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

Elisa Coco: Well, my mother was an Italian teacher at middle school in Sicily, in Catania[footnoteRef:1]; my father was a doctor, a cardiologist in a hospital, always in Catania. My mother retired rather early because she started to work early and so finished work early, so she’s been retired for a few years. My father, on the other hand retired because he had to and then he continued to work privately because he couldn’t live without working.  [1:  Catania is a large metropolitan city and commercial center on the east coast of Sicily, one of the five autonomous regions in Italy. (“Catania.” Wikipedia. Accessed May 20, 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catania.)] 


LD: Do you have sisters or brothers?

EC: I have one brother four years older than me who lives in Milan. 

LD: And what does he do?

EC: He’s an electronics engineer. He works in a telephone company, actually he studies new telephone services. 

Bruno Grazioli: And what do you do?

EC: Eh. Well, I do a lot of things work-wise, I am part of a group called "Comunicattive,"[footnoteRef:2] it’s a communication business that originated with a gender focus, so we engage in gender-related communication. In fact, our entire name is "Comunicattive," playing off communication of a certain gender. It was created in fact with other female friends and comrades, in the sense that they are women who I also do politics with, so our group is halfway between pure work activities and indeed, political activity, so much so that we originated as a non-profit and we always advanced a double list of activities, both professional and political, but always in the context of communication, so studying communication campaigns about themes that are important to us, especially in the last years—violence against women, male violence against women, and then in the very last years we also focused on lesbian activism, and so we work a lot with LGBT, queer groups, etc.  [2:  Translator’s Note: communication skills using the feminine plural. Play on words meaning “communicative,” but also “bad girls.”] 


BG: Other than your parents, were there other important people in your family who acted as reference points: grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins? 

EC: Definitely. When I was really little, my grandparents were there. It was a rather large family like you have in the south in the sense that my father had many brothers and sisters so a whole lot of cousins, when I was little there was a rather communal dimension, so that when we went, I don’t know, to my grandparents’ house in the country, we were all together. Growing up, the relationship with my grandparents has—how to say it, rarefied—with fewer people involved. Because anyway, I left home immediately after finishing school at 19, I moved away from Catania, my hometown, to Bologna,[footnoteRef:3] and so the relationships with my family became less frequent, less intense. [3:  The city of Bologna is an important urban center in northern Italy. (“Bologna.” Wikipedia. Accessed June 8, 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bologna.)] 


LD: How would you describe your relationship with your parents? When you were a girl and now.

EC: My parents, let’s say that from a certain point of view they have always been very supportive with me, anyway I decided to study away from home, they supported me, they paid for my studies, even though they would have preferred that I remain in Catania and perhaps do something else in my life. So, how to say, our points of view are a bit different, but nonetheless they have always supported me. Let’s say that I had some problems with them related especially to body issues, of sexuality, of weight, so my parents were very controlling about these issues, so that after a while it was difficult for me to live with them, and it was also one of the reasons that prompted me to leave home as soon as I could. Even though my parents are two progressive people, in short fairly open-minded, however, they are still people born in '46 in Sicily, so yes, they are people who studied, who graduated college and so they certainly have many tools but, in sum, with respect to their mentality, here it is, it took a bit of effort for me to relate to them, also regarding my lesbianism, when I came out to them—how to say it—their reaction wasn’t too repressive but it wasn’t enthusiastic either, so it’s something where it’s better not to talk about it at home, just don’t talk about it. In sum, it’s a bit of a repression strategy, here. And so maybe I don’t feel fully free in that context there. 

BG: Since you mentioned it, what were the messages that you received growing up about sexuality, gender?

EC: Well, regarding sexuality there was a very fearful attitude, also may be linked to the fact that, for example, my mom was a teacher of middle school children, so pre-adolescents, and maybe it happened often that there were girls who became pregnant very young, the situation down there in those years was approached with a lot of ignorance about topics related to sexuality and also to protection and contraception, etc. My parents were very alarmed about it, they passed on a bit of the attitude to me, now I wouldn’t want to be too strong, but I call it sex-phobic, so really afraid of sexuality but at the same time of close-mindedness, so at the moment when I, as a young girl, began to have my first sexual experiences with males, in that phase of my life, my parents were very alarmed, but they didn’t think, I don’t know, to give me a sexual education, to helping me avoid getting pregnant or contracting an STI,[footnoteRef:4] the attitude was that I shouldn’t do it. [4:  “STI” stands for sexually transmitted infections.] 


So I experienced this very badly; they were, in that stage there, very repressive toward me, and also a bit violent toward me, a bit aggressive, that is not physically violent, but really controlling: about my movements, also about the possibility of me living my own experiences too, and so they transmitted to me a bit of this attitude: that sexuality is a private thing, you don’t talk about it, and let’s say that my reaction was completely the opposite. Actually, I made it one of the principal subjects in my political and experiential path. 

BG: What about gender?

EC: About gender, it wasn’t emphasized much. I don’t even know if my parents know exactly what the word gender means. Let’s say that there were, on the one hand, they had an open mind regarding the context where I come from, so even though I was a “female” however, I had the same opportunities as my brother, that is to be able to study, to choose the job that I wanted, then also to choose my life in the sense that I decided at a certain point to not have any more relationships with men, to have relationships with women, in any case I chose not to get married, not to a man or a woman, and to have another kind of life altogether. But some things, for example, about the type of roles about who does things in the house, I’ll give you a practical example so you can understand, there was a bit of a tendency to say because you are female you help me in the household chores and he, the male does more “masculine” things. And so little things like this were passed on. In general, I think that I was rather lucky because they had sufficiently open minds to allow me to leave the house at 19 years old, to have my experiences, to live alone, and this is not to be taken for granted in that context. 

LD: How did you learn the political and social values from your family? 

