


PEASANT WOMEN AND POLITICS IN

FASCIST ITALY

Peasant women were the largest female occupational group in Italy between the
wars. They led lives characterized by great poverty and heavy workloads but fas
cist propaganda extolled them as the mothers of the nation and the guardians of
the rural world, the most praiseworthy of Italian women.

This study is the first published history of the Massaie Rurali, the Fascist
Party's section for peasant women, which, with three million members by
1943, became one of the largest of the regime's mass mobilizing organizations.
The section played a key role in such core fascist campaigns as nation-building
and ruralization. Perry Willson draws on a wide range of archival and contem
porary press sources to investigate the nature of the Massaie Rurali and the
dynamics of class and gender that lay at its heart. She explores the organization's
political message, its propaganda, structure and activities and the reasons why so
many women joined it.

Perry Willson is Lecturer in Italian History at the University of Edinburgh.
Her previous publications include The Clockwork Factory: VVomen and VVork in
Fascist Italy (Oxford 1993) and numerous articles on modern Italian women's
history.
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PNF Partito nazionale fascista - Fascist Party

Xll



GLOSSARY

Reggitrice - most authoritative female figure in a sharecropping or smallholding
household. (Various other terms are used in different regions including mas
saia and arzdora.) Usually, but not always, the wife of the capoccia. In the text
I have used the term reggitrice rather than the term massaia which I use only
to indicate a member of the Sezione Massaie Rurali

Salariato fisso - landless farm labourer with annual employment contract
Sansepolcrista - person who had been present (or was officially recognized as

having been present) at the founding meeting of fascism in Piazza San
Sepolcro in 1919

Sbracciantizzazione - 'decasualization', fascist policy of reducing the numbers
of braccianti

Sezione Massaie Rurali dei Fasci Femminili - Rural Housewives section of the
Fascist Women's Groups. Section ofPNF for rural women. Founded 1934

SOLD Sezione Operaie e Lavoranti a Domicilio - section of Fasci Femminili for
women workers and homeworkers

Squadrista (pI. squadristi) - member of the fascist squads, gangs of armed thugs
who violently attacked opposition groups and organizations during the
rise of fascism

UMC Unione delle Massaie della Campagna - Union of Country Housewives.
Lombard organization for rural women. Founded in the First World War

UNMC Unione Nazionale delle Massaie della Campagna - National Union of
Country Housewives. New name for the UMC from 1932

Ventennio - the 'twenty years'. Name often used to denote the fascist regime
1922-1943

XliI



Catania
Catania

Catania

CataniaCatania

Catania
CataniaCataniaCatania

Catania

CataniaCatania

Catania
CataniaCatania

Catania Catania

CataniaCatania
CataniaCatania

Catania

CataniaCatania

CataniaCatania
Catania

Catania
Catania

Catania
CataniaCatania

CataniaCataniaCatania
CataniaCatania

Catania
Catania
CataniaCatania

Catania
Catania Catania

CataniaCatania

Catania
CataniaCatania

Catania
Catania

Catania
CataniaCatania

CataniaCatania
Catania

Catania
Catania

Catania

CataniaCatania
Catania

CataniaCatania

Catania

Catania
Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania

Catania
Catania

CataniaCatania

CataniaCatania

Catania

Cata



INTRODUCTION

In 1946 Italian women voted for the first time. In the language of many con
temporary politicians women were 'granted' suffrage by the new anti-fascist
coalition government (rather than 'winning' it) as a reward for their role in the
wartime Resistance. However, as Anna Rossi Doria has argued,l the reasons for
women gaining the vote were more complex and include the strategies of the
major political parties at the time as well as the fact that, both in the pre-fascist
Liberal period as well in the early years of the fascist regime itself, women them
selves had actively campaigned for it.

Rossi Doria's important book, published only in 1996 and somewhat start
lingly the first real research published on the advent of female suffrage in Italy,
is part of a tentative process in some recent historiography to rethink the role of
the Resistance as a huge watershed in women's history. It is undeniable that the
Resistance was extremely important in the history of Italian women and that
millions were involved in various ways2 but there is an increasing recognition
recently that too much emphasis has been placed on this short, if momentous
period and too little attention paid to what preceded and followed it.

