I want to say that the period of growing up in my family with respect to politics gave me the possibility of also learning to understand what it means to do politics beyond the fact that you are doing politics because you’re doing politics with lesbians or because you’re doing politics within the LGBT community. So building relationships, trying to work toward goals, that’s something I learned in the years when I learned the importance of politics.  [21:  Separatism is advocacy for the political separation of a particular group. (“Separatism.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Separatism. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [22:  M to F trans refers to a person who has transitioned from a male gender role to a female gender role. (“Transsexual.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transsexual. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [23:  Double oppression refers to the combined effect of belonging to two marginalized groups for characteristics such as gender, race, class, or sexuality. (“Triple oppression.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Triple_oppression. Accessed 11 November 2023.)] 


	LD: Do you have a coming out story? In the United States more movements (…)? Do you have a story that you share with others? 

CC: Yes, when I talk about it I tell it, but it isn’t a particularly exceptional story. On the contrary, because this part was a little disappointing in my political development in the family in the sense that then and now, when I started thinking about it, I say, I am a lesbian. Before beginning to have experiences with women I also was with men and I didn’t think I was a lesbian, I didn’t think anything, that is, obviously like all people who don’t know that they’re heterosexual and don’t give a damn about being heterosexual because nobody asks you about it. But then this thing happened and I understood that I was fine like this. I was convinced that it would be simple in the family because I thought: well, until now we’ve never had a problem talking, directly or indirectly talking about so many things, we also experienced so many things with a political affinity, so it seems strange to me that it won’t go well if I say this. And instead I had a little trouble. In the sense that I began to feel that I was struggling, I wasn’t able to find a way to talk about it. Then I said, okay, I start by talking about it with my mom, and it was a tragedy in the sense that I had planned a day where I was with her, I was already living in Bologna because I was 27, or something like that, and so I gave a really long speech to come to (!); now I laugh but at the time it wasn’t really fun. I gave a long speech and at a certain point my mom asked me “but you won’t tell me that you’re a lesbian?” And I told her “no”. That is the first time that I tried, I made a speech where you could tell that I wanted to tell her that I was a lesbian and she told me, but she said it in such an angry way, as if to say “but what the hell are you telling me” and at a certain point I told her “no”. So then it took me years to return to this difficult subject. In the meantime my father died. So it was a somewhat complicated time, because my dad died when I was 33, so after five or six years I had made this attempt. So then a few more years passed, and so then finally I told her. But my mom has never hindered me, she’s a very discreet person, very reserved, not intrusive. This has its pros and cons in the sense that she isn’t a particularly warm woman, but the fact that she knows what her limits are is important. So this surely helped me. So let’s say that we don’t talk about it. Then I always introduced my girlfriends or my partners. But it isn’t an issue…, then I didn’t start a family. I am a part of a certain generation of lesbians, lesbians my age don’t have children in Italy; unless they had them because they wanted to, but maybe they did it with a friend or during a period where they were in a relationship and then after they had a child: bye. It is really so. Yes, certainly if I had had a different planning then: a family, some children, etcetera, it would have been different. Now I’ve been single for two years but I’ve always brought my girlfriends, my mother knows when I lived with someone that we were girlfriends, if I met someone but my mom didn’t talk about it and she also knew well that I didn’t want to fight about this issue, on this thing here, that is it makes me suffer a bit but...It is what it is. It isn’t a nice coming out. 

BG: Now let’s move on to a question that has to do with...In your story, and also in your coming out story, what is the part that you think was the most important to communicate with others? What can others learn? What do you think is important that can be communicated to others from an experience of suffering?  


BG: Yes.