EC: From my family? Actually, I didn’t take much about those politics from them in the sense that my path was quite independent from my family. In general, certainly my parents were a good model in a Sicilian context where there is a mafia-like mentality,[footnoteRef:5] just like people’s mentality, like a way of conceiving the dynamics of daily life, if I need something I don’t rely on, I don’t know, a public service, but I ask for a recommendation, that is a bit the mentality of how things down there work, or at least worked when I lived there, and my parents detached themselves somewhat from this type of mentality, so certainly they were rather enlightened and progressive. Probably this is a piece that I bring with me; after which my approach to politics happened through other channels. Mainly in school, I went to a humanities-focused high school, it was a leftist[footnoteRef:6] high school, rather politicized, where collectives existed, activities were carried out, we carried out various occupations in the school, so my approach to politics happened there.  [5:  The Sicilian Mafia was a criminal organization that existed until the 19th century, well-known for its association with gambling, fraud, protection racketeering, drug trafficking, and other illegal activities. They originated the term “mafia,” now encompassing many similar organizations, and served as a blueprint for what is still recognized as “mafia-like mentality.” (“Sicilian Mafia.” Wikipedia. Accessed May 20, 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sicilian_Mafia.)]  [6:  In reference to left-wing politics, usually related to the support of more liberal and progressive ideals, as well as the promotion of social equality and anti-capitalism. (“Left-wing politics.” Wikipedia. Accessed May 20, 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Left-wing_politics.)] 


BG: What was your first political action? 

EC: My first political action certainly, now I don’t remember exactly but I think that it was in freshmen year, so my first year in the high school, and it was a demonstration in the center of Catania, I believe, against school reform,[footnoteRef:7] I don’t even remember who the minister was then, I remember it was a minister who was a woman, who was referring to reform, but that was the issue, the frame, and it was a street demonstration but also linked to the occupations, school occupations, so that there was the first piece of activism, my participation in a current of mobilization that was underway within my school and in other Catanian institutions.  [7:  In 2015, the Italian Government approved and signed into law “La Buona Scoula” (The Good School), a plan that sought to improve the quality of education nationwide through the implementation of performance- and merit-based systems, a better infrastructure and internet connectivity, and the development of job-relevant skills early on. (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). “La Buona Scuola and the Italian education system: Elements to foster the alignment between education and labour market needs.” Getting Skills Right: Italy. https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/employment/getting-skills-right-italy/la-buona-scuola-and-the-italian-education-system-elements-to-foster-the-alignment-between-education-and-labour-market-needs_9789264278639-7-en#page1.)] 


BG: And so, for all five years of high school your political activity coincided with that of the high school?

EC: Absolutely yes.

BG: And once you arrived in Bologna what changed?

EC: Once I arrived in Bologna, I actually had a period of introversion in which I didn’t do much political activism and then at a certain point around 1999-2000 the "no global" movement[footnoteRef:8], as it was called, began. In Italy we used this word a lot even if in the last 15 years this word "no global" has disappeared. The movement began and Bologna was very active, and activism began on a whole series of issues related to globalization and so a whole radical leftist critique of multinationals, of this worldwide economic dominance, and of support for the resistance of oppressed people, starting from us but also in solidarity with a series of groups in various parts of the world. I had participated a bit in the whole construction process that then resulted in the G8[footnoteRef:9] in Genoa and so let’s say for me the G8 days were a very important event from a political point of view, where I participated in the whole week of mobilization. So I participated in all of the social forums and so engaging a lot with the content of that mobilization, and then to the demonstrations and all of the collective trauma that occurred following those days and all the police repression, etc.[footnoteRef:10] At the same time, at that moment, I was approaching feminism. One month before the G8 I went to Genoa with an initiative called "puntoG Genere no globalizzazione,"[footnoteRef:11] which was an initiative that dealt with the same “no global” issues but from a gendered point of view organized by a group of feminists. [8:  Another name for the anti-globalization movement, which criticized economic globalization and the ruling influence of multinational corporations on the socio-economic world. (“Anti-globalization movement.” Wikipedia. Accessed May 18, 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-globalization_movement.)]  [9:  The Group of Eight (G8) was a political summit held annually, formed by the leaders of France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, and Russia. (“Group of Eight.” Wikipedia. Accessed May 4, 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Group_of_Eight.)]  [10:  The interviewee is likely referring to the 27th G8 summit that took place in Genoa, Italy, from July 18 to July 22, 2001. The event drew around 200,000 protesters and included a series of demonstrations against the leaders of the summit, resulting in violent oppression and police brutality. (“27th G8 summit.” Wikipedia. Accessed May 18, 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/27th_G8_summit#Protests.)]  [11:  Translator’s Note: .G Gender no Globalization.] 


We found ourselves by the Doge’s Palace[footnoteRef:12] in Genoa, in the same area that would be closed and where entry was forbidden one month later, thousands of women gathered to discuss gender issues and it was my first big feminist meeting. An incredible thrill to see all of these women together talking about those subjects in a very impassioned way, and then there was a really beautiful, colorful demonstration in the center of Genoa, I remember these cloths had made a sort of spider web between our bodies; anyway, it was a very beautiful thing. And it was there that my feminist activism also began. I went to this thing without knowing anyone, I learned that there was this .G initiative and I went and I didn’t really know anyone, I presented myself at the station and I met some women there who I still do politics with.  [12:  Palazzo Ducale, in Italian. A historical site in Genoa, built in the 13th century to be the residence of the doge, the ruler and head of state at the time. Now, the Doge’s Palace serves as a cultural center and museum, offering a variety of events such as exhibitions and festivals. (“Palazzo Ducale.” Visit Genoa. Accessed May 20, 2022. https://www.visitgenoa.it/en/palazzo-ducale.)] 


BG: Did that also coincide with your university years?

EC: Yes, when I was 24, I was halfway through university; it took me a bit to graduate and I graduated when I was 26, so I was a university student then. 

BG: What was your participation in politics outside university or even within?