The suffrage campaign born in the Liberal period died out in the late 1920s.
Its only success had been the meaningless law of 1925 granting the vote to spe
cific groups of women in local elections just as democracy was about to
disappear. Nonetheless, as increasing numbers of studies are now showing, fas
cism was far from a mere 'gap' between two periods offemale political activism
when women were passively crushed by the fascist boot. Instead it was a time
of complex changes which shaped the future in ways which are only just begin
ning to be explored.

It is, of course, no longer true, as many commentators used to note, that there
is no research on the role of women in the fascist period. Recent studies have
successfully undermined the idea that this was simply a reactionary period for
women. Instead, it was full of contradictory trends, both traditional and mod
ernizing. Despite fascist misogynous rhetoric and some oppressive legislation
limiting their employment prospects, the interwar also opened up new activities
and opportunities for many women. Many had fewer babies, some did gymnas
tics and other types of sports3 and a few found new types ofemployment in the



INTRODUCTION

growing social welfare sector. Even fascist ideology on gender roles was some
what contradictory. On the one hand, the aspect most often stressed in early
research on this topic4 was the fact that it preached female subordination and
women's need to submit entirely to their biological destiny. On the other hand,
it also offered a new definition of the relationship between women and the
state/nation. This implied, on a purely theoretical level, some equality of the
sexes since, in the new totalitarian order, no individual, of either sex, had rights.
Instead both sexes had duties to the state.s The duties of each sex were, of
course, quite distinct and, where the state intervened to arbitrate between the
competing needs of each gender, it invariably came down heavily on the side of
male needs (giving them, for example, priority in certain forms ofemployment).

Such dual, contradictory aspects affected the mass political organizations. As
De Grazia has argued, the women's sections of the Fascist Party - the Fasci
Femminili - and the girls' organizations may have preached motherhood as
women's mission and destiny but, at the same time, they opened up new spaces
for women. Despite the utterly subordinate nature of the Fasci Femminili to the
male party hierarchs, the women involved in this organization were clearly
activists, widening their own sphere as they busied themselves with carrying out
the Party's orders, mainly in politicized versions of welfare activity. The activism
of the middle-class women was, however, in marked contrast to the experience
of millions ofother women who joined the PNF in the special sections, one for
peasant women set up in 1933, and another for workers in 1937 (the Sezione
Operaie e Lavoranti a Domicilio - SOLD),6 both of which encouraged a far more
passive approach to politics among its membership. This book is a study of the
larger of these two organizations7 - the Sezione Massaie Rurali dei Fasci Femminili
(Rural Housewives Section of the Women's Fascist Groups).

Perhaps surprisingly, whilst we now know a good deal about many aspects of
women's experience of the ventennio, the historiography on the role of women
in the Fascist Party itself is still extremely patchy. Most 'general histories' of the
PNF have either ignored women or simply devoted very brief sections to
them8 and, whilst feminist historians have been keen to record and analyse the
heroic activities of antifascists,9 they have dragged their feet in studying Party
members, seen as a rather unpalatable topic. This has resulted in the rather odd
phenomenon that, until very recently, a disproportionate number of the stud
ies published on this topic were by foreigners such as De Grazia and
Detriagache. lO Conversely the historiography on anti-fascist women, until the
publication ofJane Slaughter's recent book,11 was almost non-existent in lan
guages other than Italian. We still know little about either ordinary female
PNF members or about organizers at local or national level or about such
topics as how hierarchies of gender and class intersected within the Party. This
situation is now beginning to change as a new generation ofyounger Italian his
torians, such as Helga Dittrich Johansen,12 are beginning to work on these
questions but, even so, much research remains to be done on the role of Party
women.
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INTRODUCTION

This book deals with the largest group of women who joined the PNF 
peasants. For many years, the historiography of fascism and of the Resistance,
long dominated by communist historians, was more concerned with workers
than peasants, seen as the less interesting 'backward' class. The situation has
changed greatly over the last decade but it is only very recently that the revival
of interest in the peasantry has begun to encompass gender issues, with, in par
ticular, the appearance of important new research by Salvatici and Imbergamo. 13