CC: With respect to coming out, I also always say one thing when we talk about Coming Out Day,[footnoteRef:24] which is in October if I’m not mistaken, the 11th of October I think. Usually we always do something on this, maybe for younger girls. Coming out is important, I think it’s important especially for yourself because if you don’t do it you have a bad life. I came out to everyone, I have always done it everywhere and the stumbling block that was the family, that I didn’t overcome very well, in the sense that I don’t have a mother who’s happy about this; clearly she doesn’t say to me, she has never said to me, but if she was happy maybe she would talk about it, she would ask me questions. She doesn’t ask me if I have a boyfriend or if I’m going to marry, and this is already a lot. In the sense that clearly she doesn’t give a damn about this stuff here, of wanting to know at all cost. So it’s important to do it only if and when we feel like doing it. Coming out shouldn’t be forced. It probably has to be a goal, I think it would have to be a goal, because when we free ourselves of this, when we say it, we are better then. So I think that the most important thing is to do it in your own time, feeling that this is the moment, and then do it, because then for your friends, even if there are always ugly surprises with friends, it’s simpler; usually those who are close to you, if they love you, already know it, usually, or anyway listen and take you as you are, not saying: ah, well, anyway... So I think this is an important thing for activism and for being together in the community: coming out when you’re in a protected and safe space which is usually what you try to construct within the community. Surely it’s something that’s good for you, it’s something that empowers you and so this strength then helps you but also helps other people, this is important, I mean it’s important that there are open spaces where...Now we talk a lot about inclusion, we are talking a lot about this issue and we’re also in some way questioning the word “inclusion”. Because the same word “inclusion” means that you are someone who can open a door to someone else, so there’s someone who starts with a  privilege. While instead we should really try to construct some open spaces without doors to open and close. In this sense right now it’s a fundamental thing for me and there’s a need to work for this, and I think that it is very connected to the discourse of coming out and of visibility; and of being able to be visible and of being able to live your truth as it is. Something comes to mind that I would like to say but I don’t know if it’s pertinent. This discourse of inclusion and of spaces is very important and there are some people, and one person in particular who inspired me, but not just me, obviously, who’s an activist, feminist, lesbian whose name I won’t give because now she isn’t…, with disabilities, she led many of us to reflect on inclusion. In February we did a rather large event, important here in Bologna with my association that’s called Bologna Lesbians. The event was called Lesbix. That’s an attempt to network groups, lesbian associations in Italy. We invited some to give a talk, to talk to us, to tell us something. And for me, even though there were other important guests, women who had created the history of the movement, she is the one who moved us a lot in the discussion, emotionally too, because she told this thing from her point of view. And as far as disability is concerned, I think that it is a frontier where we have to arrive at and that it’s very important if we truly want to do something intersectional.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Coming Out Day is a celebration of LGBTQIA2+ individuals sharing their identities with people in their lives, inaugurated in 1988. (“National Coming Out Day.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Coming_Out_Day. Accessed 11 November 2023.)]  [25:  Intersectionality is a theory of how belonging to multiple marginalized identities compounds and impacts an individual’s privilege or oppression. (“Intersectionality.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intersectionality. Accessed 11 November.)] 


BG: How long have you been in Bologna?

CC: I’ve been in Bologna since I started university. At 19 after I graduated from high school, but actually the first years when I went to university, as my family lived not too far, in Ancona, I was going home a lot. 

BG: What did you study?

CC: Literature.

	BG: Your political activity, your activism, did it begin during your time at university of after? 

CC: The university years, I was never one who didn’t worry about politics, I was always concerned in some way about politics, but during my university years I was less politically committed. Because probably I needed to focus on other things too. I went to university and over time, not immediately, after the first two years I also started to study theater. In the meantime, I was also working a bit, I did a few things. So activism was a bit neglected. I started again after I came out. And so then I started to do politics again, I never did it in a political party, but from then on I always did politics with lesbians and then with the LGBT movement. This is the politics that I do, that’s all.

LD: When you came out were there LGBT groups? Was there a lesbian group? Or which group? 

CC: When I came out, and so it was ‘88 or ‘89, there were already some groups. No, that is, the lesbian groups were groups of lesbian separatists. There were already, I believe in Bologna, some groups like Cassero,[footnoteRef:26] but that was fundamentally a gay [male] group. To tell the truth in my memory, because I remember it really well, there also was a bit of a complicated relationship with trans people, so it wasn’t always simple, not that it’s simple now but in those years surely it wasn’t simple to do politics together. There wasn’t much room for a coalition, I think, in fact I didn’t do politics with gay men, even if obviously it wasn’t that there wasn’t an affinity, but, slowly, more or less from ‘94, which coincides with the first national Pride, so from then on we have become a bit closer.  [26:  Cassero is the local Bologna chapter of Arcigay, an Italian LGBTQIA2+ cultural and activist organization. (“Chi siamo.” Cassero. https://cassero.it/chi-siamo/. Accessed 17 November 2023.)] 


