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Abstract In the late 1970s to the early 1980s, the Italian transsexual movement began gaining

visibility in the public sphere, also making use of the feminist political lexicon. This contamination

emerged in the life stories of some trans pioneers, who consider feminism a fundamental element of

their political and individual trajectory of subjectivation. In contrast, historiographical recon-

structions of Italian feminist movements as well as feminists’ accounts nevermention the transsexual

movement. During battles for the right to change one’s gender, transsexuals were supported by only a

few feminist members of Left parties. The article analyzes the reasons that prevented Italian feminist

and transsexual movements from establishing an open alliance against the patriarchal system deeply

rooted in the Italian society of the time.
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T his article aims to deepen our understanding of the relationship between

feminist and transsexual movements in Italy during the 1970s and 1980s,

which at a superficial level do not seem to share much common ground. The most

useful concept for transversally connecting transsexuality and feminism is gender,

by which we mean, to follow Joan Scott’s (1986) definition, a primary field within

which or by means of which power is articulated. Transsexual experience reveals

this dimension of gender’s fundamental potentiality: it makes visible the means

by which gender internally expresses power relations within a category as well as

across categories, while also pointing to the possibility of moving beyond this

category and the binarism that constructs it. Central to this understanding, and to

the discussions that can be developed from it, is the point Angela Davis raises in

one of her recently published “difficult dialogues”: “Now that we have begun to

challenge the binary assumptions behind gender, we can [challenge] hierarchies

of gender as well. Where, for example, does a transgender woman figure into the

hierarchy?” (Davis 2012: 191). Davis’s statement finds direct expression in concrete
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historical experience if we look at the transsexual movement in relation to the

history of feminism in the Italian context at the turn of the 1970s and 1980s: within

the women’s movement, the central question at the time was, in fact, the question

of power, and within this question is the means of analyzing the (missed) rela-

tionship between feminism and the transsexual movement, particularly with

transsexual women.1

Locating the Transsexual Movement in History

It is useful to begin with a brief discussion of the histories of feminist and

transsexual movements in Italy between 1979 and 1982. Despite there being a

significant amount of published biographical material about transsexual people

(just to cite the most known: Cecconi 1976; Marcasciano 2002, 2006, 2007, 2015),

a substantial collection of various kinds of primary-source documents regarding

transsexual experience (albeit not yet effectively collected, organized, and ana-

lyzed as a whole),2 and a few recent works of historical scholarship (Schettini

2011), the transsexual movement’s history in contemporary Italy has yet to

be comprehensively reconstructed. It is possible that the difficulty of histori-

cizing Italian transsexual experience is due to historians’ general resistance to

approaching themes that reveal, beneath the surface of seemingly straightforward

political history, intense and intimate intersections of sexuality and power that

complicate the conventional separation of public and private spheres (Asquer

2012: 8).

Transsexuality began to gain public visibility in Italy in the 1950s and 1960s;

though at first characterized as a marginal and private matter, by the end of the

1960s there emerged a nascent transgender community, and by the early 1970s, it

became a subject of political and social concern (Marcasciano 2015; Arietti et al.

2010). Several events in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s accelerated the

process of making transsexuality a public issue around the Western world, the

most famous of which was the 1969 Stonewall riots in New York. Stonewall was

preceded, however, by a growing wave of radical protest against the oppression of

GLBT people: in 1966 a group of transgender and transsexual women, gays, and

prostitutes rebelled against their repeated harassment by police at Compton’s

Cafeteria in San Francisco (Stryker 2008: 58). In 1967, in Italy, Romano Lecconi

became the first Italian citizen to publicly announce a decision to undergo sex-

reassignment surgery (in Geneva, Switzerland) and was subsequently sentenced to

confinement in a small town in southern Italy on the basis of being considered a

morally and socially dangerous person.3 In 1972, the Court of Lucca legally rec-

ognized “La Romanina,” as she was popularly known, in her new gender as

Romina Cecconi (Cecconi 1976).