All this helps explain why only one previous scholarly historical article has been
published on the history of the Sezione Massaie Rurali - a local study of
Lombardy by Angela Amoroso.1 4

Perhaps it is not surprising that a conservative organization concerned mainly
with cookery, gardening and the raising of farmyard animals should have failed
to capture the imagination of the new generation of feminist historians.
Nonetheless, although the history of the Massaie Rurali might seem a rather
uninspiring subject compared with the heroic deeds of Resistance heroines,
such a huge organization as this clearly merits serious investigation, both in
terms of the history of women and in terms of historical knowledge of the
impact of fascism on the rural world.

The Sezione Massaie Rurali dei Fasci Femminili

In fascist ruralization propaganda extolling the virtues of traditional lifestyles on
the land, where honest peasants toiled for the nation unpolluted by urban
values, peasant women often appeared clad in regional costumes or wearing the
headscarf and badge of the Massaie Rurali section. IS They were paraded through
the streets of Rome and photographed on many occasions and, according to a
letter from one Partito Nazionale Fascista (PNF) hierarch to another in 1939, this
was an organization which was: 'particularly dear to Mussolini and the Party'. 16

Founded in the early 1930s, the Massaie Rurali grew rapidly to an impressive
membership of three million by the fall of the regime. It lay at the heart of a
number of important fascist campaigns, particularly those concerned with
gender roles, ruralization, demography, and autarky. Although its real mission
was political mobilization, its declared aims were to give moral, social and
technical assistance to rural women, promote technical education on small-scale
farming methods as well as domestic science, childcare and craft manufacturing
and to discourage the rural-urban shift.

This was an organization typical of the 1930s when fascism decided to 'go
to the people' enrolling millions ofItalians into mass mobilizing organizations
with the aim of forging a consensus for the regime and its policies, and bind
ing the people to the ostensibly class-neutral concept of nation. Mass
organizations such as youth groups, leisure clubs and so on mushroomed in this
period. One truly innovative aspect of this new wave of mobilization was the
fact that it included women. Unlike certain other fascist organizations such as
the unions and the mass leisure organization the Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro

3



INTRODUCTION

(OND), which essentially replaced existing class-based ones, the women's
organizations represented an attempt to bring into the nation a section of the
population largely previously excluded from organized politics. This book
examines how the regime attempted to reach out to a group of women who
were amongst the most excluded and neglected of all - the female peasantry.
As I aim to demonstrate in this book the inclusion of poorer women into the
study of fascist political mobilization policies tends to create a somewhat dif
ferent picture from the 'modernizing view' which emerges from certain other
studies.

The following pages will trace the history of the Sezione Massaie Rurali in a
roughly chronological fashion. After a look at the general situation of the peas
antry and the female peasantry in particular in Chapter 1, I go on to examine
the origins of the organization and its initial foundation as part of the fascist
farmworkers' union in the next two chapters. Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 8 focus on
the nature of the organization after it was absorbed into the PNF, looking at, in
particular, its structure, its political message and its activities. Chapter 7 consid
ers the special training school for Massaie Rurali leaders set up in Rome in the
late 1930s and Chapter 9 addresses the question ofwho the members were and
how Party organizers managed to recruit them in such large numbers. Finally,
in the Epilogue, the organization's legacy is examined.

