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Teaching experiences, feminist practices, awareness of subjective and
collective identities: a mutual co-construction within bodies, words and
(self)reflections in the Italian '70s

Elena GIROTTI
Universita degli Studi di Macerata (Italy)
e.girottil @unimc.it

Anna ASCENZI
Universita degli Studi di Macerata (Italy)
anna.ascenzi(@unimec.it

ABSTRACT: Considering the feminisation of the Italian school system as a preliminary
historical premise, this paper examines the Seventies and pays attention to grassroots and
feminist experiences that emerged at that time. In doing so, it addresses the following
questions: how have teachers' and women's identities been discussed in Italian grassroots
and feminist magazines in the Seventies? How did the debate and reflections they
proposed contribute to the mutual co-construction — and deconstruction — of ideas on
teachers, the body, the relationship with power and women's identity? To answer these
questions, the following experiences and publications are examined: the book L'erba
voglio by Fachinelli et al., published in 1971; the homonymous journal published from
1971 to 1977; and the feminist periodical effe, published from 1973 to 1982. Extracts and
articles have been selected and analysed to grasp the symbolic and social (dis)order they
evoked concerning topics such as the relationship between students and teachers; the
relationship with the authority both when it is possessed and in the case of being
submitted to it; how teachers' identity was conceived, in particular of female teachers; the
modality through which bodies were perceived, experienced and narrated within school,
how the reflection on school was intertwined with discourses on society, power and
gender.

KEYWORDS: School; Society; Teacher Identity; Feminism.

1. Introduction and research questions

As Giuseppina D’ Addelfio observes in a recent work, within the fields of the history of
education and social pedagogy, the intersection of gender and education is receiving
growing scholarly attention.! This renewed focus centres on what she terms the
«pedagogy of the feminine» that is, both a theoretical and historical discourse in which
women constitute the subject of inquiry, and a reflective body of educational thought
produced by women themselves.> Within the context of the history of education — and
specifically referring to the Italian tradition — several significant studies have examined
the role of women in educational processes, highlighting both their active participation
and the dialogues they engaged in, as well as the professional and social conditions of
women teachers and the gradual feminisation of the teaching profession.> Among these

! Giuseppina D’Addelfio, In altra luce. Per una pedagogia al femminile (Firenze: Mondadori Universita,
2016), p. 2. The original text is in Italian; the authors of the present paper provided the English translation.
2 D’Addelfio, In altra luce, 2.

3 See Simonetta Ulivieri, «Donne e insegnamento dal dopoguerra a oggi. La femminilizzazione del corpo
insegnante», in Essere donne insegnanti. Storia, professionalita e cultura di genere, ed. Simonetta Ulivieri
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contributions, we mention the one by Simonetta Ulivieri that not only pays attention to
the conditions of the teaching profession and to the elements that favour its feminization
but also focuses on the Seventies, on the rise of neo-feminist movements and their critique
of traditional pedagogy. As a matter of fact, Ulivieri underlines how «the critique of
educational systems, of how women are educated, the importance of separate places for
the elaboration of female thought lay the foundations for the subsequent developments of
the movement: the reappropriation of the value of gender, the thought of difference, the
visibility/significance of the feminine».* In relation to the neo-feminist movements of the
Seventies, the work of Chiara Martinelli is also noteworthy, in our view. Martinelli
establishes a connection between the student movement and the neo-feminist movement,
highlighting their shared emphasis on the «liberation of the self» as a foundational step
toward emancipation from an unjust and oppressive society.’

The two aforementioned contributions have been highlighted here because, in our view,
they effectively underscore the pivotal role played by neo-feminist movements in
challenging educational institutions —a role that is increasingly recognized and
acknowledged in contemporary scholarship. This leads us to pose further questions: What
remains to be said? What new insights can be added? Our particular interest lies in further
investigating how, in the trajectories of certain activists and educators, questions of
female and social identity have intersected with the construction of professional identity
—that is, the identity of being (also) a teacher. We are therefore concerned with exploring
complex, entangled experiences in which activism —specifically neo-feminist activism—
and teaching converge.$

How was the role of teachers represented and understood within the anti-authoritarian
and neo-feminist movements of the 1970s? While the broader critiques of educational
systems and pedagogical practices articulated by these movements are well documented,
less attention has been paid, in our view, to the individual and collective processes
through which participants reflected on their dual roles. We are particularly interested in
how these debates and reflections contributed to the mutual co-construction —and at times,
deconstruction— of ideas concerning the figure of the teacher, the embodied experience
within the classroom, the dynamics of power, and the expression of female identity.