EC: No, outside. I studied communication science, at the time it had a restricted number of 150 students, a very selective environment, very middle class, there were then within some people who over the years, how to say it, had also done some interesting things with whom I remained in contact, but it wasn’t a particularly politicized context with respect to maybe other courses of study in other departments where there was more political commitment. However, I had lessons at Via Zamboni,[footnoteRef:13] I studied in the contexts where there were collectives and so initially the fermentation was all there, but exactly in my study group politicization didn’t really take off. [13:  Via Zamboni is a popular street in Bologna that runs through the University of Bologna and offers a variety of theaters, restaurants, museums, and historic sites. (“Via Zamboni.” Bologna Welcome. Accessed May 24, 2022. https://www.bolognawelcome.com/en/places/squares-streets-monuments/via-zamboni-2.)] 


LD: Another question about your childhood. How do you think that your childhood and relationships with your family and the environment influenced the person you are today in particular with regard to your political activity?

EC: A bit like I was saying earlier by contrast, more than direct transmission, so a whole series of rules that I felt were imposed on me, this obsession with the body, which my parents had from two different points of view. My father is a doctor, so he exercised tight control over health, and my mother on the other hand had more of an aesthetic point of view so also there were gender requirements. So since I was little they forced me to diet, they controlled my weight or the way I ate and I carried this with me my whole life, I’m still fighting it, also because then my reaction was opposition— “you control me and I do the opposite.” This very strong control—how to say—generated for me a sense of rebellion toward them and in general with respect to this model of the female body that has to respond to a series of regulations about beauty and adequacy; so avoiding this prompted me to seek out physical experiences, so my political path is very much tied to these experiences, so a reflection about the body that doesn’t correspond to gender norms, because obviously there are different norms for men and women, other bodies aren’t even included, so okay.

And from there, from that anger, my desire to make demands about this was created in a way, and also to participate in a movement that displays the body with a lot of pride in its non-conformity to the norm, and this strand, there is a lot, it is very related to the clash with my family, and to the experience I had when I was little. And then also the closely tied theme of sexuality, so even there the attitude was repressive at the time when I expressed a sexual ease because as a young girl I was very casual, very serene with my sexuality, I was experimenting and at a certain point I understood that there were these things that I liked and so I experienced this thing without particular problems or sense of guilt, and instead what I received was an attempt to instill in me a sense of guilt—”what you do is not okay” —without very deep explanations, and so even back then my reaction was opposition, so to take control of that thing there too with a lot of pride. So now I reflect on all that pro-choice[footnoteRef:14] and sex positive part of the feminist movement and so also, I reflect on the practices related to, I don’t know, sex work or pornography, that is, all those strands that work closely on sexuality as a political empowerment tool. [14:  The idea of “pro-choice” relates to the activist movement in favor of bodily autonomy, including issues of reproductive rights, access to safe abortion, affordable healthcare options, and birth control. (“Issues.” NARAL Pro-Choice America. Accessed May 24, 2022. https://www.prochoiceamerica.org/issues/.)] 


BG: And what did you learn from these reflections? You mentioned them a couple of times with respect to your activism work. I wanted to understand. 

EC: To make it a theme of political discussion or even for example you can take the path of creating workshops. Over the years I attended a lot of workshops on topics ranging from consent to BDSM practices,[footnoteRef:15] workshops on squirting,[footnoteRef:16] rather than self-awareness about sexuality issues, that is, many different experiences, a little talk, narration, practical activities, activities with the body—so a reflection of lived experience, not only theoretical—because I am not a theorist, and I am not an academic. I deal with communication in my life, but one strand of interest is personal, so maybe I did some readings on that, its experiences done with other people, in different forms than the more traditionally political ones, I don’t know, let’s do a workshop on this topic. So, over the years I happened to have many experiences of this type around the topic of the body and sexuality and self-determination, from that point of view.  [15:  BDSM is an acronym for bondage, discipline, sadism and masochism, and acts as an umbrella term for various sexual practices that usually involve roles of dominance and submission. (Gilmour, Painsley, and Megan Wallace. “What is BDSM? An expert guide to BDSM sex for beginners.” Cosmopolitan. Accessed May 24, 2022. https://www.cosmopolitan.com/uk/love-sex/sex/a44875/bdsm-bondage-beginner-information/.)]  [16:  The release of fluids from the female genitalia during or after an orgasm. (Fox, Alix. “Every question you ever had about female ejaculation, answered.” BBC. Accessed May 24, 2022. https://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcthree/article/544c5686-e3bc-4ac2-b4ca-f91eccefe441.)] 


BG: One of the most important questions, not the most important, but more complex questions to ask, because the approach of our research is comparative, I don’t know how many times we have said that in any psychology—

LD: The coming out story in the United States is a very important part of feminist movements. I have noticed that it is less important here, I don’t know, but it is a research question.

BG: The question is, what is the story that you have created, the narrative that you wrote and that you tell? In this way we have a product on which you have authority to decide to share or not share your story. In the LGBT rights movement in the United States, it’s a fundamental part of individual life and we are realizing that things are a bit different here. But what is your coming out story?

LD: Sometimes people use this story for a political reason, both to share with other people, out of desperation, I don’t know. Do you have a coming out story?

EC: I don’t know, let’s see. My coming out, depends on with who, that is in the sense, my parents are among the last people in my life I came out to, because I didn’t go there a lot, I know that it was a problematic transition and so I put it off a bit. Then I had a strange story because I first had relationships with men and then at a certain point I started to do feminism, I approached the queer environment, and then in that context my lesbian awareness matured but I was already an adult—I was 26, 27 years old—and at the beginning it started more as a desire than a practice, that is I began to feel attracted to women a good bit before having essentially my first lesbian relationship. So it was a process more than a clear-cut separation between non-awareness and then awareness. It was a process where I began to get interested in certain things, I developed awareness, definitely feminist, having a lot of contact with other women, really choosing to take paths together with other women.

In fact, now, all my life is like this, because I practically hang out with women only, I work in groups of women in various ways, maybe then later I will tell it to you better. And so at a certain point at the time when I felt this desire the first time that I met a woman who I fell madly in love with and felt that it was sexual, very sexual, so I immediately told my emotional sphere that was close by, so all of my girlfriends, the people who I hung out with, immediately, even if it was only a desire and not actualized. Whereas many years later I told my parents in connection with an emotional relationship that I was having at that time and so I wanted them to know about her, it wasn’t just an abstract thing, but I had a relationship to tell them about, so my coming out happened like that.