Intertwined with the history of this fascist organization is the history of
another, much smaller one, the Unione delle Massaie della Campagna (UMC), a
good example, amongst many, of an autonomous women's organization which
could not survive the totalitarian aspirations of the fascist state. This, the decline
of autonomous female politics, was a notable feature of the fascist period.
During the 1920s, many women continued to belong to the range of non
fascist women's organizations which had emerged before the ventennio. Some of
these were explicitly feminist, while others were primarily focused on causes
such as the promotion of women's education or the defence of the interests of
specific groups such as war widows. I? Gradually, however, fascism closed down
or absorbed and refashioned most of them. This process led eventually to the
eclipse of an important field of women's political activism - autonomous organ
izations dedicated to what could be called specifically 'female' (although not
necessarily 'feminist') agendas. As time went by, during the ventennio, the only
real alternative to the Fascist Party women's sections were other organizations
which were also dependent on and subordinate to the interests of a powerful
male-dominated institution - those for Catholic women. IS There was a degree
of continuity in this trend in the postwar and, after the fall of fascism, much
'women's politics' was pursued in sections of parties or trade unions essentially
controlled by men, and, at least in part, pursuing agendas set by men. The his
tory of the UMC's ill-fated postwar revival (discussed in the Epilogue) well
exemplifies this trend: this small, essentially autonomous, organization was
quickly overwhelmed by the polarized politics of the immediate aftermath of
the Second World War.

4
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PEASANT WOMEN, THE RURAL
WORLD AND THE
FASCI FEMMINILI

The pattern ofagricultural production and women's place in this system helped
determine how the fascists attempted to mobilize them politically. Agriculture
was still Italy's largest single economic sector in this period. Despite rapid eco
nomic growth around the turn of the century, which had created pockets of
modern industry, mainly in the 'industrial triangle' of the North, millions still
worked on the land. Numbers of those occupied by this sector remained high
during the first half of the twentieth century and by 1936 were still roughly the
same as in 1901. According to the 1931 census 41.5 per cent ofItalian families
(3,800,000 families) had a 'head of family' engaged in farming. The rural
world, however, was far from static. Since Unification a series offorces, includ
ing the increased role of the market, the agricultural crisis of the 1880s, the rise
of socialism, emigration and technological innovation had led to much change. 1

In some rural areas, moreover, industry had an increasing impact on traditional
lifestyles. 2 Rural industry varied greatly including both factories (mainly textiles
and food processing) and various types of cottage industry. Large numbers of
Tuscan peasant women, for example, made straw hats for export until the 1929
crash destroyed their markets.3 The First World War only served to accelerate
processes of change when over two and a half million peasants went to the front.

Rural Italy was a mosaic of different types of farming and such changes
interacted with local situations in diverse ways. Not just crops and methods of
cultivation but the size ofholdings, modernity of farming techniques and forms
of land tenure varied greatly from region to region, and even within close
geographical areas. 4 It is, of course, beyond the scope of this chapter to prop
erly investigate this complex panorama, one which has been the focus of a
considerable volume of historical research. I will limit myself to a consideration
of the main types of peasant figure, a brief overview of fascist agricultural
policy and a look at women's role in agriculture. Finally I will discuss the
founding of the fascist women's sections and their attitude to rural questions.

During the rise of fascism, peasants were to be found in a variety ofpositions
on the political spectrum. Italy, of course, was unusual in Western Europe in
that socialism had spread in some rural areas at the end of the nineteenth cen
tury. Just after the First World War, large numbers of peasants, particularly
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landless farmworkers but also sharecroppers, belonged to socialist organiza
tions. Others, including many smallholders, joined Catholic 'white' leagues.
These had previously been tiny but now grew with, by 1920, nearly a million
members. 5 Yet others rallied to the blackshirts. There were still, however, many
peasants little affected by organized politics. Italy's formidable geography meant
that many had little interaction with the world beyond their farm and local
community.

The lives of many Italian peasants were characterized by great hardship,
poverty, insufficient diet and poor health. Insanitary and overcrowded housing
was widespread. It was even possible to find peasants who lived in dwellings
made of earth and foliage, or in caves or cellars. These were the most extreme
cases but a survey of 1933 classified the housing of a third of the rural popula
tion as either 'uninhabitable' or 'almost uninhabitable'.6 Very few had running
water or electricity.

Only hard labour could wrest a living from Italy's difficult terrain, 35.5 per
cent of which was classified as 'mountainous', 53.5 per cent as 'hilly' and only
about 12 per cent as 'plain'. Much farmland was the product of earlier recla
mation efforts, mainly terracing, irrigation and drainage. Not all human
interventions had improved things: some areas suffered from deforestation and
soil erosion. Mechanization was introduced only slowly, held back by the abun
dant labour supply, fragmented landholding and steep slopes. In 1936, for
example, Italy had only 32,500 tractors and 30,000 threshing machinesJ Rural
unemployment and underemployment were endemic, problems greatly exac
erbated by the reduction in emigration.