BG: And thirty years later what’s changed? What relationships are there between the groups? Are they positive? 

CC: Yes, yes.

BG: Explain to us how your group is positioned in the panorama…? 

CC: We call ourselves Lesbians Bologna. We come from a subsidiary affiliation, we detached ourselves from the national group called Arcilesbica Nazionale,[footnoteRef:27] and we are Arcilesbica Bologna, so we fit into a twenty-year history, it was born in ‘98, Arcilesbica Bologna was born in ‘98. So that was the birth of the group that’s the same where I am now, only it’s been a year this way, starting in March of last year, we detached ourselves. So we are no longer under the auspices of this group which, however, has stayed very small, because the group is called “national” but it doesn’t even cover the whole national territory and the membership is small. How do we position ourselves? We aren’t separatists but they still exist. We aren’t separatists but we’re a group of lesbian, bisexual, trans women, but women, we aren’t trans-exclusionary,[footnoteRef:28] and this is what we do, so we create initiatives and projects generally with women, always lesbians, bisexuals, trans but we also do open public initiatives, so we don’t do closed initiatives. If not in the cases where it’s needed. If we do training. We are an association so we have a relationship with institutions, because it’s a registered association. It isn’t a collective. We also have relationships with the organizations but we also situate ourselves meaning that, beyond this fact, we are a group that wants to be in the movement and also a group that works for change and for an intersectional struggle. We work on many issues: we work a lot on violence. We also find that it’s not simple to work with women migrants. We work a lot on training, too, in the sense of transmission of memories. We have a project which takes place every year--the feminist school is one of our projects. I think, and I also think my comrades would agree that we are a group that is a kind of bridge between associations that are maybe more institutional than we are, because they are bigger, like Arcigay,[footnoteRef:29] for example, and the collectives. For example, even if on a personal basis, in Bologna we were among the co-founders, some others and I, of “Non una di meno” [Not a woman less, a world-wide movement protesting violence against women (2016)] even though I think now it’s in a moment of change-- “Non una di meno”-- I don’t know where this is going. I am very happy in my association, but clearly it is very difficult. It isn’t easy to construct an open space, and it isn’t easy to always be...I don’t know how to say it. Here it’s important to be able to listen, to be able to be welcoming, to be able to give others the possibility of speaking and to take the floor. The complicated question of saying: we want there to be a more horizontal and democratic relationship. This is one of the reasons we left the national group, and also their positions on some issues like GPA [surrogacy[footnoteRef:30]] and also prostitution, I don’t know if someone already talked about this. The main theme was democracy and the possibility of having a plurality of ideas related to certain issues, above all very complex and personal; in relation to what is called today self-determination[footnoteRef:31]; what does this type of frontier mean with the question of trans people, in practice the willingness to exclude in the name of I don’t know what, biology, a naturalness that doesn’t exist. Which actually is what has always damaged us in the end, especially us women. This nature thing, now I’m referring to the group we split from, also this relationship with motherhood, which in Italy has marked us a lot, I always say in Italy because I think that maybe in other places it’s different, the feminism of sexual difference that actually at the beginning probably helped a lot in women gaining strength. Characterizing ourselves by our sexual differences. I think now that the feminism of difference is no longer needed. Not only isn’t it needed any more but it damages women. This attachment to the sacredness of motherhood damages women just as much, because women are bound to a role that really isn’t natural, actually, now don’t misunderstand me, I’m not saying that women cannot have children and don’t give birth, but I mean that considering that the fundamental thing about women and the fundamental difference is the sacredness of motherhood, of life and the fact that you can give birth is one thing...One thing is the symbol of maternity, which, however, needs to be considered, daily life is another thing. The real life of women, the daily life. I have to just say that right now I think that the feminism of difference is harmful, absolutely. And it was very detrimental for us lesbians especially, because I haven’t forgotten this, for lesbians in Italy at least, I don’t know how it was in the United States, it also was difficult to come out inside feminism because at the beginning there were so many lesbians who had started the feminist movements, the first groups of feminists, but this thing of not coming out as lesbians was said explicitly, that is as a political choice and not as something that was good for us.  [27:  Arcilesbica is a cultural and activist organization of lesbians with chapters throughout Italy. (“Arcilesbica.” Wikipedia. https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arcilesbica. Accessed 17 November 2023.)]  [28:  Gender-critical feminism, also called trans-exclusionary radical feminism, is a fringe movement within feminism that seeks to exclude trans women from resources, spaces, and organizations for women and asserts that trans women are not women. (“Gender-critical feminism.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender-critical_feminism. Accessed 21 November 2023.)]  [29:  Arcigay is an Italian gay activism association with many provincial chapters throughout Italy. (“Arcigay.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arcigay. Accessed 21 November 2023.)]  [30:  Surrogacy is a process wherein a woman carries and delivers a pregnancy for a person or couple who will be the child’s parents. (“Surrogacy.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Surrogacy. Accessed 21 November 2023.)]  [31:  Self-determination is a principle that dictates that people shall only be ruled by a government they consent to being ruled by. It can also be applied to the concept of having personal autonomy. (“Self-determination.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-determination. Accessed 21 November 2023.)] 