Among other things, I did it practically only with my mother, in the sense that then my mother took care of telling my father. In a moment of intimacy that I had with her, we were in Catania, while we were shopping. I was tempted to do it while were going to the cemetery to visit my grandmother, but then I said, okay, actually the setting is a bit strange, and my mother’s reaction definitely wasn’t particularly welcoming. She started asking me questions like, “But did you suffer violence from some man?” Somehow, she thought that my lesbianism was a reaction to violence suffered or somehow to a distancing from men. She asked me if it was a definitive choice, then she asked me not to bring my girlfriend down, that is she didn’t have any intention of having a relationship with my girlfriend at the time, who was my most significant relationship then, in terms of both duration and intensity, and in importance, and this hurt me a lot, both me and my girlfriend. It was serious because actually I would have liked for them to get to know each other and for my mother to embrace a new dynamic for her; instead, the attitude was rejection, I didn’t insist too much, honestly, I didn’t bother to.

Then I experienced something rather serious because my girlfriend, who was named Luki Massa, had a bad illness and she died. So I experienced two very painful years, very present, where my parents, every so often I happened to talk about it, even then I didn’t feel or find a great capacity to embrace this experience of my life simply because it was related to a type of relationship that they hadn’t even heard of, they had chosen not to know. On the other hand, in my chosen contexts, in my emotional contexts of daily life, coming out was on the one hand very easy because it wasn't just my process, many women around me were doing that type of thing, including women I currently work with, and it was well-received in the sense that I hung out in all feminist contexts, of women and girls, trans people, so it was a joyous thing, my coming out from that point of view was a beautiful and shared thing.

LD: I wanted to ask you my biggest question. There are other people who have had experiences similar to you but haven’t become activists. In your opinion what are the factors—personality, experience, character—that distinguish you?

EC: Interesting question, I haven’t ever thought about why one becomes an activist and one doesn’t. I believe that the context has had great importance. If I had remained in Catania, I don’t know if my life would have been like it is now. That is, if it would have developed in the same way. In the sense that Bologna is a particularly fertile city from a political point of view, it offers lots of possibilities, many diverse positions, so you can do politics being in an association, being in a collective, doing more things—how to say—mainstream,[footnoteRef:17] or more riot-like, really it has so many facets, and I think that this has given me the opportunity to experiment, I have gone through many different experiences.  [17:  The concept of “mainstream” is used to designate a thought, culture, or piece of media with dominant characteristics. They tend to please the majority of the population and be disseminated by mass media, becoming popular and widespread. (“Mainstream.” Wikipedia. Accessed May 24, 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mainstream.)] 


LD: But you chose to come here.

EC: I chose to come to Bologna because in any case I already had a political spirit, from when I was a girl. I felt this attraction regarding collective paths, to collective struggles, and so I chose Bologna specifically because it was a bit of an idyllic city in the representation of a leftist adolescent who was in the outskirts of the world. And so yes, the choice was sought, and then essentially corresponds, corresponded with what I wanted which was still a little confused, no, at that moment. When I was little, a teenager, certainly the contexts in which I hung out had for me, that is, I chose contexts which in some way corresponded to this aspect of myself, so I hung out with communists, because when I was little that was, in short, where you would go as an activist. I absolutely didn’t know what feminism was, I don’t know, 16-17 years old, it wasn’t my reference-point, I didn’t know it. Instead, there was communist activism, and anyway, I don’t know, I felt that it related to me, even as a worldview, and I liked to do collective things. So, some forms of activism are closely linked to the group, and that has remained with me over the years. And there I wouldn’t know just how to say it well, because I don’t believe my family has particularly influenced my choices or my feelings, because it isn’t their practice. Actually, from a certain point of view my parents are very non-individualistic but they are very attached to the family as a reference cell, something that I, on the other hand, immediately chose others or anyway I chose a group dimension that wasn’t family-based but instead was of people who shared a vision of the world.

And so this dimension of collectives interested me a lot, as a young girl I joined the school collectives, or the school newspaper, I participated, I wrote articles, in short I did things with other people and I really liked this thing of older people, that those who were a bit older than me could teach me things, and I listened a lot. I also really took a feminist path, even though I was long past my teenage years, I took a lot from other women. There were moments in my life in which I listened, I didn’t talk, I was listening only to understand things, to form my own ideas, to find out what truly interested me, and so yes, it was a phase like that. I did it when I was a teenager. I did it again when I started “no global” activism. And I did it again for feminism. I don’t know if I have more or less answered. 

BG: You already told us many times in this answer—you repeated that the relationships have expanded, and about your tendency toward the group. We were wondering how important the relationship is between activists, between you and the other people who share this path with you?

EC: Yes, let’s say that for me this dimension became something very existential, beyond politics, the group relations, in the sense that I definitely chose to do this project that is called "Comunicattive," with other women, which is a work project, yes, but also a life project in the sense that I share everything that happens to me with the women I work with, we take vacations together, there’s also a project that is set aside for now of going to live together, so it’s really a very strong community, a small but very strong community. I’ll give you examples of things that I do to make you understand just how important this dimension is for me. I have just returned from the feminist camp Agape[footnoteRef:18], which also has a communal feminist dimension, and we found ourselves in a group of 50, 60, 70 feminists, for one week of very intensive communal life, to talk about politics. It organizes a lesbian film festival, which also calls to the entire lesbian community, and it is a very strong moment of meeting between women of the community who perhaps don’t have many occasions to get together, all types of experiences which... I participate in a women’s savings group; it is something that I have done for 10 years. [18:  Agape is a movement and community that brings together individuals with various expressions of Christian faith. (“About Agape.” Agape Italia. Accessed May 19, 2022. https://agapeitalia.org/about/.)] 


BG: What is a savings group?