The peasantry was still the largest occupational group in interwar Italy.
Behind the single term 'peasant' hid a complex range of different figures. Most
belonged to one of three major categories: landless farmworkers, smallholders
(tenants or owners) and sharecroppers. There were also various kinds of 'mixed'
figures, such as smallholders who also did seasonal day labouring. Other peas
ant figures were essentially variations of the three main categories.8 All figures
were found all over Italy although some broad generalizations are possible.
Landless labourers were most numerous on the modern farms of the Po Valley,
although even here there were also many other types of peasant. 'Pure' share
cropping (mezzadria classica) was most common in the Centre. In the South
pockets of commercial farming producing things like olive oil and citrus fruits
coexisted with huge estates of little improved land - the latifundia - run by
tenant farmers. 9

Many of the politically 'red' peasants were landless labourers. Various sub
categories of such farm labourers existed. The braccianti avventizi, day labourers
without security of employment, usually lived in towns and villages, with
whole families (often nuclear) in one or two rented rooms whilst 'salariatifissi',
who had annual contracts, were usually housed on the farm with their families
and often paid in both kind and money. They sometimes also sharecropped
small plots ofland. It was particularly among the braccianti avventizi, especially in
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the Po Valley and on the great estates of Apulia, that socialist politics had taken
hold before fascism. The Po Valley had many large, modern capitalist farms,
mainly run by improving tenant farmers on long leases, who worked the rich
soils of the alluvial plain on land drained or watered by modern irrigation sys
tems. Here the proletarianized peasantryl0 had become organized from the late
nineteenth century and unions had been extremely effective. In some areas they
had achieved control of the labour market, introducing the imponibile di manod
opera (which stipulated how many workers should be employed per hectare of
land according to crop and season) and the collocamento di classe (a list of union
members who did this work in turn). 11 Both were highly unpopular with
employers.

Another area with huge numbers of braccianti was Apulia in the 'heel' ofItaly
where vast capitalist estates, devoted almost exclusively to growing wheat, had
been established after Unification by ploughing up sheep pastures. Owned
mostly by absentee landlords and run by tenants on short leases with little
incentive to invest in improvements, profitability was maintained largely by
paying near starvation wages to a mass ofproletarianized labourers who lived in
slum conditions in agro-towns. Such expansive monoculture with low rates of
mechanization meant high rates ofseasonal unemployment. The Apulian social
divide was stark and class hatred bitter. No paternalistic tradition softened land
lord-peasant relations. Violence characterized class conflict and, from the turn
of the century, revolutionary syndicalism spread. 12

Landless day labourers were common in other parts of the South too but else
where they were frequently mixed figures, who might, for example, also farm
tiny smallholdings. Although there was much unrest in the rural South before
fascism, Apulia was the only place where socialism took root so strongly. In the
turmoil following the First World War most Southern peasants hungered not for
bolshevism but for land. 13

The second category, smallholders, embraced both small tenant farmers and
peasant proprietors who tilled their own land. Many owned only tiny unviable
plots of poor land and despite having what was many peasants' most heartfelt
dream - landownership - they were often extremely poor. By the end of the
Second World War, 83.1 per cent of private landowners had less than two
hectares. In this situation many could not survive by farming alone and pluri
activity was widespread, including, for example, industrial or agricultural waged
work, handicrafts, wetnursing, remittances from migrants and so on.
Nonetheless, these peasants' land-owning status was one that they clung to, toil
ing endlessly to retain it. Traditionally most smallholdings were in mountain
areas but many more recently created small farms were established in hilly or
flatland areas. Although some smallholdings were essentially subsistence farm
ing, many (particularly in parts of the South such as Campania and Sicily)
produced specialized crops like fruit and vegetables, often for export. 14

The third major category was sharecropping, a land tenure form much
praised by the regime. There were broad categories - classic sharecropping
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