(Torino: Rosenberg & Sellier, 1996), 47-86; Carmela Covato, «Maestre ¢ professoresse fra '800 e '900:
emancipazione femminile e stereotipi di “genere”», in Essere donne insegnanti. Storia, professionalita e
cultura di genere, ed. Simonetta Ulivieri (Torino: Rosenberg & Sellier, 1996), 19-46; Antonella Cagnolati,
Tiziana Pironi. Cambiare gli occhi al mondo intero. Donne nuove ed educazione nelle pagine de
«L'Alleanzay (1906-1911) (Genova: Unicopli, 2006); Antonella Cagnolati (ed.). Tra natura e cultura.
Profili di donne nella storia dell'educazione (Roma: Aracne, 2008); Anna Ascenzi. Drammi privati e
pubbliche virtu. La maestra italiana dell’Ottocento tra narrazione letteraria e cronaca giornalistica
(Macerata: eum edizioni universitd di Macerata, 2012); Eleonora de Conciliis, «La riproduzione (del)
femminile. Una riflessione socio-politica sul ruolo delle donne nella scuola italiana degli ultimi decenni»,
Storia Delle Donne 8, no. 1 (2012), 39-56; Chiara Martinelli, «“La mia avventura sono i0”. Individui e
societa dal linguaggio del movimento studentesco a quello delle riviste neofemministe», Laboratoire
italien. Politique et société 26 (2021); Monica Pacini, «“L’Erba voglio” (1971-1977): un gruppo di
desiderio nella stagione dei movimenti», Laboratoire Italien. Politique et sociéte 28 (2022), 1-15.

4 Ulivieri, Donne e insegnamento dal dopoguerra a oggi, 67.

3> Martinelli, La mia avventura sono io.

¢ On this topic, see Danica Savonik, Open Admissions. The Poetics and Pedagogy of Toni Cade Bambare,
June Jordan, Audre Lorde, and Adrienne Rich in the Era of Free College (Durham and London: Duke
University Press, 2024).
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2. Methodology and sources

To address the research questions outlined in the previous paragraph, this paper
undertakes a textual analysis of selected extracts that can shed light on the relationship of
mutual co-construction between the simultaneous dimensions of teacher and activist. The
passages have been chosen precisely because, in our opinion, they show both the
dimensions mentioned in their hybrid and entangled nature. The selected texts are drawn
from the following sources. Moreover, we sought texts inspired by events and
biographical experiences that occurred in class, also referring to personal feelings, to try
to show the challenges and reflections arising from the two interconnected dimensions.
The first source considered is the book L’erba voglio. Pratica non autoritaria nella
scuola, edited by Elvio Fachinelli, Luisa Muraro Vaiani and Giuseppe Sartori and
published by Einaudi in 1971.7 This collection brings together selected accounts and
contributions on non-authoritarian educational practices, most of which were presented
during the conference Non-Authoritarian Experiences in School, held in Milan in June
1970.% Additional excerpts are drawn from the subsequent magazine of the same name,
L’erba voglio, which was initially produced in a non-professional, artisanal format, later
published by Nessi, and issued on a bimonthly but irregular basis between 1971 and
1977.°

The third source examined is the magazine effe, which was established in Rome in 1973
as a weekly counter-information publication for women.!? It remained in circulation until
1982, sustained by the collective efforts of feminist groups, women writers and
journalists, educators, sociologists, homemakers, and both famous and lesser-known
women. !

3. Analisys of the sources
3.1. L’erba voglio: the book and the magazine

Among the many texts composing the book L 'erba voglio, we would like to focus on Due
anni di scuola non autoritaria in una media inferiore, written by Lea Melandri and in
which she recounts her experience in the Middle school of Melegnano.!'? Melandri
discusses the challenges she faced during her first year of teaching at a middle school — a
position she accepted reluctantly. In this role, she experiences a fear of being
overwhelmed and losing control, particularly due to her concern that she might fail to
establish a relationship with her students that differs from the one she had previously
experienced in high school.!* Melandri clearly articulates her emotions and anxieties, as
well as the pedagogical and personal factors that, in her view, contributed to the initially
negative relationship with her class. These include her own lack of clarity regarding the
broader role of the school and the function of the teacher, as well as her difficulty in

7 Elvio Fachinelli, Luisa Muraro Vaiani, Giuseppe Sartori (eds.). L'erba voglio. Pratica non autoritaria
nella scuola (Torino: Giulio Einaudi editore, 1971).

8 Fachinelli et alii, L'erba voglio 11.

® AA. VV. L'erba voglio: servitii e liberazione di massa (Milano: Nessi, 1971-1977).

10 effe, archivio storico di effe, mensile femminista autogestito, «Abouty», effe, archivio storico di effe,
mensile femminista autogestito. https://efferivistafemminista.it/about/ (accessed May 13, 2025).

" Ibid.

12 Lea Melandri, «Due anni di scuola non autoritaria in una media inferiore», in L'erba voglio. Pratica non
autoritaria nella scuola, eds. Elvio Fachinelli, Luisa mUraro Vaiani, Giuseppe Sartori (Torino: Giulio
Einaudi Editore, 1971), 67-95.

13 Melandri, «Due anni di scuola non autoritariay, 68.
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finding effective alternatives to traditional educational models — models in which she
does not identify. She also points to certain subjective difficulties she faced during this
period.'* Melandri reflects on the nature of the relationship she develops with her
students, emphasizing how it is shaped by the authoritarian structure characteristic of the
school system. Her engagement with the Teachers Movement proves to be pivotal, as it
enables her to better understand several fundamental issues —such as the meaning of
grading and the importance of de-emphasizing it, and the need to manage classroom
power dynamics collectively rather than through top-down imposition.