In 1970, a group of transsexuals in Rome, tired of the abuses of law

enforcement, protested by getting themselves arrested en masse. In the small
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northern city of San Remo in 1972, members of various European homosexual

associations gathered publicly for the first time in Italy to disrupt the International

Congress on Sexual Deviancy organized by the Italian Center for Sexology, which

supported conversion therapy. Among the associations present was an important

future ally in the battle for the rights of transgender people, the newly formed

group known as FUORI! (in Italian, an acronym for Fronte Unitario Omosessuale

Rivoluzionario Italiano, the United Italian Homosexual Revolutionary Front).

And in 1977, the Turin publisher Einaudi released Mario Mieli’s work, Elementi

di critica omosessuale (in 1980 translated into English: Homosexuality and Lib-

eration: Elements of a Gay Critique), still a touchstone of GLBTQ political culture

in Italy today.

As even this short time line shows, it is not possible to discuss the Italian

transsexual movement without discussing the broader political, social, and cul-

tural environment that gave rise to other protest movements of the 1960s and

1970s. The social actors who took part in these movements experienced first-

hand the exhilaration of self-discovery, and they gained the ability to claim rights

and desires for themselves as well as for their groups. They rejected all forms

of institutional authority, freed themselves from repressive customary forms of

sexual behavior, challenged the traditional division of gender roles, and grasped

the possibility of transforming individual needs through collective action (Lumley

1990; Della Porta 1996).

The transsexual movement in the late 1970s was the last of this wave

of social and political movements to emerge in Italy. In 1979, in a public swim-

ming pool in Milan, a group of transsexuals—not recognized as such by the state,

and recognized even less as women—staged a protest by wearing only men’s

swim trunks, thereby exposing their bare breasts. Their aim was to dramatize the

contradictory nature of their situation while at the same time asserting owner-

ship over their own bodies and gender expression (Marcasciano 2006: 42). This

simple action ignited a clamorous protest and provoked the curiosity of the

national media. It both catapulted transsexual issues into public conversation

and inspired a large number of transsexuals to publicly fight for their rights.

From that moment, transsexual activist groups began to blossom in many Italian

cities, protesting against the discrimination that they endured and advocating for

a law to allow them to change their sex and name in accordance with their chosen

gender identity.

That same year, as part of the wave of new mobilization, the Italian

Transsexual Movement (Movimento Italiano Transessuale [MIT]) was born (and

formally founded in 1981).4 In February 1980, Franco De Cataldo, a Radical Party

member of Parliament, sponsored a bill allowing transsexual women to legally

change their names, which was supported by FUORI! as well as the Italian
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Communist Party (PCI). On October 1980, MIT held its first national demon-

stration in Rome to urge immediate discussion of the bill. In the same year, a

group of transsexuals representing MITmet in Strasbourg with other radicals to

proclaim “liberté, egalite, transexualitè” (La Nazione 1980).

In January 1981, the First National Transsexual Congress took place in

Milan, involving all the major transsexual groups from Milan, Florence, Turin,

Bologna, Genoa, and Rome, with the intent of bringing “transsexuals, lesbians,

homosexuals, and heterosexuals all together in a free and non-violent society”

(MIT 1981). The stated objectives of the congress included freeing transsexuality

from the exclusive purview of the mass media and the medical establishment and

promoting greater awareness of transsexual perspectives among the public in

order to facilitate broader rights for trans people. Between March and November

of 1981, at least four more national demonstrations were convened to seek

approval for De Cataldo’s law. One of the transsexual protest slogans reported by

the leading conservative newspaper La Stampa (The Press) was “Vogliamo essere

definite donne!” (We want to be defined as women!; La Stampa 1981b). Police

responded with force to the last of these demonstrations in front of the senate,

injuring three protestors and taking many others into custody (La Stampa 1981a).

The Second National Congress of the Italian Transsexual Movement took

place inMilan in January 1982, billed as an opportunity to reflect on the struggles of

the past three years but also as a chance to envision the movement’s future pros-

pects in light of the political realities of the times. Finally, on April 14, 1982, after

two years of protests and six months of parliamentary debate, the Italian parlia-

ment approved Law 164: Rules Concerning the Rectification of Sex-Attribution.