EC: We stole this practice from a Moroccan woman who told us about it. They are women who meet to share money, and save outside the banks, outside official forums, so you deposit a set amount every month. A group is created, everyone deposits a set amount every month and once a year you take all the money. So you take the money that you deposit but it’s a form of shared saving with other women and it is also an occasion to see each other once a month. And I’ve been doing this for 10 years. So, for 10 years once a month I meet these women and then we talk about ourselves and we tell each other, and these are some of the experiences that I have had, so they are basically all experiences of small groups. So definitely not very large groups, small groups where there is also the possibility of sharing at the emotional level, emotional, as well as political level, of ideas, of thoughts. And also, this cross-pollination between political activism and life, so life choices, even my emotional dimension is very implicated, I hang out with women who are also activists who are the women with whom I do things together and it is my reference community.

And so they’re also my friends, they are the women of my life; this group dimension always comes back. Then I chose to do politics in the context of much larger groups, so for example I worked very intensely on "non una di meno,"[footnoteRef:19] during the movement’s first year of activity. Now I have pulled back a bit because it was very demanding, but for example, this thing of the mega group was a really powerful thing, feeling the power that it gives you, just physically being together in one place, doing things together, occupying the squares together, the streets. I find it, I feel very alive when I’m in contexts in which I am with others, and so this applies a bit to various degrees to the small group and the much bigger group.  [19:  Translator’s Note: not one less. An Italian feminist network that acts in opposition to violence against women, founded in 2016 through a joint effort between major feminist organizations. (Trilló, Tommaso. 2018. Non una di meno and its traveling signifiers in a feminism without borders. Tercer Congreso de la Asociación Argentina de Humanidades Digitales. La Cultura de los Datos. Asociación Argentina de Humanidades Digitales, Rosario.)] 


LD: How is the relationship between your movement and other movements in Bologna or in other places? Is there a relationship with the political system? 

EC: How to say—this question is very simple, too. So, in Bologna the LGBTQ or queer or trans-feminist movement, so let’s say that there are various facets, obviously within boundaries that are not clear-cut or rigid because then there are people who go through various experiences, there are more or less positive relationships. When we talk about the LGBTQ movement in Bologna it is seen as something more linked to the institutional part, in the sense of associations, so not collectives, that have a formalization and a structure at a legal level too, which interact in a more or less positive way with the institutions. However, they have an interaction with the institutions which could be collaborative or conflictual depending on the political line of the institutions in progress.

For example, il Cassero. Il Cassero is the LGBT center and is managed by associations that have a charter, that have recognition, necessarily because otherwise they wouldn’t be able to run a place that has legal recognition. Actually, these associations are always accused of being mainstream, so those closest to and so let’s say those that collaborate most with public authorities, all of them are based in Bologna, unlike in other parts of Italy. In the last few years, the political positioning of these associations is rather close, from my point of view, to those, rather than to other collectives, in the sense that there has been a lot of political cross-pollination. So about a whole series of approaches such as the issue of intersectionality,[footnoteRef:20] for example, so keeping the link between the various struggles, and thinking about privileges and how they are crossed. So we are, for example, lesbians, trans,[footnoteRef:21] gay, etcetera, but we are, perhaps, white people as we interface with the struggles of migrants, with antiracist struggles or as we reason on other grounds, disability more than other forms of oppression. Here is this thing that has reached all groups, in my opinion, so at a political level I believe that there is enough radicalism even in the LGBT groups. [20:  Intersectionality is a theory about how social categorizations (e.g. race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, etc.) are interconnected to create overlapping systems of privilege and discrimination that marginalize individuals and groups. The term was first introduced by Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989. (Taylor, Bridie. “Intersectionality 101: what is it and why is it important?” Womankind Worldwide. Accessed May 17, 2022. https://www.womankind.org.uk/intersectionality-101-what-is-it-and-why-is-it-important/.)]  [21:  Trans, or transgender, refers to someone whose gender identity does not match their gender assigned at birth, according to societal standards. The opposite of cisgender. (Shaw, Susan M., and Janet Lee. 2020. “Systems of Privilege and Inequality.” Gendered Voices, Feminist Visions: Classic and Contemporary Readings. 7th edition, p. 46)] 


But actually, there are conflicts because then there are more radical groups, informal collectives, that maybe choose illegal actions like occupation for example, that maybe contest the politics of Pride,[footnoteRef:22] for example. In fact, Pride is always a moment of internal tension because even this year there was an official Pride and there were, however, collectives that did, they called it B-side Pride;[footnoteRef:23] however staying connected to the issue and practices of Pride but bringing different content, and so there is always a little of this machinery of collaboration, a bit of collaboration, a bit of argument, of conflict between the world that for simplicity I call LGBT and the more queer world in terms of positioning. And there is this whole transfeminist part, which got going with "Non una di meno;" Bologna has always had a long feminist tradition. In the last few years, since 2016, the "Non una di meno" movement that really has this transfeminist approach, which is, therefore no longer a separatist feminism, which conceptualizes a common matrix of various forms of oppression, has established itself at a national, international and also national level, and even in Bologna, for this reason the movement has chosen a different name,[footnoteRef:24] meaning that gender oppression concerns people socialized as women but also a whole series of feminized people at the political level as well as other forms of oppression. [22:  In this case, “Pride” refers to a large celebration of LGBTQ+ pride. The first official Pride in Bologna was held on June 28th, 1982, organized by the Cassero, the city’s main LGBTQ+ institution. (“Storia.” Cassero LGBTI+ Center. Accessed June 8, 2022. https://www.cassero.it/chi-siamo/storia/.)]  [23:  B-side Pride is an association of LGBTQ+ activist collectives with a shared desire to reinvent politics and advocate for the liberation of bodies, gender, and sexuality. (“Chi siamo.” B-Side Pride. Accessed April 13, 2022. https://bsidepride.noblogs.org/?fbclid=IwAR2KyxPianL9POzWKwiZP3pv92rtFsRRuG9-fJGTpssLMn82UiWabsSrYxg .)]  [24:  Translator’s Note: inclusive of all women.] 