	LD: What was your first act of lesbian activism? 

CC: It was during the last year of university, I was behind in my courses obviously, because I was doing a lot of things. There was the occupation of the university[footnoteRef:32] and I had recently realized that I was a lesbian, so it was also a period of exaltation. We occupied the university together, we were a group of gay guys and lesbians and we created a university gay and lesbian group, then we lesbians thought, always working together, of wanting to create an autonomous group called “the ladies next door”. This group then actually endured, the occupation lasted a year, which is a lot. We were occupying DAMS [Department of Arts, Music, and Performance], a space that remained occupied longer. The group was called Gaia Mater Studiorum [Gay University], because the university is called Alma Mater Studiorum. And we also created a group of women and we called ourselves “the ladies next door”. You see what I forgot, that was a nice coming out. Because practically at the first public assembly where we were constituted as a group together with the guys, we were all together, we did this sort of action where everyone came out. So everyone, one by one, talked and said: I am a lesbian and then, now I don’t remember what I said, but I remember that it was a really powerful thing. Who knows why I hadn’t said it before? Probably because I thought about my mother and so I was a bit focused on it. Yes, that was great. The fact of saying in public, in front of so many people: I am a lesbian, it was powerful, very powerful. And with that group we did a lot of things, I remember that we put together a show, we enlarged some photos and I don’t even remember anymore where we printed them but we didn’t have much money. I don’t know how we did it. Someone must have helped us. Photos of lesbian writers. Then we put together a little film festival with some kind of means, but anyway we had a screen and a video projector. I did different things, it was really great. I even did some readings, some shows. In the turn of a year we did so many things. It was really fun and nice, yes.  [32:  In December of 1989, students at the University of Palermo, followed by students at universities across Italy, staged a sit-in protest that became an occupation lasting into 1990 to protest a series of proposed reforms to the university system. (Segatti, Paolo. “The 1990 student protest.” JSTOR. https://www.jstor.org/stable/43041814. Accessed 21 November 2023.)] 


	LD: This is my central question. There are other people who have had experiences similar to you but they didn’t become activists. In your opinion, what are the personality factors that distinguish you from them? 