The lawmade it possible for transsexuals to proceed with the surgical adjustment of

sex characteristics and change of registered name. Considered flawed by many

stakeholders, who saw it as a compromise between various political forces, the law

still represented the success of a major civil rights battle, as well as a turning point

in the history of law andmorals of our country (Arietti et al. 2010): as a pioneering

legal step, it was only the second such law in Western Europe, after Germany

(1980). The law did in fact seem to recognize the possibility of a variation—until

then considered no more than an error of nature—in the rigid binary social

classification of the sexes.5

“Donna io, donna tu, femminista vieni giù!”

For feminist groups, the years 1979–82 similarly mark a period of profound trans-

formation. After a period of greatmobilization and public visibility, at the end of the

1970s Italian feminist movements were characterized by small groups and collectives

that, though small, nevertheless succeeded in setting in motion far-reaching and

widespread changes that affected political practices at both the individual and
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collective levels, leading to the creation of innumerable autonomous feminist

centers, libraries, bookstores, cafés, and women’s shelters (Calabrò and Grasso

2004). The 1980s ushered in a new phase of Italian feminist history (also known as

“femminismo diffuso,” that is, widespread feminism), during which differences

between women became the main issue and, not uncommonly, the source of

many conflicts.

Of particular importance at the outset of the new decade was the so-called

difference/differences debate over whether women’s oppression should best be

understood as the consequence of a totalizing binary hierarchy within which

women are subjugated by patriarchy, or whether women’s oppression needed

to be understood instead within a matrix of other oppressions, as one inter-

secting vector of oppression among many others (Guerra 2008). This debate,

already present in many internal disputes within Italian feminist groups as

well as in tensions between Italian feminist movements and other transversally

related movements, was amplified and intensified by significant theoretical

and political tensions—primarily coming from the United States, between

white and black feminists, between liberal Western feminists and transna-

tional feminists, and between lesbians and heterosexual women—that radically

challenged the capacity of the category “woman” to represent all women, free

from internal hierarchies of power (Miletti and Passerini 2007). Given this, I

would argue that the intersection of feminist movements with the transsexual

movement reveals two experiences that have simultaneously existed in Italy but

rarely converged.

For example, on the occasion of the First National Congress of the Italian

Transsexual Movement, a journalist covering the event noted friction, “subter-

ranean but real,” between transsexuals and feminists, exemplified by an anony-

mous remark, “You transsexuals exalt the worst aspect of women as objects, of the

woman as a doll subjected to male dictatorship” (Nuova scienza 1981). In other

words, transsexuals were accused of reviving a model of femininity against which

feminists had fought—a theoretical position that generated a common narrative

widespread among many radical feminisms of this period, both within and

outside Italy. The slogan chanted by transsexual women at theMarch 1981 protest,

reported in another newspaper, Paese sera, however, offers perhaps the best

example of the untapped potential relationship between feminist and transsexual

movements: “Donna io, donna tu, femminista vieni giù!” (roughly, I’m a woman;

you’re a woman—feminists, come and join us!). It was “an invitation,” as the

journalist observed, “to join efforts in a battle that, for those who have been

women and those who have become women, has many common denominators”

(Paese sera 1981).
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During the Second Congress of the Italian Transsexual Movement, there

were numerous references to the battlegrounds of the feminist movements:

divorce, abortion, self-determination, and sexual liberation. Furthermore, Enzo

Francone of FUORI! described the transsexual movement as “the tip of the

struggle for sexual liberation,” since, in his opinion, “trans women stir the biggest,

most deeply hidden, most uncomfortable taboos” (Francone 1982). Party politi-

cians speaking at the congress, including the communist senator Giglia Tedesco

Tatò (1982) and the radical deputy of the chamber Adele Faccio (1982), extensively

dwelt on the importance of breaking with widespread sexual taboos in order to

advance transsexuals’ rights. Tatò stressed the potential of the feminist slogan

“Woman is beautiful” to include transsexuals and asserted that transsexuals were

engaged in a “battle for all women” because “the battle for the emancipation and

liberation of women passes through the transsexual battle” (Tatò). Faccio invited

the organizers to “remember that we have to rely on women; they are the ones

who best recognize difference because they have had to live differently as women”

(Faccio 1982). Luciano Violante of the Italian Communist Party told transsexuals,

“Yours is a civil right to sexual identity. This battle is not only for you but for

everyone; it’s like the battle of the women’s movement, which was not only for

women, but served to correct the total balance of power” (Violante 1982).