So certainly, looking to keep everyone together, it is the best thing about this movement, to understand the structural position of violence, for example, gendered violence and the various forms of gendered violence, how they are connected, how it’s connected to women’s lived experience, white cisgendered[footnoteRef:25] that has connections with the violence that a trans woman might experience, maybe who isn’t white; that is to try to understand both similarity and difference, and things that it’s necessary to work on so we don’t repeat in our turn forms of oppression, so it’s really interesting.  [25:  Cisgender refers to someone whose gender identity matches their gender assigned at birth, according to societal standards. (Shaw, Susan M., and Janet Lee. 2020. “Systems of Privilege and Inequality.” Gendered Voices, Feminist Visions: Classic and Contemporary Readings. 7th edition, p. 46) ] 


BG: Tell us what you think about the law passed on July 24 against homophobia.

EC: I believe the correct expression is “homotransnegativity.” The law passed but with enormous numbers of abstentions and with a lot of amendments. Among other things I was at Agape when the law passed and I didn’t really follow the whole process so I don’t know that—I can’t tell you exactly in detail about the contents of the law and all of the amendments that they added, because I didn’t look at it carefully yet. I know that it was very difficult for my female and male comrades who had presided over it because the regional debate in the regional legislative assembly was very aggressive in dealing with lesbian, gay, and trans people; that is, the parties who were against the law made arguments using really homophobic things—transhomophobic, lesbophobic—so emotionally it was very difficult.

I had various accounts from female friends who went there and it was an exhausting effort, also because the law was a bit watered down in some things, and they made some compromises, like for example, the insertion of a moratorium[footnoteRef:26] for the “GPA”[footnoteRef:27], surrogacy,[footnoteRef:28] which is a very divisive issue within our movement, especially within the lesbian movement, because unfortunately it has launched a battle against GPA. From "Arcilesbica,"[footnoteRef:29] the principal lesbian group in Italy, which caused a huge fracture, the majority of the Arcilesbian circles have disassociated from the national group, in fact including Bologna where it was born. You’ve already talked with other activists, I think, who have told you a little about the whole process, and let’s say that the Arci lesbian group is taking very severe positions on the issue of GPA but also on other issues, like, for example, the trans issue, sex work, a whole series of issues that are very delicate within the feminist movement and the LGTBQ movement. The Arci lesbian group is just dealing with that in a very rigid and aggressive way. [26:  A moratorium is the temporary prohibition of a practice or activity, which can be suspended when the underlying issue is resolved. (Hayes, Adam. “Moratorium.” Investopedia. Accessed May 18, 2022. https://www.investopedia.com/terms/m/moratorium.asp.)]  [27:  Translator’s Note: “gestation for others,” or surrogate pregnancies.]  [28:  Surrogacy is a process in which a woman agrees to conceive, carry and give birth to a child for another person or couple, the child’s intended parents. (“Surrogacy.” Better Health Channel. Accessed May 19, 2022. https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/healthyliving/surrogacy.)]  [29:  Comprised specifically of lesbian women and founded as a subdivision of Arcigay, Italy’s largest LGBTQ+ association. (“Arcilesbica.” Wikipedia (it). Accessed May 5, 2022. https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arcilesbica.)] 


So this thing about GPA that the regional legislative assembly inserted is the fruit of this political work that they pushed forward, that identifies GPA as a fundamental issue, whereas other activist groups don’t think of it this way. I agree because I don’t think GPA is a priority in Italy. I believe there are 11 gay couples that resorted to GPA—it’s a ridiculous thing—and it’s more of an issue that concerns the hetero world. It’s hetero people who make use of GPA and it was a very politicized thing, so much so that it resulted in a law about homotrans negativity, which has nothing to do with it because it isn’t our priority. That is, it’s the approach of saying you are pro or you are against, how to say, yes GPA, no GPA. It’s a Manichean[footnoteRef:30] approach, it doesn’t allow for the possibility of nuances to think about things in a deep way and it was something that was little done in Italy. [30:  Concepted inherited from Manichaeism, a Persian religion founded in the 3rd century CE that suggested the radical opposition of Evil and Good, of Light and Darkness. (“Manichaeism.” Britannica. Accessed May 18, 2022. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Manichaeism.)] 


Among other things, the attitude is also very related to the women who in other countries do this thing of saying that they are all victims, there cannot be a choice to do this in a consensual way—we have to protect these women. It isn’t my way of doing feminism, in the sense that it’s okay to denounce practices of oppression that can also be at an international level, but we always start from the assumption that no other woman is ever completely a victim because otherwise you take away her agency, the possibility of acting, of recognizing her as a subject, and you have a colonialistic attitude[footnoteRef:31] in how you deal with other women and I always try to avoid this. So taking for granted that we are reasoning with subjects who have autonomy, and their choices. In a field that reduces opportunities according to the place where you’re born, to level of oppression and also of colonialism that there is in a certain national context or in a certain territory. [31:  A dominant and controlling attitude. In reference to colonialism, the idea of a nation conquering and exploiting another while simultaneously imposing their own ideals onto their population. (“What is colonialism?” National Geographic. Accessed June 20, 2022. https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/colonialism.)] 


But that group there that says, “Let’s get rid of GPA because all the women that do it are exploited, poor,” I don’t like it, and like when it’s said that there can be no chosen form of prostitution. It’s true that the trafficking is related to the majority of prostitution that exists today at least in Italy and is terrible sexual exploitation, which needs to be opposed. However, it isn’t true, at least from my point of view, that there are no forms of sex work—which are not necessarily prostitution, sex work takes many various different forms—that are chosen, that are self-determined, sometimes it doesn’t mean that you have all the options in the world and you choose that, sometimes you have few options and you choose that, but you choose it. For example, I have (...) the job of sex worker who at a political level they require, they claim their rights, the possibility of not being stigmatized, of not experiencing violence, of having a form of self-determination, because I am convinced that this also helps people who suffer trafficking.