CC: I think that not all people who discover that they are lesbian or gay become activists because probably they have more strength maybe, in some ways. I believe that I also became an activist to become stronger. Then later I realized that it also took some courage to be visible; I still remember that in the early 90s it wasn’t really that simple. That is the political act of making yourself visible as a lesbian, if we think of Maria Silvia Spalato[footnoteRef:33]: the first lesbian in Italy who said she was homosexual, she probably didn’t use the word lesbian right away in that famous sign [that she carried at a protest in Rome and memorialized in a widely-circulated photo]. But she was fired for that, she was thrown out of her house, complicated and difficult things happened. In the beginning I probably did it to find more strength, then I realized that it was something I did because I thought that being lesbian also meant having a different position and perspective on the world, which could contribute to changing the world in some way. Surely first the world of lesbians and comrades who were with me because we wanted a better life. But also to change the whole world, because I think that to call yourself a lesbian doesn’t just mean that you’re homosexual it also means assuming a political position in your life and the world because first of all it means right away, immediately, saying that you are dismantling the heterosexual world and all that is behind it, which is practically our life. Our caged life, stuck in all the schemes which, if we traverse them it’s probably easier to make your life because it’s all already marked, but it is precisely that which oppresses us. So I think that the difference is between me and someone who thought that in this way I could change the world as well as my life, because the world hasn’t changed yet, and instead someone else who doesn’t do it because they are able to do it alone, but maybe doesn’t think that that condition could be a condition that could shake things up, or rather, maybe not all people want things to change. It must be said that many people think that this is a private condition not to be made public. Even if I think that’s ridiculous. Because even if we say sexual orientation, however in the end, like so many times they say “what you do in bed is your thing and must remain there” but in truth it has nothing to do with what you do in bed, but really it has nothing to do with it, that it’s just something else. Maybe it’s also a choice, in some way.   [33:  Mariasilvia Spolato was an Italian feminist and LGBT rights activist who helped initiate the gay rights movement in Italy. (“Mariasilvia Spolato.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mariasilvia_Spolato. Accessed 21 November 2023.)] 


LD: How important are the relationships between activists? Are relationships important for sustaining (...)?

CC: Yes, they very important and maybe it’s the most difficult part. Because they are personal relationships that are also political relationships. So I think that doing politics, meaning activism, is exactly about looking to build positive relationships or anyway trying to do that. This isn’t because there shouldn’t be differences or even conflicts, it’s difficult to go through conflicts and deal with them. Trying to understand if there is the possibility of doing something together or not. This also within the same association. If we talk about the associations between them and the groups, then it becomes even more complicated, anyway, the discussion is always the same. I think that first of all the important things are: listening, respect, non-violence, and this isn’t easy because in general in the movement often there is a lot of self-serving behavior, rivalries, both on the personal level and also with positions in the organization, so the best thing is to work for objectives that can be shared, if we work together, otherwise it’s difficult. We aren’t a big family, I don’t know how to say it, I don’t think we’re a big family.  

	BG: Do you remember when you started to use the word “activist” or “activism”? When did you realize that what you were doing is called activism? 

CC: To tell the truth, I started using the word activism not so long ago. Because earlier we used other words. It’s a word that’s become more used in the last ten or fifteen years. 

BG: What was the word in use?

CC: But I don’t know, to militate [the most common word in Italian to represent activism or advocacy] in a group. There was more politicization. But I realized that I was an activist when I realized that I was even too much of an activist. This is also a bit of a problem. In the sense that I don’t have a middle ground. There are some periods in which I have done almost nothing, participating when it’s necessary to be there but nothing more. Or when I only worked on a certain project and that’s it. But in general I do little or too much. So for me activism also means this: it’s a word that I like but there is the other side of the coin. 

LG: Do you identify with this term?

CC: Yes, I identify because I recognize that it’s what I do at least when I can, but I realize that when you get into it, I don’t know if it is my sense of responsibility, I don’t know what it is, however, it isn’t something that only I live, I know because I compare myself with my comrades and with people in general, it’s a question here of activism. When I start to do something you realize that there is so much to do, then you realize that when you achieve a result, or, you turn away and see something else that you think: we have to think about doing something about that thing there, what do we do? 

BG: What is your job?

CC: I work in marketing.

BG: So your colleagues do other things, they’re not activists?

CC: No, absolutely not.

BG: They identify you. In the workplaces where there are people who aren’t comrades, would you say that this term is widespread among the people you’re in contact with? Or do you think that the term “activism” is still confusing?  