Life stories can bring to light connections between the transsexual and

feminist movements that are just barely made visible by public pronouncements.

One early transsexual activist has noted that she felt “first—first of all—feminist,”

recalling that she “dressed as a feminist during the years of protest” and adding, “If

I had not first been feminist, I would never be as I am” (Marcasciano 2002: 38).

Similarly, Italian trans activism pioneer Porpora Marcasciano (from 2010 also

president of MIT) has stated, “I’ve always enjoyed taking part in women’s issues,

but I’ve always tip-toed in among the feminists, out of respect, out of modesty, but

also out of fear! Many trans people are seeking a passport, a tourist visa, or a

residence permit for feminist territory . . . because the transsexual or transgender

territory lies alongside, very close to it” (Marcasciano 2006: 38).

What Kind of Difference? Nodes for Future Research

The renowned Italian feminist historian Anna Rossi-Doria, in her elucidation of

the internal conflicts within feminism, has observed, “Perhaps when our differ-

ences turned out to be too harsh, we chose, more or less consciously, the ancient

weapon of silence” (Rossi-Doria 2007: 257). If this silence figures prominently in the

effort to build a relationship between feminist and transsexual movements now,

the current emptiness of that relationship attests to the presence of an additional

nexus of power, not yet disentangled nor even adequately analyzed in Italian

feminisms. Generally speaking, feminist “difference theory” (Diotima 1987) has
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played an important role in the creation of an obfuscating hegemony that

operates against all women and feminists perceived as other, a “hegemony that

shifted the reality of bodies and experience onto the level of the symbolic order,

taking a practice that had proved able to withstand the contradictions, paradoxes

and dark confusion of the sexes and putting it aside to the point of disappear-

ance” (Melandri 2000: 7).

For the preeminent French feminist philosopher of difference, Luce

Irigaray, women lack a proper concept of themselves and the world, which can be

remedied only by acquiring a cognitive tool based on the female body, a place as

much physical as it is symbolic (Irigaray 1984). The recognition of difference,

based on the morphology of the female body as an absolute ontological value, has

meant that any divergence from phallocentrism unable (or unwilling) to fall

within this territory has paid the price of a loss of intelligibility (Butler 1990). The

ensuing normativity of sexual and gender identity developed not only along the

axis of male-female relationships but also—and perhaps especially—within

womanhood, in which relations of power legitimized that which was similar to

internal norms and penalized that which appeared as other. In other words,

feminist difference theory has taken those who have not wanted to (or could not)

conform to the binary division of sexes and bodies and confined them to the

margins of citizenship, in the sense of citizenship as a politically legitimated

mutual recognition of variously embodied experiences. In the specific case of the

relationship between feminist movements and trans movements, the recognition

of difference hasmeant that individuals historically located on themargins of pub-

lic space as women have taken on a specific role: they have transformed themselves

into agents of surveillance who act to prevent any identities that transgress the

dominant norms from crossing this border, and they reject—physically and by

force if necessary—the individuals who embody such identities (Marcasciano

2007: 169).

Ideally, through research into and experimentation with many possible

gender identities, the concept of gender as a category of analysis would unsettle

the attraction biology had for many feminists. Although foundational work on

gender theory had already been undertaken by Gayle Rubin in the 1970s (Rubin

1975), the concept of gender was not widely disseminated in Italian feminism until

the second half of the 1980s, primarily through the work of Joan Scott (1986), who

helped launch a broader discussion of the relationship between sex and gender

and the utility of gender as an analytical category. We thus arrive at the 1990s,

when Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity

(1990) paved the way for gender theory to take a radically antinormative direction,

followed by queer and transgender studies. Within this new theoretical landscape,

it was finally possible to recognize the ability of the transgender issue to challenge

the universal sufficiency of the category “woman,” thereby promoting new
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analyses, new strategies, and new practices for combatting every kind of gender

discrimination. The words and deeds of trans women displayed a desire to build

other differences, not as imitation or caricature of the feminine but as an embod-

ied experience of different otherness that, among other things, could have broken

(and still can break) new ground for feminist practices.