Equally significant is her encounter with the feminist movement at Umanitaria in the
same year — 1971, shortly after the publication of her book and the founding of the
magazine L ‘erba voglio. She recounts her attempt to participate in both movements —the
educational and the feminist — highlighting the points of intersection between them,
particularly their shared critique of an abstract, detached conception of politics. Both
movements, she notes, emphasized a focus on personal life, the body, and sexuality.'
This intersection of pedagogical and educational concerns with themes central to feminist
thought is also evident in the magazine L ‘erba voglio. Liliana De Venuto, a teacher from
Villazzano (Trento), writes to the magazine to inquire about how to approach the topic of
childhood sexuality, taking into consideration the work of Jules Celma.'® Her inquiry also
serves as a point of departure for broader reflections on the «new role of adults in the
lives of children» and the possibility of establishing intergenerational relationships
grounded in a «reciprocal exchange of experiences».!” These questions are taken up by
Melandri, who uses them as a basis for an inquiry conducted with one of her classes,
asking: «What do students in class when they are not paying attention to the lesson?».'8
This moment marks the beginning of a dialogue with the children, which Melandri
documents and examines from both social and pedagogical perspectives. The theme is
revisited in subsequent issues of the magazine, following a controversy sparked by the
initial article. The ensuing contributions highlight Melandri’s capacity to move beyond
the conventional responses typically offered by schools to children's inquiries about
sexuality and her effort to establish a meaningful relationship with the children, grounded
in their questions."

The importance of beginning with the lived experiences and needs of children had as well
been articulated in a previous issue by Valentina Degano, who, in reflecting on the
reading of photo novels, also critically examined her own perception of reality and its
influence on her pedagogical practice.?’

14 Ibid.

15 Lea Melandri, «Il femminismo a Milano Anni '70. Seconda puntata. I primi due gruppi: Demau e Rivolta
Femminiley». http://www.universitadelledonne.it/femm%?20lea%202.htm (accessed September 27, 2024).
See also Lea Melandri. I/ desiderio dissidente: antologia della rivista L'erba voglio (1971-1977) (Roma:
DeriveApprodi, 2018).

16 Jules Cerma, Diario di un educastratore (Rimini: Gualandi, 1972).

17 Liliana De Venuto in Liliana De Venuto, Lea Melandri, «Il focoso tra i banchi», L'erba voglio 8-9 (1972-
1973): 18.

18 Lea Melandri in Liliana De Venuto, Lea Melandri, «Il focoso tra i banchi», L'erba voglio 8-9 (1972-
1973): 18.

19 Lea Melandri, «Scusi, Signora, ha letto Piaget?», L'erba voglio 11 (1973): 11-13.

20 Valentina Degano, «L’apprendista e il fotoromanzo», L'erba voglio 1 (1971): 8-9.
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3.2. Effe rivista femminista

The theme of critically reflecting on one’s position as a female teacher also emerges in
Tiziana Salsi’s article, Scuola: la trappola della cattedra, published by effe in October
1978.2! While earlier contributions had acknowledged the significant presence of women
in education and emphasized the need for female teachers to leverage this presence to
challenge traditional narratives that marginalize and subordinate them and to find new
ways of constructing knowledge,?* Salsi’s article is particularly noteworthy in terms of
personal reflection. It does that, in our view, through its nuanced exploration of the
contradictions the author faces in her attempt to redefine her role and collaboratively
reshape the power dynamics within the classroom. This transformative aspiration is met
with the dual challenge of asserting authority and earning students’ respect, alongside a
personal struggle marked by the painful awareness of perceived shortcomings — described
by Salsi as the feeling of having «failed to do all that I could have done».?

As previously mentioned, there was also an interest in the production of knowledge and
a desire to generate it through a female perspective. In this context, the article by Laura
Moscati and Rosaria Conti is particularly relevant, as it critically examines the textbooks
traditionally used in schools and presents two original versions that emerged from a
dialogue between teachers and children, creating space for female representation as
well 24

4. Conclusions

The analysis conducted thus far suggests that the contributions examined support the
broader reflection characterizing the experiences of women activists and teachers, thereby
confirming the interconnection of social, educational, and biographical dimensions. As
this study is still in its early stages, we intend to pursue further research on the topic,
addressing other articles published in the feminist periodical effe and including an
exploration of potential transnational influences and circulations.

21 Tiziana Salsi, «scuola, la  trappola della cattedray, effe, ottobre 1978,

https://efferivistafemminista.it/2014/12/la-trappola-della-cattedra/ (accessed June 14, 2025).

2 MB., «le donne docenti, una scuola da vendicare», effe, ottobre 1974,
https://efferivistafemminista.it/2015/01/le-donne-insegnanti/ (accessed June 14, 2025).

23 SQalsi, «scuola, la trappola della cattedra.

24 Laura Moscati, Rosaria Conti, «la mamma ¢ sempre la mammay», effe, ottobre 1978,
https://efferivistafemminista.it/2014/12/la-mamma-e-sempre-la-mamma/ (accessed June 14, 2025).
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