This is to say that the initial question that started from the laws, things were inserted in that law that in my opinion have nothing to do with it and which are political exchanges, and unfortunately this is a problem. Let’s say that in Italy it’s difficult to have clean, clear, tidy laws. Taking a stand on certain things, all of our laws are compromises, the important laws: the abortion law, divorce law, they all have compromises that now, for example, are used by the right against people’s self-determination. For example, in Italy we have a law on abortion but in Italy it is really difficult to get an abortion, because the law itself contains an opportunity to circumvent the right. In Italy we are very good at playing these games; I make a law and find the loophole. And that law seems to me to go in the direction of not taking a position, a resolved position, as clear-cut as it could be because it is the result of a compromise between different forces and of little political courage of some political forces in Italy, where it really difficult for the left to really do the left because there’s a very strong Catholic component. This, unfortunately, is a defect that we carry with us. 

LD: If you could choose one important point from your story of activism which would be important to talk about, what would it be? Is there a message that you want other people to understand about your story?

EC: Okay, a message. What I want to say is what politics is for me. The politics that I do—feminist, lesbian politics—aspires to a transformation of your whole life, but the fundamental thing is that this transformation starts with us, which is the most difficult thing to do. To be able to change your habits, your mentality. When we talk of the hetero-patriarchal[footnoteRef:32] system, apart from the system being made up of laws and lots of social habits inside of us, that is, the system is how we were created, socialized. It is the first step in the transformation of our lives. So, I believe that the important thing is already revolutionary when we are able to modify our lives and the lives of the people we interact with. In terms of life choices, in terms of practices, in terms of relationships with others, how we create our relationships, both politically and emotionally. So which other forms of love or family, which ways do we have to deal with our lives outside of those patterns. [32:  Heteropatriarchy is a socio-political system that regards cisgender heterosexual men as superior, thus enforcing binaries and toxic masculinity, as well as oppressing those who identify as women or gender non-conforming. (“Cis-Heteropatriarchy.” The UnLeading Project, York University. Accessed May 20, 2022. https://www.yorku.ca/edu/unleading/systems-of-oppression/cis-heteropatriarchy/.)] 


It’s not easy. Earlier I reported to you the example of an experience of illness, of death, that I experienced with the woman that I loved, so something really strong. For example, the dimension of the lesbian community, of the community of women that gathered around me, which supported me in various ways, it was really powerful. That for me really provides the grounds to say that we have chosen something else in our lives and that we put it into practice. Even in the most difficult moments. Because it is easy when you are in joyous moments, when you are feeling pride, but to confront all the difficult things in life, this capacity to create networks and to create a different modality because normally illness, death, is managed in the family. In Italy it’s like this for us. It’s the family that takes care of you or if there isn’t family there are services. That was just an experiment to say, "No, we’ll do it another way," "We’ll take care of ourselves together." So I want to say that politics, because I am a feminist, politics also involves your private life, the little things in life, and these must be changed starting with us. This is my message. 

LD: What does the word feminism mean to you?

EC: Wow. First of all, maybe the best way to use it is plural. Because what I understood by doing it is that there isn’t a single feminism but there are many at times and also that it’s difficult to understand anything. And so, feminisms. Feminisms aren’t a total system of thought, they are maybe a way of looking at things, that is when you come inside and it comes inside you, it is difficult not to see the world with those eyes. So from the language that you use to the things that relate to the setting and things that are primarily considered part of private life. Everything is put under discussion. It isn’t just activism outside, it’s activism inside. And I believe that in any case the fundamental thing is still a form of liberation of our lives, of our bodies in the experiences that we can have, in choices.

The key word certainly is liberation. And then empowerment, which in English seems a bit more official. With my comrades we often use the Spanish word "empoderamento," meaning claiming power together, which I believe is one of the fundamental practices of feminism. So that feminists, who are not just women—there are many trans, non-binary,[footnoteRef:33] genderfluid[footnoteRef:34] activists, all the various facets—they manage to create a power together understood in a positive sense, a power of change. This is exactly what I feel. I feel all of this energy, this potential of transformation when I am in the midst of feminists. I like this sensation a lot. And then to start from things that are normally considered to be private. It puts into question a lot because, for example, in the way in which I conceive of and manage love relationships there is a big opportunity for feminist change. It is very difficult, and it puts a lot in play. Maybe it’s easy to learn theoretical things to do good activism. To be able to truly transform your own ways is much more difficult, it requires many years of work, of reflection, suffering too; all of us have grown up in another way so you have to just go back and change all of your assumptions. This, for me, is feminism.  [33:  Non-binary is a term commonly used by individuals whose gender identity does not fit into either of the binary categories of gender, i.e. man or woman. (“Understanding Non-Binary People: How to Be Respectful and Supportive.” National Center for Transgender Equality. Accessed May 18, 2022. https://transequality.org/issues/resources/understanding-non-binary-people-how-to-be-respectful-and-supportive.)]  [34:  Gender fluidity can refer to a gender identity, gender expression, or a combination of both, that changes or evolves over time, falling within the “transgender” umbrella. Genderfluid individuals often explore multiple parts of the gender spectrum. (Katz-Wise, Sabra L. “Gender fluidity: What it means and why support matters.” Harvard Health Publishing. Accessed May 18, 2022. https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/gender-fluidity-what-it-means-and-why-support-matters-2020120321544#.)] 


BG: When you spoke about the first big meeting in Genoa for the G8 in 2001, it struck me that you said, “I didn’t know anyone,” because you used the feminine ending for anyone. And then I really wanted to ask you a question about language in our language—the expedients that were suggested to make the language more feminist. Can you tell me what you think about it? 

EC: I am very interested in this issue; it has been one of my fields of commitment and activism because working in communication I am concerned about these things. Among other things I also sometimes do things on this issue in the schools with girls and boys. In my opinion, language is fundamental. It is very linked to the way we think about things. It’s difficult to say what comes first—if it’s the thought or the word—but if we have ways of saying things and we don’t have others, this also affects the way we think about things. The fact is that Italian is a language that forces you to gender things because it’s a gendered language that has a masculine and a feminine. So that over the decades there has been a beautiful big linguistic exclusion of women, and an invisibility, non-representation of all feminine parts, attached tightly to gendered political motives, that is, in Italy the feminine was used for certain things and not for others. Because there was a division in the roles. So, all jobs linked to caregiving were feminine. And it was difficult to recreate them in the masculine. Whereas all jobs linked, for example, to politics or socially prestigious roles or even of recognition—therefore professions of a certain type—they were all masculine. Because the division of power was that way.