This potential contribution is nowhere more critical than in the area of

embodied citizenship: women have been excluded from full citizenship on the

basis of their supposed lacks and shortcomings (physical, biological, and sexual),

while for transsexual individuals exclusion is justified by their excess (physically,

and of life experiences); in both cases, however, the price was (and is) invisibility

and lack of recognition or legitimacy in the public sphere and, thus, in History

itself. Movements of women and transsexuals alike have focused on sharing,

reappropriating, and politicizing their experiences of embodiment and sexuality

(not to mention health andmedicalization). Both have made of the body a field of

research for building theories, practices, and claims: not being able to build links

between these two experiences represents a missed opportunity to reflect on

embodied and gendered citizenship in a new way.

For example, in many ways, the transgender political movement’s focus on

its relation with the “medical establishment” is more similar to the feminist

struggle for reproductive freedom than it is to gay liberation. Transgender people,

like women who want to terminate a pregnancy or gain access to contraception,

demand the right to free, legal, competent, and respectful medical services for a

nonpathological need that is nonetheless often highly socially stigmatized, a need

that is intensely intimate and may be an emotionally painful path toward liber-

ation and the awareness of how to live one’s own body freely (Stryker 2008: 87).

In conclusion, I would argue that, no less than feminism, transsexual

experience actually offers an opportunity to expand the histories and theories of

law, (bio)power, bodies, sexuality, citizenship, self-determination and gender. In

the words of the trans activist and scholar Stephen Whittle, “A system of values

where gender loses some of its power of oppression, in which distinct and dif-

ferent voices are not only heard, but listened to, is hence a better system of values.

This is what we, who are trans, can get from such a system, but also—and perhaps

more importantly—something that we can give back” (Whittle 2006: 202).
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she has been working on the relationship between transgender bodies and citizenship in
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Notes

1. During the campaign for Law 164/1982, transsexual women were the only visible pro-

tagonists on the public stage. Even in trans women’s public speeches, the issue of sex (and

name) changes were always approached in feminine terms. The experience of FtM trans

people, less recognizable (in aesthetic and political terms) due to FtMs’ ease of “passing”

as men, has created different experiences of discrimination, creating a different political

path that was not embodied in more obvious political actors until the 1990s (Stryker

2008: 71).

2. I refer in particular to the Documentation Center of MIT (Transsexual Identity Move-

ment) in Bologna.

3. In Italy, before the approval of Law 164/1982, it was illegal to change one’s sex. Trans-

vestitism was governed by the Criminal Code as illicit concealment (Art. 85); alterna-

tively, trans people were considered “habitual offenders” (Art. 1) and, if judged

“potentially dangerous to public safety or the national order” (1931 Fascist Public Safety

Laws, Royal Decree no. 733), the law could be enforced to the extent of confinement or

special surveillance. Subsequently (pursuant to Law 1423/1956 “Preventive Measures

against Those Threatening Security and Public Morals”), transsexuals were likely to be

subjected to warnings, preventive measures, confinement, and the confiscation of their

identity documents and driving licenses.

4. Due to disagreements with the former association MIT (Italian Transsexual Movement)

established in 1979, MIT (Transsexual Identity Movement) was born in 1988, in Bologna,

and is still the main trans association in Italy.

5. In fact, to this day, Law 164/1982 remains the only law concerning GLBTIQ rights in Italy.

Several initiatives are currently under way to promote changes in Law 164, in particular,

to make it possible to change personal data without the requirement of surgery to remove

sexual characteristics and thus sterilization (surgery is not specifically imposed by the

law, but rather judges have interpreted the law thus far to require it). Activists are

promoting the use of Italian court rulings to attain sex and name changes even without

surgery. In line with these requests, the most important change has occurred very

recently: with Judgment no. 221 (dated November 5, 2015) the Constitutional Court ruled

that law 164/1982 does not require any surgery as a prerequisite for rectification registry.

This decision puts an end to obligatory surgery as a requirement for gender reassign-

ment, as set forth by the majority of Italian courts since 1982. See also MIT’s campaign,

“Another Gender Is Possible” (MIT 2014) and details on Bill no. 405, “Rules on the

Modification of the Attribution of Sex,” which is awaiting discussion in the Italian senate.
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