CC: No, my work situation is a bit unique meaning that in the last few years I work as an independent contractor,[footnoteRef:34] so I’m not in one place for long. So I can tell you about past situations because I was there longer. Now there’s someone who I know better and then maybe they know what I deal with, otherwise it hasn’t been a longstanding relationship. However, when I worked with a permanent contract, because I also had some experiences of that kind, I can identify two situations where I worked a bit longer. In one I was out, apart from the fact that I had told them I was a lesbian, nobody gave a damn about the fact that I was a lesbian or not. But in the other place where I had worked earlier, it was more of a thing, where they asked me what I did, there was more interest, but in short I was never....This matter of the workplace is also an issue, for example I have never had an idyllic experience, where I was just relaxed. Basically I have almost always said it, not that I went there to come out, but when you have the discussion, like when you talk about relationships, it’s normal that at work you talk about them, I would say it. However, doing this didn’t cause particular reactions. I think that there are still many complicated situations at work, that is, it isn’t easy everywhere. [34:  An independent contractor typically describes a party who does work on a freelance, as-needed basis, rather than continually working for the same employer. (“Independent contracting in the United States.” Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independent_contracting_in_the_United_States. Accessed 21 November 2023.)] 


	LD: What does the word feminism mean to you?

CC: For me the word “feminism” means liberation, first and foremost. If I think about it in general terms I just think of that, in the sense that I think for women if they hadn’t invented feminism women wouldn’t have started to break free. Then, after that, it also means many other things. So it means knowledge, sisterhood, doing things together, looking for empowerment, of declaring how much value we have. It is something that is only positive. I’m just giving you my own personal opinion, not a political analysis. I think that feminism is also what will surely bring about a change, if there will be a change. But for sure this change is also violent. Until things change, violence will always be central to society. 

BG: Last question….

CC:  I gave a personal opinion in my answer about feminism…

BG: You talked about it already, but my question is more complex now about the Italian language. Talking about feminism are there ways suggested for looking for a more inclusive word? In the written language using the asterisk rather than the @, or adding an X at the end of the word, we talked about this in the last couple of weeks… Try to add the generic feminine plural to the generic masculine plural, adding a U (...) What do you think about it?


CC: I think that they are all necessary efforts. With you I didn’t use the “u”, I almost always used the masculine or the feminine. I tend to use the feminine universal when we are in a group. Sometimes we can do this even when we’re in a mixed gender group, when there are people, some guys, who also have an awareness of this, and who do it, therefore, because it’s important to do it. Each one of us in every context, depending on the context where we are, uses a more just language to make sure in some way that everyone (male and female) is included, so: if I speak when I go to a store I will try to use the masculine or the feminine; I cannot use the “u” because they don’t even know what I am talking about. In the same way if I go somewhere where there’s a group of people and someone is talking and only using the masculine it is very likely that I will say, because this is what I do: but why are you using the masculine if we are eight women and two men? Why not use the feminine plural? Also why not use the feminine when you say “good morning everyone” [using the masculine] why not also say “good morning everyone” [using the feminine]? So I think that depending on the context there’s a need to do this. Clearly when we are in an assembly, in a meeting, in a conference in an initiative, at a demonstration, when we are talking from the stage, all the things that we normally do, then there we can possibly use what we want to, yes, so maybe every so often we use the “u”, every so often we try to use the word “person” for example. But then if you talk with linguists they tell you that from the point of view of the evolution of the language this “u” thing doesn’t make much sense because in the Italian language there’s no such thing as the “u”, just like there isn’t a neutral [that is an unmarked, ungendered, term]. So we need to understand how to do it. In the meantime at the social level this feminine thing doesn’t work at all, just like this gender non-binary thing isn’t there either. If you talk with people, we live in a bubble, it’s useless to think that they understand this. If you go among people they don’t know what non-binary is. They don’t even know to value the feminine form of words, so what do you expect? Now you see earlier I was talking more directed at her [Lauren, the female interviewer] and now I’m more focused on you [Bruno, the male interviewer]. This is a dry unconditional reflex, in my opinion, so I apologize to you. I think it’s a kind of binary. On the one hand we need to work so as to start it on the social level, because women too, the professionals still struggle to use the feminine versions to call their professions. The female lawyers are not called lawyers [instead of using a completely different word indicating how unusual a female lawyer is], the female architects are not called architects, and the engineers... If they aren’t called like this how can you expect others to call you this? So you have to be the first to call yourself that way. This is a job and the other one inside the movement is looking for the most inclusive ways possible, but I think that really the biggest job to do is at the social level. So yes, it’s important, it’s fundamental. 
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