In Italy, the political professions are not declined with the feminine because for many years there weren’t any women in politics. There weren’t female mayors, there weren’t female ministers and so the words didn’t exist because in those cases they were the exceptions, and as exceptions they returned to the masculine. So—how to say it—the system of power behind language is very strong, and it’s so strong that it convinces people to not use certain words. It seems like a question of cacophony, esthetics, that word sounds bad. That is, how many times have you heard about the request to use words declined in the feminine, for example, for political or administrative or public functions, “No, it sounds bad.” Bullshit! That is, in the sense that the Italian language envisions that it should be used in that way. 

There is actually a manual written in Italy in 1987 by a feminist who worked at a high national level, Alma Sabatini, a manual focused on the non-sexist use of the Italian language.[footnoteRef:35] It explains the Italian language in an ordinary way as it functions from the grammatical point of view, so the fact that certain words are declined in one way rather than in another. To not use generic terms to mean, for example, the masculine universal as we use it: citizens,[footnoteRef:36] men, meaning humankind. And so a lot of my activism and the activism that I’ve done together with my female comrades was working on language, both language in daily life and in our non-political work. That is in the sense that I do political work, but we also work for survival, so we work with companies, with the public administration, and that was really a specific field for our work. [35:  “Raccomandazioni per un uso non sessista della lingua italiana.” In English, “Recommendations for a non-sexist use of the Italian language.” Written by Alma Sabatini with the collaboration of Marcella Mariani, and research participations by Edda Billi, and Alda Santangelo. Original text in Italian available at https://web.archive.org/web/20150714212456/http://www.funzionepubblica.gov.it/media/962032/il%20sessismo%20nella%20lingua%20italiana.pdf.]  [36:  Translator’s Note: using the masculine plural.] 


So every time a neuter[footnoteRef:37] was used, we refused and pointed out that it was possible to say it another way; so between masculine-feminine, which is already a compromise, because actually there is no masculine or feminine—they are only two poles—all the complexity of position and gender that there can be should be included. But, oh well, I realize that it is very difficult to create plurality but at least to insist on the masculine and the feminine makes you understand that in Italy they aren’t all men, as the title of a famous comic says.[footnoteRef:38] So for me, this part of activism is very, very important. I believe that it is also really fundamental for changing minds. I realize that often when I speak, I talk with women who talk about themselves in the masculine, both individually and collectively. Sometimes you find yourself at feminist assemblies where maybe 98% are women and they use the masculine. I go into a fury; I go bonkers there. I always point it out. Always, always, always. Because I believe that we have to just train ourselves to rethink our ways of thinking about things, because it’s just how you think them. [37:  Translator’s Note: in Italian, when the masculine is used to include everyone.]  [38:  Referring to the 2008 comic In Italia sono tutti maschi (In Italy they’re all male) by Luca de Santis and Sara Colaone, which discusses with the persecution of homosexuals during fascist Italy. (“In Italia sono tutti maschi.” Goodreads. Accessed June 20, 2022. https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/10615380-in-italia-sono-tutti-maschi?ac=1&from_search=true&qid=D6ix2VGz66&rank=1.)] 


If you say it with the masculine you think about the masculine, it means that you completely eliminate the horizon of feminine subjectivity whatever you want to include. Among other things I often use the feminine in an inclusive manner. I use the feminine even when there are men. I use the feminine also knowing that it represents a bit of a stretch for certain people, because, for example it can be difficult for a trans guy to use the feminine, but I ask him to do it; that is, in the sense that I recognize your identity and your path, I know that for you the masculine is an achieved thing, important, but if you are in a collective context, accept the fact that I include you in that feminine. Just as it includes cis men, hetero, gay, it doesn’t matter, in that feminine there. Among other things, when I do it, I say, "Look, it’s a privilege to be included in the feminine,” and that is from my point of view the positioning—it’s my positioning, and something that I chose—it’s a revolutionary positioning so that inclusion is a political act of a certain type. And it is something that I often say when an initiative begins—something at the beginning—often for the initial greeting I use the feminine to specify that it’s an open feminine, which includes everyone, that it is nice to regain exactly that space that for so much time has been denied, and that it is more revolutionary to use a feminine universal which is a masculine universal. 

BG: Very last question. Is there anything that you didn’t say that you’d like to talk about?

EC: I could stay here another five hours! Certainly, there is something that I haven’t said here. Right now, I wouldn’t know what to add. Regarding the language I would like to expand the question to images in general because before I mentioned it. I am part of a group that organizes this lesbian film festival which is a project that we have in some way, inherited from Luki, who is one of my girlfriends and who is also a political comrade of many of us, not just a single emotional relationship but she was a very strong character within the lesbian community, and she had created this festival called “Some Prefer Cake,”[footnoteRef:39] which I carry on as a political activity in the sense that it’s a film festival, but the cinema is one important tool for opening imagined possibilities, about life, about narrative, about politics. It does a lot. I learned so much going to film festivals. I remember the “divergent film festival,” which was one of the last festivals that Luki organized. I learned so much from the films. [39:  The festival continues to take place yearly in Bologna. See https://someprefercakefestival.com/en/#. ] 


Also about various possibilities of identification in the trans world and that is an umbrella but includes so many things within. For example, I have discovered that there are trans gay rather than trans and lesbians, things that since I hadn’t encountered them weren’t clear to me. I didn’t know and from there then many worlds have opened up to me, even about the various types of practices—the same thing about lesbianism. That is, we try to propose films that tend to expand this imagery and avoid stereotypes because even in our world there are many stereotypes. And so I like to bring this thing that is important that allows us to take that path of transformation piece by piece which then leads us to be built as different people. The capacity to integrate another world into your own life. So I advocate for this type of work which might be perceived less as a political movement, but it’s very much that, in my opinion.
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